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About the publication

This publication builds on a series of country and thematic background studies commissioned for the 
regional “Dialogues for Action: Human Rights and MDGs”, which took place in Johannesburg (South 
Africa) (9-10 September 2008) and Bangkok (16-17 October 2008).

Its primary objective is to review the extent to which—and how—human rights are reflected in national 
MDG-based development strategies and policies in a selected number of African and Asian countries, 
to identify critical gaps and challenges, and to see what practical lessons can be learned from these 
experiences. The publication, therefore, is intended for use by development and human rights practi-
tioners, and specifically by policymakers, national human rights institutions, civil society organizations, 
and United Nations funds, programmes and agencies working to integrate human rights into national 
and international efforts to achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).

This publication, as well as the country thematic studies from which it draws, is guided by the analytical 
framework provided in Claiming the Millennium Development Goals: A human rights approach,1 cover-
ing critical Goals and targets such as income poverty, economic growth and hunger; maternal mortal-
ity; water and sanitation; and global partnerships for development. The publication analyses recent 
national MDG progress reports and pertinent national development strategy documents of Bangladesh, 
Cambodia, Ethiopia, Ghana, India, Indonesia, Kenya, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Liberia, 
Nepal, South Africa, Thailand, Uganda, Viet Nam and Zambia. 

The introduction explains the synergies and complementarities between human rights and the Goals, 
as well as the rationale for a human rights-based approach to development. Chapters I to IV review the 
integration of human rights and human rights-based approaches, including key human rights principles 
of non-discrimination, participation and accountability, in relevant national MDG-based policies and 
poverty reduction strategies. They also seek to identify national experiences in adapting, localizing and 
harmonizing MDG targets with human rights. A brief conclusion is provided at the end, drawing together 
the main themes. Finally, annexes I and II set out the conclusions of a 2008 desk review of MDG reports 
from the perspective of indigenous peoples’ rights and key recommendations to ensure closer align-
ment between economic growth strategies and human rights, respectively.

The publication attempts to complement the analytical framework provided in Claiming the Millen-
nium Development Goal with empirical evidence and country analysis. Both publications are, therefore, 
intended to serve as a timely contribution to ongoing international debates on the Goals and human 
rights, as well as to national and global development action in the next five years and beyond the 2015 
target date. The recent global food, fuel, climate and financial crises naturally compound the challenges 
of analysis. Data age even more rapidly in these circumstances. However, the purpose of this publica-
tion is not to evaluate, but merely to illustrate what it means in practice to integrate human rights in 
MDG monitoring and MDG-based development strategies.
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Introduction

Evolution of the Millennium Development Goals

The Millennium Declaration of 2000 set out an ambitious international agenda to tackle peace and 
security, development, human rights, and the environment. Alongside development goals on poverty, 
water and education, commitments were also made to promoting democracy and respect for all human 
rights. This included the right to development and relevant economic, social and cultural rights, with a 
particular focus on the rights of minorities, women and migrants, and the right to access to information. 

In the following year, the development goals were slightly amended and published in a single list called 
the Millennium Development Goals:

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 
8. Develop a global partnership for development

The Goals are accompanied by 18 targets, to be mostly reached by 2015, and are measured by indica-
tors using 1990 as a baseline (see table below). 

The targets and indicators were selected under the auspices of the United Nations Secretary-General 
and the list was broadly endorsed by United Nations funds, programmes and agencies, the World Bank, 
the International Monetary Fund and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD). The United Nations General Assembly embraced the eight Goals only as late as October 2005. 
Its focus has always been on calling for the implementation and monitoring of all the goals and mea-
sures in the broader Millennium Declaration.

The Goals did not emerge in a vacuum, but represent the culmination of a decade-long global debate 
and earlier attempts to set international development targets.2 They have subsequently gained a high 
profile, particularly among the international development community and a significant number of de-
veloping States. They have been lauded for providing a clear and simple means of benchmarking and 
assessing the progress of human development. According to the United Nations Millennium Project, 
policy and institutional reforms and resource allocations often result from an approach focused on 
time-bound targets.
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Table. The Millennium Development Goals and linkages between the targets and human rights

Goal 1. Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger

Target 1.A.: Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people whose 
income is less than $1 a day

Right to adequate standard 
of living

Target 1.B: Achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all, 
including women and young people 

Right to work

Target 1.C: Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people who suffer 
from hunger

Right to food

Goal 2. Achieve universal primary education

Target 2.A: Ensure that, by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will 
be able to complete a full course of primary schooling 

Right to education

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 

Women’s rights to equality 
and education

Goal 4. Reduce child mortality

Target 4.A: Reduce by two thirds, between 1990 and 2015, the under-five 
mortality rate

Right to life

Goal 5. Improve maternal health

Target 5.A: Reduce by three quarters, between 1990 and 2015, the maternal 
mortality ratio

Women’s right to life and 
health

Target 5.B: Achieve, by 2015, universal access to reproductive health Women’s right to life and 
health

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 Right to health

Target 6.B: Achieve, by 2010, universal access to treatment for HIV/AIDS for all 
those who need it

Right to health

Target 6.C: Have halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the incidence of malaria 
and other major diseases 

Right to health

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 

Rights relating to 
environmental health

Target 7.B: Reduce biodiversity loss, achieving, by 2010, a significant reduction 
in the rate of loss 

Rights relating to 
environmental health

Target 7.C: Halve, by 2015, the proportion of people without sustainable access 
to safe drinking water and basic sanitation

Right to water and sanitation

Target 7.D: By 2020 to have achieved a significant improvement in the lives of 
at least 100 million slum-dwellers 

Right to adequate housing

Goal 8. Develop a global partnership for development

Targets 8.A-8.D cover aid, trade, debt, landlocked and small island States. Right to development. 
Economic, social and cultural 
rights

Target 8.E: In cooperation with pharmaceutical companies, provide access to 
affordable essential drugs in developing countries 

Right to health

Target 8.F: In cooperation with the private sector, make available the benefits of 
new technologies, especially information and communications 

Economic, social and cultural 
rights
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It is difficult to judge on empirical grounds the extent to which the MDG enterprise has reduced poverty, 
although a significant amount of research continues to emerge.3 On the one hand, some Governments 
claim that the Goals have influenced their spending priorities. The MDGs Status Report for Kenya 
(2005) states that the Government’s decision to increase funding for MDG-related programmes has 
seen funding for health, education, agriculture and infrastructure increase. The Report on the Achieve-
ment of Millennium Development Goals: Indonesia (2007) claims that, in the allocation of provincial 
budgets for 2003-2006, many districts and cities based their spending priorities on the MDG frame-
work. Many donor countries, United Nations funds, programmes and agencies and the World Bank simi-
larly claim that development priorities are now more closely aligned with poverty reduction as a result 
of the Goals.4 In addition, the Goals appear to have raised the profile of development issues among the 
general public, as well as among the human rights community. A number of “special procedures” of the 
United Nations Human Rights Council, including those dealing with extreme poverty, health, indigenous 
peoples, and water and sanitation, have been actively engaging with the Goals. Amnesty International 
has prioritized the Goals, and issues such as maternal mortality, within its “Demand Dignity” global 
campaign in the lead-up to the September 2010 Summit on the Millennium Development Goals.

On the other hand, it is not entirely clear how far the progress that has been achieved can be attributed 
to the Goals. One economist has commented that “private sector-led growth abetted by Government 
has been the engine in Asia, lifting many of the poor with the benefits of steady employment. Where 
progress is most needed, in Africa and other low-income regions, mobilization to achieve the Goals has 
so far seemed to have modest impact.”5 There is also some evidence to suggest that the MDG agenda 
may have some negative impact on, for instance, slum upgrading, where the lack of emphasis on se-
curity of tenure has possibly added legitimacy to slum clearance policies that violate various human 
rights. The MDG agenda also seems to have only a limited impact on poverty reduction strategies. It 
has been pointed out that economic growth for income poverty reduction and social sector investments 
(education, health and water) are important priorities in most of the poverty reduction strategy papers; 
decent work, hunger and nutrition, sanitation, the environment and access to technology tend to be 
neglected.6

Relationship with human rights

At first glance, the Goals appear to be compatible with human rights, particularly economic and social 
rights (see table above). There is a substantial overlap in focus and it has been suggested that the Goals 
may raise the profile of economic and social rights. They contain clear quantitative standards to which 
all Governments have made a political commitment. This has been a significant development, since 
quantitative commitments had so far been made only in the context of labour and social security rights 
under conventions of the International Labour Organization (ILO).

Concurrently, concerns have been raised about how the Goals were formulated and are being imple-
mented from a human rights perspective, particularly as they were decoupled from the broader agenda 
encapsulated in the Millennium Declaration. Do the Goals appear to be lower than human rights 
standards in some instances? For example, Goal 2 does not require primary education to be free, 
contrary to the near-universally ratified Convention on the Rights of the Child; and the goal of fair trade 
in the Millennium Declaration was reduced to free trade in the Goals. Furthermore, in middle-income 
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countries most of the quantitative targets are likely to be lower than minimum human rights standards. 
This can be discerned in the seemingly triumphant tone of some of their national MDG reports.

In addition, the targets do not pay sufficient attention to inequality, the rights of women, marginalized 
groups and the poorest of the poor. It is possible to achieve most of the targets without addressing 
the extreme poverty of the most excluded in a society. National and global power inequities appear 
to have been glossed over and there are no quantitative targets for Goal 8 on global partnerships, for 
example. Instead, the Goals tend to reflect a strong technocratic focus. One research project compared 
how Southern and Northern-based development non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and social 
movements incorporated the Goals and human rights in their activities.7 The main finding was that the 
Goals and to a lesser extent human rights were regularly cited by Northern-based organizations. Those 
in the South had barely engaged with the Goals and referred more often to human rights. This raises a 
concern that the Goals were more a donor-driven agenda, although a greater focus on poverty reduction 
in donors’ policies could arguably be seen as a success in itself. 

One response to these critiques was to call for States and donors to adopt a human rights approach to 
the Goals. This was strengthened by evidence of an almost total absence of human rights in MDG re-
porting. A study in 2005 found “a large discrepancy in the ways in which human rights issues are dealt 
within the context of MDG reporting” and when “moving from the policy domain to examine the pro-
grammatic side, the discrepancy between rhetorical references to human rights and actual programme 
content becomes even more marked.”8 The United Nations Independent Expert on minority issues, Gay 
McDougal, came to a similar conclusion after examining MDG reports and poverty reduction strategy 
papers with regard to indigenous peoples and minorities: 

The findings of this survey are revealing. Ethnic or linguistic minorities are mentioned in only 19 of 
the 50 MDG country reports reviewed. The inequalities experienced by religious minorities are 
mentioned in only two of the reports. An additional 10 reports mention only indigenous peoples 
without identifying any other minority groups. The degree to which minorities are mentioned 
varies widely, with some reports providing a good range of information under several MDGs and 
disaggregated data. In other cases, minorities are mentioned only in the background section 
describing the national population but without particular attention to their situation in relation to 
MDGs. Minorities were mentioned most frequently in connection with Goal 2 on universal primary 
education. Attention to indigenous peoples is in general significantly higher than attention to non-
indigenous marginalized minorities across the reports. While attention to gender issues in many 
MDG country reports is positive, there is very little consideration of intersectional discrimination 
experienced by minority women, or targeted policies for marginalized minority women. Minorities 
are virtually absent from the MDG country reports from donor countries. None of the MDG country 
reports gives consideration to minorities under each of the eight Goals.

Source: A/HRC/4/9/Add.1.

Since 2005, the Secretariat of the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Peoples (UNPFII) 
has analysed MDG reports each year and its findings in 2008 are annexed below. While they indicate 
that there have been some improvements in focusing on indigenous peoples, they reiterate previous 
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recommendations that Governments should include indigenous peoples in the planning of the report 
and in the discussion of each Goal, ensure that they participate effectively in the planning, implementa-
tion, monitoring and evaluation of programmes and projects that will directly or indirectly affect them, 
and also improve the collection and disaggregation of data regarding indigenous peoples.9

Among others, the United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM), UNDP and OHCHR have 
issued publications outlining how a human rights approach could be adopted to each Goal. In Pathway 
to Gender Equality (2004), UNIFEM asked whether limiting gender equality and women’s empower-
ment to primary and secondary education could “send the international community backwards”. It 
pragmatically concluded that the Goals should be viewed instead as an opportunity to advance the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women. It called for gender equal-
ity to be mainstreamed in all Goals and provide Goal-by-Goal guidance. In Human Rights and the Mil-
lennium Development Goals: Making the Link (2007), UNDP sought to draw on the synergies between 
the human rights and the MDG agenda. It pointed out how the human rights approach could improve 
efforts to reach the Goals and focus on the importance of setting minimum standards, disaggregation 
to reveal and address patterns of discrimination, and strengthened strategies for accountability. 

Claiming the Millennium Development Goals, by OHCHR, sets out a tailored human rights approach 
to the Goals. States and development actors are asked to incorporate human rights in MDG-related 
planning, implementation and monitoring by:

(a) Aligning the Goals with human rights by harmonizing MDG targets and indicators with human rights 
standards;

(b) Being transformational, not technocratic, by adopting a human rights-based approach to empow-
erment and participation;

(c) Prioritizing rights by making policy choices and resource-allocation decisions within a human 
rights framework; 

(d) Claiming the Goals by ensuring enforceable rights, accountability mechanisms and sustainable 
strategies.

International response

At the international level, there have been some positive responses to the express and implicit calls for 
closer alignment of the Goals with the normative framework of human rights and the policy implications 
of a human rights-based approach.

One particularly positive development came in 2001. The General Assembly supplemented Goal 6 by 
making a series of detailed commitments. These included: the development and implementation of 
multisectoral national strategies and financing plans for combating HIV/AIDS by 2003; the integra-
tion of HIV/AIDS prevention, care, treatment and support and impact mitigation priorities into the 
mainstream of development planning by 2003; reducing HIV prevalence by 25 per cent among young 
people in the most affected countries by 2005 and by 25 per cent globally by 2010; and ensuring by 
2010 that 95 per cent of young people have access to the knowledge, education, life skills and services 
to reduce their vulnerability to HIV infection.10
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The 2005 World Summit Outcome contained clear and unprecedented commitments by Member 
States to mainstream human rights in their national policies. In 2007, some of the targets were ad-
justed and one notable step was the inclusion of a target on reproductive rights under Goal 5. In 
2007, the General Assembly, in its resolution 62/208 on the triennial comprehensive policy review 
of operational activities for development of the United Nations system, recognized the close linkages 
between development, peace and security, and human rights. There has also been a general call by 
UNDP on countries to adapt the Goals to the national context.11 However, it has not recommended that 
the contextualization should take into account a State’s human rights obligations.

There have also been some notable global failures. Negotiations on the Doha Declaration to concretize 
the commitments under Goal 8 to reduce agricultural protectionism have consistently failed. The 2007 
revision of the MDG targets and indicators did nothing to address the unambitious and misguided 
target on slum upgrading. A review of the Millennium Project’s reports reveals wide variances in the 
extent to which they recommend human rights approaches. The report on child and maternal health 
is grounded in a human rights perspective,12 while that on water and sanitation appears rather tech-
nocratic and mentions human rights only as a rhetorical concept.13 The United Nations high-level task 
force on the implementation of the right to development, in its final report in March 2010, suggests 
a large number of areas where global partnerships within the scope of Goal 8 continue to require 
strengthening from a human rights perspective.14

Assessing the incorporation of human rights approaches in practice

A greater unknown is the extent to which States and other development actors have adopted a human 
rights approach at the national level, particularly during the past few years. Therefore, in 2008, OHCHR 
commissioned a series of research studies to review the extent to which regional and national MDG re-
ports and related strategy documents (such as poverty reduction and sectoral strategies) incorporated 
a human rights approach. An initial examination of the selected MDG reports in most countries under 
review is not particularly encouraging.15 The number of references to human rights or specific human 
rights or the rights of groups is very low or absent in some reports. However, this is not to suggest that 
mere rhetorical references to human rights reveal the degree to which human rights approaches have 
been integrated in development practice, but it does at least indicate the extent to which human rights 
discourse has penetrated key development institutions.

This analytical exercise went beyond merely looking for explicit human rights language. Rather, it asked 
what dimensions of MDG reporting and strategizing are consistent with a human rights approach, and 
what is conflicting or missing. In addition, these studies sought to question how these gaps and chal-
lenges could effectively be addressed from a human rights perspective and what good practices and 
lessons could be identified. Papers were commissioned to focus on:
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(a) Income poverty and economic growth strategies (targets 1.A and 1.B);
(b) Hunger (target 1.C); 
(c) Maternal mortality (target 5.A);
(d) Water and sanitation (target 7.C); 
(e) Global partnership commitments (Goal 8).

In general, the analysis of these five subjects was based on the two regional MDG reports for Africa 
and Asia, a sample of national MDG reports and poverty reduction strategy papers from 15 countries 
and, in the case of the commissioned analysis on global partnerships, a number of MDG donor reports. 
Primary and secondary human rights literature was used to help evaluate these official MDG-related 
documents, including reports of the United Nations human rights treaty bodies as well as civil society 
documentation and scholarly literature. 

This overview seeks to draw together the main themes identified in the five analyses as well as trends 
evident in other Goals not discussed therein. This publication is organized under the four main elements 
of the human rights approach to the Goals outlined in Claiming the Millennium Development Goals and 
examines the main cross-cutting themes under each.



Human Rights and the Millennium Development Goals in Practice : A review of country strategies and reporting8

I. Aligning MDG targets with human rights

In Claiming the Millennium Development Goals it was recommended that States should align MDG 
targets and indicators with international human rights standards. There was strong emphasis on align-
ing them closely with the relevant economic and social rights obligations, and on ensuring that the 
targets and indicators address the human rights of women and excluded groups. It noted that countries 
could adopt additional human rights-related goals and pointed to the example of Mongolia, which had 
adopted a ninth goal on democracy and governance. Such adjustment is supported in principle by 
UNDP and the World Bank, which argue that the global Goals were always intended to be adapted to 
the national context.16

A. Positive and negative examples of alignment

The most well-known example of adjusting MDG targets to a country’s situation, and possibly human 
rights obligations, is Thailand’s MDG-plus model, which adapted 9 of the 11 domestic targets. For 
example, income poverty was to be reduced to 4 per cent of the population and the goal of universal 
education extended from primary to secondary education. More specific targets were set for women 
(such as doubling the proportion of women in the national parliament, administrative organizations 
and civil service executive positions by 2006) and marginalized regions (reducing by half the under-
five mortality rate in highland areas, selected northern provinces and three southernmost provinces 
by 2015). 

Latin America and the Caribbean, as a whole, amended target 2.A to include secondary educa-
tion with a target of 75 per cent of children to be accorded access by 2010. However, it did not 
indicate whether this meant lower secondary (grades 7–9) or complete secondary education. The 
Inter-American Development Bank notes that “the region does not appear to be that distant from the 
more demanding goal of secondary enrolment, if it is understood as encompassing the lower second-
ary grades. The picture worsens significantly if secondary is defined as the complete post-primary 
cycle”.17 One of the strong criticisms of MDG monitoring and target-setting in that region is the lack 
of disaggregated targeting and data, especially with respect to indigenous peoples and other ethnic 
minority groups.18 However, there is a positive country experience in Ecuador, for example, which has 
now started to develop MDG reports for Afro-descendants and indigenous peoples and disaggregates 
data accordingly.

In Africa, one positive innovation concerns Kenya’s water and sanitation sector. At a multi-stakeholder 
conference in November 2007, six targets were set for 2008. This included a 10-per-cent increase 
in coverage in each region of Kenya. Such disaggregated targets are crucial to ensure that reported 
improvements in national averages do not mask continuing wide disparities across the eight regions. 
As its MDG report of 2005 made clear, only 22 per cent had access to safe water in the north-east 
compared with an urban average of 89 per cent and a rural average of 49 per cent. However, these 
urban figures in themselves are highly questionable. Nairobi is listed as having an access figure of 
92.6 per cent. Yet, two thirds of its inhabitants are living in informal settlements with no access to 
safe water; they rely on vendors selling water of variable quality or use polluted dams or illegal con-
nections. It is likely that this group is included in the rural figure and there is a need for the country 
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to disaggregate water and sanitation statistics according to property status, in order for policies to 
be properly targeted. 

The need for closer alignment of MDG targets with human rights can be vividly seen in target 7.D, where 
it appears that certain MDG-based strategies have served as a cover to justify human rights violations. 
For example, it has been argued that a provincial slum clearance law in South Africa and moves to 
replicate it were based on a flawed interpretation of target 7.D: 

News that the KwaZulu-Natal Elimination and Prevention of Re-emergence of Slums Act will be 
replicated in other provinces comes as no surprise. Since 2001, national and provincial housing 
departments have been mandated with achieving this target, which stems from a fundamentally 
flawed South African interpretation of the United Nations Millennium Development Goals of 
2000. … One of the United Nations MDG targets is to significantly improve the lives of 100 
million slum-dwellers—10 per cent of the slum population—by 2020. The slogan “Cities Without 
Slums” accompanies this target. … Improving the lives of 10 per cent of slum-dwellers by 2020 
was conceptualized as a first step to eventually achieve cities without slums.

Source: Marie Huchzermeyer, “Slums law based on flawed interpretation of UN goals”, Business 
Day (Johannesburg), 19 May 2008.

The author of this same newspaper article went on to point out that nowhere does the United Nations 
suggest it has a target for achieving cities without slums and that the United Nations Human Settle-
ments Programme (UN-Habitat) positively discourages forced eviction and slum clearance policies. 
In this instance, the Constitutional Court of South Africa struck down the law in 2009 after the social 
movement Abahlali baseMjondolo launched a case claiming the law violated constitutional rights. Un-
fortunately, this problematic interpretation of target 7.D is not confined to this case. In its 2005 MDG 
report, Viet Nam mentions urban slum clearance as one of the measures it has taken to reach target 
7.D. Thus, instead of rectifying the absence of references to secure tenure and participatory upgrading 
in target 7.D, some countries appear to be linking the MDG agenda with slum clearance policies that 
appear to conflict directly with their own human rights treaty obligations.

B. Income poverty

The income poverty target has been criticized by many commentators for a variety of reasons.19  
Having a dollar-a-day poverty line was arguably too modest a goal in a historical perspective and it 
is not surprising that this is the Goal most likely to be reached at the global level by 2015. Indeed,  
according to the Millennium Development Goals Report 2010,20 the global economic crisis has slowed 
progress, but the world is still on track to meet the poverty reduction target, with an expected reduction 
to 15 per cent by 2015.

In August 2008, the World Bank also confirmed these suspicions by releasing poverty figures based 
on 2005 cost-of-living data (previous measurements were based on 1993 data). They showed that a 
further 400 million people lived below an adjusted poverty measure of $1.25 per day21 and recent 
rises in food and oil prices sadly mean that this number has increased further. Moreover, newly updated 
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estimates suggest that the global economic crisis will leave an additional 64 million in extreme poverty 
by the end of 2010, principally in sub-Saharan African and Eastern and South-Eastern Asia.

Commissioned research suggests that countries are regularly advised to set national poverty lines to 
ensure a more contextually appropriate goal and many appear to be doing so. In Bangladesh, a stan-
dard/upper poverty line and extreme/lower poverty line have been calculated according to the cost of 
basic needs, although no information is provided either in the MDG report or in the poverty reduction 
strategy paper on how these were calculated. The poverty reduction strategy paper of October 2005 
sets specific targets for reducing the number of people living below the upper line to 25 per cent by 
2015 and those living in the lower bracket to 9.5 per cent, which is slightly more ambitious than its 
original target of reducing income poverty to 29 per cent and extreme poverty to 14 per cent, as set out 
in its MDG progress reports of 2005 and 2007. In Ethiopia, Viet Nam and Indonesia, similar modest 
targets (usually 5-6 per cent below the poverty line halved) can be found. Both Kenyan and Ugandan 
poverty targets are more ambitious, aiming for a cut to 10 per cent under the poverty line instead of 28 
per cent by 2015 (Kenya) and by 2017 (Uganda), according to their national MDG progress reports of 
2005 and 2003, respectively. 

However, it is questionable whether these adapted targets are adequately linked to a State’s obligation to 
progressively realize the right to an adequate standard of living within its maximum available resources, 
as provided for in article 2 (1) of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, for 
example. In Kenya, it is perhaps arguable that the goal is too ambitious. Its 2005 MDG report actually 
predicts an increase in income poverty from 56 per cent in 2000 to 65.9 per cent by 2015, making the 
target of 10 per cent seem rather unrealistic. On the other hand, Viet Nam’s goal seems under-ambitious. 
It has reached the Goal of halving those living on a dollar a day and has set 10-11 per cent as the pro-
portion of people living under the national poverty line by 2010. With growth at roughly 8 per cent a year 
until 2008 and 5–6.5 per cent in 2009–2010, a more ambitious target could be aimed for, particularly 
if poorer regions, including those populated by ethnic minority groups, are to be reached.

The second key criticism of the income poverty target is that it can be attained without improving the 
situation of the poorest of the poor or excluded groups. One indicator for target 1.A does measure 
the depth of poverty although it does not reflect its severity. In any case, neither this indicator nor the 
dollar-a-day indicator is required to be measured in a disaggregated fashion, and no global targets are 
set for reducing the severity or depth of poverty. It is possible to collect such data and it is notable that 
Kenya’s poverty reduction strategy paper provides poverty figures by geographic area ranging from 6 to 
78 per cent across sub-localities in Nairobi, for instance. Furthermore, no targets were set within Goal 1 
for concrete measures, such as coverage of social safety nets. Taking steps to realize the right to social 
security can play a critical role in reducing income poverty, as the experiences of Brazil, the Republic 
of Korea and South Africa demonstrate. Moreover, ILO estimates that almost all countries can afford a 
basic and universal social security package.22

In the countries sampled, there were a few attempts to develop specific indicators to reach the poorest 
of the poor or introduce accompanying mechanisms such as social security. Indeed, there has been 
growing movement to include social protection as a target in the Goals.23 The global financial crisis 
has demonstrated the importance of social protection in reducing income poverty and protecting MDG 
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gains—an issue that is also reflected in the report of the Secretary-General “Keeping the promise”.24 
Bangladesh’s extreme/lower poverty line and its associated target of reducing extreme poverty rep-
resent one attempt to reach the poorest of the poor. Moreover, in Millennium Development Goals: 
Mid-Term Bangladesh Progress Report 2007, Bangladesh seems to acknowledge that the Goals imply 
halving the share of the poorest quintile in both national income and consumption, and further ac-
knowledges that it is not meeting this target despite having succeeded in halving income poverty. None 
of the other countries in the sample attempted to introduce targets for the poorest of the poor and 
excluded, although Uganda includes a Gini coefficient (which shows an increase in inequality) while a 
number of countries disaggregate data by region.

C. Hunger

The background analysis on target 1.B noted that the undernourishment indicator is problematic 
to the extent that it measures food availability, and whilst there are some adjustments to account 
for inequality in food distribution, they do not give a very reliable indicator of actual individual 
food consumption or household food security—and many of the MDG reports make this point. The 
anthropometric indicator for underweight children under the age of five is acknowledged to be a 
more reliable measure, but should be supplemented by indicators for child stunting and child 
wasting.

In the reviewed MDG reports, two common features were apparent: the lack of disaggregation and the 
need for additional indicators. None provided hunger data disaggregated by gender, ethnic, indigenous, 
rural/urban, agro-ecological zone, administrative region, class, caste, religion. Even linguistic disag-
gregation can be very important in ensuring appropriately targeted interventions. None of the countries 
introduced additional targets and indicators for policies that would be critical for addressing hunger, 
such as access to land and social security.25

D. Education

Outside sub-Saharan Africa, most countries are on track to ensure universal primary education by 
2015 or have already largely achieved it. This suggests that the Goal was unambitious for many coun-
tries despite the need for 100 per cent coverage and certainly below the requirements under interna-
tional human rights treaties. As discussed above, some countries have already set additional targets for 
secondary education. Latin America and the Caribbean introduced a target of 75 per cent in secondary 
education and Thailand introduced a target of 100 per cent. Setting targets for secondary education in 
Africa is also feasible despite the slower progress on primary education. 

However, it appears that no country has set targets for other aspects of the right to education, for exam-
ple that primary education should be free, compulsory and of a certain quality. Some countries such 
as Kenya and Malawi have introduced free primary education as a strategy and China has introduced 
scholarships for poor students, including free textbooks. China has also emphasized that education is 
compulsory and, along with Viet Nam and Malawi, is paying greater attention to the quality of educa-
tion. However, from a sample of MDG reports, there is no attempt to set targets for—or measure—the 
affordability of primary school education.  
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E. Maternal mortality

Almost all MDG reports reviewed adopt the 1990-based MDG indicators of maternal mortality and 
skilled birth attendants. The former is highly problematic and usually misleading since maternal mor-
tality is highest in those countries where data collection is poor, an issue acknowledged in some MDG 
reports. The indicator of skilled birth attendants is an improvement, but the six indicators included in 
the 1997 Guidelines for Monitoring the Availability and Use of Obstetric Services provide a more ac-
curate measurement of whether a service is of sufficient quality, available and equitably distributed. 
A review of some MDG reports and country policies indicates a general trend to begin to recognize 
the importance of emergency obstetric care (EmOC) in strategies, but it is generally neglected in MDG 
reports in terms of indicators or development of targets.

For example, in 2004 Uganda actually commissioned an EmOC assessment, which found that the 
“national met need” was only 23.9 per cent and acknowledged it should be 100 per cent. Scaling up 
EmOC was recognized as a strategic priority in Uganda’s Road Map for Accelerating the Reduction of 
Maternal and Neonatal Mortality and Morbidity 2006-15. However, this reorientation towards EmOC 
is not reflected in its 2007 MDG progress report, which reports only on skilled birth attendants but 
not this type of assessment. It does mention, in passing, that the first direct intervention needed is 
improved access to EmOC and that harmful cultural and traditional practices affecting the health of 
women are among the many other challenges that persist. Uganda has an extremely high and persis-
tent maternal mortality ratio, and it would seem that the Road Map is yet to be implemented.

In India, EmOC was included as a strategy in the initial phase of the 1997-2003 Reproductive and 
Child Health Programme, but at that time there appeared to be no comprehensive data on the unmet 
need for EmOC or on how many EmOC facilities were actually functional. However, the National Family 
Health Survey-3 did report on the reasons why women did not give birth in health facilities: 26.2 per 
cent because they thought it was too expensive; 11 per cent because it was too far; and 5.9 per cent 
because their husbands or families did not allow them. The current national plan for health of women 
and children (2007-11)26 acknowledges the need for special measures to assist women in accessing 
health facilities. However, discrimination, for example on the basis of caste and ethnicity, seems to be 
under-measured. Maternal mortality was reported to be higher in areas with a higher number of Dalit 
communities and Adivasi tribal groups and the level of maternal mortality was strongly correlated with 
the availability of amenities and infrastructure in the village.27 Human rights groups have also reported 
that pregnant Dalit women have been denied access to health facilities, including in emergencies.28 
This suggests that there is a critical need to disaggregate the indicators according to caste and tribal 
group.

The only country in the sample to report on some aspects of the Guidelines for Monitoring the Avail-
ability and Use of Obstetric Services was Kenya, which reported that only 9 per cent of its health 
facilities were equipped to provide comprehensive essential obstetric care while only 15 per cent could 
provide basic obstetric care. In North-Eastern Province, UNICEF researchers actually found that there 
was adequate coverage of comprehensive EmOC services, but that the quality of services was poor, 
as evidenced by the number of deaths, and some procedures such as assisted vaginal delivery and 
removal of retained products were not available and access to essential drugs was limited.29 
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Worldwide, the maternal mortality ratio declined slightly, at a rate of less than 1 per cent a year, 
between 1990 and 2005. The 2010 Report of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Human Rights on preventable maternal mortality and morbidity and human rights30 stated that 
five types of obstetric emergencies accounted for some 73 per cent of all maternal deaths. They are 
haemorrhage, infection or sepsis, unsafe abortion, pre-eclampsia and eclampsia, and prolonged or 
obstructed labour. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), UNICEF, the World Bank and oth-
ers, most maternal deaths and disabilities could be prevented through access to sufficient care during 
pregnancy and childbirth and effective interventions. In 1986, WHO estimated that 88 to 98 per cent 
of maternal deaths were preventable31 and, more recently, in The State of the World’s Children 2009: 
Maternal and Newborn Health,32 UNICEF reaffirmed that approximately 80 per cent of maternal deaths 
could be averted if women had access to essential maternity and basic health-care services.

The Report further highlighted an overwhelming number of interrelated reasons for maternal mortal-
ity. These reasons ultimately prevent pregnant women from getting the health care they need and are 
often referred to as the “three delays”: (a) delay in seeking appropriate medical help for an obstetric 
emergency because of cost, failure to recognize the emergency, poor education, lack of information and 
gender inequality; (b) delay in reaching an appropriate facility for reasons of distance, infrastructure or 
transport; and (c) delay in receiving adequate care at the facility because of staff shortages or because 
electricity, water or medical supplies are not available. This only reaffirms that urgently addressing these 
delays, taking preventive measures, and ensuring affordable (free where possible) and effective access 
to EmOC services should top countries’ priorities in their efforts to substantively reduce and eventually 
eliminate persistent maternal mortality, which of all Goals is the furthest from being achieved. 

F. Water and sanitation

A review of MDG reports and sectoral strategies reveals some attempts to align target 7.C, both explic-
itly and implicitly, with the right to water and international and regional human rights standards relating 
to sanitation. South Africa and Kenya have set targets for universal access to water and sanitation 
before 2015, while Sri Lanka has set a goal for universal access to safe water by 2025. Other countries 
surveyed have not set such targets and it is one of the areas omitted in Thailand’s MDG-plus model. 

In South Africa, the constitutional and legal obligations to progressively realize the right to water and 
sanitation predate the Goals, which may explain why the MDG discourse in South Africa is not sig-
nificant in this sector. However, one of the challenges in South Africa is the disconnections of water 
supply, which are not picked up by MDG indicators, and there is a vigorous national debate over the 
precise number. This suggests that additional indicators such as the number of disconnections and 
also affordability are needed to complement standard access indicators. The obligation of progressive 
realization also needs to be considered when setting targets. In a number of municipalities in South 
Africa, there is close to basic universal access, but those living in informal settlements may have to 
wait more than a decade before they can have an adequate amount of water owing to the long waiting 
lists for upgraded housing.
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In Kenya, the Constitution (as at July 2010) and other legislation on water and public health do not 
explicitly provide for a right to water and sanitation, which is recognized only in certain sectoral policies. 
Despite noticeable improvements in service delivery, pro-poor extension efforts were limited to the rural 
sector until 2007, which resulted in minimal improvements in water and sanitation coverage in informal 
settlements. However, unlike other countries, Kenya has set minimum targets for water sufficiency. The 
MDGs Status Report for Kenya (2005) stated that to achieve the water and sanitation-related Goals, 
the nationwide coverage of safe water supply would need to increase to 80 per cent and coverage of 
improved sanitation to 96 per cent. The National Poverty Eradication Plan also sets out that all Kenyans 
should have water by 2010 and sanitation by 2015.

Indonesia’s MDG progress reports and relevant policies and laws indicate there is no national rights-
based strategy on water and sanitation. As at 2007, the provision of both drinking water and basic 
sanitation appeared to be low on the Government’s list of political priorities, reflected in a relatively low 
level of investment. Its 2007 MDG report stated, nevertheless, that access to sanitation in both rural 
and urban areas had consistently improved, from 30.9 per cent in 1992 to 69.3 per cent in 2006, and 
that Indonesia had, therefore, achieved the sanitation-related Goal. However, its MDG reports use only 
outcome indicators, and did not report in a disaggregated fashion on whether sufficient efforts were 
being made, especially with regard to vulnerable groups.

The United Nations Independent Expert on the issue of human rights obligations related to access to 
safe drinking water and sanitation, Catarina de Albuquerque, is concerned that the global MDG target 
on access to water and sanitation would still leave 672 million people without access to “improved” 
water sources and 1.7 billion people without access to sanitation by 2015, although achieving these 
targets would undoubtedly represent a great success. Nevertheless, much can be achieved where there 
is political will. For instance, in Bangladesh, the National Water Policy of 1998 and the National Sanita-
tion Strategy of 2005 recognized water and sanitation as human rights, and set targets for universal 
access to safe drinking water and sanitation to be achieved by 2011 and 2013, respectively.

There are other ways in which human rights can fill gaps in monitoring Goal 7. While target 7.C explicitly 
refers to access to safe drinking water, the indicator does not measure quality directly, and the assump-
tion that improved sources are more likely to provide safe water than unimproved sources is mislead-
ing. To monitor this target the collected data are often disaggregated by rural/urban areas, while further 
disaggregation is indispensable for effectively detecting discrimination on all prohibited grounds under 
human rights treaties. In this respect, it is important for data to be disaggregated by wealth quintile as 
well as by gender. In this respect, it is positive that UNICEF and WHO are beginning to develop progres-
sive and disaggregated monitoring methods by using a non-binary ladder of achievement (i.e., looking 
at overall progress in moving from open defecation to household toilets) and taking steps to measure 
progress for the poorest of the poor.

G. Global partnership

The importance of a global partnership in Goal 8 is mentioned frequently in national reports as well 
as in the MDG reports of donor countries. There is a marked absence of quantitative and time-bound 
benchmarks for this particular Goal; its accountability framework, therefore, needs to be significantly 
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strengthened from a human rights perspective. The qualitative targets are matched only with a detailed 
list of indicators from debt relief to development aid and trade that ask for the creation of benchmarks. 
This is reflected in many donor reports, which tend to list development aid projects and programmes 
without a detailed assessment of how they are systematically addressing the range of issues raised 
in Goal 8. The United Nations high-level task force on the implementation of the right to development 
recently submitted its final report, outlining how global partnerships within the scope of Goal 8 could 
be strengthened from a human rights perspective.

From 2001 to 2008, some targets were actually set, either at various international meetings or through 
objectives established in the policies of donor countries and international financial institutions. How-
ever, they are often far from being met and are more restrictive in practice than originally envisaged. 

For example, in 1970 economically developed countries committed themselves at the United Nations 
General Assembly to “progressively increase official development assistance to the developing coun-
tries” and “exert [their] best efforts to reach a minimum net amount of 0.7 per cent of gross national 
product at market prices by the middle of the Decade”.33 The target was not met in 1975 or by 2000. It 
was then omitted in Goal 8 with the aid as percentage of gross domestic product (GDP) being relegated 
to an indicator, although the Group of Eight (G-8) at its Summit at Gleneagles, United Kingdom, in 
2005 resolved to double its aid to Africa by 2010 compared to 2004 levels and made commitments to 
provide aid for specific Goals.34 Between 2002 and 2006, official development assistance increased, 
but in 2007 it fell by 8.4 per cent. Aid to Africa has increased overall—10 per cent in real terms—but it 
is not on track to reach the Gleneagles commitment. 

In the 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, donor countries also established aid effectiveness 
targets to be reached by 2010, including continued progress in untying aid and reducing by two thirds 
the number of parallel project implementation units. Reviewing the progress made so far at Accra in 
September 2008, developing and donor countries agreed in the Accra Agenda for Action that the Paris 
Declaration “created powerful momentum to change the way developing countries and donors work 
together” but that the “pace of progress is too slow” (para. 6). Research shows that the percentage 
of untied aid for Uganda, Kenya and Ethiopia increased between 2006 and 2008, but decreased in 
Cambodia. Attaining a global picture is particularly difficult since the status of almost 50 per cent of 
aid is unreported. 

Despite these commitments, recent crises and economic uncertainty make for a gloomy global picture. 
According to The Global Partnership for Development at a Critical Juncture: MDG Gap Task Force report 
of 2010,35 aid delivery is slowing down, with only 0.31 per cent of donors’ gross national income al-
located as official development assistance—far short of the United Nations target of 0.7 per cent. In 
particular, Africa is expected to receive only about $45 billion in 2010, i.e., $16 billion short of the 
Gleneagles target (in 2009 prices). Consequently, commitments to double aid to Africa by 2010 will 
not be met. Moreover, despite reported improvements in aid effectiveness and 87 per cent of bilateral 
donor aid in 2008 being untied, much remains to be done to improve the predictability of aid and 
reduce transaction costs. The Task Force further recommends expanding cooperation between develop-
ing countries and exploring innovative financing mechanisms in addition to traditional aid modalities.
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The MDG Gap Task Force is also uncertain of the prospects of the Doha Round multilateral trade negoti-
ations. A number of low-income countries were already in debt distress before the crisis erupted and, by 
the end of May 2010, only 28 countries out of the 40 countries eligible for debt relief under the Heavily 
Indebted Poor Countries Debt Initiative (HIPC) had reached their completion point. Funds for essential 
medicines are also drying up. Given this situation, a number of priority actions are required, including 
cutting trade tariffs and removing non-tariff barriers, providing duty-free and quota-free market access 
to least developed countries and extending the flexibilities of the Agreement on Trade-related Aspects 
of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) for generic and essential medicines. Reducing the debt burden 
of the least developed countries remains critical if the Goals are to be achieved by 2015, in line with 
the commitments on debt sustainability made in the Monterrey Consensus. These challenges call for 
acceleration of delivery on financing for development commitments.
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II. Empowerment and participation

Empowerment and participation, which are key human rights principles, have become a standard fea-
ture of development discourse. The third key recommendation of the Millennium Project focused on the 
need for broad-based participation in implementing the Goals:

•	 Developing countries should craft and implement the MDG-based poverty reduction strategies in 
transparent and inclusive processes, working closely with civil society, the domestic private sector 
and international partners. 

•	 Civil society should contribute actively to designing policies, delivering services and monitoring 
progress. 

•	 Private sector firms and organizations should contribute actively to policy design, transparency 
initiatives and, where appropriate, public-private partnerships.36

The human rights dimension was also emphasized in the Accra Agenda for Action. Developing coun-
tries committed to working with parliaments, local authorities and civil society towards an “open and 
inclusive dialogue on development policies”. Donors would help build the “capacity of all development 
actors” and all partners would “ensure their respective development policies and programmes are 
designed and implemented in ways consistent with their agreed international commitments on gender 
equality, human rights, disability and environmental sustainability” (para. 13).

A human rights approach requires a particular focus on the quality and accessibility of such processes. 
Empowerment requires the recognition that people are the prime agents of development and need to 
be part of the transformation of the structures and the overcoming of the obstacles that have created 
or contributed to poverty. Participation includes effective respect for civil and political rights, such as 
the right to vote, freedom of expression and freedom of association. Indeed, a number of MDG reports 
make a link between political participation and economic and social development. Kenya’s MDG report 
of 2005, for example, partly tied poverty to poor democratic governance under the former regime and 
committed itself to translating new democratic space into development gains. However, civil and politi-
cal rights are only part of the equation. The Chronic Poverty Research Centre recently argued, paradoxi-
cally, that social protection programmes were often created in an electoral context by political parties 
representing broader political movements but that some countries with “illiberal” or “less-than-open 
political systems” had been best at addressing chronic poverty in their poverty reduction strategies.37 
However, the balance of evidence strongly supports the instrumental, as well as constitutive, impor-
tance of civil and political rights for development.38

Beyond civil and political rights, specific development-related participatory processes should be criti-
cally assessed as to whether:

•	 There are mutually agreed minimum standards for the participatory process;
•	 Individuals can participate in the design, implementation and monitoring of development strate-

gies that affect them;
•	 Women and marginalized groups are effectively included;
•	 Elite capture is prevented and unjust power relations are challenged;
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•	 The process is transparent and information is accessible; and
•	 Accountability mechanisms ensure that the participatory process is held to the minimum  

standards.

It is notable that participation as envisioned by the Millennium Project does not include grass-roots 
and community involvement but seems to be exclusively focused on organizational participation. This 
contradicts other work in development, including by the World Bank, to encourage community-driven 
development at scale.39

At a simplistic level, one can ask what level of participation there was in the preparation of MDG 
reports. The preparation of MDG reports should be participatory40 and it is clear that UNDP has taken 
steps to encourage multi-stakeholder and NGO participation. For example, in Bulgaria, the Government 
authors of the second national MDG report consulted ministries, academia, NGOs and the United Na-
tions country team with the assistance of UNDP. Thailand’s 2004 MDG report claimed to have been 
prepared through broad consultation with Government agencies, the United Nations country team, the 
World Bank, UNDP, NGOs and national consultants. However, what is clear is that the consultations 
rarely appear to have extended beyond the capitals, and civil society participation is often confined to 
professional NGOs and does not include social movements and representative organizations. The Sec-
retariat of the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues praised Thailand for its specific 
focus on northeast and southernmost provinces, where many indigenous peoples and fisherfolk live; 
however, it further noted the apparent absence of participation from indigenous peoples’ organizations 
in the report.41

The same tendency is revealed in national planning, for example with poverty reduction strategies 
and other economic and sectoral strategies. An internal World Bank review of participation in poverty 
reduction strategy papers in 2002 found that national Governments tended to hand-pick civil society 
groups and often ignored non-traditional NGOs and community-based organizations located outside 
the metropolis or those engaged in niche issues.42 Instead, grass-roots and community involvement is 
generally viewed as relevant only to implementation. The nutrition programme in Bangladesh included 
a participatory element in its design and implementation, but this was with the aim of having nutrition 
services increasingly managed by local communities. However, there have been efforts to ensure broad-
based participation in national planning in some countries, and the recent poverty reduction strategy in 
Liberia is perhaps a noteworthy instance, extending to village level across the country.

The blame cannot be pinned entirely on national Governments. One of the key objectives of poverty 
reduction strategy papers, for example, is to trigger the release of funds by the World Bank, the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF) and other donors.43 Moreover, according to the Millennium Project and the 
Millennium Villages initiative, the MDG agenda often focuses on providing and expanding supply-side 
development interventions, such as school places, bed nets, health facilities, and water and sanitation 
systems. This approach is, of course, sorely needed in many countries where the State’s capacities and 
role have diminished under structural adjustment programmes. However, there has not been much fo-
cus on scaling up successful community practices as part of national planning. It has been argued that, 
in slum upgrading, Governments need to build on the success of large-scale informal land delivery, as 
well as address its shortcomings,44 while in the Islamic legal context, it has similarly been argued that 
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well-intentioned donor-driven efforts to establish modern land systems must not ignore the obduracy of 
informal norms, practices and processes.45 This problem surfaced in some of the major slum-upgrading 
projects related to the Goals, which failed to take this into account.46

There are, however, also examples of successful community projects, such as slum-upgrading projects 
in Thailand, that have been scaled up to the national level, where they are administered by NGOs which 
passed on Government funds and loans according to plans submitted by communities. The same ap-
plies to efforts to reduce maternal mortality. While provision of EmOC facilities is critical in preventing 
maternal mortality, an empirical study showed that community-based strategies and context-specific 
services are crucial in reducing maternal mortality.47

Participation generally tends to be more evident in project implementation or in service delivery (in-
volving user groups) than in policy formulation. For example, all the countries reviewed for the present  
publication make some provision for the participation of users in water and sanitation programmes. 
In Sri Lanka, there are significant policy measures to ensure such participation.48 This is especially 
the case with rural water-supply and sanitation projects, where the prevalent policy is to include the 
participation of users, planners and policymakers at all levels of sector activity. Community-based 
organizations contribute to the capital investment of water and sanitation facilities, take ownership of 
the facilities and assets, and take full responsibility for sustaining and maintaining them. Participatory 
approaches to water and sanitation delivery are emerging only in low-income settlements in urban 
areas, however. In Bangladesh, the Government has officially adopted the Community-Led Total Sani-
tation approach, which was developed by the Village Education Resource Centre and WaterAid, and 
has been credited with raising awareness about the importance of sanitation and helping to eliminate 
open defecation. This approach advocates the empowerment of the community to examine its sanita-
tion status, to take action to address it, to find and finance its own sanitation solutions, and low-cost 
sanitation technologies have been developed as a result.49

In order to increase participation in policy formulation at the outset, there need to be enforceable 
guarantees for public access to a wide range of information, especially for the very poor, along with 
clear standards for participation and capacity-building to ensure active and informed representation 
of vulnerable and marginalized groups. Participation in decision-making, where it exists, has mostly 
been limited to established NGOs, rather than active engagement of representatives of vulnerable and 
marginalized groups.
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III. Prioritizing rights in policy

A human rights approach does not automatically prescribe policy choices or resource allocations. In 
general, it provides a framework for assessing policy choices and places an emphasis on participa-
tion. However, in some cases the international human rights treaties set forth clear requirements on 
the types of policies that States that have ratified them should pursue, such as providing free primary 
education. Furthermore, the United Nations human rights treaty bodies, in their general comments, 
have indicated that some policies always require a high degree of justification such as forced evictions, 
deliberative retrogressive measures or discriminatory acts, interference with labour rights, as well as 
interference with civil and political rights. Moreover, States will be asked to justify the absence of rea-
sonable policies or steps towards realizing economic, social and cultural rights.50

In this chapter, MDG reports and sectoral strategies will be discussed from the perspective of whether 
particular choices will:

•	 Result in other human rights being violated;
•	 Cause a decline in the realization of rights, contravening the principle of non-retrogression;
•	 Be adequately directed towards realizing human rights and ensuring equality, including gender 

equality; and
•	 Provide adequate resources and allow sufficient policy space.

A. Do no harm and avoid retrogressive measures

A number of policies listed in MDG reports and related strategies suggest that some human rights 
could be directly violated during policy implementation. For example, in order to achieve a higher rate 
of economic growth, in its 2005 poverty reduction strategy paper, Bangladesh suggested a number 
of strategies to improve private investment which also included reforming labour laws to discourage 
politicization and acquiring land and “then hand [it] over… to potential investors for setting up new 
industries”. The first measure may be necessary, given the high levels of politicization of the civil service, 
but there is no discussion on how such proposals might affect labour rights. The second proposal could 
violate human rights if there is no adequate compensation for and resettlement of those affected. The 
use of expropriation powers to acquire private land in situations of poor governance has been increas-
ingly questioned.51 It is notable that, in a civil society shadow report on Bangladesh’s MDG perfor-
mance, evictions, in particular of indigenous peoples, and poor land administration services, with much 
of the public land often occupied by the powerful rich, sometimes in connivance with the land admin-
istration’s employees, register high among the concerns of residents interviewed across the country.52

Furthermore, in his 2009 report, the United Nations Special Rapporteur on the right to food, Olivier De 
Schutter, recommended that negotiations leading to large-scale land acquisitions and leases should 
comply with basic procedural requirements, including ensuring free, prior and informed participation of 
the local communities and adequate benefit-sharing. He urged that such agreements should take into 
account human rights which could be negatively affected by such investments, and should under no 
circumstances be allowed to trump the human rights obligations of the States concerned.53
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Policies other than those related to economic growth may also undermine human rights. For example, 
water, environment and energy policies under Goal 7, to protect forests, conserve water resources or 
build dams, can result in forced evictions. Some policies may have direct effects, for example Indone-
sia’s 2004 draft regulation on water usage rights introduced property ownership over water resources, 
which is a comparatively rare practice. In 2008, the People’s Coalition for the Right to Water (KRuHA) 
expressed its concern about this draft regulation from a human rights perspective, as the regulation’s 
concept of water usage rights appeared to acknowledge water as an overwhelmingly economic good 
based on a system of property rights which privileged individual, exclusive and enforceable ownership 
over water through certification. Unlike land management, water management and allocation are very 
unclear and prone to give rise to conflict between individuals, communities and regions. The draft 
regulation prioritized the exploitation of water at the expense of conservation and ignored community 
participation. It was also feared that the draft regulation would facilitate the commercialization and 
privatization of water resources through open-ended usage rights.54

Concerns have also been raised over new laws in many countries that are designed to prevent the 
spread of HIV, but can violate human rights and undermine efforts to achieve Goal 6. The Joint United 
Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) and UNDP have expressed alarm at the growing trend to 
criminalize HIV transmission and exposure, particularly in West Africa, Central Asia and Europe.55 In 
some cases, the laws punish pregnant women as well as HIV-positive people who engage in behaviour 
such as kissing. The broad sweep of the laws means that many are unlikely to have their right to a 
fair trial realized, since they cannot foresee their liability for prosecution. UNAIDS and UNDP note that 
most prosecutions have been against members of ethnic minorities, migrants or men who have sex 
with men. Moreover, many of these laws restrict access to HIV-related services on grounds that appear 
to be discriminatory—for instance, excluding men who have sex with men, sex workers or drug users.

Other harmful policies fall under the category of “deliberatively retrogressive measures”. A general 
policy reform could mean the rollback of certain economic and social rights for various groups. A policy 
or measure that leads to a decline in the realization of human rights must be strongly justified, in ac-
cordance with the general comments of various United Nations human rights treaty-monitoring bodies. 
Indeed, a regional MDG report for Asia and the Pacific acknowledges that some policies for economic 
growth can have an adverse impact on the poor and the realization of the Goals. It specifically notes 
economy-wide institutional and policy reforms such as privatization, liberalization, capital account con-
vertibility and the promotion of foreign investment.56 It also states that such policies would need to be 
accompanied by active labour market interventions and robust safety nets. Full compliance with human 
rights would also require effective regulatory mechanisms for privatization in areas affecting economic 
and social rights.57 However, a review of poverty reduction strategies and MDG reports in four Asian 
and three African countries reveals the negative effects of economic growth and agricultural and food 
policies. Yet, mitigating measures are generally not considered. One exception is Ethiopia, where the 
Government in its 2006 progress report on its poverty reduction strategy paper, resolved to introduce 
a voluntary separation package to mitigate the social impact of possible labour restructuring during 
privatization. In Viet Nam, the World Bank also recommended such measures,58 although even these 
might need to be reviewed from a human rights perspective.
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Another key policy that often undermines economic and social rights and the Goals is charging for 
services or increasing fees to levels that the poor cannot afford. Empirical studies regularly show that 
fees at health-care centres discourage women from giving birth in these centres or attending them dur-
ing complications.59 In India, 26 per cent of women cited this as a reason for not giving birth in health 
centres and the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women has 
specifically warned India that privatizing health services may make them less affordable.60 Elsewhere, 
strategies in the water sector, for example in Sri Lanka and Indonesia, tend to value water solely as an 
economic commodity rather than a social good. In Kenya, there have been moves to tackle affordability 
directly with the Water Services Regulatory Board’s Tariff Guidelines (2007), which aim to establish 
tariffs that balance commercial, social and ecological interests. They also provide for a pro-poor policy 
that includes the provision of a lifeline tariff for poor households and specific guidance on kiosk sys-
tems used by the poor. 

The key challenge for many countries is to see the link between MDG-related policies and their pos-
sible harm to human rights. While democratic institutions, wider participation and judicial mechanisms 
can provide some form of accountability, it is often necessary to integrate specific and targeted pro-
cesses that address these issues up front. For example, in many cases it may be necessary to carry 
out independent human rights impact assessments of policies before they are approved. Zambia has 
instituted such a system with respect to foreign investment, where a law requires a full and independent 
assessment of the potential negative effects of foreign investors in particular sectors. An example of 
mitigating policies is that of Indonesia, where a medium-term unconditional cash transfer programme 
was created in 2005 to reduce the impact of lower untargeted fuel subsidies. 

B. Adequately direct policies towards the realization of human rights

The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has stated that steps to realize socio-eco-
nomic rights must be “deliberate, concrete and targeted as clearly as possible towards meeting the 
obligations” under the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights.61 In elaborating 
upon this obligation, the Constitutional Court of South Africa has set parameters for policymaking, 
which have been summarized as follows:

•	 The programme must be comprehensive, coherent and coordinated;
•	 Appropriate financial and human resources must be made available for the programme;
•	 It must be balanced and flexible, and make appropriate provision for short-, medium- and long-

term needs;
•	 It must be reasonably conceived and implemented; and
•	 It must be transparent and its contents must be made known effectively to the public.62

Moreover, the Court emphasized that meeting economic and social rights means that the most mar-
ginalized cannot be left out:
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To be reasonable, measures cannot leave out of account the degree and extent of the denial 
of the right they endeavour to realize. Those whose needs are most urgent and whose ability to 
enjoy all rights therefore is most in peril, must not be ignored by the measures aimed at achieving 
realization of the right. It may not be sufficient to meet the test of reasonableness to show 
that the measures are capable of achieving a statistical advance in the realization of the right. 
(Emphasis added)

Source: The Government of the Republic of South Africa and Others v. Grootboom and Others.

Policies outlined in MDG reports, poverty reduction strategies and sectoral strategies do not always 
reflect actual policy implementation, but sometimes they do reveal whether or not MDG-related strate-
gies incorporate a human rights-based approach. 

Economic growth policies feature consistently in MDG reports and national planning instruments such as 
poverty reduction strategies. Economic growth is obviously one key means of increasing the resources nec-
essary to fund social services and directly decrease income poverty through expanded work and livelihood 
opportunities. As the figure below shows, in Asia and the Pacific, the decrease in income poverty is strongly 
correlated with economic growth. However, it also indicates that the relationship with other Goals is more 
tenuous—with a weaker relationship with infant and maternal mortality and only little impact on education. 
In some cases, the relationship between growth and income poverty is weak. For example, 2008 data 
from the Ministry of Finance of Cambodia showed that, for every 10 percentage points in growth, there 
was only a 1-per-cent reduction in income poverty in the country, and economic growth tended to be nar-
rowly concentrated and captured by formal urban areas, while 90 per cent of the poor live in rural areas.

Figure: Impact of a 1-per-cent increase in per capita GDP on selected MDG indicators (in percentage)
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These empirical findings confirm once again that the type of economic growth and the wider policy and 
institutional settings remain crucial if the rights of the poorest and most marginalized are to be realized. 
The country experiences sampled in the present publication suggest that more conventional economic 
policies for promoting growth in the short-to-medium term are still often centre stage. The emphasis 
in each is usually on macroeconomic stability, trade liberalization, foreign investment, infrastructure, 
privatization and commercialization with an assumption that the benefits will trickle down. 

In none of the strategies was there consideration of which sectors might provide more employment, 
even though decent work is one of the MDG targets and a substantive right. This was particularly glaring 
in the case of Uganda, which had a strong emphasis on agro-processing and the commercialization 
of agriculture. While this may lead to an increase in the value added of goods produced, World Bank 
studies have indicated that small farmers are often more productive than larger farmers and employ-
ment gains from investments in smallholder agriculture can be higher.63 One positive aspect was the 
case of Ethiopia (as well as Uganda) in which “low-class” roads connecting rural areas were specifically 
included in road-building plans. Roads are a high priority for rural areas and a poverty impact assess-
ment of the road investment in Ethiopia was carried out in advance. However, the budget allocated to 
roads was 2.5 times that for health, although it was roughly the same as that for education.

Turning to sectoral policies, a key concern is whether policies in health, education, water and sanitation, 
food, etc. are adequately directed to the poor. For example, as noted above with reference to maternal 
mortality and reproductive rights in India, the relevant health services tend to be unavailable or poorly 
available to the most marginalized groups. While the delays in equitably providing EmOC services to 
women were also noted above, one interesting policy is the Janani Suraksha Yojana scheme (condi-
tional cash assistance programme in India), which focuses on demand barriers by giving women who 
live below the poverty line cash to encourage them to give birth in health-care facilities. 

In 2004, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic was directing its resources to improving access to 
water and sanitation in the 72 poorest districts, which is consistent with the minimum core obligation 
under the right to water to provide everyone with basic access, and critical also for sanitation. However, 
concerns have arisen about the equity and affordability of services. For small isolated ethnic groups, 
the Government adopted an approach of relocating the communities to “accessible service centres”, 
which appeared to threaten both their traditional livelihoods and their culture. In 2004, privatization of 
the water sector was also envisaged; however, the Government of the Lao People’s Democratic Republic 
conceded that it did not at that time have a regulatory framework in place to ensure affordable services 
to marginalized groups.64 Its MDG report of 2008 does not mention whether the water privatization was 
carried out and what the results were, despite reporting that the country was still on track to meet the 
water and sanitation targets by 2015, especially in urban areas.

C. Provide adequate resources

As noted previously, a number of MDG reports claim that budgetary allocations directed towards pov-
erty reduction have increased. In its National Medium-Term Development Plan 2010-2014, Indonesia 
appears to be reorienting some of its public expenditure in a more pro-poor direction, with education, 
health, housing, food security and rural infrastructure expected to receive higher allocations. A similar 
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trend can be seen in Kenya with proportionate increases in social sectors over the past few years. How-
ever, it is also clear that not all key sectors and related human rights are covered. In Indonesia, sanita-
tion was regarded as a low priority and, as a result, received little public investment—according to World 
Bank estimates, only 0.5 per cent of the total investment needed to meet the MDG target.65 In India, 
public health investment accounts for only 0.9 per cent of GDP as of 2005, according to the national 
MDG report of 2005, which is low by comparison with other countries in the region, and certain other 
regions as well. The National Rural Health Mission 2005-2012 of India, therefore, aims to increase 
public health spending to 2–3 per cent of GDP. A number of United Nations human rights bodies have 
also recommended that India should increase budget allocations as many parts of the population are 
denied access to basic health services.66

In many instances, it is clear that the resources States can allocate to meet the Goals and realize the 
minimum core of economic and social rights are limited. This applies not only to financial resources 
but to human resources as well. Certain African countries face particular difficulties, as emigration and 
HIV/AIDS have greatly reduced the number of health-care and teaching staff. Furthermore, some of the 
countries under review were entitled to debt relief, which increased the resources available, while others 
were not. Kenya has not qualified for debt relief under either the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries Debt 
Initiative (HIPC) or the Multilateral Debt Relief Initiative (MDRI), but Uganda was one of the first coun-
tries to benefit from HIPC and, in 2005, from the MDRI expansion, and has received debt relief worth 
US$ 5.37 billion in nominal terms. Ethiopia reached HIPC completion point in 2004 and benefited 
from debt relief under MDRI in 2006. In nominal terms, it has received debt relief worth US$ 6.48 bil-
lion. Liberia currently benefits from debt relief worth US$ 2.84 billion. Nepal and Cambodia were never 
eligible for HIPC, although Cambodia would be eligible for IMF debt relief under the principles of equal 
treatment, as they are applied by IMF. 

There are some indications that future debt may be less tied to international institutions, as a number 
of developing countries and countries with emerging economies move to issue government bonds. This 
may provide countries with more flexibility with respect to their macroeconomic policies to address 
the Goals and social and economic rights. At the same time, the World Bank’s minimum conditions 
for loans, such as avoiding involuntary settlement without compensation, are not respected by all 
countries.

Moreover, one of the consistent challenges is whether countries’ macroeconomic frameworks and poli-
cies permit the greater allocation of resources towards the social sectors. The International Monetary 
Fund has raised concerns over the macroeconomic challenges of scaling up aid. For example, exchange 
rates may appreciate, affecting exports, or inflation may rise, affecting growth67 and potentially the cost 
of living for the poor. In some countries, there is clear evidence of policy conservatism on this issue. 
For example, in its National Medium-Term Development Plan, Indonesia places strong emphasis on 
increasing foreign exchange reserves and reducing inflation from 7 to 3 per cent, but few reasons 
are given to justify this approach. This approach is certainly consistent with IMF advice, but has been 
challenged by the IMF Independent Evaluation Office.68 While the rise in food and oil prices in recent 
years makes it difficult to easily trade off inflation against social spending, restrictions on the use of the 
available resources should be closely examined, considering empirical evidence, the national context, 
whether alternatives are possible and whether the poor are bearing the brunt of the policy choices. 
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IV. Accountability and sustainability

In many reports, accountability is equated with monitoring and evaluation, and mechanisms are not 
always particularly strong. Even so, it is clear that there are real gaps and challenges in just ensuring 
basic monitoring of programmes and data collection. India has three mechanisms for measuring general 
mortality but none appears to be particularly reliable, especially in relation to maternal mortality. The 
Registrar General of India’s report on maternal mortality appears to characterize maternal death as a 
natural phenomenon, while figures for deaths resulting from abortions are difficult to obtain. Where data 
on achievements do exist, they also seem difficult to reconcile with low levels of public investment in 
the Goals.69

As far as non-governmental participation in accountability processes and mechanisms is concerned, 
many countries lack effective, independent and easily accessible complaint mechanisms to address 
denials of, or interferences with, economic and social rights. Supreme and constitutional courts in Latin 
America, South Asia and Africa (e.g., Egypt and South Africa) have addressed these issues, whether 
they are enforceable rights in laws or in constitutions.70 In some countries, litigation has helped to 
mobilize constituencies to monitor Government performance in delivering social services—such as 
the food schemes in India and Nepal. In Latin America and South Africa, effective access to HIV/AIDS 
medicines has been greatly facilitated by the courts. 

But access by individuals is heavily dependent on access to lawyers or access to local administrative 
mechanisms, and the latter can be heavily biased against marginalized groups. Unfair treatment of the 
poor in courts and tribunals and poor legal service were also acknowledged in the 2005 shadow MDG 
report of the People’s Forum in Bangladesh. In other countries, economic and social rights are not 
recognized in constitutions or laws, which makes it difficult to make use of judicial and quasi-judicial 
mechanisms, although human rights groups are increasingly trying to use adjudication mechanisms. 
Therefore, provision of effective remedies through legal recognition of all human rights, improvement of 
the courts, the rule of law and access to justice should be seen as integral components of the overall 
development policy agenda, for the sake of greater accountability.

One way to strengthen accountability is to incorporate clear entitlements into policy and legal frame-
works, where denial triggers a concrete and enforceable right. In some cases, such schemes are con-
ditional, such as the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act in India, which provides a right to 
unemployment benefits for up to 100 days if the authorities cannot provide adequate work. In some 
cases, entitlements are non-conditional, such as old-age pension schemes in Bangladesh for widowed 
and destitute women, and schemes for persons above 65 and below the poverty line in India and South 
Africa. In South Africa, these entitlements have allowed many applicants to use administrative law 
mechanisms to ensure that payments were made, and were not unfairly suspended.71 An entitlement 
approach can also be extended locally as an integral part of development programming. For example, 
UNDP Turkey initiated a project on Linking the Millennium Development Goals to Human Rights, with 
a series of workshops in pilot municipalities intended to lead to the production of a toolkit for city 
councils. These provided guidance on claiming rights and monitoring the progress of municipalities in 
pursuing the Goals locally.
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Most reports and strategies under review did not strongly focus on the role of civil society, yet in some 
countries there was clear evidence that it was actively engaged in integrating human rights and the 
Goals in the context of accountability. In some cases this is explicit, reflected for example in many 
alternative MDG reports being issued in Asia—similar to the alternative human rights reports submit-
ted to United Nations human rights treaty bodies. Some States have attempted to encourage such 
monitoring, for example of local health in India, although the schemes are yet to be fully implemented.
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Conclusion

This publication has set out to provide a brief analytical overview of some of the recent trends in the 
integration of human rights in global policymaking in the context of the Millennium Development Goals 
as well as in national target-setting in a selected sample of developing countries. The commissioned 
quantitative and qualitative research, secondary literature, as well as consultations at African and Asian 
regional dialogues, brought out a number of common challenges in integrating human rights in MDG 
implementation efforts, along with innovation and positive examples that may be replicated elsewhere.

Despite increasing recognition of the theoretical and operational links between human rights and the 
Goals, in many ways the full potential of the rights-based approach, as set out in Claiming the Millen-
nium Development Goals, has yet to be fully explored at the country level. There are many reasons for 
this, including the historical separation of human rights and development constituencies and practice, 
and continuing tensions between economic growth and human rights in strategies to achieve the Goals. 
Annex II explores these tensions further, and suggests how human rights and economic growth objec-
tives can be pursued harmoniously.

While a lack of national resources—both financial and human—is an obvious constraint on realizing 
the Goals, the limited availability of reliable, quality data can make human rights-based analysis dif-
ficult for many countries. Often, the situation of the poorest and most marginalized people, including 
indigenous and minority groups, is not captured in official statistics and household and demographic 
surveys. Available data mostly remain at too aggregated a level and indicators frequently measure only 
“average” progress and hence hide patterns of discrimination, inequality and disparities in outcomes. 
Poverty indicators and other social measurements insufficiently reflect local context and specificities, 
and hence frustrate both intra-country and cross-country comparisons.

Accountability for MDG progress is undermined in many countries by the lack of access to informa-
tion and transparency in public policymaking, budget processes and the use of aid. The human rights 
principles of equality and non-discrimination must underpin the implementation of all the Goals. Re-
source allocations, as a direct reflection of power relationships and policy choices, must be thoroughly 
monitored and analysed. The more widespread ratification and implementation of international human 
rights treaties may help to fill accountability gaps in the MDG policy and institutional architecture. How-
ever, the impact of this will depend upon the strength of complementary components of the national 
human rights system, including the existence of an independent and functioning judicial system, a 
free press, and a constitutional and legislative framework aligned with international human rights law.

Participation is perhaps the most familiar human rights principle in development theory, but among 
the hardest to put into operation. Participation and empowerment should not be reduced to mere con-
sultation with hand-picked stakeholders, or to “cheap labour”. Rather, decision makers should reach 
out to the poorest, remotest and most excluded groups, and actively invest in capacity-building and 
institutionalizing participation through existing democratic institutions. 
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Finally, sustained progress towards the Goals in most developing countries is inextricably linked to 
the international economic policy environment and responsibilities of wealthier countries and other 
external actors, including international trade and financial institutions and transnational corporations. 
The importance of the latter could not be plainer, in the face of global food, fuel, climate and financial 
crises. This calls for closer and more systematic alignment of national targets and Goal 8-related poli-
cies with human rights in critical policy areas, including aid, fair (not just free) trade, debt relief and 
technology transfer. Failing this, the Millennium Declaration’s commitments to “making the right to 
development a reality for everyone and to freeing the entire human race from want” will remain distant 
aspirations.
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Annex I

MDG Reports and Indigenous Peoples: A Desk Review (2008)a

This [UNPFII desk] review underscores the importance of the recommendations of the 2005 and 2006 
sessions of UNPFII, which undertook specific examination of MDGs and indigenous peoples and high-
lighted elements for their greater inclusion. The Secretariat of the UNPFII, under a recommendation of 
the Forum at its fifth session, undertook this review of country reports on the MDGs to analyse how they 
address indigenous issues. A total of ten country reports were reviewed from a broad range of countries, 
which have substantial indigenous populations. The country reports were examined in order to identify 
elements for inclusion of indigenous issues, general trends and progress achieved, as well as to identify 
opportunities and challenges for further integrating elements for inclusion of indigenous issues into 
MDG-based development process. Scant reference was made in the reports explicitly to “indigenous 
peoples,” but the review considered more broadly any local terminology used that could be interpreted 
to refer to indigenous peoples. The current review has built upon the conclusions of previous reviews.

Conclusions and recommendations of the review include the following:

1. Twenty per cent of the MDG reports reviewed sufficiently include indigenous peoples by consis-
tently reporting on their situation (Nepal and Viet Nam). Another 50 per cent address indigenous 
issues to varying degrees (Guyana, Myanmar, Russian Federation, Suriname, Thailand), while the 
remaining 30 per cent do not include any mention of indigenous peoples (Kenya, South Africa and 
Zimbabwe).

2. None of the country reports under review indicates that it was prepared with consultation from 
indigenous peoples’ organizations.

3. None of the MDG reports provides disaggregated data for indigenous peoples in a consistent man-
ner, for every goal. Guided by the recommendations of the fourth and fifth sessions of the UNPFII, 
this review reiterates that the improved disaggregation of data on indigenous peoples is necessary 
to effectively monitor progress towards MDG achievement, and that this should be a key priority for 
Governments and the United Nations System.

4. The two most positive examples of reporting on indigenous peoples (Nepal and Viet Nam) most 
consistently include data on indigenous peoples in the context of the MDGs and recognize that 
certain groups, including indigenous peoples, are the most disadvantaged and marginalized in the 
country. At times, they offer mention of specific mechanisms or policies that target the communi-
ties. Other reports may include examples of best practices or refer to social challenges faced by 
indigenous peoples (such as the report of the Russian Federation), but the reporting is not consis-
tent across the MDGs.
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5. While most of the reports include at least some mention of disproportionate development, they 
are most likely to describe the situation by providing data and examples by provincial, regional, or 
rural/urban disparities. In these descriptions of disproportionate development, the reports often 
fail to explicitly acknowledge when the regions or areas that are disproportionately affected cor-
respond to the areas where indigenous peoples live. This omission is problematic and does not 
provide a clear picture of the situation of indigenous peoples.

6. When the reports do mention indigenous peoples, they most often do so in the context of poverty, 
education, and mortality rates (Goals 1, 2, 4 and 6). They usually mention that indigenous peoples 
live in remote areas that lack access to the same services as other groups, and are thus disadvan-
taged or are considered vulnerable groups. For the reports where the data allow for some analysis 
of indigenous peoples and mortality rates (Guyana, Myanmar, Nepal, Russian Federation, Thailand, 
Viet Nam), mortality rates for indigenous peoples are significantly higher than the national aver-
ages.

7. The situation of indigenous women (in the context of Goals 3 and 5) is rarely mentioned. The only 
report that made any more than a passing reference to indigenous peoples in the context of these 
Goals was the report by Viet Nam, which discussed the social challenges in achieving gender parity 
for indigenous women.

8. Several of the reports (Guyana, Nepal, Russian Federation) included at least some mention of 
indigenous peoples in the context of environmental stability (Goal 7). The report by Nepal, in par-
ticular, highlights the positive role of indigenous peoples in environmental sustainability, provides 
an example of their role in land use management, and recommends future action to secure access 
and benefit sharing to genetic resources. None of the reports mentioned indigenous peoples in the 
context of establishing a global partnership for development (Goal 8).

9. In future reporting the countries should undertake to include indigenous peoples in the context of 
meeting each and every Goal. Guided by the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indig-
enous Peoples, this review recommends that the free, prior and informed consent of indigenous 
peoples should be sought in all development initiatives focused upon improving their lives, and 
countries should comment on this clearly in their MDG reports.

10. Finally, this review reiterates the previous recommendation of similar reviews, as follows: Govern-
ments should (a) include indigenous peoples in the context of the overall report, including its 
planning; (b) include indigenous peoples in the context of meeting each specific Goal; (c) include 
indigenous peoples’ effective participation in the planning process of future interventions, as well 
as in the implementation, monitoring and evaluation of programmes and projects that will directly 
or indirectly affect them; and (d) improve the collection and disaggregation of data regarding 
indigenous peoples.

a MDG Reports and Indigenous Peoples: A Desk Review, No. 3 (2008) (footnotes omitted).
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Annex II

Economic growth and poverty reduction from a human rights perspectivea

From the review and analysis of selected national MDG reports and poverty reduction strategy papers, 
a series of recommendations are made to better align income poverty targets and indicators with key 
human rights principles, and to ensure that economic growth strategies do not conflict with human 
rights principles. In this respect, Governments should:

1. Report in more detail how income poverty lines are calculated, and promote an open and 
transparent discussion about what constitutes an adequate and/or acceptable standard of 
living. In the majority of the countries analysed, there is insufficient discussion about how official 
poverty lines are calculated. This makes it impossible to assess whether the poverty line corre-
sponds in any way to the human rights notion of an adequate standard of living. Of course, what is 
meant by “adequate” will differ across countries and according to context, but this does not mean 
that an open and transparent discussion around this meaning cannot take place.

2. Adopt targets for reducing the depth and severity of poverty, and not just for reducing the 
incidence of poverty. Although most of the countries analysed do monitor the depth and/or sever-
ity of poverty, in no case are targets set for these measures. The danger remains, therefore, that 
Government attention will be focused on people who are just below the poverty line, at the expense 
of the most deprived or marginalized people in society, who are a long way below the poverty line.

3. Report on the feasibility of disaggregating poverty estimates by prohibited grounds of discrimi-
nation. Although the majority of countries analysed do provide disaggregation estimates of poverty 
by region, few report disaggregation along other lines, such as age, gender and ethnicity. The danger 
here is that favourable national or even regional progress towards the income poverty target masks 
large and persistent disparities across groups, which may in turn reflect discrimination. 

4. Define a set of process indicators for the income poverty target, which can be monitored over 
time, and with quantitative targets associated with each one. These are indicators which reflect 
the extent to which important policy steps towards meeting the income poverty target are being 
taken (e.g., the share of Government expenditure allocation to pro-poor sectors); in the monitoring 
and evaluation framework, they are referred to as input and output indicators. Although some of 
the countries analysed do report such indicators, others do not. And even among those that do, no 
quantitative targets are set. The danger, from a human rights perspective, is that there is no way of 
assessing whether a Government is making sufficient effort to reduce poverty.

5. Report the methods they use to determine nationally specific income poverty targets. Although 
many of the focus countries have adjusted the global MDG income poverty target to their own con-
ditions and circumstances, and are recommended to do so by the United Nations, there is virtually 
no discussion as to how this adjustment is made. This makes it very difficult to establish whether a 
particular target is consistent with the human rights obligation to use maximum available resources 
in realizing human rights.
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6. Set out more clearly how economic policies identified for raising growth will promote the 
realization of human rights. These include policies identified to promote macroeconomic stabil-
ity (e.g., low inflation targets, fiscal surpluses) and private investment (e.g., provision of energy 
or transport infrastructure). In many of the countries analysed, the links between such policies 
and human rights are either taken for granted or discussed at a general level without supporting 
evidence. The danger is that economic growth comes to be seen as an end in itself, rather than a 
means towards the progressive realization of human rights.

7. Consider more carefully which policies for raising growth are likely to adversely affect some 
groups in society. Examples of policies of this sort include trade liberalization and domestic tax 
reforms. These are key policies identified in strategies of most countries analysed, but their likely 
distributional effects are discussed only sporadically. The potential need for compensatory or miti-
gatory measures is also discussed only infrequently; here, more details should be provided.

8. Not neglect the role of more social policies in raising economic growth. This is particularly the 
case when considering the medium to long term, when growth is likely to be severely constrained if 
health standards or education attainments are low. This does not of course mean that human rights 
should be seen in instrumental terms, but it does argue against a narrow focus on relying only on 
conventional economic policies to promote economic growth.

a These recommendations are drawn from a commissioned country and thematic background study on 
human rights, income poverty and economic growth by Edward Anderson (University of East Anglia) and 
Andy McKay (University of Sussex) (2008).
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