
- 1 -

Progress towards the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals:
mid-term review in preparation of the UN high-level meeting in September 2010

Working document by Michael Cashman, rapporteur

A. A DECADE ON THE MDG TRAIL
At the 2000 millennium summit, rich nations, including EU states, made a string of 
promises to the world's poor. These included renewing their commitment to fight 
poverty and signing up to specific, time-bound targets to reduce hunger, improve 
education and health and protect the environment in developing countries. 

Nearly ten years on — and just five years from the 2015 target date — the UN is 
holding a high-level meeting in September to assess how much progress we have 
made and where we need to get our act together. Europe, as the world's biggest 
development aid player, must assume a leading role. 

The EU summit in June needs to come up with a unified and ambitious strategy for 
achieving the MDGs. Parliament will adopt a resolution outlining its position in 
advance of the summit. 

1. Progress
So have we moved forward on making poverty history? Have donors' efforts made 
any difference? 

There is no question that increases in development aid, when applied effectively, have 
helped alleviate poverty and suffering for millions of people in the developing world. 
Extreme poverty is down from 1.8 to 1.4 billion. Nearly 90% of poor children now go 
to school. Great strides have been made in the fight against malaria and TB. Child 
mortality is falling fast. 

So, yes, one could claim aid is working. But there is still so much more to do. We 
cannot sit back when every second child still lives in poverty. We cannot be 
complacent when there will still be two million AIDS-related deaths this year. We 
cannot stand by when a billion people still go hungry every day.

We are, in fact, off target on all eight MDGs. The recent food and fuel crises put us 
even further behind the clock. And now the global economic downturn has unstitched 
so much of the last decade's progress. Some EU member states, faced with faltering 
economies at home, are even scaling back aid budgets. 

Now is not the time for savings on the backs of the sick and starving. Europe must 
lead the world in a concerted effort to save the MDGs and keep our promises to the 
planet's poorest. Achieving the MDGs is a not a best-case scenario. It is no more than 
the bare minimum. Time is running out. 2015 is round the corner. Failure is not an 
option.

2. Why this document?
The aim of this document is to outline, briefly, the state of play on the eight MDGs, 
identify key areas where the EU and international community should focus their 
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efforts over the next half decade, examine other factors which can enhance or 
undermine chances of MDG success and then address funding issues. 

B. MDG STATE OF PLAY

1) Extreme poverty and hunger
Below USD 1.25/day poverty has fallen considerably (42%-25%), largely thanks to 
strong growth in China, yet remains over 50% in sub-Saharan Africa. The downturn 
threatens to reverse this progress, forcing maybe as many as 100 million people back 
into extreme poverty. The crisis has also led to a rise in the working poor and those in 
vulnerable employment. Small advances in combating undernourishment and child 
malnutrition have stalled in the wake of the 2008 food-price crisis. 

2) Universal primary education
Primary school enrolment rose from 83% in 2000 to 88% in 2007 but drop-out rates 
are only falling slowly. Girls and ethnic minorities face more discrimination.

3) Gender equality
The 2005 target of eliminating gender disparities in primary and secondary education 
was not met, despite some progress. More women are working, yet a majority of them 
have vulnerable jobs. The number of women MPs increased by more than half in the 
last decade... but is still only 17%. 

4) Child mortality
Under-five deaths dropped from over 12 million in 1990 to around nine million today. 
Progress has been particularly strong as regards measles. The MDG target is still a 
long way away, however. 

5) Maternal health
Maternal mortality claims over half a million women's lives a year and progress has 
been negligible, especially in sub-Saharan Africa. Teenage pregnancy is still all too 
common, while contraceptives and family planning have become only slightly more 
accessible.

6) AIDS, malaria, TB
AIDS-related deaths and new HIV infections have stabilised and are even declining, 
although remain frighteningly high. We are winning the fight against malaria and TB 
cases continue to fall. Big ongoing funding increases remain vital, however. 

7) Environmental sustainability
CO2 emissions have risen considerably in developing countries. The proportion of 
overexploited fish species has risen to 80%. Deforestation continues apace. On the 
plus side, the drinking water MDG target is within reach and we are half way to our 
sanitation access goal. Several hundred million fewer people live in slums than two 
decades ago.

8) Global partnership for development
Despite repeated pledges to upscale aid, global ODA hovers around the 0.3%/GNI-
mark. The EU is at 0.4%, way below even its 2010 interim 0.56% target. The crisis 
has led to certain EU states shrinking their aid budgets. As regards access to new 
technologies, mobile phones are booming in developing countries but access to 
internet remains low. 



- 3 -

C. FUNDING ISSUES
Development cooperation is not about just throwing money at problems. However, 
when we signed up to MDG8, we committed to a global partnership for development. 
That means more and better aid. It means providing the resources that make all our 
ambitions possible and without which the MDG goals are just empty promises.

1. ODA
First of all, we have to keep our ODA pledges. The MDGs currently face a funding 
gap of over USD 300 billion between now and 2015 — and that's without factoring in 
additional spending for the climate and economic crises. 

The EU, along with other donors, set itself a 0.7% 2015 target and has since 
repeatedly reaffirmed it. However, even if it is ahead of the donor field, the EU 
already looks set to fall a good EUR 20 billion short of its 2010 mid-term 
commitment. Some member states are way off target, while others are even scaling 
back on aid.

The EU as a whole must increase ODA. It must set a new interim aid target of 0.63% 
for 2012. And stick to it. More important, national budgets must feature legally-
binding multiannual timetables for more predictable aid.

2. New funding
Yet it is clear we can't make up this multibillion-euro shortfall through public ODA 
alone. In addition, we need to explore innovative funding mechanisms: 

i) A financial transaction tax of 0.05% could raise EUR 10 billion a year for global 
public goods. It would discourage the criminally irresponsible speculation that 
destabilises the entire financial system (N.B. the financial sector has not yet paid 
for the consequences of the unprecedented crisis it triggered, despite benefiting 
from enormous state bailouts, while financial transactions reached 70 times world 
GNI recently). An initial unilateral move within the euro zone could act as a 
global catalyst. 

ii) Illicit capital flows rob poor countries of around a trillion dollars a year, i.e. ten 
times ODA. The G20 should pursue its agenda to crack down on tax havens and 
tax secrecy, promoting country-by-country reporting.

iii) Remittances are also worth several times ODA. The EU should make remittances
easier and cheaper. 

iv) Transport fuel levies and a share of revenues generated by carbon emission
auctions could help developing countries in coping with climate change.

v) Supporting microfinance, mobile phone banking, SMEs and savings banks, as 
well as extending property rights to the dispossessed, would access finance and 
help create wealth within poor communities. 

3. Debt
The economic downturn may well throw developing countries into a new debt crisis. 
The EU should lead by calling an interest-free moratorium on debt repayments until 
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2015 and writing off debt for LDCs. Debt cancellation, as well as non-ODA financial 
flows, must not count towards aid targets. 

4. Budget support
Sector-specific budget support, especially MDG contracts, can help deliver
predictable, performance-based results in areas such as health and education. The EU 
should aim to channel half its aid via budget support. Key criteria for recipient 
authorities are commitment to poverty reduction, accountability and clean records on 
governance and human rights. 

5. Better aid
Poor quality aid wastes upwards of EUR 3 billion/year. All donors must adhere to the 
aid effectiveness agenda, in particular when it comes to making sure ODA is 
predictable, untying aid and allowing recipient governments to define their own 
development strategies. Division of labour is also essential but donors must take not 
to create ‘aid orphan’ sectors. 

6. Global governance
The global institutions need to give more voice to developing countries and more 
funds to the poorest. The EU can help by ceding voting rights to underrepresented 
nations in the World Bank and IMF. 

Europe must ensure LDCs receive more concessional funding from the IFIs and a 
higher proportion of the post-London G20 special drawing rights. Parliament and 
Council should take full advantage of the upcoming chance to make the EIB more 
focused on poverty reduction.

And, although the G20 is a step forward from the G8, it is still a rich nations' club. 
The UN remains the most inclusive forum for global governance issues. 

D. SPECIAL FOCUS
All MDGs are equally important but some are lagging further behind than others and 
require special attention over the next five years. So we should refocus our action 
especially on the following areas: 

1) health, including maternal and reproductive health
2) least developed countries, in particular Africa
3) women
4) decent work and public services. 

1. Health
The three health MDGs are the most off track and must become our top priority. 
There has been progress but the 'big killers' — AIDS, malaria and TB — still claim 
four million plus lives every year. The EU must up its contribution to the global 
health fund and adopt an integrated approach to MDGs 4-6. More funds can make a 
big difference. For instance, more money for insecticide-treated nets has led to a 50% 
cut in malaria infections. Half a million fewer children die of measles in Africa every 
year thanks to vaccines that cost just one dollar. 
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Our aim should be no-fee health care for all. We must stick to our commitment to 
spend 20% of DCI money on basic health and education. We should extend this 
benchmark to all development spending. We should push African states to live up to 
their 2001 Abuja pledge to allot 15% of national budgets to health care and encourage 
other developing countries to do the same. 

Last year, more than two thirds of HIV sufferers did not have access to the treatment 
they needed. Our policy must be to assure access to affordable medicines. This 
includes revisiting TRIPs and rethinking generic medicines, as well as rerouting 
research (currently 90% of resources target the needs of just 10% of the world's 
population). 

We also need to fund more technical support, infrastructure and capacity building in 
health sectors and address the dire shortage of health workers, via salary support and 
by mitigating the 'brain drain'. Health education, including sex education and HIV 
awareness raising, have to move further up our agenda. 

The maternal mortality MDG is staring failure in the face and warrants specific extra 
measures. Cultural and religious norms cannot be allowed to stand in the way of 
sexual and reproductive health rights. We must support progressive policies, including
family planning, abortion (30% of maternal deaths in Africa are down to unsafe 
abortions), treatment of sexual diseases and provision of condoms. Over the last 
decade or so, funding for family planning on a per-woman basis has fallen sharply 
away. We have to turn this around. 

2. The poorest of the poor
Whatever progress we're making on the MDGs, it is quite clear that the world's 49 
least developed countries — and especially those in sub-Saharan Africa — are getting 
left behind. 

Sub-Saharan Africa today has 100 million more extremely poor people than twenty 
years ago. The poverty rate remains above 50% and nearly two thirds of the urban 
population live in slums. Half of all maternal deaths and half of all children who don't 
go to school are African. Africa is home to 95% of all malaria deaths. It has the 
highest AIDS rate and the lowest contraception rate in the world. It is the only place 
on the planet that is losing the battle against TB and child mortality. Many African 
countries are on track to meet no MDGs whatsoever. 

In 2005, donors promised to double aid to Africa by 2010. This is not enough. We 
must urgently increase ODA to LDCs from a third to half of all aid flows.

EU member states must begin to take seriously the Africa-EU joint strategic 
partnership adopted at the 2007 Lisbon summit. It is time the strategy began to show 
results. This means renewed political will from all partners but also a new funding 
mechanism specifically for the Africa partnership.

3. Women
Women are the backbone of many developing countries and, at the same time, they 
bear the brunt of poverty. EU development policy should be targeting:
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 gender parity in education — only the case in one out of three developing 
countries, despite some progress

 access to decent work for women — 70% of the female labour force is in 
vulnerable jobs, while the employment rate for women in north Africa and much 
of Asia is 45% below the rate for men

 women's political representation
 gender violence. 

4. Decent work 
The fight against poverty is a fight for rights, as is the right to food, health, education, 
water, universal public services and a poverty-free existence. Likewise the right to 
"decent and productive work in conditions of freedom, equity, security and human 
dignity". 

As recent summits of EU, African and American leaders have explicitly 
acknowledged, decent work is a "pillar of development" and the most sure-fire route 
out of poverty. 

The ILO's decent work agenda dovetails with all the MDGs and should feature 
prominently in all our international agreements. The Commission must monitor 
workers' social protection, social dialogue and core labour standards and not be afraid 
to apply sanctions. This is all the more vital when the numbers of working poor and 
those in vulnerable jobs are on the rise, especially in the wake of the global economic 
crisis.

E. OTHER KEY ISSUES
In addition to the abovementioned priorities, the EU needs to pay special attention to 
a number of areas which can act either as catalysts or stumbling blocks for the MDGs. 

1. Policy coherence for development
The EU is now treaty-bound to take poverty reduction into account when it 
implements other policies likely to affect developing countries. This means what we 
do on farming, fisheries, trade and migration cannot undermine our development 
work. This is currently not the case. For example:

 EU dairy export subsidies — undercutting local producers
 large-scale trade liberalisation in LDCs — barely scraping the surface of poverty 

reduction and in fact diminishing LDCs' share of the global pie
 'land grab' for agrofuel
 EU patents policy — squeezing access to medicines 
 overfishing — forcing out local fishermen
 inconsistent immigration policies
 climate change — over-timid approach while the developing world pays the price.

The EP should appoint a standing rapporteur for 'policy coherence for development' to 
keep a running check on member states and the Commission. 

Our trade policy obviously impacts substantially on development. Europe must 
champion fair globalisation and a rapid, development-oriented conclusion to the Doha 
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round. Trade is no panacea but equitable, rules-based trade can contribute to 
alleviating poverty. This implies the EU providing more aid for trade, capacity 
building and helping poor countries steer away from overdependence on volatile raw 
materials.

2. Tackling climate change and the global crisis
Rich countries are to blame for the current financial, economic and climate change 
crises. Poor countries are the hardest hit. Fighting off climate change in the south will 
cost over USD 100 billion a year and the economic downturn at least as much again. 
Somehow we must plug this funding gap. It would be an unacceptable error to raid 
funds already set aside for poverty reduction. Additionality is the only way. 

In addition, developing countries' CO2 emissions have doubled over the last 15 years. 
The EU can help fight energy poverty and pollution at the same time through 
technology transfer aimed at generating clean energy and creating 'green' jobs.

3. Governance and rights
Good governance means societies upholding the rights and interests of all their 
citizens. It does not mean more conditionality and cannot be a top-down process. The 
EU should embrace a rights-based, people-centred approach. We must fight 
discrimination of minorities, be they racial, religious, linguistic or sexual, as well as 
children and people with disabilities, and should not shrink from sanctioning breaches 
of fundamental human rights, wherever they occur. 

To ensure proper scrutiny, accountability and democracy, we must encourage 
developing countries to involve parliaments and civil society at all stages of policy 
formulation and implementation. 

4. Right to food
The right to food underpins all other human rights. There has been alarmingly little 
headway on tackling malnutrition, which even went backwards last year due to the 
food-price crisis, throwing 100 million more people back into the hunger trap. The 
EU should be proud of the 2008 'Food facility' but it is clearly just a drop in the ocean. 

Europe needs to encourage farming and food security in developing countries, 
politically, financially and technically. We must push agriculture, food security and 
regional self-sufficiency back up the agenda, after years of neglect. We can no longer 
undermine poor farmers with our export subsidies, by dumping our produce or by 
forcing them to open up their markets too far and too fast. Yes we have to protect our 
own farmers but when we are talking about millions of starving children then the 
moral dilemma is clear. 

5. Development education & the 'selfish gene'
Fortunately, nine out of ten Europeans are in favour of development aid and a large 
majority backs increasing ODA. Nonetheless, rolling back scepticism is an ongoing 
process, particularly when domestic economies nosedive. So Europe needs to step up 
efforts to reassure its citizens that ODA is money well spent, whether from a moral 
standpoint or out of self-interest, i.e. geopolitical stability, illicit migration flows, 
reliable mineral supplies, etc. 
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6. Our donor partners
The USA is under new management. China is increasingly flexing its muscles and 
other emerging economies are gradually entering the scene. We need to enhance our 
transatlantic dialogue on development and engage with new donors for more ODA, 
more coherent action and to make sure poor countries have a full say in their own 
development strategies. 

F. CONCLUSION — OUR URGENT CHALLENGE
Achieving the MDGs, against all the odds, is a huge challenge and an urgent one. If 
we do it, it will mean a decent life for hundreds of millions, and the difference 
between life and death for millions more. The EU must adopt a brave, coherent 
position in June and lead the global community at the UN review summit, beyond that 
to 2015 and onwards.

In 2000 the world made itself a promise. It is our moral obligation to keep that
promise. 
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