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Foreword

In	New	York	in	2000	the	Millennium	Declaration	was	unanimously	adopted	by	
the	United	Nations	General	Assembly.	On	the	basis	of	the	Declaration,	a	series	of	
measurable	Millennium	Development	Goals	(MDGs)	were	agreed,	to	be	achieved	by	
2015.	

On	18	November	2010,	the	government	requested	the	AIV	to	draw	up	an	advisory	
report	to	enable	it	to	determine	its	position	in	the	debate	on	the	post-2015	
development	agenda	(the	request	can	be	found	in	annexe	I).	In	its	request,	the	
government	explicitly	specifies	that	the	report	should	not	go	into	the	Netherlands’	
policy	on	the	MDGs	in	the	2011	to	2015	period.	Instead,	the	AIV	was	asked	to	
explore	the	current	approach,	thus	providing	the	government	with	an	insight	into	
its	strengths	and	weaknesses,	and	to	trace	the	outlines	of	a	possible	new	approach,	
in	so	far	as	one	is	emerging	from	national	and	international	discussions	and	
publications,	from	the	perspective	of	both	developing	countries	and	donors.	The	
government	may	decide,	after	this	exploratory	study,	to	request	a	more	detailed	
follow-up	report.	During	the	process	of	drawing	up	the	current	report,	however,	
the	AIV	concluded	that	it	needed	to	take	a	few	initial	steps	towards	elaborating	a	
proposed	new	approach	for	the	period	after	2015.	

The	government’s	core	question	is:	What has been the value for development of 
the Millennium Declaration and the concept of the MDGs?	It	divides	this	up	into	the	
following	subsidiary	questions:

A1.	Has	the	Millennium	Declaration	proved	sufficiently	successful	in	addressing	the	
problems	that	hinder	or	block	development?	

A2.	Has	the	Millennium	Declaration	contributed	to	the	focus	on	poverty?

A3.	What	are	the	advantages	and	disadvantages	of	the	way	in	which	the	targets	have	
been	formulated?	With	respect	to	the	disadvantages,	is	it	possible	to	examine	
issues	that	may	have	been	neglected	in	the	past	ten	years?	

A4.	To	what	extent	has	the	concept	of	the	MDGs	influenced	donor	policy	in	terms	of	
decisions	on	the	allocation	of	resources	and	choices	of	themes	and	sectors?	To	
what	extent	have	developing	countries	been	able	to	influence	decision-making	
by	donors?	To	what	extent	have	the	Millennium	Declaration	and	the	MDGs	been	a	
common	enterprise	of	the	states	that	signed	the	Declaration?

A5.	The	goals	are	formulated	in	general	terms.	Has	that	been	an	obstacle	to	country-
specific	action?	Has	it	affected	developing	countries’	ownership	of	their	own	
development?

A6.	Has	the	concept	of	the	Millennium	Development	Goals	contributed	to	greater	
policy	coherence	for	development	and	coordination	of	aid?	If	so,	how	significant	
was	the	contribution?

A7.	How	did	the	concept	of	the	Millennium	Development	Goals	influence	the	
evolution	and	implementation	of	the	development	agenda	in	donor	and	partner	
countries?



A8.	To	what	extent	has	the	Millennium	Declaration	proved	to	be	a	catalyst	in	
increasing	donor	countries’	financial	commitment	(towards	the	0.7%	norm)?

The	government	notes	that	the	international	balance	of	forces	has	changed	
considerably	in	the	past	ten	years	and	various	interconnected	crises	have	occurred.	
It	asks	whether	developing	countries	each	carry	enough	weight	at	international	level	
to	pursue	their	own	policies	in	a	time	of	cross-border	crises.	Some	countries’	policy	
space	seems	to	be	shrinking	rather	than	increasing.	The	government	questions	why	
the	development	goals	are	not	seen	more	often	in	relation	to	global	challenges	such	
as	security,	the	international	legal	order,	health,	environment,	water	and	climate,	
trade	and	knowledge	development.	With	this	in	mind,	it	asked	the	AIV	to	carry	out	
an	objective	study	of	emerging	themes	in	international	thinking	about	development,	
in	order	to	give	the	government	a	better	understanding	of	the	possible	contours	of	a	
new	international	development	agenda:	one	that	inspires,	mobilises	and	is	based	on	
consensus	between	North	and	South.	

To	this	end	the	government	posed	the	following	subsidiary	questions:	
	
B1.	 What	ideas	are	currently	shaping	international	thought	about	development	and	

development	processes?	Does	the	AIV	believe	that	they	could	serve	as	a	starting	
point	for	a	new	global	development	agenda?	(If	so,	why;	if	not,	why	not?)	Or	
does	the	AIV	believe	that	the	current	approach	(possibly	with	some	adjustments)	
should	be	continued?

B2.	 Could	issues	that	are	linked	to	interdependence,	such	as	the	distribution	of	and	
access	to	global	public	goods,	form	the	basis	for	development	goals	after	2015?	
If	so,	what	role	will	development	cooperation	play?

This	report	was	prepared	by	a	joint	committee	consisting	of	Professor	R.	van	der	
Hoeven	(COS,	chair),	Professor	K.C.J.M.	Arts	(CMR),	F.A.J.	Baneke	(external	expert),	
S.	Borren	(AIV/COS),	Dr	B.S.M.	Berendsen	(COS),	Dr	N.	Tellegen	(COS)	and	A.	van	der	
Velden	(COS).	The	secretariat	comprised	Ms	D.E.	van	Norren	(secretary)	and	T.D.J.	
Oostenbrink	(in	the	final	phase)	supported	by	Ms	S.R.	Airoldi,	Ms	J.	McCall,	Ms	L.M.	
van	Paaschen	and	Ms	D.	Zevulun	(trainees).	Professor	W.J.M.	van	Genugten	(AIV/
CMR),	Professor	N.J.	Schrijver	(CMR)	and	various	members	of	the	COS	provided	
useful	advice	at	various	stages.	The	Committee	also	spoke	to	a	number	of	external	
experts,	including	Professor	B.	de	Gaaij	Fortman,	Professor	I.	Kaul,	K.	Van	Kesteren,	
L.	van	Troost,	Dr	J.	Vandemoortele,	Professor	M.	Sent,	C.	Rhebergen,	R.	Swinkels	and	
H.	van	der	Vegt.	

In	light	of	the	questions	posed	by	the	government,	this	report	takes	a	slightly	
different	form	than	that	of	other	AIV	advisory	reports.	Besides	this	foreword,	it	
consists	of	a	summary	offering	a	brief	indication	of	how	the	government’s	questions	
were	answered,	and	two	substantive	sections:	A	and	B.

Part	A	addresses	the	government’s	question	about	lessons	learned.	The	first	chapter	
looks	at	the	background	to	the	MDGs	and	how	they	came	about,	and	what	they	
have	achieved.	The	second	chapter,	in	response	to	a	number	of	the	government’s	
questions,	examines	whether	the	MDGs	have	proven	to	be	a	workable	concept.	
Chapter	III	discusses	a	large	number	of	themes	which	many	people	consider	to	have	



been	neglected	or	underexposed	in	the	MDGs.	Chapter	IV	looks	at	what	the	MDGs	
have	meant	for	policy	in	developing	countries	and	donor	countries,	while	chapter	V	
explores	the	options	for	after	2015,	when	the	current	MDG	period	expires.	

Part	B	examines	the	government’s	question	about	a	new	approach	to	development.	
In	chapter	I,	the	AIV	provides	an	outline	of	recent	global	developments	that	are	
relevant	to	development	policy	and	the	positioning	of	development	goals	after	2015.	
In	chapter	II,	the	AIV	looks	at	themes	and	challenges	for	development.	Chapter	III	
focuses	on	a	number	of	neglected	themes,	while	chapter	IV	outlines	a	conceptual	
basis	for	global	development.	Lastly,	chapter	V	explores	new	forms	of	global	
governance	and	the	discussion	on	global	public	goods.	
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Summary and main recommendations

In this report the Advisory Council on International Affairs (AIV) answers the questions 
posed by the Dutch government and formulates the core of the analysis of the strategic 
value of the 2000 Millennium Declaration and the advantages and disadvantages of 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).1 Part A addresses the lessons learned 
and what these should mean for a post-2015 system. Part B explores a new approach 
to development. The AIV advises the government to strive for a renewed international 
consensus on the strategy for development and development cooperation for the period 
after 2015, provisionally the final year of the MDGs.

The AIV believes that the Millennium Declaration is still relevant and specifies a number 
of important conditions for achieving development. The reviews of 2005 and 2010 added 
a number of significant issues in areas like gender and social security (question A1). 

The Millennium Declaration was operationalised in the form of a number of quantitative 
goals (MDGs) to be achieved by 2015. These goals are subdivided into targets with 
measurable indicators. The agreed goals refer to income (MDG1), universal participation 
in primary education (MDG2), equal participation for girls and boys (MDG3, later 
expanded to embrace gender equality), child mortality (MDG4), maternal mortality 
(MDG5), infectious diseases (MDG6) and a sustainable environment (MDG7). Lastly, 
under pressure from developing countries, a final goal was added: a global partnership 
(MDG8) on Official Development Assistance (ODA), debt relief, a fair trade and financial 
system, extra attention for vulnerable countries, and access to medicines and new 
technologies. A number of themes were not expressed in terms of quantitative goals, 
including peace and security, human rights and good governance, the special position of 
Africa and global governance (questions A1 and A3). 

The MDG system has been successful in communicating a complex development problem 
to a wider public, but has in many cases not led to achievement of the goals themselves. 
This is partly because of the limited operationalisation of the goals for developed 
countries (MDG8) and a failure to comply with international pledges, in relation to ODA 
and reform of the trade and financial system, for instance. 

One of the MDGs’ strong points is that they can give rise to a substantial discussion on 
why certain goals have been achieved and others not, and who can be held responsible 
for that.
The AIV attaches great importance to the Millennium Declaration and, with others, 
concludes that the process in which the declaration was translated into concrete goals 
failed to operationalise a number of important themes, either because there was no 
international consensus or because it was difficult to express the problems in question in 
these terms.

Besides not including a number of important themes, the MDG system is often criticised 
for not being based on an underlying economic theory of development processes and 
structural change, and that the choices made therefore have no theoretical basis. In 
addition, the goals were not formulated or interpreted correctly for deprived parts of the 
world that need to do more to achieve them without extra financial resources. Criticism 
is also levelled at the lack of any reference to the role that achieving human rights plays 

1 See annexe II for a list of abbreviations.
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in efforts to fulfil the MDGs. Both civil and political rights, and economic, social and 
cultural rights (education, work and gender equality) are important in achieving the MDGs. 
The goals do no justice to a holistic view of sustainability. The indicators attached to 
the goals and targets are also subject to criticism, because they measure only quantity 
and not quality. Nor do the indicators take account of inequality (particularly income 
inequality) within and between countries (question A3).

The progress reports on the MDGs offer mixed accounts of the progress made. On one 
goal (access to safe drinking water) there has been more progress than planned; poverty 
has also declined since 2000, but the number of people suffering from hunger has 
increased to a billion. The question whether all progress since 2000 can be attributed to 
the MDG strategy cannot be proven scientifically. It can be concluded that, in the majority 
of countries, only 20% of the trends aimed at achieving the goals have speeded up since 
the introduction of the MDGs in 2000. The other 80% have remained constant or have 
even slowed down (question A1).

The extent to which the MDGs have contributed to a reduction in poverty is unclear. 
Studies show that achievement of the MDG target to halve poverty can largely be 
attributed to the reduction of poverty in China and to a lesser extent in India, trends that 
had started before the MDGs were formulated. The MDGs have certainly contributed to 
greater attention for the various dimensions of poverty, but have also eroded the concept 
of poverty by compartmentalising policy and ignoring the structural changes and social 
processes required to escape poverty (question A2).

The impact of the MDGs on actual donor policy also presents a varied picture. Donors list 
the MDGs alongside their own priorities instead of adopting them as guiding principles, 
aid has not increased significantly and donor coordination does not operate along the 
lines of the MDG system. The link is seldom made between the resources required for 
development and the MDGs. The MDGs are seen more or less in isolation from the 0.7% 
norm, despite it being explicitly mentioned in MDG8 (question A4).

It is difficult to determine what the MDGs have meant for policy development in 
developing countries. Donor-dependent countries tend to say what their donors wish 
to hear. Some developing countries have adapted the MDGs by, for example, adding 
targets for human rights or extra relevant indicators such as diseases that occur in their 
part of the world. The Poverty Reduction Strategies (PRSPs) that still dominate policy in 
poor countries generally refer selectively to the MDGs but, despite reforms, they are still 
considered by many to be donor-driven (questions A5 and A7).

Changes in global governance, such as a greater role for the G20, are the result of 
the financial crisis, rather than being initiated by the MDGs. Negotiations on a non-
discriminatory trade system have also been at stalemate since the world summit in 
Doha. Some progress has been made in mitigating the debt burden of some countries. 
The climate problem demands much closer cooperation than has currently been agreed 
in the post-Kyoto regime. All in all the desired global partnership is still a long way off 
(questions A6 and A7).

One goal that has certainly not been achieved is the agreed increase in development 
aid. Although aid increased as a percentage of GNP until 2005, it has fallen again since 
then, and is now lower than in 1990 and far from the international target of 0.7% of GNP 
(question A8). 
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Since 2000 there have also been great changes in the form of economic, financial and 
food crises, which have shaken the international order to its foundations. In addition 
international power relations are shifting and we are seeing the emergence of economies 
that are manifesting themselves as donors, while a large part of their own populations 
still live in poverty. A significant percentage of the ‘poor’ live in middle-income countries 
and not in ‘poor’ countries. The AIV considers it important to consider more recent 
insights on development in order to examine the completeness and contemporary 
relevance of the Millennium Declaration and the MDGs (question B1).

After studying the advantages and shortcomings of the current MDGs on the basis of 
important developments in society since 2000 and of newer insights into development 
thinking, the AIV concludes that the MDG system needs to be redesigned. At the same 
time, the Council believes that it would be irresponsible to make a radical break with the 
current system, which was based on a major international consensus on a development 
agenda.

In this report the AIV therefore makes suggestions for a post-2015 system for 
international cooperation (referred to below as the ‘post-2015 system’) that tries as far 
as possible to preserve the positive aspects of the MDGs. However, the Council would 
like to note directly that one of the main shortcomings of the current MDG system 
is that it has been primarily a donor-driven process. Obligations for the developed 
countries, as in MDG8, were only added at a later stage, but without the clear indicators 
that typified the other goals. 

Perhaps the most significant recommendation in this report is therefore, in the run-up 
to a post-2015 system, to promote a consultative process with countries in different 
stages of development, and with civil society and the private sector. In such a process 
the roles and responsibilities of all those involved must be made clear and they must be 
held accountable for fulfilling them. For this reason the AIV is reluctant to propose an all-
embracing blueprint for a post-2015 system and believes that the Millennium Declaration 
should be preserved as the basis of a future strategy. It should, however, incorporate the 
new elements of the reviews of 2005 and 2010.

A consultative process on the post-2015 system should preferably be led by a prominent 
individual from an emerging country. This is of great importance for the global acceptance 
and success of the follow-up to the MDGs in an improved system. The Netherlands can 
play an active role in this.

Taking this into account the AIV summarises below the main themes and identified 
shortcomings of the current Millennium Declaration and MDG system, together with the 
outlines of a possible post-2015 system.

The AIV observes a somewhat ambivalent attitude towards the MDGs. Because no 
dominant theoretical basis underpins the MDGs, they were never intended as a ‘one 
size fits all’ policy. Nevertheless, for many people, the MDGs have become a mantra for 
an all-encompassing development ideology. They have become absolute targets backed 
up with the reasoning that whatever is not in the MDGs is no longer important. As a 
consequence, every self-respecting group has tried to get its area of activity included 
within the MDGs. This fixation with bringing everything under the umbrella of the MDGs 
has resulted in too much attention to detail, sometimes at the expense of the realisation 
that sustainable and participatory economic growth with a conscious policy of structural 
change and redistribution can just as easily contribute to social progress as direct 
attention to the social sector.
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To achieve a better post-2015 system the AIV considers it important take the criticisms 
of the current MDGs and recent global developments into account, and to consider the 
extent to which a number of newer themes that have until now received insufficient 
attention in development thinking make changes necessary (question B1). Ongoing 
globalisation, recent global developments and, especially, the financial and economic 
crisis of 2008-2009 call for improvements to the international trade and financial system 
after 2015.

In the context of new forms of development thinking, the AIV would first of all like to 
note that a post-2015 system would have to be based more firmly on the capabilities 
approach of Nobel Prizewinner Amartya Sen, which also underpinned the Millennium 
Declaration. Sen’s theory equates development with more freedom. Sen identifies 
five essential freedoms: (1) political and civil freedoms, (2) social and (3) economic 
opportunities, (4) transparency in governance and economic life, and (5) protective 
freedoms (social security and the rule of law).

The AIV endorses Sen’s approach, especially as subjective welfare theory shows that, when 
asked, people specify these freedoms as crucial to their happiness. A post-2015 system 
can contribute to this, by improving ways of measuring prosperity, striving to reduce 
inequality within countries and giving more attention to human rights principles, peace 
and security, and effective state institutions – elements that are lacking in the current 
MDGs.

In a post-2015 system a basic level of security will have to be included as a condition for 
development. Security sector development or reform (SSR) is essential in strengthening 
security levels, and should therefore constitute an inseparable element of a post-2015 
system for fragile states. A peace and security goal cluster could also contain indicators 
for early warning of conflicts.

The discussions on sustainability must lead to a post-2015 system that contains long-
term targets for a sustainable model with a rolling agenda that measures progress 
every five or ten years and uses these measurements to make regular modifications to 
the strategy. In this way, the post-2015 system will be a ‘dashboard’ with indicators for 
sustainability, for this generation and the next. 

Three principles from the human rights approach are especially relevant and should be 
incorporated in a post-2015 system: non-discrimination, participation and accountability. 
It is also important to refer to general human rights conventions to ensure compliance 
with other relevant human rights obligations. Although, in an ideal world, an explicit and 
globally endorsed human rights approach should be in force, the AIV sees this, as yet, as 
politically unfeasible in a post-2015 MDG system. Yet there are opportunities to do some 
justice to the rights-based approach. The AIV therefore proposes that:
1) the run-up to a post-2015 strategy should be as participatory as possible, including a 

role for marginalised groups with the greatest stake in the system; 
2) the above-mentioned three principles be incorporated in the methodology for pursuing 

each component of the post-2015 strategy, and:
3) globally endorsed human rights remain firmly embedded in the strategy through 

explicit reference to agreements made at global summits and in UN human rights 
conventions, including the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), 
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR).
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The gender approach, according to which equality between men and women is 
indispensable to balanced development, requires indicators for all goals as well as a 
separate heading for gender. We also consider it necessary to specify gender-specific 
dimensions in new goal clusters for, for example, peace and security (violence against 
women) and effective governance (participation of women in running society). 

One of the tasks of global governance lies in the area of global public goods: goods 
that are relevant to everyone and from which no one can or may be excluded (question 
B2). However, the concept of global public goods touches on matters of responsible 
sovereignty. Emerging and developing countries are concerned about erosion of their 
national sovereignty, while developed countries are afraid that they will have to finance 
many of the global public goods. The AIV believes that, although the debate on global 
public goods should be conducted with the utmost care, it is important to establish a 
clear link between the MDGs and global public goods, because no one can or may 
be excluded from either. In this way, the MDGs can also contribute to the creation of a 
‘global social floor’ – in other words, a minimum level of existence that is worth pursuing 
and on which there is a global consensus. The need for such a minimum was once again 
demonstrated during the recent global crisis, as was recognised at the MDG summit in 
2010.

In funding global public goods, a distinction should be made between socially oriented 
global public goods (with the 0.7% ODA norm as guiding principle) and other public goods, 
for which national resources other than ODA and innovative international funding methods 
will have to be mobilised. 

Recent theories – such as Nobel Prizewinner Elinor Ostrom’s analysis of commons, which 
identifies seven principles for effective local governance (‘common resource pools’) – can 
play a role in the management of global public goods and, if these ideas are extended to 
apply to global governance, offer a good guideline for a post-2015 system. 

The (renewed) debates on global governance offer a good guideline for the post-2015 
system. The AIV considers it important that preparations for the post-2015 period link 
up with the development agenda proposed by the G20, as expressed in the 2010 Seoul 
Declaration. It is also essential to take account of the new, rapidly growing network 
society, which operates horizontally and does not allow itself to be controlled vertically 
(‘top down’). International cooperation has become a multi-actor affair and multilateral 
institutions could perhaps play a more prominent role in focusing and coordinating it. 

More detailed recommendations for a post-2015 system can be found in chapter A.V 
and specifically in section A.V.4. 
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A Lessons learned

Chapter A.I describes the background to the Millennium Declaration and the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) and the current situation. A.II examines whether the 
MDGs have proved to be a workable concept and chapter A.III focuses on a number 
of omissions. In chapter A.IV, the AIV looks at what the MDGs have meant for policy 
in developing and donor countries, and in chapter A.V. the Council draws a number of 
conclusions from the lessons learned. 

A.I The Millennium Declaration and the MDGs

A.I.1		 Declarations	in	the	run-up	to	the	MDGs	
In 2000, the international community, united in the UN, adopted the Millennium 
Declaration to address the problem of global poverty. A year later this led to the 
formulation of eight Millennium Development Goals. 

The MDGs represent the crystallisation of goals agreed earlier at international 
conferences in the 1990s, most of which were not achieved.2 These conferences 
include the World Conference on Education for All (Jomtien, 1990), the World Summit 
for Children (New York, 1990, based on the Convention on the Rights of the Child), the 
UN Conference on Environment and Development (Rio de Janeiro, 1992), the World 
Conference on Human Rights (Vienna, 1993), the International Conference on Population 
and Development (Cairo, 1994), the World Summit for Social Development (Copenhagen, 
1995), the World Conference on Women (Beijing,1995), the UN Conference on Human 
Settlements (Habitat II)(Istanbul, 1996) and the World Food Summit (Rome, 1996).3 
In its 1996 publication ‘Shaping the 21st Century: The Contribution of Development 
Cooperation’, the OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) made an initial 
attempt to formulate development goals by synthesising the goals agreed at the various 
world summits. Established by the rich countries meeting in the OECD/DAC (unlike 
the world summits, which were more global in nature), these goals focused mainly on 
measurable criteria for poverty (less than a dollar a day), social development and a 
sustainable environment, and distanced themselves from the rights-based approach and 
emancipatory development.4 The list is less comprehensive than the later MDGs. Gender 
was omitted, on Japan’s insistence, and changed to equal education for all. The United 
Kingdom in particular, with the support of Sweden, Norway, Germany and the Netherlands 
(the ‘Utstein’ group of female development ministers), ensured that development goals 
for gender remained on the global agenda. However, they initially provoked little response 

2 For a full overview, see M. Loewe, ‘The Millennium Development Goals: Chances and Risks’, German 

Development Institute, discussion paper 6/2008, Bonn 2008, p. 3.

3 The goals also refer back to earlier international human rights conventions, like the International 

Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966), the OECD target of 0.7% GNP for 

development cooperation (1970), the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 

Women (1981), and the International Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989).

4 A. Saith, ‘From Universal Values to Millennium Development Goals: Lost in Translation’, Development and 

Change 37 (6), Institute of Social Studies, 2006, pp. 1169-1170.
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from developing countries, the World Bank or the IMF.5 

The UN secretariat, seeing the initiative as an attempt by the rich countries to control the 
UN agenda, devised its own list. As the new Millennium approached, many civil-society 
networks (like the women’s and peace movements, the churches and Jubilee 2000) 
called on world leaders at the 2000 Millennium Summit to develop a global development 
vision. UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s draft version again omitted gender equality, this 
time due to an ‘unholy alliance’ between the Vatican and conservative Islamic countries, 
including Sudan, Iran and Libya. Other themes that were ignored were reproductive 
health and maternal mortality. Health goals were included only summarily, because of the 
political struggle surrounding reproductive health rights – an issue to which the UNDP had 
in fact devoted considerable attention in a 1997 report. The focus came to lie primarily 
on HIV/AIDS. Economic growth – though not an explicit theme in the declarations 
issued at the world summits – received considerable attention, as did technological 
development. Pressure from developing countries and civil society led to goals for the 
rich countries relating to trade access, debt relief and ODA, and to an appeal to the 
pharmaceutical industry to make AIDS medicines cheaper. A separate section devoted 
attention to Africa and the development of agricultural productivity.6 

In 2000, in an unprecedented display of unity, the leaders of the IMF, OECD, UN and World 
Bank published the document ‘A Better World for All: Progress towards the International 
Development Goals’, based on the OECD development goals mentioned above. This 
document was largely in line with Kofi Annan’s draft declaration, with the addition of infant 
and maternal mortality. Fearing that health budgets might otherwise become unbalanced, 
the passage on combating HIV/AIDS was expanded to include other diseases. A section 
was added on the special needs of small island states and landlocked developing 
countries, after earlier conferences on these issues.7

On 8 September 2000, the Millennium Declaration was adopted. The Declaration is 
based on six fundamental values – freedom, equality, solidarity, tolerance, respect for 
nature and shared responsibility8 – and is clearly divided into eight chapters: 1) Values 
and principles, 2) Peace, security and disarmament, 3) Development and poverty 
eradication, 4) Protecting our common environment, 5) Human rights, democracy and 
good governance, 6) Protecting the vulnerable, 7) Meeting the special needs of Africa,  
8) Strengthening the United Nations. 

A.I.2		 From	Declaration	to	Goals
In September 2001, the UN Secretary-General’s report ‘Roadmap Towards the 
Implementation of the Millennium Declaration’, which contained eight MDGs, was 
approved by the UN General Assembly. The new American president George Bush was 
sceptical about the initiative, but 9/11, the need for ‘soft power’, and his relationship 

5 D. Hulme, ‘The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs): A short history of the world’s biggest promise’, 

BWPI Working Paper 100, September 2009, pp. 15-25.

6 Idem, pp. 25-31. Reference is made to ‘We the Peoples: The role of the United Nations in the 21st Century’.

7 Idem, pp. 32-36.

8 A. Sumner, M. Tiwari, ‘After 2015: International Development Policy at a Crossroads’, Rethinking 

International Development series, Palgrave McMillan, 2009, p. 47.
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with the host of the next summit (the Mexican president), made him change his mind.9 
Consequently, the MDGs were not adopted by the US until 2002, at the summit on 
financing for development in Monterrey, Mexico. This is now known as the Monterrey 
consensus. In practice, however, the US continued to resist the MDGs until 2005.10 
One important outcome of the Millennium Declaration was the adoption of the Paris 
Declaration on the effectiveness of aid in 2005.

It is important in understanding the process that led to the MDGs to be aware that they 
are grounded in the Western trend towards results-based management and accountability 
in development policy, as reflected in the OECD development goals. This was coupled to 
a more visionary objective of human development, originating in the UNDP corner and laid 
down in the Millennium Declaration.11

In substantive terms, the UN was faced with the problem of how to reconcile the OECD’s 
development goals with its own Millennium Declaration. After all, the UN Secretary-
General was a signatory to the former, but also had to take all 189 member states 
into account. At a meeting of donors, developing countries and multilateral institutions 
in 2001, led by the World Bank, the two sets of goals were integrated. They were 
elaborated by a joint working group representing the OECD/DAC, World Bank, IMF and 
UNDP. The goals on climate (MDG7) and the contribution of the rich countries (MDG8: 
global partnership), which were still the subject of fierce political negotiation, proved 
especially difficult. The goal on a sustainable environment (MDG7) was extended to 
include biodiversity and a number of other new indicators.12 MDG8 was eventually 
finalised with seven targets and 17 indicators, but without a deadline, making it the most 
comprehensive, yet least specific or measurable goal. 

Reproductive health was once again excluded, this time at the instigation of the US 
President. As a compromise, the contraceptive prevalence rate was included as an 
indicator under maternal mortality (MDG5). However, pressure from the women’s 
movement and the broader gender lobby paid off with MDG3 being referred to as 
gender equality and – although MDG2 continued to call for universal access to primary 
education – two indicators were added to MDG3 that did not appear in the Declaration: the 
participation of women in economic life (outside the agricultural sector) and in politics (in 
terms of seats in parliament). This explains the somewhat illogical structure of MDG3.

For technical reasons, a number of issues were changed from targets to indicators, including 
safe drinking water (with the addition of sanitation under MDG7) and AIDS orphans (MDG6).13

9 D. Hulme, ‘The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs); A short history of the world’s biggest promise’, 

BWPI Working Paper 100, September 2009, pp. 42-43.

10 Idem, p. 42. The American position was that they were ‘a UN Secretariat product which member states 

never formally ratified’.

11 D. Hulme, ‘Governing Global Poverty? Global Ambivalence and the Millennium Development Goals’, 

Brooks World Poverty Institute, Institute for Development Policy and Management, University of 

Manchester, May 2009.

12 D. Hulme, ‘The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs); A short history of the world’s biggest promise’, 

BWPI Working Paper 100, September 2009, p. 10.

13 Idem, pp. 36-43.
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The main other difference between the MDGs and the Millennium Declaration lies in 
the fact that the following themes from the Declaration were not included in the MDGs: 
peace, security and disarmament; human rights, democracy and good governance; the 
vulnerable (not explicitly); the special needs of Africa; and reform of the UN (see chapter 
A.III What the MDGs fail to address).

Ultimately the following main goals were identified:
1. eradicate extreme poverty and hunger;
2. achieve universal primary education;
3. promote gender equality and empower women;
4. reduce child mortality; 
5. improve maternal health;
6. combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases;
7. ensure environmental sustainability; and
8. develop a global partnership for development.

In addition to these main goals, the MDGs have subsidiary goals (targets) and indicators, 
the latter being the subject of continual heated debate as statistics – and thereby the 
feasibility of achieving the goals – can be interpreted differently. The MDG1 targets, for 
example, have been gradually adjusted, in respect firstly of the Millennium Declaration, 
secondly of an earlier universal declaration on the reduction of poverty (at the World 
Food Summit in Rome in 1996), which called for poverty to be halved in absolute terms 
(by only talking of halving the proportion of poor people in MDG1), and thirdly of the time 
span (by measuring the results from 1990 instead of 2000). All these changes produce 
a more positive picture, allowing for example the favourable developments in relation to 
poverty in China in the 1990s to be included. Furthermore, by taking account of growth in 
China in 1999, East Asia achieved MDG1 a year before the MDGs were finalised.14 Yale 
philosopher Thomas Pogge has estimated that, as a result of all of these adjustments, 
the goal of reducing the number of people living in poverty by 50% in 2015 amounts to an 
actual reduction of only 19%. 

A.I.3		 MDG	summits	in	2005	and	2010	
At the world summit in 2005, the governments of both donor and developing countries 
reiterated the ambition to achieve the MDGs in 2015. They also agreed that, in 2006, 
all countries would formulate national development strategies for achieving the goals. 
The following issues were addressed: development, terrorism, peacebuilding and 
enforcement, the responsibility to protect, human rights, democracy and the rule of law, 
reform of the UN, environment, international health, humanitarian aid, and updating the 
UN Charter.15

A number of the MDGs were also expanded, including MDG5 (maternal mortality) to which 
reproductive health was added (this was a compromise, because of opposition to the 
inclusion of reproductive rights).16 This meant a victory over the earlier, fierce opposition 
from the US, thanks to vigorous lobbying that recalled the International Conference on 

14 T. Pogge, ‘The First United Nations Development Goal: A cause for celebration’, Journal of Human 

Development and Capabilities, vol. 5(3), November 2004, pp. 337-397. 

15 UN General Assembly, Resolution 60/1 2005 World Summit Outcome, 24 October 2005.

16 MDG5b reads: ‘Achieve by 2015 universal access to reproductive health’. 
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Population and Development in Cairo in 1994, where 179 countries agreed that universal 
access to reproductive rights had to be achieved by 2015.17 Other additions included 
targets for employment and decent work (MDG1), universal access to treatment for HIV/
AIDS (MDG6) and the reduction of biodiversity loss (MDG7) (see table in Annexe III).18 

The 2010 Declaration is more of a progress report on the MDGs and is therefore less 
important in terms of strategy. With its rather uncritical, optimistic introduction, it makes 
no urgent appeal to achieve better results nor does it address the shortcomings of the 
developed countries in areas like trade policy, policy coherence and aid pledges (ODA).

This means that the original 2000 Millennium Declaration is still relevant and the 
cornerstone of policy for the future. However, it could have been translated much more 
fully in the MDGs; in reality, the MDGs reflect only section 19 of the Declaration. The 
Declaration itself also neglects a number of important issues, some of which were added 
in the 2010 version, albeit cursorily. These issues are examined in chapter A.III. 

A.I.4	 To	what	extent	have	the	MDGs	been	achieved?
According to the UN,19 important advances have been made in the fight against poverty 
initiated by the MDGs, as the above score card of the Centre for Global Development 
(CGD) in Washington shows.20 The results must, however, be put into perspective. The 
number of people living in extreme poverty fell from 1.8 to 1.4 billion between 1990 and 
2005 (MDG1).21 This is, however, mainly due to developments in China.22 A majority 
of children also now enrol in primary education (MDG2), but not all of them complete it 
and 72 million children worldwide, especially girls, still do not go to school. Only in 53 
countries do as many girls as boys attend primary and secondary school (MDG3).23 

Women are disproportionately affected by poverty. The number of women in paid work 
outside the agrarian sector had risen to approximately 41% of all women worldwide in 
2008.24 Yet it remains difficult for women to achieve higher positions. Worldwide only 

17 F.G. Abrejo, B.T. Shaikh, S. Saleem, ‘ICPD to MDGs: Missing links and common grounds’, Reproductive 

Health Journal, vol. 5(4), September 2008, p. 3. 

18 Annexe III contains an overview of the MDGs and the indicators used to measure progress (those in 

italics were added after 2001).

19 UNSG, ‘Keeping the Promise; A forward-looking review to promote an agreed action agenda to achieve the 

Millennium Development Goals by 2015’, Report by the Secretary-General, UN General Assembly 64th 

session, February 2010, pp. 4-9.

20 See map of the Centre for global Development, Washington, <http://www.cgdev.org>, consulted on 

16 March 2011. 

21 Extreme poverty is defined as living on less than $1.25 a day.

22 In Africa, the number of people living on a dollar a day rose by 92 million; in West Asia, this was 8 million 

(1990-2005).

23 Of the 171 countries for which data is available.

24 In North Africa and South and West Asia, the statistics are less positive: only 20% of paid jobs outside 

agriculture are taken up by women. UN, The Millennium Development Goals Report 2010, New York, p. 22.
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one in four senior officials or managers are women. The number of women in national 
parliaments rose from 11% in 1995 to 19% in 2010.25 

The number of children who die before the age of five has fallen from 12.5 million to 8.8 
million per year (MDG4).26 Other sources even suggest a fall to 7.7 million.27

Very little progress has been made with maternal mortality (MDG5). Almost as many 
women still die during pregnancy and childbirth as 15 years ago.28 There has been some 
progress in the number of births attended by a professional.

The fight against AIDS has been successful: 200,000 fewer people died of the disease 
between 2004 and 2008, and 800,000 fewer became infected between 1996 and 2008 
(MDG6).29 There are no statistics to show whether this also applies to malaria, which 
claimed 800,000 lives in 2008.30

Results were slightly better for care of the planet. Deforestation declined, with 3.3 million 
hectares less forest being felled and 31% of the land still forested (32% in 1990, MDG7). 
Biodiversity continues to decline, and 17,000 animal and plant species are threatened 
with extinction.31 Climate change also threatens to exacerbate poverty, through drought, 
flooding, etc.. Carbon dioxide emissions increased by 35% between 1990 and 2007.32 
As far as access to safe drinking water is concerned, the world is ahead of schedule. If 
current trends continue, around 86% of the population in developing regions will have 

25 Idem, pp. 24-25.

26 From 99 to 72 per 1,000 (1990-2008). UN Secretary-General, ‘Keeping the Promise; A forward-looking 

review to promote an agreed action agenda to achieve the Millennium Development Goals by 2015’, 

Report by the Secretary-General, UN General Assembly 64th session, February 2010, pp. 4-9.

27 J. Knoll Rajaratnam, J.R. Marcus, A.D. Flaxman, H. Wang, A. Levin-Rector, L. Dwyer, M. Costa, A.D. Lopez, 

C.J.L. Murray, ‘Neonatal, Postneonatal, Childhood, and Under-5 Mortality for 187 Countries, 1970-2010:  

A Systematic Analysis of Progress Towards Millennium Development Goal 4’, 375 The Lancet no. 9730,  

5 June 2010, pp. 1988-2008. 

28 Maternal mortality remains high, at 450 to 100,000 births in 2005. This is almost the same as in 1990, 

when it stood at 480 to 100,000. 

29 Two million people died of AIDS (2008; the peak was in 2004, with 2.2 million); 2.7 million people were 

infected with HIV in 2008 (compared to 3.5 million in the peak year, 1996). UN, The Millennium  

Development Goals Report 2010, New York, p. 40.

30 ‘Keeping the Promise; A forward-looking review to promote an agreed action agenda to achieve the Millen-

nium Development Goals by 2015’, Report by the Secretary-General, UN General Assembly 64th session, 

February 2010, p. 8.

31 Deforestation is alarmingly high (5.2 million hectares a year in the last ten years, compared to 8.3 million 

in the previous ten years); UN, The Millennium Development Goals Report 2010, New York, pp. 52-57.

32 UN, The Millennium Development Goals Report 2010, New York, pp. 52-57.
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access to improved water sources by 2015.33 

By contrast, there has been less progress in providing access to elementary sanitation. 
2.7 billion people are expected still to have no access to improved sanitation by 2015 
(this was 2.6 billion in 2008).34 In the past ten years, the number of people living in 
slums in developing countries has fallen from 39% to 33% of the urban population 
(2010). In addition, 200 million slum-dwellers have acquired access to better housing, 
water and sanitation. In absolute terms, however, the number of slum-dwellers is rising: 
the number of urban-dwellers living in slum conditions is estimated at 828 million, 
compared to 657 million in 1990 and 767 million in 2000.35 

These results are also overshadowed by the fact that the number of very poor people 
suffering from hunger also continues to rise, that CO2 emissions are not falling, and that 
at least half a million people a year lose their lives through the use of small weapons.36 
The majority of donors still fail to reach the agreed 0.7% GNI target for financial aid 
(MDG8).37 Aid from non-DAC donors and private funds has, however, increased, though 
estimates vary.38 

In the past ten years developing countries have acquired better access to the markets 
of rich countries. In 2008 almost 80% of imports from least developed countries (LDCs) 
were tariff-free (compared to 70% in 2000).39 In addition the debt burden of developing 
countries was relieved through debt control, trade expansion and, in some cases, debt 
cancellation. The global financial crisis, however, had a negative effect on trade for almost 
all developing countries. The fall in income increased the external debt burden but it will 
very probably remain below the historical high point of the year 2000.40 

Alongside absolute poverty, relative poverty is also important. There has been a 
spectacular growth in inequality worldwide: the ratio of average income in the richest 
countries to that in the poorest rose from 60:1 to 116:1 between 1980 and 2007 

33 There is, however, a great disparity between access to safe drinking water in rural and urban areas: 

eight out of 10 people worldwide without access to water live in the countryside. UN, The Millennium 

Development Goals Report 2010, New York, pp. 58-59.

34 See the Statement on the Right to Sanitation, adopted by the UN Committee on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights on 19 November 2010 in UN Doc. E/C.12/2010/1.

35 UN, The Millennium Development Goals Report 2010, New York, p. 63.

36 J. Voorhoeve, Negen plagen tegelijk , Contact, 2011.

37 The 0.7% GNI target was achieved by only five countries in 2009: Denmark, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, 

Norway and Sweden. UN, The Millennium Development Goals Report 2010, New York, p. 67.

38 UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA), ‘World Economic and Social Survey 2010, 

Retooling Global Development’, New York, May 2010, pp. 54-55.

39 Excluding oil and weapons. UN, ‘MDG 8 The Global Partnership for Development at a Critical Juncture’, 

MDG Gap Task Force Report 2010, New York, p. 36.

40 UN, The Millennium Development Goals Report 2010, New York, pp. 68-70.
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($43,503 versus $ 374 per capita GNI in 2007).41 Progress in this area has been made 
even more difficult by the financial and economic crises of recent years. The number of 
people suffering from hunger, for example, has risen to a billion since 2005, its highest 
level ever, and the number of undernourished people to more than two billion. Since 
the financial and economic crisis, around 28% of people in paid work earn less than 
the poverty line level (MDG1).42 One in four children under the age of five in developing 
countries is underweight; in South Asia this is even higher, at 46% (MDG4).43 The number 
of young people with no chance of finding work and of people working in precarious 
conditions has increased since the crisis.44

Can all progress that has been made be attributed to the MDG strategy? The 
question whether there would have been just as much progress without the MDGs 
is understandable and legitimate, but cannot, unfortunately, be answered wholly 
scientifically. In the majority of countries it is only possible to observe an improved trend 
in 20% of the MDGs compared to the pre-MDG period.45 

The MDGs do, however, encourage discussion on why some goals have been achieved 
and others not, and who can be held responsible for those that have not been achieved. 
This will be examined in the following chapters. 

A.II Have the MDGs proved to be a workable concept?

The Millennium Declaration played a leading role in the development debate. It generated 
a new consensus between the IMF/World Bank and the UN, and the former incorporated 
poverty dimensions in their structural adjustment programmes. The emphasis shifted 
from a one-sided focus on growth to ‘human development’. Development policy became 
more results-driven with measurable goals. Coherence was placed on the agenda, in 
terms of better coordination with other donors and their policy areas and prioritising the 
policies of developing countries. The principle of joint responsibility was accepted, as was 
the need for a worldwide framework for development (MDG8). The growing importance of 
civil society was recognised through its participation in international conferences.46

Nonetheless, opinions on the importance of the MDGs vary widely. 

41 T. Pogge, ‘Politics as Usual: What lies behind the Pro-Poor Rhetoric?’, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010, 

p. 96.

42 21.2% in 2008 plus an estimated 7% extra in 2009. UN Secretary-General, ‘Keeping the Promise; A 

forward-looking review to promote an agreed action agenda to achieve the Millennium Development Goals 

by 2015’, Report by the Secretary-General, UN General Assembly 64th session, February 2010, p. 5.

43 UN, The Millennium Development Goals Report 2010, New York, p. 13.

44 ILO, Global Employment Trends 2011, Geneva 2011.

45 S. Fukuda-Parr, J. Greenstein, ‘How should MDG implementation be measured: Faster progress or meeting 

targets?’, International Policy Center for Inclusive Growth, No 63, May 2010, p. 11.

46 M. Loewe, ‘The Millennium Development Goals: Chances and Risks’, German Development Institute, 

discussion paper 6/2008, Bonn 2008, pp. 12-13.
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A.II.1	 General	criticism
There are basically four schools of thought regarding the MDGs: the optimists, who see 
the goals as a vehicle for transforming the human condition (including Jeffrey Sachs, 
leader of the Millennium Project, Pronk, Vandemoortele), the strategic realists, who see 
the MDGs as essential to achieving political commitment (e.g. Fukuda-Parr, Jolly), the 
sceptics, who find the MDGs well intentioned but badly thought out (such as Clemens, 
Easterly and the Dutch Advisory Council on Government Policy), and the radical critics, 
who see the MDGs as a diversionary manoeuvre to draw attention away from the ‘real’ 
issues of growing global inequality and gender disparity (including Antrobus, Eyden, Saith, 
Pogge, UNCTAD).47 These four schools are described in brief below.

Optimists
Former Dutch development minister Jan Pronk identifies six advantages of the MDGs as 
the culmination of 40 years of development cooperation.48 According to Pronk, the goals:
1. represent nearly all the relevant dimensions of poverty rather than having a one-sided 

focus on income poverty;
2. concern the world as a whole, but are specific enough to be implemented at national 

level;
3. are result-oriented (output rather than the 0.7% input discussion);
4. aim at direct poverty reduction rather than indirect measures like trickle-down from 

economic growth or safety nets intended to compensate the poor for the negative 
effects of growth;

5. are precise and quantified rather than making vague promises; and
6. are ambitious: the world has never seen poverty halved in the relatively brief period of 

15 years (even though this is not compatible with the right of all to a minimum level of 
existence).

Another advantage of the MDGs, according to Pronk, is that there is no excuse for not 
achieving them; goals call for action and accountability.49

Markus Loewe adds that the MDGs have generated more aid in the new millennium.50 
This may be because the goals are easy to understand for the public at large, increasing 
their appreciation for development cooperation. The main argument for pursuing the 
goals, however, is that all actors agree on a single set of objectives (William Easterly, 
however, sees this as a fundamental weakness of the MDGs).51

Jan Vandemoortele, UNDP negotiator during the talks on shaping the MDGs, still finds 
them a good concept that should be maintained after 2015, albeit with a number of changes 

47 D. Hulme, ‘The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs): A short history of the world’s biggest promise’, 

BWPI Working Paper 100, September 2009, p. 4.

48 J. Pronk, ‘Collateral damage or calculated default? The Millennium Development Goals and the Politics of 

Globalisation’, Inaugural address as Professor of the Theory and Practice of International Development at 

the Institute of Social Studies, The Hague, 11 December 2003, pp. 3-4.

49 Idem, pp. 44-45.

50 M. Loewe, ‘The Millennium Development Goals: Chances and Risks’, German Development Institute, 

discussion paper 6/2008, Bonn 2008.

51 W. Easterly, ‘The Tragedy of the Millennium Development Goals’, Aidwatch, July 2009.
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in structure and implementation.52 The main change is that monitoring of the MDGs should 
take account of inequalities within countries (giving greater priority to improving the situation 
of the worst-off segments of the population). Including the distribution of prosperity within 
countries is a response to the criticism that national indicators say little about the position 
of the poorest groups. Others argue that measurement by target group (gender, ethnicity, 
rural-urban divide, regional variations) should be an added indicator.53 Vandmoortele rejects, 
however, the more fundamental criticism that the MDGs have no theoretical basis, since in 
his view that was never the intention.

Strategic realists 
Sakiko Fukuda-Parr believes that the Millennium Declaration has led to partnerships with 
civil society and has put the private sector on the development cooperation agenda. She 
is, however, less enthusiastic about the impact this has had.54 With her colleague Joshua 
Greenstein, she has also criticised the focus on achievement of the MDGs: given that 
some countries have a worse starting position than others, 100% achievement of the 
goals is not as important as the progress each has made since 2000 compared to the 
period before.55 Based on trends since 1990, Fukuda-Parr and Greenstein conclude that 
only five of the 24 indicators for which sufficient data was available showed accelerated 
improvement in over half the countries in question after 2000. In 80% of cases, 
therefore, the MDGs did not lead to accelerated improvements.56 In other words, in most 
countries the trends are continuing at the same pace as before 2000, or have even 
slowed down. Accelerated progress is greater in the least developed countries (on 13 
indicators) and in Sub-Saharan Africa (on 16 indicators). 

Leo and Barmeier have devised a progress index that gives a realistic picture of the 
development of the MDGs.57 The index shows that LDCs perform better in terms of 
progress on selected MDG indicators than middle-income countries. There is also a 
negligible positive correlation between progress on the MDGs and economic growth 
(GNP), growth in per capita GNP and per capita aid (ODA). The correlation with countries’ 
institutional development is also only slightly positive: some countries are making good 
progress despite having weak institutions; however, every country that performs badly on 
the MDGs has weak institutions.58 

52 J. Vandemoortele, ‘Taking the MDGs Beyond 2015: Hasten Slowly’, DSA/EADI/Action Aid Policy Forum, 

June 2009.

53 S. Jahan, ‘The Millennium Development Goals Beyond 2015’, New York, April 2009.

54 S. Fukuda-Parr, ‘Are MDGs priority in development strategies and aid programmes? Only a few are!’, 

International Poverty Centre, Working Paper 48, October 2008, pp. 7 and 12. The Millennium Declaration 

resolves: ‘To give greater opportunities to the private sector, non-governmental organisations and civil 

society, in general, to contribute to the realisation of the goals’ (section 30).
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Sceptics 
Although Easterly sees the MDGs as a success in ‘global consciousness raising’, he 
argues that they have failed in terms of translating that new awareness into achieving 
the goals. Even before the economic crisis, the trends were negative. In fact, the latest 
global crisis or recession has exposed a fundamental weakness in the MDGs, i.e. that 
achieving them depends on global and national growth prospects. The question is how 
can you hold someone accountable for something over which they have no control, and 
how can you hold anyone accountable for something for which 189 governments are 
collectively responsible? Easterly’s position is that an agreement that everyone agrees 
on has no teeth. Social changes – like universal franchise, the emancipation of minorities 
and women’s rights – could only come about by identifying who was responsible for the 
injustice, why the situation was unjust, and what had to be done to rectify it. This analysis 
is lacking in the MDGs.59 Easterly also considers the goals unfair on many countries in 
Africa and other low-income countries, because they are primarily formulated in terms of 
the gap between the current and target situations, instead of the starting position.60 

In its report published last year, the Advisory Council on Government Policy (WRR) says 
the following about the MDGs:61 ‘However, the MDGs are largely static goals which are 
strongly oriented around alleviating emergencies. They say nothing of the resources, 
the strategy and underlying mechanisms required to achieve the goals, nor about the 
capacities of societies to develop, and from a macroeconomic perspective they are 
rather vacuous. In that sense they are not very development-related. Economic growth 
is not included as a final or intermediary goal in the MDGs, and important issues like 
transformation of the productive sectors are not even referred to. Although MDG8 does 
refer to the need for a fair trade system, this can only make a very limited contribution 
to the creation of productive national economic sectors. The MDGs are inspiring but 
also problematic in that they detract attention away from structural changes and the 
strengthening and transformation of agriculture and other productive sectors. They have 
other drawbacks as well. The targets are not only arbitrary, they are also global goals 
which are directly applied to each individual country. […] This problem has everything 
to do with the fact that donors imposed their mark heavily on how the goals were 
formulated. As yet, no clear answer has been provided to the question of how that links 
up with the broad related idea of ‘ownership’ in the field of development.’

Radical critics 
Perhaps the greatest criticism of the MDGs is that they have no socioeconomic 
underpinning. Some critics go even further, claiming that the MDGs leave the unbridled 
market economy intact and simply take palliative measures against a number of 
undesired side effects, including poverty. They do nothing to address fundamental 
power relations around the world, or distribution issues, and the voices of the poor and 
poor countries are hardly heard, if at all. According to these critics, the phenomenon 
of spectacularly widening income differences between and within countries as a 
consequence of market liberalisation is completely denied and ignored. In this view, the 
MDGs lead to distortion and are not as innocent as they appear. After all, who can object 

59 W. Easterly, ‘The tragedy of the Millennium Development Goals’, Aidwatch, July 2009.

60 W. Easterly, ‘How the MDGs are Unfair to Africa’, Brookings Global Economy and Development, Working 

Paper 14, Washington, November 2007. 
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to less poverty, or reduced infant and maternal mortality? Focusing on these limited goals 
distracts attention from the more important systemic causes of poverty. The MDG agenda 
determines what kind of progress is measured in the world and thereby silently changes 
the course of development thinking and development cooperation. In short: aid + 
technological means + local good governance = poverty reduction. This equation replaces 
the transformation of unjust economic structures.62

According to Ashwani Saith, the MDGs have narrowed the definition of poverty to 
absolute poverty,63 and exchanged the concept of relative poverty, which gained ground 
in recent decades, for an extremely simplistic interpretation.64 From this perspective, 
the MDGs reduce the poor to helpless recipients who cannot achieve emancipation by 
demanding their rights. The MDGs are ‘Minimum Development Goals’, a weak dilution 
of the many declarations of the 1990s and international achievements of the past 40 
years. They actually help maintain structural poverty by supporting the foundations of 
society, including their dark side. The MDGs imply that underdevelopment is a problem 
for developing countries that is in no way related to the economic dynamics of developed 
countries. 

This criticism has also been expressed by UNCTAD, which describes the fundamental 
problem of the MDGs as ‘the lack of a more inclusive strategy of economic development’. 
UNCTAD calls for national development programmes with economic diversification, 
employment and technological development and a renewed emphasis on productive 
investment, taxation, socioeconomic policy and reform of the international governance 
architecture.65

Many human rights experts also see the omission of human rights as a missed 
opportunity. A prominent figure among them is Philip Alston, the former UN Special 
Rapporteur on extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary executions.66

A.II.2		 Measuring	poverty	
The criterion for poverty provokes much discussion and criticism. Thomas Pogge, for 
example, considers the ‘dollar a day’ norm introduced by the World Bank as insufficient 
to guarantee a minimum level of existence. This is because the World Bank does not 
base the norm on nominal exchange rates but on purchasing power parity (PPP) in 2005. 
Someone in India living on $0.40 a day in 2005 would not be considered poor: in that 

62 A. Saith, ‘From Universal Values to Millennium Development Goals: Lost in Translation’, Development and 

Change 37 (6), Institute of Social Studies, 2006, p. 1189.

63 Idem, p. 1197.

64 Amartya Sen: ‘In a generally opulent country, more income is needed to buy enough commodities to 

achieve the same social functioning’, in ‘Development as Freedom’, Oxford University Press, 1999.

65 UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), ‘Follow-up to the Millennium Summit and 
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year, PPP was equal to $1.25. According to Pogge, food prices in all poor countries are 
on average more than 50% higher than the PPP suggests.67 He shows that purchasing 
power of $1.25 a day is not sufficient to buy the minimum food required, not to mention 
clothing, shelter, water, etc.

Pogge also objects to the poverty line and the method used by the World Bank to 
update it. His analysis shows that the poverty criterion has been successively adjusted 
downwards. The $1 criterion from 1985 was equal to $1.85 in 2005 PPP. This resulted 
in an ‘absurdly low’ figure that does not cover even a quarter of the food requirement.68 
Updating the poverty criterion also has the effect of making the change measured in 
global poverty appear more positive than it is in reality: the lower the poverty line, the 
better the result. Pogge shows that, if the poverty line is set at $2.50, there was no 
improvement at all between 1981 and 2005.69

A.II.3		 Indicators	and	other	pitfalls	of	results-based	management	
Besides these fundamental criticisms of the MDGs a number of general objections can 
be made to results-based management: goals that focus on quantity do not measure 
quality and can undermine it (e.g. children might attend school but teaching is below par). 
At the same time, narrowly defined indicators can, for example, encourage governments 
to send people to school without making sure there are good teachers or teaching 
materials, purely to achieve the MDG concerned. This is not the intended outcome of 
results-based management, but is certainly a possible one, leaving it open to abuse. Nor 
do the indicators take account of inequality, which is increasing worldwide both within and 
between countries. It is possible, for example, to achieve MDG1 by ignoring the poorest 
of the poor and helping people who live just below the poverty line. Or China can achieve 
MDG1 for the whole of Asia on its own, while other Asian countries still have large 
numbers of people living in poverty. 

What is more, short-term planning to achieve the goals can undermine their sustainability 
(who will pay for children to attend school after 2015?). Focusing on the goals ignores the 
extent to which they are interconnected, which was precisely the major achievement of 
the world summits. In other words: what effect does achieving one goal have on others, 
or on parameters that have not been formulated as goals? Not achieving the goals can 
undermine support for development cooperation (whose fault is it?). To put it in another 
way, were the goals realistic? Countries facing the severest problems may make progress 
and still not achieve the goals, thus harming their image; the starting situations vary too 
widely.

Richard Jolly argues that it is better not to look at whether goals have been achieved, but 
how they have functioned as a catalyst for change and awareness-raising, and why some 
countries have not achieved them (due to both internal and external factors, e.g. global 
crises).70

67 T. Pogge, ‘Politics as Usual: What Lies Behind the Pro-Poor Rhetoric’, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010, p. 68.

68 Idem, pp. 65-66.

69 Idem, p. 62 and table 3.2.

70 R. Jolly, ‘Global Goals: The UN Experience’, Background Paper, Human Development Report, 2003.
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In the context of the MDGs, responsibility for achieving results lies with developing 
countries, while MDG8 does not demand that the rich countries provide any measurable 
support or ensure fair trade rules.71 In this respect, setting global goals and pursuing 
them at national level is not effective. Other dangers are planning on the basis of 
incomplete statistics and irrelevant statistics that do not measure impact (e.g. the 
proportion of land set aside as nature reserves).72 Measuring progress per country is 
deceptive in the sense that countries like India with large numbers of people living in 
poverty count the same as small countries like the Maldives; this means that someone 
living in India is accorded relatively less weight than an inhabitant of the Maldives; this 
conflicts with the principle that all people are equal.73

Lastly, it has not been shown conclusively that results-based management provides 
sufficient incentives for the political establishment of recipient countries to promote 
development. Research based on a number of Poverty Reduction Strategies identified 
no significant influence on national objectives; in the case of worldwide goals it is 
even more difficult to show that they have a positive effect on national politicians.74 
A study by the Institute of Development Studies of the impact of transparency and 
accountability initiatives concludes that greater transparency does not necessarily 
improve accountability, because the initiatives are very complex and many factors that 
can determine their success, including power relations, need to be taken into account.75

A.III What the MDGs fail to address

The MDGs are intended as an overarching concept for all dimensions of poverty, a 
crystallisation or summary of the global problem as a whole. One group of critics has, 
however, insisted from the start that the MDGs were worded wrongly. Although the goals 
have since been extended and new ones added at a series of international conferences 
and meetings, this has not changed. Essential themes like sustainability, growth and 
employment, inequality, knowledge and technology, demography, peace and security, 
infrastructure and human rights are not explicitly addressed by the MDGs, while others  
– including food security, climate, gender and global governance – are not given sufficient 
attention. Critics believe that these important issues can obstruct achievement of the 
MDGs. Some segments of the civil society movement have even rejected the MDGs 
completely, because they feel they ignore gender analysis and the environmental impact 
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of economic growth. They call for an agenda of transformation. The themes that are not 
addressed in the MDGs and those that critics would like to see given greater attention 
are considered in brief below. 

Part B will examine how the themes that are not addressed or given insufficient attention 
in the MDGs can play a role in new development thinking, partly in the light of recent 
ideas on development and global governance.

A.III.1	 Themes	that	are	not	addressed
Sustainability, growth and employment
Charles Gore calls for a new development paradigm which has the productivity of the 
individual and sustainability at its centre.76 He argues that the financial crisis heralds the 
end of 60 years of development theory and the ‘winter’ of the Kondratieff curve (a period 
of creative destruction due to deflationary depression). This will be followed by the ‘spring’ 
of innovative breakthroughs. The crisis must not be seen only as the consequence of 
flaws in the financial system but also as an expression of systematic unbalanced global 
growth: increasing inequalities within and between countries,77 a lack of democracy in 
international relations and ecological limits to growth. The financial bubble has partly been 
caused by a shortage of aggregated demand; in other words, consumers have too little 
purchasing power. The solution cannot be found only in terms of poverty reduction through 
the MDGs, but must be embedded in a worldwide socioeconomic transformation, which 
places employment and the productivity of the individual at the centre. Energy transition 
and the struggle to achieve sustainability must also be taken into account, as it looks as 
though we will soon reach the point of ‘peak-oil’.78

Inequality 
The MDGs devote no attention to inequalities within countries. However, reducing 
income inequality and increasing access to essential social services can help speed 
up achievement of the MDGs.79 UNICEF has shown in a recent study, for example, that 
focusing on the poorest groups is a cost-efficient way of achieving the goals, contrary 
to claims that this is more expensive. It has also been calculated that this is a cheaper 
way to achieve the health goals.80 UNDP has concluded that countries where income 
inequality has decreased and where strong national growth has occurred in sectors in 
which the poorest are concentrated, had the greatest success in reducing poverty.81 

76 C. Gore, ‘The Global Development Cycle, MDGs and the Future of Poverty Reduction’, 12th EADI General 

Conference, Geneva, June 2008.
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78 Idem, p. 13.
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June 2009.

80 UN Girls’ Education Initiative (UNICEF), ‘Narrowing the Gaps to meet the Goals’, New York, September 
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MDG architect Vandemoortele even claims that, as long as growing inequalities within 
countries are ignored, the MDGs will remain a ‘mission impossible’.82 

The question is whether we should be looking at the poorest countries in the world or the 
position of the poorest groups within those countries and globally. As Andy Sumner and 
others have pointed out, a new development situation has emerged with large groups of 
poor people in middle-income countries (960 million people, or 72% of the world’s poor).83 

Knowledge and technology
Knowledge is a good example of a public good, given that it can be shared by many 
people at the same time and it is difficult to acquire exclusive rights to it. It is also a 
global public good, as its distribution does not stop at national borders. Intellectual 
property and common knowledge, comprising existing and publicly available knowledge, 
have important cross-border consequences. Knowledge is crucial to acquiring other 
global public goods (GPGs). It can, for example, help in controlling infectious diseases, 
managing global commons, creating an open trade system and achieving financial 
stability.84 However, the knowledge gap between rich and poor countries is widening 
largely due to the incapacity of the latter to absorb knowledge, and this reduces 
opportunities to close the development gap. What is more, due to the functioning 
of the intellectual property rights mechanism some knowledge is unavailable for the 
development of other GPGs, so that elements of it change from being a public to a 
private good.85 New information technology offers new opportunities and challenges for 
knowledge transfer. 

Demography 
Demographic changes become visible in the long term and present a serious challenge to 
humanity and development in the twenty-first century. An unevenly structured population, 
caused by falling death rates and high birth rates, can hamper achievement of the MDGs. 
Rapid changes in the composition of the population, such as the dependency ratio or 
ageing, can affect economic growth, negatively or positively (the demographic dividend). 
In addition, demographic trends can affect employment, peace and security, urbanisation, 
the environment and poverty in a country.86 

Peace and security
Conflicts and violence are important reasons for failure to achieve the MDGs. No low-
income fragile state has yet achieved a single MDG and progress is slow. In countries 
in conflict more people are undernourished and fewer attend school, child mortality 
is higher and there is less clean water, etc. Social tensions and the enormous influx of 
small weapons are leading to an increase in domestic violence. Effective action in fragile 
states calls not only for money but also for reliable data on employment, public security 

82 J. Vandemoortele, 201i, ‘The MDG Story: Intention Denied’, in Development and Change, Vol. 42, no. 1, 
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and access to the rule of law. Some commentators are therefore calling for indicators for 
these issues. Others demand indicators for peacebuilding, institution building (including 
security sector reform) and the prevention of violence. 

Infrastructure in Africa
For Africa it is crucial to tackle the lack of physical infrastructure (roads, railways, 
electricity, ports, telephones, internet, etc.). Critics are of the opinion that investment in 
the social sectors is of little use unless the conditions to allow economic activity are first 
in place. They claim that the MDGs have diverted attention from crucial infrastructure. 
Besides water and sanitation, the MDGs only devote attention to information and 
communication technology (ICT), an area in which progress has been made, thanks to 
private investment.

Human rights and good governance
Human rights and the MDGs should be closely related.87 Chapter five of the Millennium 
Declaration refers to the importance of human rights, but in the end they were not 
mentioned at all in the MDGs. As poverty is often the result of discrimination, various 
critics believe that non-discrimination and the principle of equality should be included in 
a post-2015 system. In their view this would benefit the most vulnerable and poorest 
groups.88 

Global public goods
Although the MDG literature does not refer directly to global public goods, some argue 
that this would be a better approach than the MDGs. Chapter B.IV.2 will examine this 
issue in more detail. 

A.III.2	 Themes	that	should	have	been	or	should	be	addressed	in	greater	detail	
Food security
One of the targets of MDG1 is to reduce hunger. Food security plays a prominent role 
in the fight against hunger. According to the FAO, one billion people worldwide are 
undernourished and two billion lack sufficient essential nutrients.89 The World Bank is 
concerned about higher food prices, which is pushing more people below the poverty line. 
Target 1c of the MDGs devotes attention to hunger (underweight children and people who 
are deprived of nutrients), but this does not suffice since it does not address the causes 
of these problems. With the growth of world food production, the issue has increasingly 
become one of distribution and regional food security. The neglect of agriculture in many 
developing countries has resulted in the supply of food being unable to keep track with 
the rising demand resulting from population growth and changing consumption patterns. 
Food insecurity has also increased because more countries have started importing food 
and because the price of grain and other staple foodstuffs is subject to considerable 

87 Nearly all the MDGs have some overlap with internationally recognised human rights. For example, the 
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30

fluctuations. According to some commentators, this price volatility is due not only to 
drought or flooding, but also to increased speculation on the commodity markets. 

Climate 
Changes to the climate are directly impacting on poverty. If action is not taken to combat or 
mitigate climate change and its consequences, poverty cannot possibly be eradicated. That 
is why it is often argued that both problems should be tackled simultaneously.90 Small-scale, 
labour-intensive activities in the field of water, energy, sustainable agriculture and production 
can present positive prospects and a win-win situation: people living in poverty are assured 
a sustainable income and they also promote solutions to these problems. As it brings more 
extreme drought, floods and storms, climate change is expected to hit developing countries 
particularly hard, and especially the most vulnerable groups.91 

Gender 
Although MDG3 aims to promote gender equality and empower women, critics emphasise 
that the goal is incomplete. According to Amnesty International, the MDGs do not 
currently fulfil all the obligations agreed by states to combat discrimination against 
women.92 Themes missing from the MDGs are the Convention on the Elimination of 
all Forms of Discrimination against Women, drawn up in 1981 and one of the most 
important international documents in the fight to stop discrimination against women,93 
and the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action, which included twelve points for action, 
including sexual and reproductive rights and eradicating violence against women.94

The choice of the three indicators to measure the progress of MDG3 (promoting equality 
between men and women) is fairly random: participation in education, access to paid 
employment outside the agricultural sector, and the number of parliamentary seats 
held by women. The quality of education or the extent to which pupils complete it, for 
example, is not measured. Girls in particular often leave school early.95 The indicator 
‘wage employment in the non-agricultural sector’ makes no distinction between the 
different types of work that women do. What is more, in many developing countries, 
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the non-agricultural sector only accounts for a small percentage of total employment.96 
The number of seats in parliament has not always proved effective in initiating women’s 
empowerment.97 

Global governance
MDG8 aims ‘to develop a global partnership for development’. This eighth goal was 
added at a later stage in the process, largely at the insistence of developing countries, 
which also wanted to see some form of accountability for the donor countries in terms 
of ODA and trade, finance and debt policy so as to bring a degree of coherence to the 
international system. MDG8 has never, however, achieved the necessary forms of global 
governance. It has become a cluster containing a wide variety of goals and targets 
added at the last minute. Consequently the original objective that some countries, and 
especially developing countries, had in mind for MDG8 – a goal to enforce coherence in 
the policies of developed countries and to develop a measurable form of accountability 
for these countries in achieving the MDGs – has never got off the ground. If there has 
been any improvement at all in global governance, it is more a response to the financial 
crisis than the result of any great effort to achieve MDG8. 

A.III.3		 Missing	target	groups
Generally speaking, with the exception of women, the MDGs are not specifically directed 
at the most vulnerable groups in society. Yet a number of other groups can be considered 
vulnerable because they are also often disproportionately affected by poverty.

The World Bank has indicated that people with a functional impairment make up 
around 10% of the global population and 20% of the world’s poor.98 The second Special 
Rapporteur on Disability of the Commission for Social Development has noted that poverty 
and functional impairment often go together.99 This group of people merit extra attention 
– which is currently minimal – in national and international development agendas on 
poverty reduction.100 Nor do the MDGs devote specific attention to people with functional 
impairments, while programmes and policies based on the MDGs often ignore this group 
completely.101 In recent years, however, the UN – and the Special Rapporteur in particular – 
has devoted attention to the importance of taking full account of the interests of people 

96 UN, Inter-Agency and Expert Group on MDG Indicators, 6th Gender Indicators Sub-group meeting, New 

York, 2005, <http://www.wiego.org/IAEGGenderSubgroupMinutes26Sep2005.doc>.

97 R. Johnson, ‘Not a sufficient condition: The limited relevance of the gender MDG to women’s progress’, 

Gender and Development, Vol. 13 (1) 2005, p. 60.

98 A. Elwan, ‘Poverty and Disability: A Review of the Literature’, Social Protection Discussion Paper 

No. 9932, 1999, World Bank.

99 Report by the UN Secretary-General, ‘Mainstreaming Disability in the Development Agenda’, ECOSOC, 

20 November 2009, UN doc. E/CN.5/2010/6, p. 4.

100 Idem, pp. 17-18. 

101 UN General Assembly, report by the Secretary-General, ‘Realizing the MDGs for persons with disabilities 

through the implementation of the World Programme of Action concerning Disabled Persons and the 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities’, 27 July 2009, UN doc. A/64/180, p. 3. 



32

with a functional impairment within the MDGs.102 The greatest problem facing these 
people is that they are often the victims of stigma and prejudice.103 

The Millennium Declaration calls on states to respect the rights of minorities.104 In 
reality, however, indigenous people and minorities are invisible within the MDGs, due to a 
lack of data on their development and situation.105 Desk reviews by the United Nations 
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues show that indigenous peoples are included to 
only a very limited extent in national MDG reports and evaluations.106 The same applies 
to minorities.107

Indigenous peoples suffer deprivation through loss of land and natural resources by 
colonisation, multiple discrimination, marginalisation and the incapacity to lead their own 
lives.108 It is therefore not surprising that they make up 15% of the poorest segment 
of the world’s population, but only 5% of the global population as a whole.109 Access to 
adequate care and education is below national averages and these groups are especially 
vulnerable to the effects of environmental degradation.110 Many of the richest mineral 
deposits are found on the territories of indigenous peoples, and dispossession of their 
lands is a serious problem.111 Other minorities based on nationality, religion, language 
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and ethnic origin are also disproportionately poorer as a result of discrimination, violence 
and exclusion.112

The 2007 UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples recognises both individual 
and collective rights. Guaranteeing the right to self-determination and the subsequent 
right to full and effective participation in decision-making processes are key elements in 
achieving sustainable progress for indigenous peoples.113 The UN Permanent Forum on 
Indigenous Peoples states that, if the MDGs are to be achieved by 2015, these elements 
must be supported through a human-rights-based approach to development, centred on 
universality, equality, participation and accountability.114 Working with indigenous peoples 
on the MDGs also calls for an approach based on respect for their culture, world view, 
experiences and viewpoints on development. The Forum therefore proposes allowing 
indigenous people to participate fully and effectively in designing, implementing and 
monitoring MDG programmes and projects relating to them.115

A.III.4	 The	UN’s	response	to	criticism	of	the	eight	goals
The final report by the UN Secretary-General in 2010 does not address the fundamental 
criticism of the MDGs. The report states that the goals are achievable and that the 
shortcomings in progress can be fully explained by a lack of political will, insufficient 
funds, a lack of focus and sense of responsibility, and insufficient interest in sustainable 
development.116 The report does, however, discuss themes not specifically mentioned in 
the MDGs, including violence against women, poverty among indigenous peoples, refugees, 
inequality, equitable growth, peace and security, agricultural production, good governance 
and human rights, climate, and the role of civil society organisations and the private sector. 
It does not question the concept of the MDGs as such (as unrealistic, unfeasible goals with 
an emphasis on achieving quantitative targets), but the UN does seem to have taken steps 
in the direction of an MDG-plus agenda by incorporating themes in the report that are not 
mentioned explicitly in the goals.

112 UN Human Rights Council: Report of the Independent Expert on Minority Issues, Gay McDougall, 
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A.IV What have the MDGs meant for policy in developing and donor countries? 

A.IV.1	 How	have	the	MDGs	been	used	in	developing	countries?
To what extent have the MDGs been embraced by all developing countries that receive 
aid? Many regional organisations devoted attention to the MDGs, especially in the run-up 
to the 2010 summit.117 

Kersalla Yansane identifies a certain scepticism among African countries, regarding the 
MDGs.118 For them, the goals are just another donor strategy, the latest in a long series 
of failed initiatives intended to support development in Africa, including the UN’s System-
wide Special Initiative for Africa, dating from 1996, and various pledges made by the UN, 
G8 and G20 in the past decade. Enthusiasm for the goals in Africa was dampened by 
the fact that it is impossible to achieve them at the continent’s current rate of economic 
growth (7% growth is required to reduce poverty by half) and the current level of aid 
(according to the Commission for Africa and the Millennium Project, aid would have to be 
doubled between 2005 and 2010 for the goals to be achieved).119 

Others claim that the MDGs push national priorities into the background; for example, 
Rwanda wanted to give priority to secondary and tertiary vocational education, and 
Tanzania to small-scale irrigation to improve the situation of its farmers. In the latter 
case, donors insisted on building large-scale dams, as this would have a positive effect 
on GDP and therefore bring the country closer to achieving MDG1.120

In some cases, developing countries have manipulated the statistics relating to the 
MDGs or interpreted the goals in their own way. In a number of Latin American countries, 
for example, deprived indigenous groups were excluded from household surveys and 
interviews to produce more positive statistics on poverty.121 Several Latin American 
countries also relate MDG6, combating HIV/AIDS, exclusively to homosexuality, so that 
women who are the victims of violence and become infected with HIV are not taken into 
account. Sometimes the MDGs themselves lead to erroneous policy decisions (or justify 
existing choices): in Honduras, for example, violence against women is the second most 
common cause of death, but the ministry of health only has a programme for maternal 
mortality (MDG5).122

117 For an overview of all regions see, for example, the regional reports of the Economic Commission for 
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Many countries adapt the MDGs to their local circumstances by adding goals, targets or 
indicators.123 For example, by 2000 Thailand had already achieved the goal of halving the 
number of people living in poverty compared to the base year of 1990. The government 
therefore decided to set up an MDG-Plus agenda addressing the main problems affecting 
the country’s development. This agenda contains more ambitious goals than the 
international MDGs. The goal to halve poverty, for example, was adjusted: the aim was 
now to reduce the number of people living in poverty to less than 4% in 2009.124

In practically all countries where the UN has a presence the MDGs are mentioned in 
planning documents, but it is often unclear how adequately they are implemented. The 
UN concludes, for example, that in eight out of ten countries the MDGs are mentioned in 
the Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers, but that many of them – especially the poorest 
countries – see the PRSPs as a donor-driven process. In around half of low-income 
countries, more funding has been allocated or pledged to the MDG sectors. Awareness of 
the MDGs is highest in the least developed countries.125 They receive the most attention 
in Africa, as witness publications by ministries of finance and debates in parliaments.

A more detailed analysis of the 22 PRSPs in developing countries shows that the 
MDGs have a strong normative effect.126 This applies, however, to selected targets, 
with an emphasis on economic growth (‘pro-poor’ in a minority of cases), the social 
sectors (primary education, health and sanitation) and governance (the rule of law, 
decentralisation and anti-corruption measures: not included in the MDGs). The MDGs 
on hunger, gender equality (education, political representation), reproductive rights and 
decent work receive less attention, while equity (income equality), violence against 
women, human rights (minorities, migrants), participation, democratic governance and 
partnerships with civil society organisations and the private sector (none of which are 
referred to in the MDGs) are ignored completely. Ethical themes, like human dignity and 
equality, which underpin the Millennium Declaration but are not explicitly mentioned in 
the MDGs, are not addressed in the PRSPs. This leads Fukuda-Parr to conclude that the 
PRSPs are primarily based on the thinking of the 1980s, with its focus on income growth 
and poverty reduction as a secondary goal, and that they ignore modern approaches 
that focus on multidimensional poverty caused by a lack of both voice and access and 
vulnerability to external shocks.127 The PRSPs also tend to focus on specific budgets and 
avoid making total cost estimates, as these needs assessments are controversial.128
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A.IV.2		 Have	the	MDGs	had	an	impact	on	donor	policies?	
To what extent have donors allowed themselves to be led by the MDGs? Multilateral 
institutions, with UNDP at the forefront but also including the World Bank, UNICEF, WHO, 
FAO and others, have contributed considerably to the conceptualisation, implementation 
and monitoring of the MDGs.

However, aid from traditional donors has not increased since the introduction of the 
MDGs. On the other hand, aid from non-DAC donors and private funds has risen, 
although estimates of the scale of this increase vary.129 DAC donors fall way short of 
the 0.7% norm; on average, they gave less than half of this amount (0.31% of GNI). That 
also includes aid to Afghanistan ($4.8 billion) and Iraq ($9.9 billion), by far the largest 
recipients. Ethiopia was the third largest recipient ($ 3.3 billion in 2008). Aid to the least 
developed countries was only 0.09% GNI (2008).130 Nevertheless, it could be said with 
some caution that the MDG agenda has helped maintain the level of aid, even during 
times of crisis. 

An analysis of 20 policy documents of bilateral aid organisations shows that, to differing 
degrees, donors have gradually adopted the MDGs.131 Little priority is given to infant 
and maternal mortality. Employment, hunger, gender and related Millennium themes like 
social integration and technology are also underrepresented. In contrast to the PRSPs, 
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considerable attention is devoted to environmental protection (but not to sanitation), 
democratic governance and, in more recent donor policy documents, climate change. 
Peace and security also receives a lot of attention, reflecting the need – at any rate 
among donor countries – to include this theme from the Millennium Declaration in policy, 
despite its not being part of the traditional development agenda. 

MDG8 goals are primarily mentioned in MDG reports referring to international 
negotiations like Doha (trade), the Paris Declaration (donor coordination) and the HIPC 
(Heavily Indebted Poor Countries) initiative (debt cancellation). The needs assessment for 
the MDGs – the estimate of available and required resources to achieve the goals – is  
drawn up per individual country. As part of their development policies, countries 
themselves calculate their needs and resources, often in consultation with the donor 
community. Calculating how much it costs at global level to achieve the MDGs is a 
tough challenge, which can be approached in different ways: by income group, theme or 
region.132 The UN Millennium Project, for example, has calculated that the estimated 
MDG funding deficit for all low-income countries was $73 billion in 2006 and $89 billion 
in 2010, and that it will be $135 billion in 2015.133 

The European Union
Some people feel that the European Union (EU) should take the lead in formulating a 
new development paradigm.134 The European Commission has formulated a 12-point 
action plan to support the MDGs.135 The EU is the largest donor and has committed 
itself to improving the effectiveness of aid.136 In addition, the Union itself is a model of 
regional cooperation and support for weaker member states, even though there is often 
a degree of friction. The MDGs were developed by the UN, primarily UNDP. If the EU were 
to take it upon itself to formulate a follow-up policy, the AIV considers consultation with 
its development partners essential, right from the start. Another option is for like-minded 
European states to form a group with a number of important development partners. The 
Netherlands could play a prominent role in this group and should call on the UN to set up 
a commission or task force to this end.

The Netherlands 
A recent report by the Netherlands Court of Audit on accountability for development 
spending concludes that the Netherlands’ policy priorities, its budget articles and the 
MDGs are largely addressed separately. The MDGs are accounted for in the annual 
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report on development cooperation, but this cannot be translated directly in terms of 
the budget and policy.137 There is therefore a certain tension between donors’ national 
policy priorities and international goals. The Court of Audit recommends making a sharp 
distinction between themes that are results-based, and the strategy, channels and 
conditions that determine the framework for cooperation. The Court also notes that 
results-based and input-based commitments are not the same, and that it is necessary to 
distinguish between internal monitoring (to increase learning capacity) and accountability 
to parliament (and the public).

In the interest of country specificity and ownership, the AIV advises the Dutch government 
to account to parliament for the budget by recipient country and to include a statement of 
expenditure by theme, specified per MDG.

A.V The MDGs after 2015? 

In this chapter the AIV presents a number of recommendations for a possible contribution 
by the Netherlands to the process of achieving international consensus on a development 
agenda after 2015. Its arguments are based on the assessment and criticism of the 
MDGs as analysed in the previous chapters and summarised briefly below in section 
A.V.1. They also take account of current global developments, new themes and the 
requirements of global governance, all of which are addressed in more detail in part B 
of this report. Three options are examined more closely: abolition of the MDGs (A.V.2), 
continuation of the current system (A.V.3), or reform and introduction of a renewed MDG 
system (A.V.4).

A.V.1	 Conclusions	and	lessons	learned
The Millennium Declaration that preceded the MDGs is still relevant in specifying a 
number of important conditions for achieving development. The progress reviews of 2005 
and 2010 added a number of significant issues in areas like gender and social security. 

Some of the elements in the Millennium Declaration were translated into quantitative 
goals and targets: the Millennium Development Goals. The main advantages of the MDGs 
are that they expand the concept of poverty, focus on output (results) and not input 
(financing), provide a worldwide normative framework for the different actors involved in 
development cooperation, and promote international consensus.

The MDG system has been successful in communicating a complex development problem 
to a wider public, but it must be accepted that the majority of the goals will not be 
achieved by 2015. This is partly because of the limited operationalisation of the goals 
for developed countries (MDG8) and a failure (with a number of exceptions, including 
the Netherlands) to comply with international pledges, in relation to Official Development 
Assistance (ODA) and reform of the global trade and financial system. 

A number of countries never entirely embraced the MDG concept because they felt 
that the process of formulating and setting the goals and targets was driven in the first 
instance by the donor countries. Some African countries saw the MDGs as just the 
latest in a series of initiatives for the continent that had mainly failed and not resulted in 
increased aid flows. 
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A number of themes in the original Millennium Declaration of 2000 were not included in 
the MDGs, or not to a sufficient extent (some have since been incorporated in the follow-
up declarations of 2005 and 2010), but are certainly relevant in a post-2015 system. 
These include food security, demography, infrastructure in Africa, peace and security, 
inequality, sustainability, growth and employment, human rights and knowledge. On a 
number of goals – including climate, gender and global governance – input has been 
totally inadequate.

A major criticism of the MDG system is that it has no underlying economic theory or a 
theoretical basis for the choices made. Furthermore, the MDGs take no account of what 
deprived parts of the world need to do more or less than others to achieve them, nor 
do they provide much insight into progress made by individual countries. Setting global 
goals and then implementing them per country has proved insufficiently effective and 
inspirational.

The choice of 1990 as the benchmark year for the MDGs provides an overly positive 
image of what has been achieved. The effects of the 2008 financial and economic 
crisis are difficult to estimate. While the crisis has made it more difficult to implement 
the MDGs, it was itself the outcome of a failing global financial system. The question 
of whether just as much progress would have been made without the MDGs is 
understandable and legitimate, yet difficult to answer scientifically. An accelerated trend 
since 2000 can only be observed in 20% of the MDG indicators. 

Despite this criticism the AIV believes that indicators are useful as a policy instrument, 
and that benchmarks like those used by the MDGs, should be maintained. The AIV also 
believes that some of the existing indicators, such as those for education and water, 
need to be extended so that they also measure quality. It recommends broadening the 
scope of the indicators to include themes like inequality, wellbeing, sustainability and 
human rights principles, and target groups such as women.

It is difficult to determine exactly what the MDGs have signified for policy development 
in developing countries. Donor-dependent countries often tend to say what their donors 
wish to hear. Some developing countries have adapted the MDGs in their own way 
by, for example, adding targets for human rights or extra relevant indicators, such as 
specific diseases. The Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) that still dominate 
policy in poorer countries generally refer selectively to the MDGs but, despite reforms, 
they are still considered by many to be donor-driven and not focused sufficiently on the 
multidimensional aspect of poverty. To date, the MDGs have been unable to prevent 
certain issues from being underrepresented, including hunger, gender inequality, 
employment and reproductive rights. In addition, setting unrealistic goals, e.g. in Africa, 
does not promote ownership.

To do greater justice to developing countries’ own policies, it is equally important to 
measure progress made in pursuing national priorities and achieving the MDGs. Flexibility 
in establishing clusters of goals for each country can help to achieve this. It is also 
important to aggregate national goals and set them off against the global MDGs. A clear 
link should be established between national policy and the MDGs.

Generally speaking it will not be possible to dictate the levels of effort required to pursue 
the MDGs though there is peer pressure on those who fail to meet the indicators (naming 
and shaming). A bottom-up strategy is a more effective way of acquiring support for the 
MDGs, and today’s better informed network society can play a prominent role in this.
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To improve linkage between national policy and the MDGs, it is important for developing 
countries and the emerging economies to play a prominent role in the development of a 
new strategy. The success of the post-2015 system depends largely on this consultative 
process. 

The MDG agenda and the Paris Agenda on aid effectiveness merit closer coordination 
to promote donor harmonisation; the number of coordination mechanisms in the Paris 
Agenda should be limited; implementation at partner country level is the most important. 
The AIV therefore calls for a link to be made between the Paris Agenda and donor 
harmonisation around the country-specific MDG themes. There should be an international 
division of labour by country and theme; it is important to investigate what partner 
countries feel about this.

If the EU were to take it upon itself to formulate a follow-up policy, consultation with its 
development partners is essential right from the start. The AIV recommends that like-
minded European states form a group with a number of important development partners. 
Although, as noted previously, the EU is the largest donor and a joint EU standpoint 
would probably carry more political weight, a group of like-minded countries would have 
the advantage of being more flexible, increasing opportunities for developing countries 
to be involved at an early stage. The Netherlands could play a prominent role here and, 
together with other countries, call for the UN to set up a commission or task force to this 
end, in which developing countries would also participate. 

One point that is important for a number of donor countries, including the Netherlands, is 
how to coordinate the MDGs, which are grouped by theme, with a country-specific policy. 
In line with its advisory report no. 69, the AIV recommends that, when accounting to 
parliament on the budget, the government should specify by aid-recipient country (in the 
interests of country specificity and ownership) and include a statement on theme-based 
expenditure per MDG.

A.V.2	 MDGs	in	perspective:	should	they	be	abolished?
The MDGs have initiated a broad international discussion, generating greater awareness 
and clarifying standpoints in the development debate. There has been considerable 
fundamental and detailed criticism, chiefly that the MDGs are an example of donorship 
rather than ownership. The AIV finds this criticism justified in some cases. 

The AIV also believes that the MDGs lack both a solid basis and a vision of a 
development process that requires structural change. While some consider that a 
weakness, others see it as a strength: precisely because they lack any theoretical 
basis, the MDGs do not have to lead to the kind of ‘one-size-fits-all’ policy which the 
WRR, for example, has correctly objected to. Despite the fact that the MDGs were never 
intended as a one-size-fits-all approach, many – especially in the donor community – 
have embraced them as a mantra for development, sometimes through lack of a better 
alternative. The goals have come to be seen in such absolute terms that anything that 
falls outside them no longer matters. As a consequence, every self-respecting group 
has tried to get its area of activity included within the MDGs. A number of examples 
have been given in previous chapters. The fixation with bringing everything under the 
MDGs has resulted in many people forgetting that sustainable economic growth with a 
conscious policy of structural change and redistribution can just as easily contribute to 
social progress as direct attention to the social sector. 
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Should we then abolish the MDGs? The AIV does not believe we should, for a number of 
important reasons. The main one is that the MDGs were intended as a global consensus 
to make development efforts more focused and multidimensional by setting targets and 
thus creating accountability. If we were now to abolish the MDGs we would be getting 
off too lightly, especially the developed countries which have had far less to do with 
accountability. There is general agreement that MDG8 (global partnership), which was 
added to the process at a later stage, demands very little of the developed countries. The 
AIV therefore believes that an important element of the evaluation of the MDGs in 2015 
should address the question of how the global partnership has developed in reality and 
what lessons should be learned with a view to improving it.

Where the other goals are concerned, the AIV notes that the MDG system has certainly 
had a positive impact in certain areas, especially in more recent years. Its main assets 
have been initiating a global consensus, communicability, universal indicators and the 
accumulation of statistical data in the form of benchmarks and measurable results. The 
fixed period, with 2015 as the target year, has undoubtedly exerted additional pressure 
on donors and local governments to increase their efforts. Unfortunately, it is not 
possible to determine clearly whether this has simply led to priorities being shifted or to 
an absolute increase in the aid effort, or at least steps to prevent it being reduced. 

A.V.3	 Should	we	continue	with	the	current	MDG	system?
The AIV therefore finds that, on balance, it is not advisable to abolish the MDG system 
completely. That is, however, not a recommendation to continue the present system 
unchanged. It would be a highly undesirable scenario if, in 2015, we were to conclude 
that not all the MDGs have been achieved and that a new period needs to be set in which 
to achieve them. The criticism, as presented in the previous sections, is too serious to 
continue on the same footing. Perhaps one of the most important factors supporting a 
change of approach is that the world is now a different place than it was at the end of the 
last century, when the MDGs were formulated.

The world has recently emerged from a serious recession and a financial crisis, which 
were caused in the industrialised countries but led to increased poverty in parts of many 
developing countries, and made it even more difficult to achieve a number of social goals. 
The World Bank speaks of a setback of several years. The global crisis, together with the 
rapid growth of a number of developing countries, has produced radical changes in the 
global balance of power. At the time of writing, events are unfolding in the Arab region the 
consequences of which we cannot yet foresee, but which will possibly also influence a 
new consensus on development.

In short, it is no longer the G7 of Western countries – or the G8 with Russia on board – 
that meet to discuss international coordination, but the G20, which also includes a 
number of developing countries, in which attempts to reach a global consensus are being 
made. This is a completely different configuration than in the run-up to the Millennium 
Declaration at the end of the 1990s, when the OECD DAC secretariat was one of the 
institutions driving formulation of the Declaration and the MDGs based on it. The 
Netherlands, too, is in a somewhat different position than it was then, partly because it is 
not a permanent member of the G20. In addition, a growing percentage of development 
financing now runs outside the DAC. 

The G20 has recently reached agreement on a new development agenda (the Seoul 
Development Consensus for Shared Growth, see annexe IV). The consensus contains six 
(G20) Development Principles. Principle 6 on ‘outcome orientation’ focuses on ‘targeting, 
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monitoring and accountability’. The AIV believes that engaging as far as possible with this 
consensus can considerably increase the chances of reaching a global consensus on a 
post-2015 system.

Another consideration is the growth of India, China and other developing countries, which 
is changing the division of poverty in the world.138 Poor people do not live only in poor 
countries; a large proportion of the world’s poor now live in middle-income countries or 
emerging economies.139

A situation is emerging with, on the one hand, poor people in poor countries, largely in 
Africa, and on the other, poor people alongside an emerging middle class in countries 
with rapidly growing economies. This implies that if we are serious about setting a global 
goal on reducing poverty and improving access to social services, we can no longer 
ignore issues of how income and access to services are distributed. There are therefore 
important arguments not to jettison the current MDG system, but to change it radically.

A.V.4	 A	post-2015	system	for	international	cooperation	
The AIV advises the government to advocate a strongly modified system. It is equally 
important to take a different approach in trying to achieve international consensus and 
ownership of the international development agenda. The AIV attaches great importance 
to the proposal that developing countries should themselves determine their own 
development within a framework of internationally agreed human dignity. Like the WRR, the 
AIV has argued that a ‘one-size-fits-all’ model of development is now a thing of the past. 

Taking all this into account, the AIV finds that, in preparing the post-2015 agenda, a 
process must be set in motion which allows ample scope for different development 
models and for developing countries – and especially the people in them (who, after all, 
are what poverty reduction is about) – to fully participate. This is different to the run-up to the 
Millennium Declaration and the MDGs, which was largely donor-driven. The Netherlands 
and other donors must, however, identify the contribution they can make to this process. 
That is one of the aims of this report. 

The AIV is therefore of the opinion that an international process of consultation and 
consensus building must be set in motion forthwith. After all, one of the achievements 
of the MDGs that deserves to be protected and strengthened is the creation of an 
international consensus on development. Precisely what indicators are used is less 
important than the participatory process itself. The AIV recommends setting up an 
international commission as soon as possible that will, through a participatory process, 
work on a future system to succeed the current Millennium Declaration/MDG system, 
possibly with a renewed set of MDGs, and ensuring that this participatory approach 
continues after 2015.

The original intention of the existing MDGs was to formulate them in the spirit of Amartya 
Sen’s capabilities theory, which is based on the tenet that ‘freedom is progress’ and a 
multidimensional view of what constitutes poverty (see section B.II.1). Unfortunately, not 
all freedoms are incorporated consistently in the current MDGs. To measure development, 
as many of the freedoms identified in Sen’s theory as possible should be included in the 
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new MDG system. Besides including social security, this means measuring security and 
incorporating the human rights approach to development (including participation, non-
discrimination and accountability) in all activities aimed at achieving the goals. Because 
political rights will be a sensitive issue in a global consensus approach, the focus 
could be placed on institution building; after all, an effective state is indispensable to 
development, especially in fragile states.

The AIV considers it desirable that new ideas, like the ‘global social floor’ – an 
internationally recognised minimum level of subsistence proposed in the 2010 MDG 
Review – play a role in this process and in reviewing the MDGs. The Netherlands can 
actively promote this. The crisis has shown just how much a global social floor is needed. 
Rapid growth in some developing countries and the speed with which financial institutions 
have recovered from the crisis, have convinced a large group of people that a global 
social floor is possible and may not be rejected for purely financial reasons.140 The AIV 
therefore recommends that a new system of MDGs should, if possible, contain a clearly 
defined and internationally recognised minimum level of subsistence. This might be a 
task for a subcommittee of experts.

The AIV sees its recommendations as the Netherlands’ contribution to a discussion in 
which the voice and opinions of people in developing countries and of their governments 
must also be clearly heard. After all, if we see development aid in terms of ownership 
and the right to a social minimum, it is up to the recipient – under certain conditions – to 
determine how it is used.

A number of practical recommendations – some of which have already been mentioned 
above and others that can be seen as anticipating part B of this report – for the 
Netherlands’ input in the process of designing a post-2015 system.
1. Focus on the process approach to achieving a new post-2015 system.
2. Do not set new target dates (no new ‘2015’), but measure progress every five to 

ten years. Review the strategy in a ‘rolling’ process on the basis of the results. Set 
sustainable targets.

3. There is no need to retain the ‘M’ for Millennium. This is no longer relevant after 
2015. Where possible, use the terminology of the G20 and the Seoul Declaration to 
facilitate international consensus.

4. Refer to actions, strategies and indicators, rather than goals.
5. Limit the current eight goals to a maximum of four or five clusters of goals, for 

example by grouping health goals together; maintain the indicators and benchmarks 
agreed so far. 

6. Add a maximum of two or three goals or goal clusters, such as peace and (social) 
security or effective governance, to do justice to themes that are widely considered 
to be missing from the current system, especially the objective capabilities approach 
and global public goods, and establish a link between the MDGs and the latter.

7. Embed human rights and gender issues by i) incorporating them throughout as 
cross-cutting issues by, for example, measuring results according to gender, ethnicity, 
rural-urban, regional, ‘bottom-top quintiles’ (principle of non-discrimination) and so 
on; ii) by including references in the post-2015 system to key globally endorsed 
conventions on human rights and agreements such as Cairo and Beijing; iii) by 
establishing that all programmes of action must comply with the principles of 
participation, non-discrimination and accountability.

140 Social Protection Floor Advisory Group (ILO), <www.ilo.org/public/english/protection>.



44

8. Make sure that donors organise themselves around a new system based on the 
efficiency principles of the Paris Agenda (division of tasks and fewer national 
priorities) and, if possible, establish a clear link with MDG themes.

9. In each new goal, describe action to be taken by donor countries, recipient countries 
and other actors, and specify the roles and responsibilities of the various actors 
(governments, parliaments, the private sector, trade unions and NGOs).

10. Include a number of indicators of demographic development to support the regular 
analysis and monitoring of the progress made with development processes, but do 
not express demographic developments as a goal. Preserve goals and indicators 
relating to the use of contraceptives, and devote attention to ageing.

11. Ongoing globalisation, recent global developments and the financial-economic crisis 
of 2008 and 2009 call for a post-2015 system that will introduce improvements to 
the current international trade and financial systems. 
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B Towards a different approach: a global 
 development agenda 

Introduction 

In part B of this report, in response to the government’s question whether the 
development goals should not be seen more in relation to global challenges, and to 
provide the government with the possible contours of a new international development 
agenda, the AIV offers an overview of a number of important development themes that 
have received national and international attention and considers their relevance for a 
post-2015 system. The first chapter briefly examines current worldwide developments 
in globalisation, trade and financial systems, technology and demography, which impact 
on the context for a post-2015 system. This is followed by a chapter on themes and 
challenges relating to what development is (or should be), and which can serve as a 
basis for a post-2015 system. The subsequent chapter examines underexposed themes 
that should be given priority in a post-2015 system. One of the conclusions that emerges 
from the discussion on these themes is that greater global cooperation is required to 
confront future challenges. Chapter four therefore addresses a conceptual basis for 
global cooperation, looking at issues like human rights, global public goods and the need 
to devote attention to global commons management. The final chapter examines the new 
challenges for global governance.

B.I  Current developments

This chapter takes a brief look at global developments and their consequences, to 
place the discussion on global governance and the future of the MDGs in a broader 
perspective. A clear overview of these developments can be found in the UN’s World 
Economic and Social Survey 2010 (WESS),141 the World Bank’s Global Monitoring Report 
2010,142 and the UN World Urbanization Prospects report.143 As well as analysing trends, 
this chapter also presents recommendations for achieving a new global consensus.

B.I.1	 Globalisation	at	a	crossroads
Globalisation is at a crossroads. The promise of peace and prosperity after the end of the 
Cold War has not materialised and, instead, we are struggling with food, energy, financial 
and climate crises and many conflicts (although the number of armed conflicts has fallen 
since 1992, from 50 per year to around 30. Fewer people are also dying per conflict).144 

141 UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA), ‘World Economic and Social Survey 2010, 

Retooling Global Development’, New York, May 2010.

142 World Bank, ‘Global Monitoring Report 2010: The MDGs after the Crisis’, Washington 2010. 

143 UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA), ‘World Urbanization Prospects 2009 Review’, 

New York, 2010.

144 This refers to conflicts that claim more than 1,000 battle deaths every year. See the Human Security 

Centre, ‘The Human Security Report: War and Peace in the 21st Century’, www.humansecurityreport.info 

(University of British Columbia, Canada), 2005. An update of this report, which originally contained data 

from 1946 to 2002, was published on 20 December 2006, with additional figures up to 2005.
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With fragile states a widespread problem, most of today’s conflicts are civil wars. 

The UN has observed five trends: a significant shift in the global economy due to the 
rapid growth of developing countries in Asia, resulting in ‘multiple engines of growth’; 
increasing income inequality (but with reduced poverty, especially in China); population 
growth and urbanisation; heavy pressure on the natural environment and biodiversity; 
and an economic process consisting of non-regulated global value chains, dominated by 
international companies. Management of the global system is weak. There is tension 
between decision-making at national and global level, which will only intensify if adequate 
measures are not taken.145 The AIV endorses the UN’s analysis.

The Millennium Declaration stated that market growth strategies alone are not sufficient 
to combat poverty and that good public and other institutions and social policy are 
indispensable. The MDGs refocused attention on human development and poverty 
reduction, often by increasing budget allocations to the social sectors. However, donor 
policies continued to contain core elements of the structural adjustment policies of the 
late 20th century, making it impossible to compensate for the impact of external shocks 
on employment and incomes. As a result, many countries are no longer on track with the 
MDGs. The scope for many countries to determine their own policies on industry and 
other matters also remained limited through, for example, intellectual property provisions, 
international trade rules, the increased role of foreign investments and non-public money 
flows, which made it difficult to achieve macroeconomic stability.146 

B.I.2	 Trade	and	financial	systems
International trade has increased in recent decades, largely due to the rapid growth of 
intermediate products, often within the global value chains of multinational companies. In 
addition, trade flows have displayed great volatility. Trade negotiations ran aground at the 
Doha round of the WTO, exposing the organisation’s institutional weakness. The poorer 
developing countries found themselves facing WTO-imposed restrictions on subsidies to 
their own industries as well as trade tariffs and protected intellectual rights, leaving them 
little scope for their own policies. More room needs to be created for a ‘common but 
differentiated approach’. 

The UN’s MDG8 Gap Task Force therefore advises completing the Doha round 
negotiations as quickly as possible, with sufficient flexibility and aid to strengthen trade 
and production in developing countries and prevent the expansion of protectionism as a 
response to crises.147 The task force’s report also calls for the abolition of all agricultural 
subsidies by 2013, as agreed earlier, and full ‘duty-free and quota-free’ market access for 
the least developed countries to create employment, as well as simplification of ‘rules of 
origin’.148 The AIV endorses not only these recommendations but also the importance of 
encouraging both trade between developing countries and increased regional integration, 

145 UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA), ‘World Economic and Social Survey 2010: 

Retooling Global Development’, New York, May 2010, chapter 1.

146 Idem.

147 UN, ‘Millennium Development Goal 8: The Global Partnership for Development at a Critical Juncture’, 

MDG Gap Task Force Report 2010, New York 2010.

148 Idem, pp. xii-xiii.
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for example by removing reciprocal tariffs and infrastructural obstacles.

In recent years, rather than promoting development, financial markets have further 
restricted developing countries’ policy space by, for instance, lifting restrictions on capital 
flows and integrating into the global market, resulting in greater volatility. Financial 
instruments (derivatives) have become increasingly separated from ‘real’ production 
sectors, fuelling short-term capital movements and speculation, leading to volatility in 
capital markets. Self-regulation has not worked and has resulted in costly crises. The 
G20 has only come up with a partial answer to that problem. Capital flows are much 
more volatile than trade flows. The policy of liberalisation of capital markets in developing 
countries, initiated by the IMF, has exposed them to too great risks. They may have 
acquired better access to financing sources, but macroeconomic management has 
become more difficult. The large dollar reserves that had to be accumulated for this 
purpose have in fact led to a flow of capital from developing to developed countries.149 
The AIV agrees with the analysis of the UN and the World Bank and observes that, in 
addition to a greater influx of foreign capital, the international financial system has 
resulted in greater volatility which mainly affects developing countries and the people 
who live in them. A new financial structure is therefore urgently needed as an important 
condition for development, and should therefore be part of a post-2015 system. 

B.I.3	 New	technology
Despite the crisis, the spread of information and communication technology (ICT) has 
continued: 68% of the world’s population now has a mobile telephone (57% in developing 
countries). The use of the internet has also increased in recent years: at the end of 2008 
23% of the global population (1.6 billion people) used internet, but the percentage is 
much higher in developed countries.150 The crisis has, however, had a negative impact 
on investments and access to fast internet remains a problem in developing countries. 
Liberalisation of the ICT market can make the use of telecommunications and ICT 
significantly cheaper. 

The AIV is of the opinion that a post-2015 system must devote attention to developing 
countries’ absorption capacity for and access to new technology and to improving 
knowledge transfer, something which the current MDG system barely touches on. 
The AIV is aware that access to and transfer of knowledge raise important questions 
relating to intellectual property. These include the complexity of many rules and the legal 
infrastructure required to allow the system of intellectual property rights to function, 
despite the fact that many specific arrangements have been made for developing 
countries. The system of intellectual property rights must be allowed to function in a way 
that does justice to the notion of knowledge as a global public good.151

149 UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA), ‘World Economic and Social Survey 2010, 

Retooling Global Development’, New York, May 2010, chapter 5.

150 UN, Millennium Development Goals report 2010, New York, p. 72.

151 See the project on the Millennium Agreement on Intellectual Property Rights and Development 

conducted by seven researchers from North and South with funding from NWO-WOTRO Science for 

Global Development and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The final report will be published in the summer 

of 2011.
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The International Task Force on Global Goods endorses two initiatives in this respect. 
Firstly, strengthening the ‘common knowledge’ platform through international 
partnerships aimed at improving worldwide opportunities for research and information. 
Secondly, the task force is working to mitigate the disadvantages of TRIPs (Trade-Related 
Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights) for developing countries.152 One way to achieve 
this would be to conclude a new international agreement to make it easier to transfer 
scientific knowledge and technological information.153 In addition, under the agreement, 
rich countries would help poor countries improve their capacity to process, distribute and 
generate knowledge, thus making up for shortfalls in the latter’s absorption capacity.

B.I.4	 Demographic	development	
By the end of 2011, there will be around seven billion people living on Earth.154 That 
will probably increase to eight billion by 2025, with 4.8 billion in Asia and 1.4 billion in 
Africa.155 If these trends continue, the global population will have reached 9.15 billion 
by 2050, with 5.2 billion in Asia and around 2 billion in Africa. Throughout this period, 
developed regions will remain stable at or around 1.3 billion.156 This means that, in 
2050, developed countries will account for only 14% of the world’s population. The 
scale the population in some countries will have reached by then is already a cause for 
concern: Niger 58.2 million (now 15.9), Ethiopia 173.8 (now 84.9), Nigeria 289 (now 
158.2), Pakistan 335.2 (now 184.7) and Afghanistan 73.9 million (now 29.1).157 

The birth rate is falling in almost all countries of the world, including the poorest,158 
but in the least developed countries it will still be 2.4 more than the replacement rate 
in 2050, generating population growth. More than 200 million women wish to use 
contraceptives but have no access to them. Of 190 million pregnancies more than 50 
million end each year in abortion, often conducted illegally and in unsafe conditions, 
posing an enormous threat to health.159 Full access to contraception for all who 

152 International Task Force on Global Public Goods, ‘Meeting Global Challenges: International Cooperation 

in the National Interest’, Stockholm 2006, p. 68. The amount that developing countries will have to pay 

every year in copyright under TRIPS is estimated at $60 billion. The original idea was that some of these 

costs would be compensated by the advantages ensuing from the protection of intellectual property, 

such as increased trade, supplementary technology transfer and higher foreign investments. These 

expected benefits are, however, not enforceable.

153 Open access to basic science and technology (ABST).

154 World Population Foundation, Wereldbevolking 2010, sociale and demografische gegevens over de 

wereldbevolking, Utrecht, 2010.

155 UN, Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA), Population Division, ‘World Population 

Prospects: The 2008 Revision’, <http://esa.un.org/unpp>.

156 Developed regions include Europe, North America, Australia, New Zealand and Japan. 

157 UN, Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA), Population Division, ‘World Population 

Prospects: The 2008 Revision’, <http://esa.un.org/unpp>.

158 The current birth rate in the poorest countries is approx. 4.08.

159 United Nations Population Fund, <http://www.unfpa.org/rh/planning.htm>.
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currently want it would lead to a reduction in abortions and a further reduction in the 
number of unwanted births, and to a substantially lower peak in the global population in 
2050 (some demographers believe that the peak need be no higher than eight billion). 
Education for girls also lowers the fertility rate. 

The inactive percentage of the population (under 15 and over 60) will rise in the rich 
countries to 48% (now 38%), and in Asia to 42% (now 36%), as a result of the falling 
birth rate there, but will decrease to 38% in Africa (now 46%).160 This promises to be an 
economic dividend for Africa, if sensible advantage is taken of the situation. Policy can be 
based on it, and it can be reflected in the goals for Africa. In Asia, policy will need to take 
account of ageing.

Urbanisation will rise to 55% in the least developed countries in 2050 (now 29%) and in 
Sub-Saharan Africa to 60% (now 37%). In rich countries, it is currently 75% and will rise 
further to 86%.161 Today, urbanisation is not seen as a negative development that should 
be curbed. Cities have proved to be very good at generating prosperity. Measures to 
combat urbanisation lead to slums, preparedness to controlled growth of cities and urban 
prosperity. 

There are 214 million international migrants worldwide, 128 million of whom live in 
developed countries.162 

The AIV’s July 2009 advisory report entitled ‘Demographic Changes and Development 
Cooperation’ (report no. 66) notes that demographic trends only become visible in 
the long term and bring about very far-reaching changes in the field of development 
cooperation. They are also determinant for global public goods and have a great impact 
on a number of elements in the MDGs, including economic growth, employment and 
unemployment, peace and security, food security, environment, water, climate and poverty.

B.I.5	 Conclusions
Current developments (and analysis of them) are an important guideline for a post-2015 
system.

Globalisation
With a view to a coherent post-2015 system, the AIV shares the UN’s observation that 
it is time for a new consensus, for which successive crises have created both the need 
and the political space. This consensus will have to encompass success factors for 
development, a number of which will be discussed in more detail later in this report. The 
most important of these factors – in line with the WESS report – are as follows:
 · industry and infrastructure policy aimed at sustainability, employment and poverty 

reduction, and reducing CO2 emissions; 
 · attention to the development of sustainable agriculture; 
 · development-oriented macroeconomic policy: in addition to controlling inflation, fiscal 

160 Idem. 

161 UN, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division (DESA), ‘World Urbanization 

Prospects: The 2009 Revision’, <http://esa.un.org/unpd/wup>.

162 UN, Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA), Population Division, ‘Trends in International 

Migrant Stock: The 2008 Revision’, <http://esa.un.org/migration/>.
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restraint and export promotion, also scope for anticyclical policy with priority for 
essential investment in development and focused on preserving employment and 
income;

 · social policy aimed at human development, access to land and financial markets;
 · universal access to social security through structural transformation of the economy 

and labour market policy;
 · a more equal distribution of income and capital resources (including land);
 · investment in human capital (education); 
 · social policy as an integrated part of economic policy (and not as target group policy); 
 · a properly functioning state (institutions, legislation);
 · space for country-specific policy; and
 · policy coherence both within countries and internationally (stable aid flows, financial 

markets and a fair trade system).163

Trade and financial system
A full analysis of a new global trade and financial system is beyond the scope of this 
report but, in the context of a post-2015 system, the AIV considers the following 
elements to be important: 
 · multilateral macroeconomic monitoring with the aim of promoting capital flows to 

developing countries; the developing countries themselves should ensure a secure 
environment for investments;

 · regulation of financial markets to prevent excessive risk acceptance, and a new global 
financial authority;

 · international cooperation to coordinate taxation of multinational companies;
 · re-introduction of mechanisms for compensatory financing (protection against external 

shocks by providing access to international funding sources); 
 · better monitoring by the IMF of the consequences of the national economic policies 

of developed and developing countries for the international economy, especially for 
countries with reserve currencies; and

 · democratisation of the governance of the IMF and the World Bank, and reform of these 
institutions.164

Technology and knowledge transfer
 · The AIV is of the opinion that a post-2015 system must devote attention to developing 

countries’ absorption capacity for and access to new technology and to improving 
knowledge transfer, which the current MDG system barely touches on. 

 · The AIV is aware that access to and transfer of knowledge raise important questions 
relating to intellectual property. These include the complexity of many rules and 
the legal infrastructure required to allow the system of intellectual property rights 
to function, despite the fact that many specific arrangements have been made for 
developing countries. The system of intellectual property rights must be allowed to 
function in a way that does justice to the notion of knowledge as a global public good. 

Demography
 · The AIV advises against including demographic goals in a post-2015 system, as 

this can have undesirable consequences, including compulsory contraception and 
abortion.

163 UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA), ‘World Economic and Social Survey 2010, 

Retooling Global Development’, New York, May 2010, chapter 2.

164 Idem, chapter 5. 
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 · It does, however, strongly recommend that the new system include both an indicator 
of the availability of contraceptives and a number of demographic indicators to make 
policymakers aware of these trends, which mostly have very radical impacts in the 
slightly longer term.

B.II Themes and challenges for development

There are several theories about what wellbeing development entails. Traditional 
economics looks at rational choices (‘rational choice theory’) and defines utility as a 
ranking of preferences. Wellbeing is thus defined as the extent to which these preferences 
are fulfilled.165 Because this definition often contrasts strongly with personal experience, 
others have been proposed: objective criteria for what is good, such as capability 
development (objective wellbeing) and a mental state determined by the measurement of 
happiness (subjective wellbeing).166 In addition, it is often said that development must be 
sustainable, i.e. it must not be achieved at the expense of the wellbeing of current and 
future generations. In the debate on what development is, these arguments often overlap.

B.II.1	 Capabilities	approach
The capabilities approach merits separate consideration, as it lay at the basis of the 
Millennium Declaration and the thinking of UNDP. Nobel Prizewinner Amartya Sen argues 
that progress is more than just a higher income. Progress means acquiring more 
freedom and income is only one way of achieving that. He calls for a different approach 
to economics: ‘The discipline of economics has a tendency to move away from focusing 
on the value of freedoms to that of utilities, incomes and wealth. This narrowing of focus 
leads to an underappreciation of the full role of the market mechanism.’167

Sen defines development in terms of people’s capabilities to overcome their ‘unfreedoms’ 
(capability approach). The economics of wellbeing therefore means the freedom to foster a 
valuable state of ‘beings and doings’. Sen identifies five basic freedoms:
1. political and participatory freedoms and civil rights: freedom of expression, free 

elections, etc.;
2. economic facilities: participation in trade and production, a fair labour market;
3. social opportunities: adequate education and healthcare provision;
4. transparency guarantees: openness of government and economic life; and
5. protective security: law and order, social security.168

If we look more closely at these five freedoms, which Sen presents as essential for 
human development, we see that a number of them can be found in the MDGs (e.g. 
economic and social opportunities), while others cannot (such as political freedoms, 
transparency, security and social security). The latter are addressed in a variety of UN 
statements that determine its development strategy, but are not translated into concrete 
goals. The AIV recommends incorporating them as much as possible in a post-2015 

165 A. van Hoorn, R. Mabsout, E.M. Sent, ‘Happiness and Capability: Introduction to the symposium’, 

Journal of Socio-Economics 39, 2010, pp. 339-343.

166 See E. Angner, ‘Subjective Wellbeing’, Journal of Socio-Economics 39, 2010, pp. 361-368.

167 A. Sen, ‘Development as Freedom’, Oxford University Press, 1999.

168 A. Sumner, M. Tiwari, ‘After 2015: International Development Policy at a Crossroads’, Rethinking 

International Development series, Palgrave McMillan, 2009, p. 46.



52

system. This is discussed in greater detail in the sections on human rights, and peace 
and security. The notion of the global social floor also has its roots in these freedoms. 
Devoting more attention to them in a post-2015 system also responds to the concerns 
expressed by civil society, for example in the Global Call for Action against Poverty.169

Incidentally, the OECD referred to Sen’s five freedoms in its guidelines as early as 
2001.170 In addition, UNDP’s Human Development Report has also played an important 
role and, in 2010, presented an overview of human development in the past twenty years.

B.II.2	 Sustainability	and	climate	
How many natural resources and sources of subsistence will present generations leave 
for those that follow? That is an important question and it will remain so in the future. 
The debate dates back to the renowned report ‘The Limits to Growth’, published by 
the Club of Rome in 1972, the outcome of the Cocoyoc conference in Mexico in 1974, 
and the Dag Hammarskjöld report a year later. The broad definition of sustainable 
development given in the Brundtland report (1987) includes issues like education 
and health care, which are considered investments in human capital to ensure that 
the following generation can enjoy the same standard of living as the current one. The 
four dimensions of sustainability, as laid down at the Rio conference in 1992, are the 
institutional dimension (good governance), social justice, environmental protection and 
economic efficiency.171

The Earth is too small to achieve all the current international goals at the same time, 
and certainly given the international climate goal agreed at Cancún in 2010, that the 
Earth must not be permitted to warm up by more than 2o Celsius. Development has 
been achieved at the expense of the natural environment; the erosion of biodiversity 
and climate change are the ecological price we have paid for social and economic 
development. Further development of the Earth will be accompanied by a substantial 
loss of biodiversity, which is also threatened by the production of food and biofuels for 
energy.172 Technological progress has not compensated for the growth in population and 
consumption. The trend is more people, more consumption and more competition for 
natural resources. Sustainability is not yet the determining factor in policy at national, 
European or global level. Citizens and companies, however, expect government to take 
the lead. Hard international agreements are necessary, with compensation for developing 
countries. The EU can play a pioneering role here by acting as a forceful intermediary. 
There is an enlightened self-interest in pursuing development policy.173

169 Global Call for Action against Poverty (GCAP), ‘The World We Want. Civil Society Mobilization at the 

MDG+10 Review’, New York, 19-25 September 2010. 

170 Idem, p. 3.

171 J. Martens, ‘Thinking ahead, Development models and indicators of wellbeing beyond the MDGs’, 

Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, Berlin, November 2010, pp. 9-10.

172 N.J. Schrijver, ‘Development Without Destruction: The UN and Global Resource Management’, 

Bloomington/New York: Indiana University Press/UN Intellectual History Project, New York, 2010.

173 Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency, ‘The Netherlands in a Sustainable World: Poverty, 

Climate and Biodiversity’, Second Sustainability Outlook, November 2007.
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The report by Stiglitz and Sen mentioned above distinguishes four ways to measure 
sustainability: (1) large and eclectic dashboards, (2) composite indices, (3) indices that 
consist of correcting GDP in a more or less extensive way, and (4) indices that essentially 
focus on measuring how far we currently ‘overconsume’ our resources (including the 
ecological footprint).174 Each of these indicators has its own limitations. The report 
concludes that it is, as yet, not possible to devise a single indicator for sustainability, 
because it comprises too many uncertainties. For example, it is difficult to know what 
the value of a ‘good’ like the environment will be in the future, there is much discussion 
about the relative importance of the various indicators, and CO2 emissions are a 
dominant component that can also be measured separately. It is therefore better to use 
several indicators, and to record both quantitative and qualitative changes in issues 
that are of importance for the future. The Sen-Stiglitz commission is a proponent of 
sustainability indicators alongside subjective welfare and economic indicators.

For the management of natural resources, information at both aggregated and local 
level is of great importance (because this can lead to different conclusions), as well 
as information on uncertainties and social values. Science never provides exhaustive 
knowledge of the interaction between mankind and biophysical systems, and cannot 
weigh direct local interests against global benefits. Enforcing rules is not always an 
adequate solution because of a lack of willingness or resources, or sources of pollution 
that are difficult to trace. Sometimes it is more effective to encourage innovative 
solutions in behaviour or technology. Financial instruments to promote this, such as 
tradable environmental allowances, have certain weaknesses, which are the reverse of 
those of shared solutions (‘commons’, see below). It might therefore be useful to seek 
a favourable combination of the two. Technical infrastructure is of great importance in 
determining whether shared resources are used and ensuring effective communication 
and in establishing links between local and global systems. Complex systems call for 
layered solutions and institutions that adapt easily to change.175

The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) indicates that people who live in 
poverty are the most seriously affected by the loss of biodiversity (which some see as a 
Western preoccupation), as well as by drought and flooding caused by climate change. 
The degradation of ecosystems has negative effects on agriculture, livestock breeding 
and forestry, sectors in which the poorest are often employed and on which they depend. 
It is important that policymakers acknowledge this in analyses and policy on climate 
change and increasing pollution. Secondly, an energy transition is required, in which the 
interests of the oil and gas industry – which are legitimate in themselves – must not take 
precedence. The costs of growth for the environment must be calculated. Thirdly, effective 
regulation is required to promote investment in a ‘green economy’; without this, 
the private sector will be unable to commit itself. The crisis presents an opportunity to 
achieve this.176 

174 J. Stiglitz, A. Sen, J. Fitoussi, Report by the Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance 

and Social Progress, Paris, 2009, chapter 3.

175 T. Dietz, E. Ostrom, P. Stern, ‘The Struggle to Govern the Commons’, Science Magazine, Vol. 302, 1907, 

December 2003.

176 UN Environmental Program (UNEP), Green Economy Report, prepared for the UN summit on MDGs, 

New York, September 2010.
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B.II.3	 Measuring	wellbeing
There appear to be considerable differences between the assumptions of economic 
theory (rational choice theory) and experience in the ‘real’ world (‘subjective wellbeing’). 
These differences cannot be explained purely in terms of psychological misperceptions. 

The recent report by Stiglitz and Sen therefore recommends not measuring production, 
but consumption and income (net national income, NNI).177 It also recommends looking 
at household incomes instead of per capita GDP, including public services like health 
care and education. This must be combined with an estimate of the capabilities (savings 
and possessions) per household, taking account of possible ‘bubbles’ in the economy 
(such as overly high house prices). Average income figures per household should then 
take account of distribution between income, consumption and savings and between 
households. Lastly, they must take account of activities per household. This includes, 
for example, growing vegetables, but also the amount of free time available to the 
members. After all, the same income with more free time means a higher standard of 
living.178 Altogether, this provides a better yardstick of economic performance. The report 
notes – as stated earlier in this report – that the MDGs do not take account of economic 
growth factors, with the exception of MDG1 (the poverty indicator of a dollar a day). The 
report offers useful starting points for including economic income and consumption 
measurements in a post-2015 system.

Happiness theory (subjective wellbeing) and capabilities theory (objective wellbeing)
In addition to a better method for measuring economic performance, the Stiglitz and Sen 
report recommends taking account of multidimensional wellbeing factors. It states that 
subjective methods for measuring wellbeing provide core data on which it is possible to 
acquire objective information, which should then be included in the statistics (cognitive 
evaluations on life, happiness, contentment, and negative and positive emotions).179 
Happiness theory is gaining ground, including in emerging economies (e.g. China, which 
keeps a record of happiness statistics).180 

Besides subjective wellbeing indicators, the report specifies eight objective indicators 
(not including economic utility): health, education, environmental conditions, political 
voice, personal activities, social connections and relationships, personal insecurity (crime, 
natural disasters) and economic insecurity. Clear indicators still have to be developed 
for the last five. Further research should expose a number of other indicators, including 
inequality (in gender, age, specific groups), the accumulation of various shortcomings, and 
the relationships between them.181

To what extent do the subjective and objective theories of wellbeing (happiness and 

177 J. Stiglitz, A. Sen, J. Fitoussi, Report by the Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance 
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and Social Progress, Paris 2009, pp. 58-59 and chapter 2.
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capabilities theories) differ from each other? Research concludes that there is a large 
degree of synergy between policies aimed at developing capabilities and those that 
focus on happiness (in the sense of general contentment with life).182 Nevertheless, 
measuring subjective wellbeing can supplement the capabilities theory, in that it can 
confirm policy choices (feedback) or identify problems by, for example, exposing a lack 
of opportunities. Happiness research also shows that, if a government were to base its 
policies on subjective wellbeing they would probably be different. There would be less 
focus on maximising individual gain and more on meaningful social relationships and 
participation.183

B.II.4		 Growth	and	inequality
In the period from 1985 to the mid-1990s, income inequality increased considerably in 
most countries in the world, especially the larger ones.184 According to the World Bank, 
it then remained almost constant at that higher average level from the mid-1990s to the 
mid-2000s. Although no reliable data are yet available, there is general agreement that 
income inequality has increased even further as a result of the 2008 crisis. Reports by 
Oxfam and others confirm this impression.185 

Pogge observes that the global trade system has largely benefited the world’s richest 
people. If growth in per capita GNP only benefits the elites in a country and does not 
generate employment, it is inaccurate to speak of progress. It often leads to a form of 
regression, since it further marginalises the poorest groups, at least in the opinion of 
those who believe that economic growth is not an end in itself and that progress means 
that basic human needs are fulfilled. Pogge therefore considers explicit attention to 
income distribution crucial.186

Rapid economic growth in a number of large developing countries has also led to a 
situation in which the majority of poor people in the world no longer live in low-income 
countries, as was the case before 2000, but in emerging countries. To combat poverty 
around the world effectively, a post-2015 system will therefore have to devote more 
attention to the need for national measures to reduce income inequalities within 
countries.187

One argument against taking account of inequality within countries is that it could slow 
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186 T. Pogge, ‘Politics as Usual: What Lies Behind the Pro-Poor Rhetoric?’, Polity Press, 2010.

187 A. Sumner, ‘The New Bottom Billion’, The Broker, issue 23, December 2010.
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down economic growth and therefore frustrate poverty reduction in the long term. Recent 
research has shown, however, that greater income equality is not always achieved at the 
expense of economic growth.188 Extremely unbalanced growth does, however, undermine 
democracy, as it gives rich elites the power to put their own interests first and make 
politicians listen to them. Large income differences are easy to create and very difficult to 
eliminate.189 UNDP concludes that countries where income inequality declined and where 
there was strong economic growth in sectors in which the poorest were concentrated had 
the greatest success in reducing poverty.190

The AIV therefore believes that a post-2015 system should devote attention to inequality 
and make it explicit in the indicators.

B.II.5		 Conclusions	
The AIV considers it important, in the run-up to a post-2015 system, to consider a 
number of newer or still relevant development theories and the extent to which they can 
give a post-2015 system a stronger foundation. 

Capabilities approach
The MDGs were based on the Millennium Declaration, which many intended as a concrete 
expression of Amartya Sen’s capabilities approach. According to Sen, development 
means more freedom and freedom is progress. The AIV considers it desirable in a post-
2015 system to devote more attention to Sen’s concept of freedoms, which remains 
relevant today. The AIV also endorses this approach because the subjective theory of 
wellbeing shows that people specify these freedoms as decisive for their happiness. This 
can mean:
1. including, in line with the final declaration of the MDG summit in 2010, indicators for 

social security (and the social protection floor); 
2. including a cluster of goals on peace and security, with a report on the number of 

conflicts in the world and indicators that show whether a state is capable of offering 
its citizens physical protection;191

3. including statistics on violence against women under MDG3 or under a new MDG on 
peace and security; and

4. including indicators on the quality of political institutions, for example on corruption, 
the rule of law, voice and accountability, and the effectiveness of the civil service. 
Such indices already exist, e.g. in the World Bank’s Governance Matters studies.192 
These indicators would address the degree of freedom of expression, freedom of 
assembly and democratisation. 

188 For an overview, see R.van der Hoeven (ed.), ‘Employment, Inequality and Globalization: A Continuous 
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Sustainability and climate 
A special form of wellbeing is that of future generations, i.e. the sustainability prospect. 
This problem is relevant not only in the future; now too, drought and flooding, and the 
hunger and high food prices they cause, impact hardest on the poorest groups. Time is 
pressing, as climate problems, economic, financial and food security crises, and serious 
social unrest as a consequence of too few socioeconomic opportunities and political 
freedoms, combined with population growth in certain parts of the world, are already 
having an impact on the international order. The AIV recommends taking account of the 
sustainability prospect. This can mean:
1. seeing a post-2015 system as a dashboard of indicators that express sustainability.  

These indicators measure the progress made by countries in various dimensions; and
2. drawing up benchmarks of desirable indicators and the period in which they should 

be achieved (sustainable targets) with a view to a sustainable society, with a rolling 
agenda that measures and updates progress every five or ten years.

Measuring wellbeing 
More modern theories of wellbeing now also look at subjective wellbeing, how utility 
is experienced (instead of the traditional ‘fulfilling preferences’). The data gathered 
by psychologists on this subject are, however, still rarely used in economics. The AIV 
recommends taking account of the conclusions of the Sen and Stiglitz report in the post-
2015 system. This can mean:
 · better expression of economic performance than with the current indicators;
 · measuring subjective wellbeing in opinion polls on household incomes; this would only 

require adding a set of questions to the standard questions on income, consumption 
and possessions;

 · including alternative economic indicators under MDG1, which express the state of 
society more clearly and align more closely with people’s experiences.

Inequality
As a result of the growing inequality in many countries and the consequences for both 
the reduction of poverty and economic and social development, together with the fact 
that the majority of the poor in the world now live in emerging countries, the AIV urges 
more attention for income and other forms of inequality in a post-2015 system and 
incorporation of aspects of inequality in national progress indicators.

B.III Underexposed themes: What (other) priorities?

Part A of this report mentions a number of themes that are underexposed or completely 
omitted in the current MDG system. The AIV is of the opinion that a post-2015 system 
should devote more attention to these themes and issues.

B.III.1	 Gender	
The question is whether gender should be more strongly emphasised in the MDGs by 
modifying and broadening the indicators for MDG3, or by focusing on it as a theme in all 
MDGs. In 2005 the UN Millennium Project Task Force on Gender Equality identified seven 
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strategic priorities to achieve MDG3.193 These are strongly related to the outcomes of 
the Beijing and Cairo conferences on gender.194 

New indicators for gender
An important indicator for MDG3 could be violence against women, which is internationally 
acknowledged (e.g. in the Beijing Plan of Action) as a major obstacle to sustainable 
development. Although violence against women continues to have a great impact on 
the outcomes of the MDGs, its elimination is not an integral part of the goals.195 It 
is estimated that one in five women worldwide is a victim of rape at some time in her 
life.196 WHO reports that women who are the victims of physical, psychological or sexual 
violence are usually long-term users of healthcare services.197 Outside the household 
– and especially during armed conflicts – women are also frequent victims of violence. 
In Sierra Leone, between 50,000 and 64,000 female refugees were sexually abused by 
combatants.198 There are calls for a separate MDG or indicator to address the problem of 
violence against women.199 To enable women to develop fully, they must also have better 
access to financial and other means of production (e.g. credit, land ownership registration 
and inheritance rights). Investments in water supply and other infrastructure are important 
in this respect. Improvements are also called for in relation to childcare and discrimination 
against women in the law (e.g. in divorce law), while studies are needed of the obstacles 
facing young women who seek suitable employment.200
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A barrier to the introduction of new indicators for gender is that measurement is difficult 
due to the lack of gender-specific information.201 Countries should make a greater effort 
to collect such information.202 Although the UN Commission on the Status of Women 
publishes an annual report, gender budgeting is developing very slowly.

Mainstreaming
In addition to the criticism that the MDG3 indicators are incomplete, other MDGs are 
criticised for not devoting sufficient attention to the position of women.203 Without 
significant improvements in education for girls (MDG3), other MDGs will not be achieved. 
Educating girls is an effective way of stimulating economic productivity and also helps 
reduce infant and maternal mortality, improve nutritional and health status, and combat 
HIV/AIDS and other diseases.204 In this light it is clear that improving the position of 
women (MDG3) will also have a positive impact on the other MDGs.205 Conversely, if the 
other MDGs are gender-blind, MDG3 cannot be achieved and it will be difficult to attain 
sustainable poverty reduction.206 

It would be more effective to devote attention to the role of women in other MDGs, such 
as sustainable development and combating AIDS and poverty. The role of women is, 
for example, not an indicator or target in the fight against HIV/AIDS, malaria and other 
diseases (MDG6), while inequality between men and women must be an important 
starting point of policy to combat HIV/AIDS.207 In the words of UNAIDS, the problem 
of HIV/AIDS is ‘feminising’, not only because women are biologically at greater risk of 
infection, but also because of the difficulties facing women – due to social, financial and 
cultural factors – in negotiating safe sex.208 MDG1, too, fails to make explicit reference to 
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women, even though poverty is also feminising.209 In addition, much economic capacity is 
lost through obstacles to girls and women. Agricultural productivity in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
for example, could rise by 20% if women had equal access to land, seeds and fertiliser. 
In India, GNP would rise by 8% if the ratio of female to male employees were to increase 
by 10%.210 If poverty is to be resolved, women (and other target groups) must be at the 
forefront of any effort to understand the nature of the problem.

B.III.2	 Security	and	development:	a	coherent	approach
A basic level of security is essential for the development of a state, both in socioeconomic 
terms and in respect of human rights and the rule of law. In fragile states, building up or 
reforming the security sector (Security Sector Reform, SSR) is essential in strengthening 
the level of security. Special attention should be given to building up the police, the 
judiciary and the legal system. A coherent approach to security and development issues 
is crucial in fragile states. Creating a safe situation is, in the first instance, a task for 
the military. Building a civil society with good governance and an acceptable level of law 
enforcement must make further social and economic development possible and bring 
about sustainable peace. There are no generally applicable blueprints for achieving 
this.211

For sustainable development in fragile states, peacebuilding must have local support, 
strengthen local institutions and be carried out locally. Yet, in practice, this often leads to 
problems as, in fragile states in particular, (parts of) the local population or authorities 
and leaders often lack the will or capacity for peacebuilding. In addition the central 
government of a fragile state often has little or no authority recognised as legitimate and 
the real power rests with other networks and groups based, for example, on clientism and 
patronage.212 

A post-2015 system would have to include a basic level of security as a condition for 
development. This makes building or reforming the security sector essential. The World 
Bank’s ‘World Development Report 2011: Conflict, Security and Development’, states that 
civil security, the administration of justice, and jobs are the key to breaking through cycles 
of violence.213 In addition to security sector reform, the report calls for the creation of 
employment, anti-corruption measures, and involving women in community initiatives 
relating to security, justice and economic emancipation.

The current MDGs have no relevance in terms of preventing violence. Reducing the 
number of violent deaths would give an indication of improvements in security, but these 
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figures are often not available for fragile states.214 Indicators of whether a state is indeed 
capable of protecting its citizens could include the existence of internal conflicts and 
displaced people, illegal seizure of power, severe violations of human rights, perceptions 
of instability, and the percentage of the territory suffering from conflict.215 Clearly, a 
number of these indicators are politically sensitive in negotiations. Indices on the fragility 
of states focus not only on security, but also on economic, social and political freedoms, 
which are (or can be) partly expressed in the other MDGs. For example, inequality can 
be a factor in fragility (as current developments in the Arab region remind us). Economic 
regulations could also be included in an MDG on peace and security. Such statistics 
can help to provide early warning of conflicts.216 Negotiations on these criteria can build 
on the Dili declaration on a New Vision for Peacebuilding and Statebuilding, the Geneva 
declaration on Armed Violence and Development and the Oslo Commitments on Armed 
Violence.

In the AIV’s view, a post-2015 system must devote more attention both to the problem of 
peace and security and to supporting effective state institutions.

B.III.3	 Food	security
In many developing countries, agriculture has been neglected so that it can no longer 
meet the increased demand for food resulting from population growth and changing 
consumption patterns. Food insecurity has also increased, as more countries have 
started importing food and because the price of grain and other staple foods is subject 
to stronger fluctuation. Some see this price volatility as being caused not only by 
drought and flooding but also by the use of crops for biofuels and greater speculation 
on the commodities markets. Food prices are currently one of the main causes of poor 
households’ greater vulnerability, but also provide an incentive to increase their own food 
production.

The World Bank has serious concerns about the impact of the rising prices of staple 
foodstuffs on poverty.217 The prices of products like sugar, maize, wheat and rice are 
high and changeable, and that is likely to continue in the coming period. A 10% increase 
in food prices will push another ten million people in the world below the poverty line of 
1.25 dollars a day. With a 30% rise, that will be 34 million. They come on top of the 44 
million people who sank deeper into poverty during the previous price peak in June 2010.

Because food insecurity can be caused by both national policies in developed and 
developing countries and the international markets, the AIV believes that a post-2015 
system should devote explicit attention to the growing problem of food security and to 
promoting international coherence in efforts to address it.

A post-2015 system should, however, devote attention not only to international factors 
but also to national initiatives. There are many examples of small-scale farmers launching 
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their own successful initiatives to ensure food security, sometimes with the help of other 
organisations. The lesson that can be learned from this is that we should build on the 
skills and resources that farmers have at their disposal and on practices that already 
exist, rather than impose our own, one-sided prescriptions. Successful initiatives from 
developing countries themselves can be used as a source of inspiration.218

B.III.4	 Infrastructure
The need for better infrastructure in Africa is immense and there is a large funding gap. 
It has been calculated that the lack of physical infrastructure in Africa results in around 
40% less economic activity than in countries where the infrastructure is better, and as 
much as 2% less economic growth per year.219 The gap between infrastructure in Africa 
and the rest of the world has only grown larger. In comparison with South Asia, which has 
a comparable per capita income, Africa is lagging behind, even in areas in which it was 
ahead in 1970 (at that time Africa had three times as much electricity capacity and twice 
as many telephone lines). The supply of electricity will have to double in the next decade 
to meet demand. 

There is an enormous lack of financing for infrastructure in Africa, despite its having 
doubled between 2001 and 2009, from $17 to $35 billion. The annual financing deficit is 
around $31 billion,220 most of which cannot be covered by non-governmental funding, as 
the worst problems occur in fragile states, which are not creditworthy. A regional approach 
is therefore needed and the summits of the African Union show that there is considerable 
political commitment to achieving this. The AU, together with the African Development 
Bank, is working on reforms to the institutional coordination of infrastructure development 
on the continent (Programme for Infrastructure Development in Africa, PIDA). New 
initiatives should dovetail with these efforts. The private sector, development banks, 
donors and stakeholders should work together to create the infrastructure required.221

Creating the right conditions for developing the private sector is closely related to 
the physical and non-material infrastructure in the countries concerned. It calls for 
strengthening the national investment climate, for example by removing obstacles and 
reducing risks, improving institutions, legal frameworks, access to and the functioning 
of markets, investing in infrastructure, education and health, and promoting access to 
the formal economy, technical assistance and financial services (with extra attention to 
improving access for people in deprived situations). Policy must aim at creating the right 
conditions, not at cocrete direct support in any form at all to companies.222

A post-2015 system would have to devote greater attention to productivity, taking 
account of the need for infrastructure and creating the right conditions for private sector 
development.
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B.III.5	 Conclusions
Gender
As equality between men and women is indispensable for balanced development, the 
AIV recommends devoting explicit attention to it in the post-2015 system and including 
gender indicators in all MDGs. This means: 
 · recording statistics on gender and breaking the indicators down by gender;
 · clustering these indicators in the separate gender-MDG3 to provide a clear picture of 

the situation regarding the equal treatment of men and women; and
 · specifying the gender-specific dimensions of the new clusters for peace and security 

(violence against women) and effective governance (women’s participation in running 
society).

Peace and security
The AIV recommends devoting greater attention to peace and security and to effective 
state institutions in a post-2015 system. This means:
 · a basic level of security must be included as a condition for development. Building or 

reforming the security sector (SSR) is essential to strengthen levels of security and 
should therefore be an inseparable part of a post-2015 system for fragile states; 

 · a cluster on peace and security may also contain indicators for early warning of 
conflicts; and

 · a cluster for effective state institutions partly responds to criticism regarding human 
rights (rule of law), without being too highly charged, and is an important factor in the 
fragility of states.

Food security
Food insecurity is caused by both national policies in developed and developing countries 
and the working of international markets. The AIV believes that a post-2015 system 
should therefore devote explicit attention to the growing problem of food security and that 
greater international coherence is required to address it.

Infrastructure
The AIV is of the opinion that strengthening infrastructure should be part of a post-2015 
system. Private-public partnerships can play a significant role here. This is especially 
important for Africa.

B.IV Conceptual basis for global cooperation

In donor countries the development debate is dominated by proponents and opponents of 
global cooperation. Arguments based on international solidarity are pitched against those 
that advocate ‘standing on your own two feet’, and are justified by appealing to public 
support for development cooperation (or the lack of it) and the ‘right to development’. 
Internationally, the debate is even more highly charged, with discussion on the political 
will, or lack of it, to put certain issues on the agenda. Moral discussions are also often 
complicated by ‘language sensitivities’. To promote the discussion on a post-2015 
agenda, the AIV will examine here two important arguments forming a conceptual basis 
for international cooperation: human rights and global public goods. The first engages 
with moral issues and international treaties, the second with enlightened self-interest. 
The AIV will also briefly examine empirical data on cooperation at local level on shared 
resources (known as ‘common resource pools’ or ‘public commons’).
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B.IV.1	 Human	rights	approach	
Chapter five of the Millennium Declaration refers specifically to the importance of 
respecting human rights and confirms principles of international equality and shared 
responsibility. Many researchers emphasise the interdependency of development and 
human rights.223 In 2003, the AIV also published a report on the importance of human 
rights approaches to development.224 

Although not formulated in terms of ‘rights’, the MDGs are an important milestone 
in achieving economic, social and cultural rights. Conversely, human rights strategies 
support achievement of the MDGs, because they address the discrimination, exclusion 
and accountability failures that often underlie poverty and development problems.225 In 
the human rights approach, promoting development is not seen as charity. Development 
is considered to be the right of every individual and it is the duty of the state to guarantee 
it. A human rights approach provides principles on which action should be based. They 
include non-discrimination, human dignity, participation and accountability.226 

Proponents of a human rights approach emphasise that human rights can strengthen 
the MDGs in a variety of areas. Firstly, this approach focuses on vulnerable groups, and 
on people who are discriminated against or whose rights are violated and those who 
are responsible for this. At the moment, the MDGs are based on average progress by 
countries as a whole. Secondly, a human rights approach can provide working principles 
for achieving the MDGs; non-discrimination, participation and accountability can act as 
guidelines in implementing development policy. Thirdly, changing a goal into a right can 
encourage people to demand accountability from the state. The MDGs would then no 
longer be mere targets, but legal obligations to be fulfilled by the state.227 Specifying 
human rights in relation to the MDGs could result in improved monitoring mechanisms, 
for example by making use of information gathered and assessed as part of existing 
human rights procedures, e.g. under the International Convention on Economic, Social 
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and Cultural Rights (ICESCR).228 Fourthly, a human rights approach could ensure that 
attention is devoted to the quality of services, and not only the quantity. Human rights 
treaties often prescribe minimum criteria, which could also be used to measure the 
MDGs.229 

Lastly, these rights will continue to be valid after 2015; in the long term, all rights must 
be achieved for all people. In this respect a human rights approach is more sustainable 
and focuses on overcoming structural causes of rights violations and underdevelopment.

Unfortunately the current MDGs can also undermine human rights. In Vietnam and South 
Africa, for example, slums have been demolished (accompanied by illegal evictions) to 
fulfil MDG target 7.10 (to reduce the proportion of urban population living in slums).230 
Another example is the building of a dam to improve access to drinking water and 
employment at the expense of the local population’s right to shelter and food.231 

The human rights approach to poverty and development issues has itself not been free 
of criticism. It is arguable whether the political will exists to refer to MDGs in terms of 
rights. Many states are unwilling to do this and to accept liability for violations of those 
rights. One of the strong points of the current MDGs is that they are based on a political 
consensus on general development goals. Formulating the MDGs in terms of rights 
could undermine this consensus.232 Other critics emphasise that human rights are often 
formulated too abstractly and that trying to implement them frequently leads to conflict 
with existing, often unfair, power relations.233 Enforcing human rights through the courts 
can be very difficult, and there are very limited opportunities to do so at international 
level. At national level, legal proceedings are often expensive and not accessible to 
marginalised groups. What is more, the state can also refuse to implement a ruling.234 
Lastly, it is not clear from the rights-based approach which issues should be given priority 
in the development agenda. For example, education might act as a catalyst, but the right 
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231 Speech by H.E. Navanethem Pillay (UNHCR) at the Seminar on Human Rights and the Millennium 

Development Goals, The Hague, 25 and 26 May 2009.

232 Paul J. Nelson, ‘Human Rights, the Millennium Development Goals, and the Future of Development 

Cooperation’, World Development 35(12), 2007, pp. 2041-2055.
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234 UN Development Programme (UNDP), ‘Human Rights and the Millennium Development Goals: Making 
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to education has equal status to the right to health.235

Aside from the functioning and enforceability of human rights at individual state level, 
there is also the doctrine of the extraterritorial applicability of human rights: how far 
can and should states go in defending and achieving human rights beyond their own 
borders? The nature and scope of such commitments in the field of classic human rights 
are by now reasonably clear,236 while in the field of economic, social and cultural rights, 
they are rapidly crystallising.237 The AIV advises the government to be alert to these 
developments in a post-2015 system and to do what it can to flesh them out.
 
Practical embedding in the MDGs
In theory, there are three scenarios in which human rights approaches could play a 
greater role in the MDGs. One possibility is that countries add an extra MDG, following 
the example of Mongolia which has drawn up a ninth national MDG on human rights 
and democracy.238 A second option is to indicate how each MDG relates to the existing 
human rights acquis. For example, MDG2 (universal access to primary education) can 
be traced back to article 13 of the ICESCR and article 28 (1)(a) of the International 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (ICRC, 1989).239 In addition, article 2(1) of 
the ICESCR emphasises the obligation of both developed and developing countries 
to seek to achieve MDG8.240 Many countries already use their reporting obligations 
under international human rights conventions to report on progress on the MDGs.241 
Some academics go a step further and call for the MDGs to be replaced by Millennium 
Development Rights (MDRs) after 2015. The MDRs would comprise the positive 

235 UN Development Programme (UNDP), ‘Human Rights and the Millennium Development Goals: Making 

the Link’, Oslo, 2006.

236 See, for example, Michal Gondek, ‘The Reach of Human Rights in a Globalising World: Extraterritorial 

Application of Human Rights Treaties’, Antwerp: Intersentia.

237 See the activities of the global consortium in ‘Beyond Territoriality: Globalisation and Transnational 

Human Rights Obligations (GLOTHRO)’ at: <http://www.esf.org/activities/research-networking-

programmes/social-sciences-scss/beyond-territoriality-globalisation-and-transnational-human-rights-

obligations-glothro.html>, and ‘Extraterritorial Obligations’ at: <http://www.fian.org/programs-and-
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obligations of the state to protect, respect and comply with social and economic rights, 
and to guarantee the universal right to participation and freedom from discrimination 
(right to equal treatment).242 The AIV does not advise adopting this specific approach per 
MDG, as it is not politically feasible at this time and could undermine the international 
consensus on the MDGs.

The third scenario entails a general reference to the importance of the human 
rights approach in the post-2015 system through a differentiated measurement and 
incorporation of references. This would enable the underlying principles of human rights 
to be declared applicable to all stages in the MDG process.243 Updated MDGs could 
make explicit links to broadly endorsed agreements from the past, through references to 
Beijing (MDG3), Cairo (MDG5) and relevant articles from widely ratified UN human rights 
conventions. This would enable a difficult process of renegotiation to be avoided. The 
AIV believes that this third scenario is the most pragmatic way of incorporating a human 
rights approach in the MDGs while preserving the international consensus. 

B.IV.2	 Global	public	goods
Global public goods (GPGs) are goods and services that, in principle, affect or should 
be available to everyone. It is important to take GPGs into account in formulating a 
post-2015 development strategy, given increasing globalisation and interdependence. 
Moreover, shortcomings in the organisation of international decision-making on these 
goods have contributed to the failure so far to (fully) achieve the MDGs and will 
continue to be significant in the process of drawing up the new goals after 2015. Future 
development can only occur if the most important GPGs are addressed effectively. 
For example, what will it mean for poverty in the world if we do not prevent infectious 
diseases, address climate change or prove unable to control the financial crisis? 

Some commentators call for an approach that seeks to achieve ‘responsible sovereignty’ 
based on collective interest, especially after the financial-economic, climate and food 
crises. They lay the emphasis on global public goods in the traditional sense of ‘goods 
that affect everyone, from which no one can be excluded,244 and where use by one is not 
at the expense of use by another’ (‘non-excludability’ and ‘non-rivalry’).245 Responsible 
sovereignty implies that a state also has an external responsibility in the sense of 
‘do no harm’ and is no longer only responsible for respect for human rights within its 
own borders. Sovereignty can also be understood as ‘freedom’ and, in human rights 
discourse, when exercising one’s freedom it is important to respect the other’s right 
to exercise their freedom. The role of the state must be that of intermediary between 
external and domestic needs, so that international cooperation occurs on the basis of 

242 E. Dorsey, M. Gómez, B. Thiele & P. Nelson, ‘Falling Short of Our Goals: Transforming the Millennium 
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28 (4), 2010, p. 520. 
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Policy (WRR), The Hague, January 2010, p. 12. 
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enlightened self-interest.246 A global public goods approach would lead to more efficient 
allocation of resources in international cooperation. 

Global public goods present new opportunities to define common interests now that the 
traditional idea that development is essentially a national public good is changing. In a 
time in which more and more doubts are being expressed about the effectiveness and 
efficiency of development aid and international solidarity is no longer taken for granted , 
global public goods point to the interests that the developed countries increasingly share 
with developing countries.247 

What does the global public goods agenda offer over and above classical international 
cooperation? In addition to highlighting the above-mentioned need for a joint approach 
– with the corresponding funding – in a mutually dependent world, the concept of global 
public goods can also clarify how this need should be met. The categories of public goods 
vary in degrees of purity: pure (available to everyone and without restrictions), impure 
(exclusion is possible or use is not unrestricted), club goods (exclusion is possible and 
use is not unrestricted) and joint products (the results are partly a public good and partly 
not).248

Types of public goods

Arce and Sandler 2002: 17

Pure public goods are goods from which everyone can benefit, including those who do 
not pay for them (free riders). This can mean that everyone waits until someone else 
takes action (prisoner’s dilemma) and makes the price difficult to determine, so that 
the market mechanism does not work sufficiently to supply them. A significant cause of 
interdependence in supplying goods is the fact that many goods can only be provided 

246 I. Kaul, ‘Global Public Goods and responsible sovereignty. Special report: collective self-interest.’, The 

Broker, 1 July 2010.

247 R. Went, Internationale Publieke Goederen, web publication no. 41, Advisory Council on Government 

Policy (WRR), The Hague, January 2010, pp. 26-27.

248 Idem, p. 15, for a more detailed definition. 
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Een mondiale publieke goederenaanpak zou meer efficiëntie in de allocatie van middelen 
brengen in de internationale samenwerking. 

Mondiale publieke goederen bieden nieuwe mogelijkheden voor het definiëren van 
gemeenschappelijke belangen nu het traditionele idee dat ontwikkeling in essentie een 
nationaal publiek goed is, verandert. In een tijd waarin meer getwijfeld wordt aan de 
effectiviteit en efficiëntie van ontwikkelingshulp en waarin internationale solidariteit niet 
overal vanzelfsprekend meer gevonden wordt, wijzen mondiale publieke goederen naar 
de gemeenschappelijke belangen die ontwikkelde landen door mondialisering in toene-
mende mate samen met ontwikkelingslanden hebben.247 

Wat biedt de agenda met betrekking tot mondiale publieke goederen boven op de klas-
sieke internationale samenwerking? Naast het eerdergenoemde inzichtelijk maken van 
de noodzaak van een gemeenschappelijke aanpak, met bijbehorende financiering, in 
een onderling afhankelijke wereld, werkt het concept van mondiale publieke goederen 
ook verhelderend voor de wijze waarop dit moet gebeuren. De verschillende categorieën 
publieke goederen variëren in mate van zuiverheid: zuiver (voor iedereen en onbeperkt 
beschikbaar), onzuiver (uitsluiting is mogelijk óf gebruik is niet onbeperkt), clubgoederen 
(uitsluiting is mogelijk én gebruik is niet onbeperkt) en ‘joint products’ (gevolgen van 
actie zijn deels publiek mondiaal goed en deels niet).248

Soorten mondiale publieke goederen

Spillover range Pure impure club joint product

National · Deterrence of 
enemies

· Financial 
accounting 
standards

· Surveillance  
of borders

· Interstate 
highway

· Extension  
services

· Communication 
network

· Education
· Charitable  

activities

Regional · Watershed  
management

· Malaria cure

· Pest control
· Immunizing  

populations

· Airports
· Power grids

· Peace keeping
· Reducing acid 

rain

Global · Curbing global 
warming

· Limiting ozon 
shield depletion

· Reducing  
organized 
crime

· Limiting  
contagions

· INTELSAT
· Universal 

Postal Union

· Protection of 
rain forest

· (some forms  
of) foreign  
assistance

Arce and Sandler 2002: 17

Bij zuivere publieke goederen geldt: iedereen kan ervan profiteren, ook de niet-betalers 
(‘free riders’); daarom wacht soms iedereen op de ander voor actie (‘prisoner’s dilemma’) 
en is er moeilijk een prijs voor vast te stellen. Het marktmechanisme werkt dan ook niet 
afdoende om erin te voorzien. Een belangrijke oorzaak die leidt tot interdependentie in 
het voorzien van goederen, is het feit dat veel goederen alleen geleverd kunnen worden 
als alle, dan wel de meeste landen meedoen (‘summatieproces’), zoals bij klimaat-

247 R. Went, ‘Internationale Publieke Goederen’, webpublicatie nr. 41, Wetenschappelijke Raad voor het 
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if all, or most, countries participate (‘summation process’), e.g. in the case of climate 
change. Sometimes, if the ‘weakest link’ does not cooperate, the whole process fails, as 
in the eradication of infectious diseases. 

In 2006, the International Taskforce on Global Public Goods identified six major GPGs:249

1) preventing infectious diseases;
2) combating climate change;
3) international financial stability;
4) an international trade system;
5) peace and security; 
6) knowledge. 

This led to a broadening of the concept as applied by some economists. The Taskforce 
also made a number of important recommendations.

The ‘publicness’ of goods is largely a matter of political choice and is not intrinsic to the 
nature of the goods themselves.

The literature defines ‘publicness’ on the basis of three elements: decision-making on 
public goods is participatory, their consumption is available to all, and their benefits are 
equally distributed (‘equity’).250 In some respects, this touches on the human rights 
approach. The definition of public goods must do justice to this by identifying potential 
public goods: a public good is not only what the market rejects, but also what politicians 
decide belongs in the public domain. Water can, for example, be made a public or a 
private good (in that people can be excluded from access to it, and its use by one person 
may be at the expense of another; yet an accessible water supply can be a public good if 
it is decided that no one may be excluded from it).251 This explicitly does not mean that it 
must be supplied ‘publicly’ (i.e. by the government).

The kind of policy initiatives proposed by the GPGs taskforce can focus on:
 · strategy to create ownership of the concept of public goods; 
 · incentive structures to reach agreement; international negotiations are a ‘political 

market’;
 · analysing possible ways of providing public goods: which actors supply which part of 

the public good;

249 International Taskforce on Global Public Goods, ‘Meeting Global Challenges: International cooperation in 

the national interest’, Final report, Stockholm 2006. There was, however, a crucial difference of opinion 

on the definition of global public goods. Inge Kaul added a disclaimer to the report (p ii): ‘All but one of 

the members of the Task Force fully endorsed and signed off on this report. Inge Kaul did not.’ In her 

view, GPGs are goods that affect all countries and not, as the reports states, from which all countries 

benefit. Many developing countries, for example, consider the multilateral trade regime unfair. ‘Public’ 

(in GPGs) therefore means the interdependence of countries in the consumption of goods, which should 

not be confused with the public utility of goods. In Kaul’s opinion, developing countries would not accept 

the report for this reason and the taskforce, sponsored by France and Sweden, was dead in the water.
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 · promoting the self-production of public goods through technology;
 · also giving line ministries responsibility for global public goods, since global public 

goods are an extension of national public goods; and
 · case studies to identify best practices, including evaluation of issue-related global 

funds.

It should be noted here, however, that acceptance of the concept by developing countries 
deserves the highest priority, and that there is a long way to go before that is achieved. It 
is therefore to be recommended that if the Netherlands embraces the global public goods 
agenda it should explicitly focus on the dialogue with both small and large developing 
countries (like China) to reach agreement on this concept. 

The AIV recommends establishing a link between the MDGs and global public goods. 
Controlling infectious diseases, for example, is already a global public good. This injects 
a more philosophical element into the goals, clarifying the question of why we enter into 
development cooperation: because it is a matter that affects everyone. It also breaks 
through the discussion on ‘here’ and ‘there’, as all countries should work to preserve 
global public goods. 

We can make a distinction between human public goods (global norms) and natural public 
goods (e.g. the open sea or the atmosphere). ‘Millennium Goods’ can therefore become 
part of an international norm-setting framework, with progress measured in terms of 
moving towards a level that is acceptable for everyone.

A global public goods approach can also reveal the links between the different goals. In 
contrast to what some commentators advocate,252 i.e. separate ODA and GPG agendas, 
it is more logical to argue in favour of integrating the two agendas. After all, different 
countries have different priorities in respect of public goods. The AIV can provide more 
detailed advice on how this should relate to, for example, the ODA norm. The advantage 
of this system is that it applies equally to all countries.253

B.IV.3		 Global	commons
Nobel Prizewinner Elinor Ostrom (2009) studied how users of the same natural resources 
(such as fishing grounds or meadows) achieve an effective form of shared use, known as 
‘commons’ or ‘common pool resources’.254 She challenged the conventional theory that 
collective use without ownership rights automatically leads to overuse, rendering either 
government regulation or privatisation necessary (this is referred to as ‘the tragedy of the 

252 I. Kaul, ‘Global Public Goods: A key to achieving the Millennium Development Goals’, discussion draft, 

Third Forum on Human Development, 2005, p. 10. Severino and Ray also make a distinction between 

GPGs and human welfare/fighting inequalities in J. Severino and O. Ray, ‘The end of ODA: Death and 

rebirth of a Global Public Policy’, Center for Global Development, March 2009 p. 26. This is inspired by 

a plea to maintain the 0.7% norm.

253 See also J. Martens, ‘Thinking Ahead: Development models and indicators of wellbeing beyond the 

MDGs’, Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, Berlin, November 2010, p. 8.

254 See E. Ostrom, R. Gardner, J. Walker (eds), ‘Rules, Games and Common Pool Resources’, The University 

of Michigan Press, Ann Arbor: USA, 1994.
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commons’).255 Collective private systems proved much more effective than government 
interventions or market-based solutions. Self-regulation often generates a refined system 
of individual users’ rights, responsibilities and sanctions. This theory can be extrapolated 
to worldwide level (‘global commons’).

Ostrom’s ideas are generally acknowledged as an important contribution to economic 
theory from political science and anthropology. The ‘commons’ theory comes close to 
the concept of global public goods, with the difference that the former reasons from 
(local) community level, and the global public goods theory from global interdependence. 
‘Global commons’ is actually a system of self-regulation that comes into operation at 
the moment when a global public good (such as the atmosphere) moves from being 
inaccessible to accessible and needs to be managed, monitored and protected.256 In 
this sense the global commons, under the conditions described above, are one possible 
mechanism for implementing global public goods. ‘Common resource pools’ also contain 
impure public goods, because use by one person is at the expense of another.

Ostrom formulated seven principles for successful ‘common pool resources’: (i) 
establishing rules for entitlement at the source, (ii) adequate conflict resolution 
mechanisms, (iii) the duty to maintain the resource in reasonable proportion to the 
benefits, (iv) monitoring and sanctioning carried out by the users themselves, (v) sanctions 
should be graduated, becoming stricter as violations are repeated, (vi) democratic 
decision-making on rules, and (vii) explicit recognition by outside authorities of the right 
of users to self-organise.257 Ostrom expressed the hope that this insight would also help 
in finding solutions to the climate problem.258 Commons governance is easier to achieve 
when it complies with the following conditions: 1) use of resources can be quantified, 
2) the rate of change is moderate, 3) there are social networks of users who trust each 
other, and 4) outsiders can be easily excluded from using the resource. Institutional 
arrangements should therefore take account of these conditions.259 Knowledge, too, can 
be seen as a ‘global commons’. The digital revolution has generated virtual communities 
that share information on the basis of rules they have drawn up themselves, for example, 
on overuse and to combat pollution.260 

255 This theory was proposed by biologist G. Hardin in 1968 and is still taught, despite evidence to the 

contrary; see C. Hess, E. Ostrom, ‘Understanding Knowledge as a Commons’, MIT Press, December 
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B.IV.4		 Conclusions
In this advisory report, the AIV recommends incorporating human rights implicitly in a 
post-2015 system, more than is now the case. After all, all the current MDGs reflect 
human rights, though they are not explicitly embedded in the goals and targets. In a 
more ideal world, we would advise a ‘Millennium Rights’ approach, but the AIV does not 
believes this to be politically feasible for the time being. The advantage of the rights 
approach is that it is grounded in international treaties and conventions. Below, the AIV 
recommends incorporating this approach wherever possible.

The AIV recommends establishing a link between the MDGs and global public goods 
(GPGs). Enlightened self-interest is a less charged argument than moral entitlement, but 
has the disadvantage of having no grounding in international conventions. The challenge 
is to define exactly what global public goods are: are they goods from which no one can 
or may be excluded? International consensus still has to be reached on this issue. The 
academic discussion is shifting towards ‘may’, as ‘can’ is partly dependent on technical 
factors. ‘Public’ explicitly does not mean ‘provided by the government’ but public in 
consumption, distribution and decision-making.

Human rights
To retain the bottom-up, participatory approach, the AIV recommends incorporating the 
human rights approach to development cooperation in a post-2015 system by:
1. incorporating, where possible, the principles of participation, non-discrimination, 

human dignity and accountability; including in a post-2015 system a preamble with 
regulatory principles on human rights, gender, etc. (see also ‘public commons’); 
ensuring that the process of creating a post-2015 system is participatory;

2. establishing explicit links with major human rights agreements that are widely 
supported and endorsed, for example, referring to ‘Vienna’ in MDG2, to ‘Beijing’ in a 
new MDG3 and to ‘Cairo’ in a new MDG5;

3. splitting indicators by upper and lower layers in society to make inequality visible 
(participation);

4. splitting indicators by target group to make forgotten groups (such as indigenous 
peoples) visible (non-discrimination);

5. continuing to measure different dimensions of poverty; this increases the pressure on 
governments to be accountable, especially in relation to gender and target groups;

6. including indicators for assessing the effectiveness of the state and/or state 
institutions; this would also make opportunities for achieving the rule of law more 
visible; and

7. conducting an international debate on the extraterritorial applicability of civil, political, 
socioeconomic and cultural rights.

Global public goods
GPGs must be given an important role in a post-2015 system by: 
1. establishing a link between the goals of the post-2015 system and GPGs, i.e. issues 

that affect everyone and from which no one may be excluded. In the light of achieving 
global goals, all countries should contribute to this, both by taking measures at 
national level and through development cooperation and policy coherence. Defining 
public goods is a matter of political decision-making. The AIV can advise on how 
contributions should be related to, for example, the ODA norm. The discussion should 
not be led by funding opportunities or constraints (implementation follows strategy);

2. where possible, integrating in the new strategy achievement of the six most important 
GPGs, as formulated by the 2006 International Taskforce: 1. preventing infectious 
diseases; 2. combating climate change; 3. international financial stability; 4. an 
international trade system; 5. peace and security; and 6. knowledge; 
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3. conducting a dialogue with large and small developing countries to establish a clear 
definition of the concept of GPGs, which is a controversial issue internationally. 
Countries are extremely distrustful of anything that they feel may threaten their 
sovereignty. A small number of emerging powers (India, Brazil, South Africa) see some 
merit in the concept, albeit with a limited application;

4. introducing an international dialogue on the concept of responsible sovereignty – by 
the state acting as an intermediary between domestic and foreign stakeholders to 
create ownership of the new MDG strategy among donors and recipients and also to 
make the need for international cooperation clear to the public; 

5. advocating the establishment of an international taskforce for responsible sovereignty, 
that would also represent developing countries. 

Public commons
Ostrom (2009) elaborated on non-market-related relationships within the economy by 
looking at the ‘commons’ (a resource shared by a group of users). The AIV recommends 
including these insights (which are based on experiences with local community 
governance) in a post-2015 system for global governance. This means mutatis mutandis 
incorporating Ostrom’s seven rules for successful governance: 
1. establishing rules for entitlement; 
2. establishing adequate conflict resolution mechanisms;
3. establishing a duty to maintain the resource in reasonable proportion to the benefits; 
4.  organising monitoring and sanctioning carried out by the users themselves; 
5.  introducing graduated sanctions that become stricter as violations are repeated; 
6.  ensuring democratic decision-making on rules; 
7.  ensuring explicit recognition by outside authorities of the right of users to self-

organise.

B.V  Towards renewed global governance 

B.V.1		 Global	governance	and	the	network	society
The AIV notes that a post-2015 system can benefit from a new system of global 
governance, as current institutions are based on the economic and political reality of 60 
years ago and have proved ineffective in managing today’s increased interdependencies 
and addressing crises. Reform has been piecemeal and therefore often lacking in 
coherence.

The new system must be determined by shared rights and obligations, differentiated 
according to level of development. International organisations must return to their core 
mandates to avoid the current overlap, while new, more representative organisations are 
required to address issues like financial regulation, the debt burden, technology transfer, 
climate and migration, including labour migration.261

Global governance is not only a matter of relations between states, but also between 
NGOs and their networks, civil society movements and transnational corporations.262 More 
generally, formal institutions do not hold a monopoly on promoting global cooperation, 
peace, sustainable development and democracy; in these areas in particular, informal 

261 UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA), ‘World Economic and Social Survey 2010: 

Retooling Global Development’, New York, May 2010, chapter 6.

262 Commission on Global Governance (CGG), ‘Our Global Neighbourhood’, Oxford University Press, 1995.
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arrangements have an important role to play.263

Coherence between national and global policy
Besides the theoretical arguments in favour of responsible sovereignty, global public 
goods and global governance, practitioners have also been calling for a different 
approach to development cooperation. This has been expressed in journalistic books by 
authors like Dambisa Moyo (Dead Aid, 2009) and Dutch diplomat Karel van Kesteren, 
who claims that aid is ‘lost in chaos’ due to the increase in the number of donors.264 

Van Kesteren notes that the Paris Declaration on increasing the effectiveness of aid 
has largely failed, even in the case of ‘donor darlings’ like Tanzania. A recent analysis 
(on hypercollective action) states that the Declaration is overly based on a now obsolete 
model, the coordination of traditional aid by bilateral and multilateral donors.265  Today, 
aid is increasingly provided by civil society, citizens, companies, single-issue multilateral 
funds and new donors like China and Brazil, who are not members of the OECD. 
Returning to the old model is an illusion, as this would be denying social reality. The 
alternative – setting up an enormous coordination mechanism for aid – is expensive and 
threatens to become an end in itself. In its new report ‘Attached to the World’ the WRR 
takes a network society as its starting point.266 In the view of the AIV, a society in which 
temporary networks play a more prominent role is a more realistic starting point. 

Arguments in favour of providing only budget support, with a strict division of labour 
among donors, have proved unfeasible in practice. Developing countries with strong 
institutional capacity are now choosing themselves which donors they wish to work 
with and for what goal. Weak countries, by contrast, are often not equipped for effective 
accountability and therefore benefit from capacity building. In a number of ‘ideal’ cases, 
joint budget support can be a good solution.

The question is which approach is the most effective. The advantage of many new 
actors is that they are often closer to the people for whom the aid is intended. This 
makes policymaking far less centralised, with one important disadvantage: the absence 
of an arbiter.267 To solve this problem, Severino and Ray propose regulating the tidal 
wave of projects as efficiently as possible through legislation, international norms, 
incentives, information platforms and partnerships. They also suggest improving aid by 
providing the public with more information on the need for international cooperation, 
conducting serious consultations with the ultimate recipients of aid during evaluations, 

263 Advisory Council on Government Policy (WRR), ‘Less pretension, more ambition’, Amsterdam University 

Press, Amsterdam, 2010, p. 249. 

264 K. van Kesteren, Verloren in Wanorde, KIT Publishers: Amsterdam 2010.

265 J. Severino and O. Ray, ‘The end of ODA (II): The birth of hypercollective action’, Center for Global 

Development Working Paper 218, June 2010, p. 3.

266 Advisory Council on Government Policy (WRR), Aan het buitenland gehecht (‘Attached to the World’), 

Amsterdam University Press, Amsterdam, 2010, pp. 12-14.

267 J. Severino and O. Ray, ‘The end of ODA (II): The birth of hypercollective action’, Center for Global 

Development Working Paper 218, June 2010, pp. 4-11.
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and cooperating on the use of indicators to measure the impact of aid.268 Donors can 
be encouraged to improve their policies by means of indices that compare the impact of 
their activities: ‘cross-donor’ evaluations (by analogy to the micro-finance index, which 
measures performance in providing microfinancing). 

These and other initiatives can only develop in an improved, normative global policy 
framework. A post-2015 system could fulfil this role, as long as it is interpreted as a 
system of shared goals with an underlying perspective on development, rather than 
just a framework for input allocation.269 This implies, in a certain sense, accepting the 
redistribution of prosperity to promote the ‘health’ of the global socioeconomic system. 
After all, global demand and employment can also come from low-income countries, 
not least because these countries (in Africa and elsewhere) are experiencing strong 
population growth. In the words of the director of the World Bank at the G20 summit in 
Korea, it is a matter of ‘sink or swim together’.270 A renewed framework could herald a 
new form of international cooperation, based in the first instance on a minimum level of 
subsistence. This implies that everyone takes responsibility for the ongoing process of 
globalisation and the imbalances that it has generated in some parts of the world.271 

From this perspective, multilateral institutions should also take on a new role: rather 
than implementing projects and programmes, they should manage donors. They can 
do this by bringing financing together, devising a policy perspective, identifying projects 
seeking support and contracting them out to donors (or other actors) who can bid for 
them, preferably working together in partnerships (comparable to the method used by the 
EU-Africa Partnership for Infrastructure).272 This proposal responds to the widespread 
criticism that donors give so much money to multilateral institutions without any form of 
consultation or feedback, ensures that bilateral donors can contribute their own specific 
knowledge, and can promote the added value of civil society (being closer to the aid 
consumer) and the involvement of individual citizens.273 

B.V.2		 Global	financing 
Financing development has become increasingly complex. Development and ODA are 
moving further and further out of line (see figure below). Expenditures are classified under 
ODA that do not belong there, while development activities are being financed from non-
ODA funds.

268 Idem, pp. 34-35.

269 Idem, p. 41.
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Development Working Paper 218, June 2010, pp. 36-40.
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If global public goods are also included in the analysis and discussion of development 
funding, the picture becomes extremely complex. A distinction can then be made between 
social aid, economic support and global public goods, including combating ‘global public 
bads’, i.e. the negative effects of national policies on other countries. Opinions can of 
course differ on exactly what falls into the various categories, but a presentation of all 
future development fi nancing fl ows would be a better guideline for policy than a fi xation 
on ODA.

With greater attention to global public goods, there is a clear need to defi ne more 
precisely what should be fi nanced and how. Some methods of fi nancing are more suited 
to funding certain development activities than others. For some time now, there have, 
for example, been calls to devise innovative methods for funding global public goods. 
The Taskforce on International Financial Transactions for Development recommends a 
global currency transaction tax, i.e. a tax on foreign currency transactions.274 This would 
generate revenues and a sustainable fl ow of funds, only impact slightly on trade volumes 
and contribute to price stability. A tax of this nature is internationally controversial. Other 
examples of innovative fi nancing are described in ‘The New Public Finance: Responding to 
Global Challenges’,275 and in a UN study addressing proposals such as an environmental 
tax, a Tobin tax, a development focus on special drawing rights, an international fi nancial 

274 Report of the committee of experts to the Taskforce on International Financial Transactions and 
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facility, private donations, a global lottery and migrant remittances.276 A more detailed 
examination of new funding opportunities is beyond the scope of this report. 

B.V.3		 Conclusions	
The AIV attaches great importance to formulating an improved system of global 
governance, including the financing components, as part of a post-2015 system. Recent 
theories on global public goods and institutional development (public commons) can 
serve as a starting point for this process (as discussed in the previous chapter).

Global governance 
The AIV concludes that an ideal scenario for donor coordination is not feasible and 
should no longer be pursued. It is more realistic to take as a starting point a society 
in which temporary networks play a more prominent role. They will not replace existing 
structures, but will operate alongside them. It will remain very important to set norms, 
both between states and with multilateral organisations, citizens, companies and civil 
society organisations. This means:
 · designing a new MDG system that can act as a norm-setting framework for 

international cooperation for all actors; 
 · giving multilateral institutions a role in the management of donors (rather than just 

programmes) and returning them to their core tasks; 
 · modifying the G20, so that regions like Africa and the least developed countries have 

a voice in global decision-making;
 · devising a new MDG8 with a clear and coherent global governance agenda; and
 · achieving greater coherence between development activities and expenditures in 

donor countries and reforming trade and financial systems. 

Financing
The AIV concludes that financing for ODA and for global public goods currently overlaps. 
Besides ODA there are more and more ideas on innovative forms of financing. Some 
forms are better suited than others for certain categories of public goods. This means:
 · distinguishing between public goods for which ODA is suitable and those which can be 

financed in another way.

276 Atkinson, A.B. (ed.), ‘New Sources of Development Finance’, UNU-WIDER Oxford University Press: Oxford, 

2005.
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Annexe I

Mr F. Korthals Altes      
Chairman of the Advisory Council     
on International Affairs     
P.O. Box 20061 
2500 EB The Hague
 
Date  18 November 2010
Re Request for advice on the development agenda after 2015

Dear Mr Korthals Altes,

The General Assembly of the United Nations unanimously signed the Millennium Declaration 
in New York in 2000. For the first time in history, measurable development goals were 
agreed: the Millennium Development Goals for 2015. It is now 2010 and much has been 
achieved. The MDG Review Summit was held in New York in September to take stock of the 
situation and to see how progress could be speeded up in the five years that remain.

The first international discussions have now been held on the development agenda after 
2015. The Netherlands is taking part in them.

In this connection, I would request the Advisory Council for International Affairs (AIV) to draft 
an advisory report that will enable the government to determine its position in the debate 
on the post-2015 development agenda. This request does not concern Dutch policy on the 
MDGs in the 2011 to 2015 period. I would invite the AIV to provide the government with an 
understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of the current approach and to trace the 
outlines of a new approach, in so far as it is emerging from the international discussions 
referred to above and publications such as the recent report by the Advisory Council on 
Government Policy (WRR), Less Pretension, More Ambition.

At this stage, I believe that a exploratory advisory report would be the most useful. However, 
I may request a follow-up advisory report at a later stage.

In its response to the WRR report, the AIV has already pointed out that the MDG approach 
originated in response to the Washington Consensus and the Structural Adjustment 
Programmes. Publications appeared in the 1980s and 1990s on methods of measuring 
prosperity and wellbeing that were not only based on purely economic indicators, but also 
devoted attention to matters such as human dignity and personal development. Thinking of 
this kind underpinned the series of Human Development Reports launched in 1990, and was 
reflected more recently in the work of the Stiglitz Commission.

The Millennium Declaration has worked as a catalyst, leading to a broad international 
consensus on development. The MDGs identified a number of persistent problems that 
hinder development, such as the subordinate position of women, HIV/AIDS and maternal 
mortality. Much has been achieved in the fields of education and health care.

However, the current MDG framework is frequently criticised for devoting too little attention 
to the economic agenda, good governance, participation, empowerment and other political 
dimensions of the development issue. Criticism has also been voiced about implementation 



of the MDG model, in particular that the principles on the effectiveness of aid, as set out in, 
for example, the Paris Declaration, are not always put sufficiently into practice.

I would request you to examine the questions below from the perspective of both developing 
countries and donors.

Lessons learned

Main question: What has been the value for development of the Millennium Declaration and 
the concept of the Millennium Development Goals?

The following subsidiary questions could help focus the answer to this question.
 · Has the Millennium Declaration proved sufficiently successful in addressing the 

problems that hinder or block development?
 · Has the Millennium Declaration contributed to the focus on poverty?
 · What are the advantages and disadvantages of the way in which the targets have been 

formulated? With respect to the disadvantages, what issues have been neglected in the 
past ten years?

 · To what extent has the concept of the Millennium Development Goals influenced donor 
policy in terms of decisions about the allocation of resources and choices of themes 
and sectors? To what extent have developing countries been able to influence decision-
making by donors? To what extent have the Millennium Declaration and the MDGs been 
a common enterprise of the states that signed the Declaration?

 · The goals are formulated in general terms. Has that been an obstacle to country-specific 
action? Has it affected developing countries’ ownership of their own development?

 · Has the concept of the Millennium Development Goals contributed to greater policy 
coherence for development and coordination of aid? If so, how significant was the 
contribution?

 · How did the concept of the Millennium Development Goals influence the evolution and 
implementation of the development agenda in donor and partner countries?

 · To what extent has the Millennium Declaration proved to be a catalyst in increasing 
donor countries’ financial commitment (towards the 0.7% norm)?

Towards a different approach?

In 2000, the MDG targets were set for a period of 25 years, with a baseline in 1990. The 
international balance of forces has changed considerably in the past ten years. Various 
interconnected crises have occurred. The question is whether developing countries 
each carry enough weight at international level to pursue their own policies in a time of 
cross-border crises. Some countries’ policy space seems to be shrinking rather than 
increasing. Given this context, we might expect that development goals should more often 
be seen in relation to global challenges such as security, the international legal order, 
health, environment, water and climate, trade and knowledge development. What are the 
implications for a new agenda?

I would request the AIV to carry out an objective study of emerging themes in international 
thinking about development, in order to give the government a better understanding of the 
possible contours of a new international development agenda: one that inspires, mobilises 
and is based on consensus between North and South.

Does the AIV’s analysis of the lessons learned, the changing international context and 



current developments in international thinking on development lead it to expect the 
international development agenda to take on a completely new form after 2015?

The following subsidiary questions might be useful in answering this question.
 · What ideas are currently shaping international thought about development and 

development processes? Does the AIV believe that they could serve as a starting 
point for a new global development agenda? (If so, why; if not, why not?) Or does the 
AIV believe that the current approach (possibly with some adjustments) should be 
continued?

 · Could issues that are linked to interdependence, such as the distribution of and access 
to global public goods, form the basis for development goals after 2015? If so, what 
role will development cooperation play?

I would request you to complete your report by February 2011.

Yours sincerely,
(signed)

Ben Knapen
Minister for European Affairs and International Cooperation
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Annexe III

Official list of MDGs
All targets and indicators in italics have been added since 2001
** target or indicator that was included in the original MDGs but has been moved to another 
target or indicator 

Official list of Millennium Development Goals, effective 15 January 2008
 Goals and Targets 
 (from the Millennium Declaration) Indicators for monitoring progress

Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger

Target 1.A: Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the  

proportion of people whose income is less than one  

dollar a day

1.1 Proportion of population below $1 (PPP)  

per day1

1.2 Poverty gap ratio 

1.3 Share of poorest quintile in national  

consumption

Target 1.B: Achieve full and productive employment  

and decent work for all, including women and young 

people 

1.4 Growth rate of GDP per person employed

1.5 Employment-to-population ratio

1.6 Proportion of employed people living below  

$1 (PPP) per day

1.7 Proportion of own-account and contributing family 

workers in total employment 

Target 1.C: Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the  

proportion of people who suffer from hunger

1.8 Prevalence of underweight children under-five years 

of age

1.9 Proportion of population below minimum level of 

dietary energy consumption

 Goal 2: Achieve universal primary education

Target 2.A: Ensure that, by 2015, children every-

where, boys and girls alike, will be able to complete 

a full course of primary schooling

2.1 Net enrolment ratio in primary education

2.2 Proportion of pupils starting grade 1 who reach 

last grade of primary 

2.3 Literacy rate of 15-24 year-olds, women and men

 Goal 3: Promote gender equality and empower women

Target 3.A: Eliminate gender disparity in primary  

and secondary education, preferably by 2005, and  

in all levels of education no later than 2015

3.1 Ratios of girls to boys in primary, secondary and 

tertiary education

3.2 Share of women in wage employment in the non-

agricultural sector

3.3 Proportion of seats held by women in national 

parliament

 Goal 4: Reduce child mortality 

Target 4.A: Reduce by two-thirds, between 1990  

and 2015, the under-five mortality rate

 

4.1 Under-five mortality rate

4.2 Infant mortality rate

4.3 Proportion of 1 year-old children immunised 

against measles

1 For monitoring country poverty trends, indicators based on national poverty lines should be used, where available. 

All indicators should be disaggregated by sex and urban/rural as far as possible. 



 Goal 5: Improve maternal health 

Target 5.A: Reduce by three quarters, between  

1990 and 2015, the maternal mortality ratio

5.1 Maternal mortality ratio

5.2 Proportion of births attended by skilled health  

personnel 

Target 5.B: Achieve, by 2015, universal access to  

reproductive health

5.3 Contraceptive prevalence rate** 

5.4 Adolescent birth rate

5.5 Antenatal care coverage (at least one visit and at 

least four visits)

5.6 Unmet need for family planning 

  Goal 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases

Target 6.A: Have halted by 2015 and begun to 

reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS

 

 

 

 

6.1 HIV prevalence among population aged  

15-24 years 

6.2 Condom use at last high-risk sex

6.3 Proportion of population aged 15-24 years with  

comprehensive correct knowledge of HIV/AIDS

6.4 Ratio of school attendance of orphans to school  

attendance of non-orphans aged  

10-14 years

Target 6.B: Achieve, by 2010, universal access to  

treatment for HIV/AIDS for all those who need it

6.5 Proportion of population with advanced HIV  

infection with access to antiretroviral drugs

Target 6.C: Have halted by 2015 and begun to  

reverse the incidence of malaria and other major  

diseases

 

 

 

 

6.6 Incidence and death rates associated with malaria

6.7 Proportion of children under 5 sleeping under 

insecticide-treated bednets

6.8 Proportion of children under 5 with fever who are 

treated with appropriate anti-malarial drugs

6.9 Incidence, prevalence and death rates associated 

with tuberculosis

6.10 Proportion of tuberculosis cases detected and  

cured under directly observed treatment short 

course 

  Goal 7: Ensure environmental sustainability

Target 7.A: Integrate the principles of sustainable  

development into country policies and programmes 

and reverse the loss of environmental resources

 

 

Target 7.B: Reduce biodiversity loss, achieving, by 

2010, a significant reduction in the rate of loss

7.1 Proportion of land area covered by forest

7.2 CO2 emissions, total, per capita and per $1 GDP 

(PPP) 

7.3 Consumption of ozone-depleting substances

7.4 Proportion of fish stocks within safe biological limits 

7.5 Proportion of total water resources used 

7.6 Proportion of terrestrial and marine areas protected

7.7 Proportion of species threatened with extinction

Target 7.C: Halve, by 2015, the proportion of people 

without sustainable access to safe drinking water 

and basic sanitation

7.8 Proportion of population using an improved 

drinking water source

7.9 Proportion of population using an improved  

sanitation facility

Target 7.D: By 2020, to have achieved a significant 

improvement in the lives of at least 100 million 

slum dwellers

7.10   Proportion of urban population living  

  in slums 



  Goal 8: Develop a global partnership for development

Target 8.A: Develop further an open, rule-based, 

predictable, non-discriminatory trading and financial 

system

Includes a commitment to good governance,  

development and poverty reduction – both nationally 

and internationally

Target 8.B: Address the special needs of the least 

developed countries

Includes: tariff and quota free access for the least  

developed countries’ exports; enhanced programme 

of debt relief for heavily indebted poor countries 

(HIPC) and cancellation of official bilateral debt; and 

more generous ODA for countries committed to  

poverty reduction

Target 8.C: Address the special needs of landlocked 

developing countries and small island developing 

States (through the Programme of Action for the 

Sustainable Development of Small Island  

Developing States and the outcome of the twenty-

second special session of the General Assembly)

Target 8.D: Deal comprehensively with the debt 

problems of developing countries through national 

and international measures in order to make debt 

sustainable in the long term

Some of the indicators listed below are monitored 

separately for the least developed countries (LDCs), 

Africa, landlocked developing countries and small  

island developing States.

Official development assistance (ODA)
8.1 Net ODA, total and to the least developed  

countries, as percentage of OECD/DAC donors’ 
gross national income

8.2 Proportion of total bilateral, sector-allocable 
ODA of OECD/DAC donors to basic social 
services (basic education, primary health care, 
nutrition, safe water and sanitation)

8.3 Proportion of bilateral official development 
assistance of OECD/DAC donors that is untied

8.4 ODA received in landlocked developing 
countries as a proportion of their gross national 
incomes

8.5 ODA received in small island developing States 
as a proportion of their gross national incomes

Market access
8.6 Proportion of total developed country imports 

(by value and excluding arms) from developing 
countries and least developed countries, 
admitted free of duty

8.7 Average tariffs imposed by developed countries 
on agricultural products and textiles and 
clothing from developing countries

8.8 Agricultural support estimate for OECD  
countries as a percentage of their gross  
domestic product

8.9 Proportion of ODA provided to help build trade 
capacity

Debt sustainability
8.10 Total number of countries that have reached 

their HIPC decision points and number that 
have reached their HIPC completion points 
(cumulative)

8.11 Debt relief committed under HIPC and MDRI 
Initiatives

8.12 Debt service as a percentage of exports of 
goods and services

Target 8.E: In cooperation with pharmaceutical  

companies, provide access to affordable essential 

drugs in developing countries

8.13 Proportion of population with access to  
affordable essential drugs on a sustainable 
basis

Target 8.F: In cooperation with the private sector, 

make available the benefits of new technologies, 

especially information and communications

8.14 Telephone lines per 100 population 
8.15 Cellular subscribers per 100 population
8.16 Internet users per 100 population

Source: UNDP: ‘Beyond the Mid-point: achieving the Millennium Development Goals’, January 2010



Annexe IV

 92 

                                                                                                                   

  
 



 93 

                                                                                                                   

 
 



 94 

                                                                                                                   

  
 
 
 
 
 



Previous reports published by the Advisory Council on International Affairs

	 1	 AN	INCLUSIVE	EUROPE, October 1997

	 2	 CONVENTIONAL	ARMS	CONTROL:	urgent	need,	limited	opportunities,	April 1998

	 3	 CAPITAL	PUNISHMENT	AND	HUMAN	RIGHTS:	recent	developments,	April 1998

	 4	 UNIVERSALITY	OF	HUMAN	RIGHTS	AND	CULTURAL	DIVERSITY,	June 1998

	 5	 AN	INCLUSIVE	EUROPE	II,	November 1998

	 6	 HUMANITARIAN	AID:	redefining	the	limits,	November 1998

	 7	 COMMENTS	ON	THE	CRITERIA	FOR	STRUCTURAL	bILATERAL	AID,	November 1998

	 8	 ASYLUM	INFORMATION	AND	THE	EUROPEAN	UNION, July 1999

	 9	 TOwARDS	CALMER	wATERS:	a	report	on	relations	between	Turkey	and	the	European	Union, July 1999

10	 DEVELOPMENTS	IN	THE	INTERNATIONAL	SECURITY	SITUATION	IN	THE	1990s:	from unsafe	security	to	

unsecured	safety,	September 1999

11	 THE	FUNCTIONING	OF	THE	UNITED	NATIONS	COMMISSION	ON	HUMAN	RIGHTS,	September 1999

12	 THE	IGC	AND	bEYOND:	TOwARDS	A	EUROPEAN	UNION	OF	THIRTY	MEMbER	STATES,	January 2000

13	 HUMANITARIAN	INTERVENTION,	April 2000*

14	 KEY	LESSONS	FROM	THE	FINANCIAL	CRISES	OF	1997	AND	1998,	April 2000

15		 A	EUROPEAN	CHARTER	OF	FUNDAMENTAL	RIGHTS?,	May 2000

16	 DEFENCE	RESEARCH	AND	PARLIAMENTARY	SCRUTINY,	December 2000

17	 AFRICA’S	STRUGGLE:	security,	stability	and	development,	January 2001

18		 VIOLENCE	AGAINST	wOMEN:	LEGAL	DEVELOPMENTS,	February 2001

19		 A	MULTI-TIERED	EUROPE:	the	relationship	between	the	European	Union	and	subnational	authorities,	May 2001

20	 EUROPEAN	MILITARY-INDUSTRIAL	COOPERATION,	May 2001

21	 REGISTRATION	OF	COMMUNITIES	bASED	ON	RELIGION	OR	bELIEF,	June 2001

22	 THE	wORLD	CONFERENCE	AGAINST	RACISM	AND	THE	RIGHT	TO	REPARATION,	June 2001

23	 COMMENTARY	ON	THE	2001	MEMORANDUM	ON	HUMAN	RIGHTS	POLICY,	September 2001

24	 A	CONVENTION,	OR	CONVENTIONAL	PREPARATIONS?	The	European	Union	and	the	ICG	2004,	November 2001

25	 INTEGRATION	OF	GENDER	EqUALITY:	a	matter	of	responsibility,	commitment	and	quality,	January 2002

26		 THE	NETHERLANDS	AND	THE	ORGANISATION	FOR	SECURITY	AND	COOPERATION	IN	EUROPE	IN	2003:	

role	and	direction,	May 2002

27		 bRIDGING	THE	GAP	bETwEEN	CITIzENS	AND	bRUSSELS:	towards	greater	legitimacy	and

effectiveness	for	the	European	Union,	May 2002

28	 AN	ANALYSIS	OF	THE	US	MISSILE	DEFENCE	PLANS:	pros	and	cons	of	striving	for	invulnerability,	August 2002

29	 PRO-POOR	GROwTH	IN	THE	bILATERAL	PARTNER	COUNTRIES	IN	SUb-SAHARAN	AFRICA:	an	analysis	of	poverty	

reduction	strategies,	January 2003

30	 A	HUMAN	RIGHTS	bASED	APPROACH	TO	DEVELOPMENT	COOPERATION,	April 2003

31	 MILITARY	COOPERATION	IN	EUROPE:	possibilities	and	limitations,	April 2003

32	 bRIDGING	THE	GAP	bETwEEN	CITIzENS	AND	bRUSSELS:	towards	greater	legitimacy	and	effectiveness	

for	the	European	Union,	April 2003	

33	 THE	COUNCIL	OF	EUROPE:	less	can	be	more,	October 2003

34	 THE	NETHERLANDS	AND	CRISIS	MANAGEMENT:	three	issues	of	current	interest,	March 2004

35	 FAILING	STATES:	a	global	responsibility,	May 2004*

36	 PRE-EMPTIVE	ACTION,	July 2004*

37	 TURKEY:	towards	membership	of	the	European	Union,	July 2004

38	 THE	UNITED	NATIONS	AND	HUMAN	RIGHTS,	September 2004	

39	 SERVICES	LIbERALISATION	AND	DEVELOPING	COUNTRIES:	does	liberalisation	produce	deprivation?,	

September 2004	

40	 THE	PARLIAMENTARY	ASSEMbLY	OF	THE	COUNCIL	OF	EUROPE,	February 2005

41	 REFORMING	THE	UNITED	NATIONS:	A	closer	look	at	the	Annan	report,	May 2005

42	 THE	INFLUENCE	OF	CULTURE	AND	RELIGION	ON	DEVELOPMENT:	Stimulus	or	stagnation?,	June 2005

43	 MIGRATION	AND	DEVELOPMENT	COOPERATION:	coherence	between	two	policy	areas,	June 2005

44	 THE	EUROPEAN	UNION’S	NEw	EASTERN	NEIGHbOURS:	July 2005

45	 THE	NETHERLANDS	IN	A	CHANGING	EU,	NATO	AND	UN,	July 2005

46	 ENERGISED	FOREIGN	POLICY:	security	of	energy	supply	as	a	new	key	objective, December 2005**

47	 THE	NUCLEAR	NON-PROLIFERATION	REGIME:	The	importance	of	an	integrated	and	multilateral	approach,	

January 2006



48	 SOCIETY	AND	THE	ARMED	FORCES,	April 2006

49	 COUNTERTERRORISM	FROM	AN	INTERNATIONAL	AND	EUROPEAN	PERSPECTIVE,	September 2006

50	 PRIVATE	SECTOR	DEVELOPMENT	AND	POVERTY	REDUCTION,	October 2006

51	 THE	ROLE	OF	NGOS	AND	THE	PRIVATE	SECTOR	IN	INTERNATIONAL	RELATIONS,	October 2006

52	 EUROPE	A	PRIORITY!,	November 2006

53	 THE	bENELUX:	THE	bENEFITS	AND	NECESSITY	OF	ENHANCED	COOPERATION,	February 2007

54	 THE	OECD	OF	THE	FUTURE,	March 2007

55	 CHINA	IN	THE	bALANCE:	towards	a	mature	relationship,	April 2007

56	 DEPLOYMENT	OF	THE	ARMED	FORCES:	interaction	between	national	and	international	decision-making,	May 2007

57	 THE	UN	HUMAN	RIGHTS	TREATY	SYSTEM:	strengthening	the	system	step	by	step	in	a	politically	charged	context,	

July 2007

58	 THE	FINANCES	OF	THE	EUROPEAN	UNION,	December 2007

59	 EMPLOYING	PRIVATE	MILITARY	COMPANIES:	a	question	of	responsibility,	December 2007

60	 THE	NETHERLANDS	AND	EUROPEAN	DEVELOPMENT	POLICY,	May 2008

61	 COOPERATION	bETwEEN	THE	EUROPEAN	UNION	AND	RUSSIA:	a	matter	of	mutual	interest,	July 2008

62	 CLIMATE,	ENERGY	AND	POVERTY	REDUCTION,	November 2008

63	 UNIVERSALITY	OF	HUMAN	RIGHTS:	principles,	practice	and	prospects,	November 2008

64	 CRISIS	MANAGEMENT	OPERATIONS	IN	FRAGILE	STATES:	the	need	for	a	coherent	approach,	March 2009

65	 TRANSITIONAL	jUSTICE:	justice	and	peace	in	situations	of	transition,	April 2009*

66	 DEMOGRAPHIC	CHANGES	AND	DEVELOPMENT	COOPERATION, July 2009

67 NATO’S	NEw	STRATEGIC	CONCEPT,	January 2010

68	 THE	EU	AND	THE	CRISIS:	lessons	learned,	january 2010

69	 COHESION	IN	INTERNATIONAL	COOPERATION:	Response	to	the	wRR	(Advisory	Council	on	Government	Policy)	

Report	‘Less Pretension, More Ambition’, July 2010

70	 THE	NETHERLANDS	AND	THE	RESPONSIbILITY	TO	PROTECT:	the	responsibility	to	protect	people	from	mass	

atrocities,	June 2010

71	 THE	EU’S	CAPACITY	FOR	FURTHER	ENLARGEMENT,	July 2010

72 COMbATING	PIRACY	AT	SEA:	a	reassessment	of	public	and	private	responsibilities,	December 2010

73 THE	HUMAN	RIGHTS	OF	THE	DUTCH	GOVERNMENT:	identifying	constants	in	a	changing	world,	February 2011

Advisory letters issued by the Advisory Council on International Affairs 

		1	 Advisory	letter	THE	ENLARGEMENT	OF	THE	EUROPEAN	UNION,	December 1997

		2	 Advisory	letter	THE	UN	COMMITTEE	AGAINST	TORTURE,	July 1999

		3	 Advisory	letter	THE	CHARTER	OF	FUNDAMENTAL	RIGHTS,	November 2000

		4	 Advisory	letter	ON	THE	FUTURE	OF	THE	EUROPEAN	UNION,	November 2001

		5	 Advisory	letter	THE	DUTCH	PRESIDENCY	OF	THE	EU	IN	2004,	May 2003***

		6	 Advisory	letter	THE	RESULTS	OF	THE	CONVENTION	ON	THE	FUTURE	OF	EUROPE, August 2003

		7	 Advisory	letter	FROM	INTERNAL	TO	EXTERNAL	bORDERS.	Recommendations	for	developing	a	common	European	

asylum	and	immigration	policy	by	2009,	March 2004

		8	 Advisory	letter	THE	DRAFT	DECLARATION	ON	THE	RIGHTS	OF	INDIGENOUS	PEOPLES:	from	Deadlock	to	

breakthrough?,	September 2004

		9	 Advisory	letter	ObSERVATIONS	ON	THE	SACHS	REPORT:	How	do	we	attain	the	Millennium	Development	Goals?,	

April 2005

10	 Advisory	letter	THE	EUROPEAN	UNION	AND	ITS	RELATIONS	wITH	THE	DUTCH	CITIzENS,	December 2005

11	 Advisory	letter	COUNTERTERRORISM	IN	A	EUROPEAN	AND	INTERNATIONAL	PERSPECTIVE:	interim	report	on	the	

prohibition	of	torture,	December 2005

12	 Advisory	letter	RESPONSE	TO	THE	2007	HUMAN	RIGHTS	STRATEGY, November 2007 

13	 Advisory	letter	AN	OMbUDSMAN	FOR	DEVELOPMENT	COOPERATION,	December 2007

14	 Advisory	letter	CLIMATE	CHANGE	AND	SECURITY,	January 2009

15	 Advisory	letter	THE	EASTERN	PARTNERSHIP,	February 2009

16	 Advisory	letter	DEVELOPMENT	COOPERATION,	The	benefit	of	and	need	for	public	support,	May 2009

17	 Advisory	letter	OPEN	LETTER	TO	A	NEw	DUTCH	GOVERNMENT,	June 2010

*	 Issued	jointly	by	the	Advisory	Council	on	International	Affairs	(AIV)	and	the	Advisory	Committee	on	Issues	of	Public		

International	Law	(CAVV).

** joint	report	by	the	Advisory	Council	on	International	Affairs	(AIV)	and	the	General	Energy	Council.

***	 joint	report	by	the	Advisory	Council	on	International	Affairs	(AIV)	and	the	Advisory	Committee	on	Aliens	Affairs	(ACVz).




