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1) The Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs)

• …describe the focus and the tasks for 
international politics in the 21st century

• …are a result of the various UN conferences 
which took place in the 1990s 

• …aim at making aid more effective and 
focusing it more on poverty reduction, taking 
poverty as a multi-dimensional phenomenon

• …UN organizations as well as national 
governments decided in 2000 to strive 
individually and collectively towards the goals



Goals set in September 2000:
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8 Goals were defined and 21 objectives to reach the goals, 60 indicators to review the goals achievements up to 2015. In the road map and as a reaction of the critism of the G77 arguing the the priorities are focussing on the South the 8th goal was added focusing on the responsibility of the ‚developed# countries. However there were no indicators developed or a time frame fixed  it is more a declaration of intent 



‘Strengths’
• They have directed world attention to the plight of the 

poorest. 
• They have helped reverse the downward trend in 

Official Development Assistance in the 1990s (many 
rich countries cut their foreign aid budgets and turned 
their focus inward).

• They have constituted a common framework for 
promoting global development through a manageable 
number of straightforward goals.

• They have provided a framework within which 
countries can plan their social and economic 
development and donors can provide ‘effective’ aid. 

• They have increased accountability of all relevant 
actors. 



‚Outcomes‘
by 2015

• Global poverty has decreased (the number of 
people living on less than $1.25 a day has been reduced from 
1.9 billion in 1990 to 836 million in 2015).

• Child mortality has been reduced by half.
• Access to water has increased (2.6 billion 

people have gained access to improved drinking 
water, the target of halving the proportion of people 
without was achieved in 2010 already). 

• Education: the number of children going to 
school has rose, boys and girls in equal 
numbers (primary school enrollment from 83% in 2000 
to 91% in 2015).



Reflections on the outcomes:
• Progress has been highly uneven between 

regions, countries but also within countries. 
• Poverty has been reduced, largely through 

the overachievers in Asia (especially China, 
India and Vietnam).

• On a national level inequality has often 
increased, also in countries which 
experienced growth and poverty reduction.  

• Often no correlation between the different 
goals - singles politics or factors which led to 
progress.



Reflections on the empirical 
‚foundation‘ of progress

• Some countries (especially in Asia) modified and 
adapted their more ambitious national goals thus 
could report ‘progress’ - others started at a lower 
point, including many African countries, were 
labeled “failures” for not meeting the goals

• The starting point set for measuring progress was 
1990 and not 2000. 

• In many countries statistics were not available with 
regard to all the 60 indicators.

• To compare the data even within single indicators 
turned out difficult, since different indicators were 
used (f.ex. with regard to poverty reduction).



• The available und historical data suggest 
that in no case there was an obvious sign 
of a significant break towards faster 
progress since 2000 (Fukuda-Parr/Greenstein 
2013).

• The main methodological problem was 
and is the indicator for extreme poverty 
($1.25/day) which turned out to be too low 
for many regions worldwide.  



Reflections on policy level

− The MDGs were not born with a plan, a 
budget, or a specific mapping out of 
responsibilities. 

− ‘Political will’ was lacking, to create the 
necessary frameworks and the financial 
foundation (no fresh money).

− Coherence between policy fields was 
lacking.



Normativ level
‚Development‘

MDGs shaped way development was understood-- but with 
dramatically reductionist consequences : 
• 1990s development and poverty reduction was 

discussed as a process requiring social change, 
including shifts in power relations. 

• The MDGS = reversion to 1980th thinking towards 
meeting basic needs.

• Vertical and technocratic strategies dominated : One –
size fits all goals and standards, thereby marginalizing 
other objectives. 

• Development measured in outputs and inputs and not 
outcomes or impacts (e.g. education).

• Quantity and not quality dominated. 



• Economic assumptions and the definition of 
economic growth = development did not get 
question through the MDGs - on the contrary.

• Structural questions like inequality globally, 
land rights, climate change or the role of 
global financial and food markets were not 
touched. 

• Sustainability was not an issue in the MDGs.
• It commits governments to a particular 

pattern of growth and development! 



Wrap-up

MDGs = mitigating the social consequences 
of the neo liberal agenda at best!

„The MDGs gave far too much attention to 
middle-aged white male experts in the West 
debating what should be done for the rest of 

the world.“ (Easterly 2015)



2) The Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs)

• … signed in 2015 after a long negotiation and consulting 
process (more open and participative than the MDGS) 

• …result of several UN Conferences (UN Conferences on 
climate and financing for development)

• …are a very ambitious project
• …realization that the solution to the challenges of today 

can only be found through collective response 
• …universal and integrated means the goals apply to 

every nation (not just developing countries) and are 
inter-connected

• …go beyond aid and cover in addition economic, social, 
and environment issues.



Reasons for this ‚new phase‘ or 
programmatic:

• Power structures have changed: multipolar instead of bipolar
• BRICS emerged as new development actors (e.g. 

China/Africa) as well as Development Aid is losing importance
• Realization (at least rhetorically) that far more attention has 

been given to socio-economic development than to 
environmental sustainability/ Climate change as a global 
problem

• Limit of growth / the pattern of growth has put a number of 
essential earth system services at risk, and with them poverty-
reduction gains and the livelihood of future generations

• Financial  and food crisis 

Consequences of these global developments and processes in 
the global North got obvious and experienced. 



Transformative Shifts: 
• Leave No One Behind: to move from reducing to 

ending extreme poverty.
• Put Sustainable Development at the Core: to 

integrate the social, economic and environmental 
dimensions of sustainability; 

• Transform Economies for Jobs and Inclusive 
Growth. 

• Build Peace and Effective, Open and Accountable 
Institutions for All.

• Recognize peace and good governance as a core 
element of wellbeing, not an optional extra.

• Forge a New Global Partnership: with a new spirit 
of solidarity, cooperation, and mutual 
accountability. 



The Goals:
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/





Reflection: conceptual level

• More comprehensive (including human rights, 
governance, environment)

• Recognizing that economic and social 
development is connected

• Social dimensions are cast in a right oriented way
• Equality in and among countries is targeted 
• Focus on sustainable production and consumption 
• Moves away from patronizing North-South 

dichotomy, means not focusing on the developing 
countries exclusively 



Thus the SDGs (on a conceptual level) 
challenge the idea of development as a 

transfer of models or standards from North 
to South and present doubtless an ambitious 

global vision in contrast to the MDGs. 

Challenge is to create political will, the 
mobilization of resources, policy change and 

delivery



Critisism
The SDGs set goals but not the way how to 

reach them.

Looking at how to reach the 17 goals and the 169 
targets would require: 

• Reforms (social dimension)
• Reversal of current trends
• Revolution

www. ODI.org





additionally

Some goals clash: the economic ones for 
example with sustainable production and 
consumption



Open Questions: policy level

• Is there the political will also by the so-called 
developed countries? 

• Not a mandate for development policy makers 
alone, not clear what that means on the different 
national and global levels and the different actors 
? 

• Target setting on the national level unclear (should 
be guided by ‚the global level of ambition‘)

• Should targets nationally be used or in-cooperated 
and how?

• Relationship between national and global targets?



Implementation
− $3.9 trillion will be needed per year (UN 

estimate).Current level of public and private 
investment in the relevant areas stands at just 
around $1.4 trillion, which means annual 
investment must increase dramatically. Private 
sector and foreign direct investment get target 
but how and what will be the implication?

− Not a classical development agenda- actors? 
− A new quality of cooperation and networking on 

different levels would be needed (national and 
global level)

− National and EU frameworks?



Open questions: methodologically

169 priorities and 230 indicators means the 
same than having none. 
M&E:
• Participatory research, monitoring and 

accountability by ‘local communities’ should 
underpin the implementation of the SDGs. 

• How to connect ‘local communities’ to national 
and global policy spaces and processes, how 
can spaces for dialogue be created?



• Monitoring process on national, global, 
regional and thematic level (assumed 
costs $1 billion)

• The technical questions of monitoring 
most discussed already -- not the political!

The SDGs are to monitor the attainment of 
goals that cannot be monitored or attained 

(‘harmony with nature’).



3) Can the SDGs become a new 
paradigm?

Yes because…….
A space have been constructed for searching and developing a new 
economic paradigm (brought together an unusual array of people public officials, economists, 
NGOs local activists, billionaires etc.)

Sustainable development (not new) but got revived through: 
− The realization that the rapid decrease in energy availability 

threats the existing economic paradigm and ‘the believe in 
unlimited growth’.

− The realization of the need to bring together the three 
dimensions: economic, social and environmental 

− The realization that the structural disruption need to be 
addressed in the light of new conditions rather than old ones

− Change is recognized as a universal challenge



But…
The question is whether a transformative agenda will matter at 
all since:
− It is not defined by which policies ‘sustainable development’ 

would be achieved.
− ‚Political will‘: No interest on the different levels (yet?) to 

operationalize it, current international political situation not 
promising.

− No moving from distrust towards mutual cooperation.
− No moving from naming symptoms to actions. 
− No going beyond naming threats to larger motivations.
− ‚Classical‘ visions of development dominate despite the 

current crisis and the new frameworks:
Business as usual!
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Thanks for you attention
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