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THE DEVELOPING WORLD

The MDGs' 2015 deadline must
not be postponed

hen we at the United Nations came
up with the idea of the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs) at the

end of the 1990s, the 2015 deadline seemed
a long way away. Ten years later, it looks
frighteningly close; so close that some are
calling for a new deadline. But these calls
for postponement are as premature as they
are counterproductive. They don't do justice
to the remarkable progress made to-date,
or to the enormous potential around the
world for scaling-up proven success stories.
The idea of extending the deadline also
diverts valuable energy away from the real
challenge of revitalising the political will to
achieve the MDGs as soon as possible, and
then to build on them.
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The deadline for the UN's ambitious Millennium
Development Goals is looming large, but their architect
Kofi Annan warns against premature pessimism

and looks at what is already being achieved. What is
needed now, he says, is for political leaders to explain
why the MDGs are vital to us all

Over the past decade, the MDGs and
their framework of accountability have
served the world well. They have given a
much-needed sense of direction to national
development efforts and to international
co-operation. They provide rich and poor
alike with a shared objective and clear and
unambiguous targets to aspire to. But we
all knew from the very start that attaining
them would not be easy, even in the most
favourable of economic climates, much less
so in the difficult circumstances in which we
find ourselves at the moment.

We are still far from achieving what we set

out to do. Too many people are still caught
in extreme poverty, too many are hungry
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and sick, too many mothers die in childbirth
and far too many children still do not go to
school. And we're also not yet doing all that
we might to protect the environment, nor
to build effective international partnerships
for development. We need to speed up the
progress we have been making, and use
every day over the next few years to alter
these dreadful facts.

The lingering effects of the global
economic crisis and of the food crisis
too, along with accelerating climatic and
demographic changes, will not make our
task any easier. Yet there is still reason for
optimism. For one thing, we have ample
proof that the MDGs are attainable, even
in the most resource-deprived and insecure
circumstances. In Ethiopia and Tanzania,
we have seen primary school enrollment
rates almost double, and we have also seen
Malawi and Algeria transform themselves
from food importers to food exporters.
We have seen HIV infection rates fall
significantly in sub-Saharan Africa, while the
number of reported malaria cases have been
halved in high-burden countries like Rwanda
and Zambia. In short, our efforts to achieve
MDG-based targets have already improved
the lives of millions of people around the
world.

Also on the plus side, we now have a very
clear idea of what needs to be done, and
over the last ten years we have seen what
works and what doesn’t. That means we can
replicate and scale-up proven successes and
avoid past failures. We also have a better
appreciation of the fundamental importance
of building incentives into sound macro-
economic policies and strengthening the
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Kofi's plea is right,
but his focus should
be local not global

ho could argue with Kofi Annan’s
plea that we shouldn’t write-off the
Millennium Development Goals?

They are a beacon and an inspiration, and
have brought international attention to the
world's development challenges. And they also
encourage greater accountability, so that all
in all they've been a major breakthrough
in making development co-operation more
effective. All credit must go to Kofi Annan
himself for this.

Yet Annan's analysis disappoints; it offers
little in the way of new insights. We are far
from being close to achieving the MDGs, but
yes, there has been considerable progress.
We know what needs to be done, and there
are plenty of visionary agendas, plans and
blueprints for getting there. Maintaining and
revitalising political will is the linchpin of
success, so what's new? Didn't we already
know all this during the previous MDG review
in 2005? And if all those who were involved
somehow failed to address these issues, what
can development practitioners now do to
ensure that MDGs are achieved on schedule?
This is where | would have expected more
convincing power from Kofi Annan. The world
needs people of his stature to help reach
breakthroughs and reach tipping points.

Large conferences with impressive line-ups of
heads of state clearly don't do the trick. There
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technical, management and institutional
capacities of developing countries to use
government and other revenues and to
foster growth. Good governance at national
and international level, together with the
rule of law, are central to this whole effort,
as is promoting entrepreneurship and
creating not just jobs but an environment
of responsible investment. On top of that,
we need concerted international action to
address illicit financial flows and corruption,
and at the same time to promote the value
of public-private partnerships.

With all this in mind, developing countries
and their international partners have put in
place many agendas that are not merely
good but often even visionary. These are
plans and blueprints for action in such
key areas as governance, infrastructure,
food and nutrition security women’s
empowerment, health and education. Their
continued implementation will go a long way
towards addressing many of the remaining
hurdles in the way of achieving the MDGs.

Developing countries can also now take
advantage of a number of positive and
transformative trends like the spread of
modern information and communication
technologies, the deepening of partnerships
within the global South along with the growing
appreciation of the developmental value of
women's empowerment. If harnessed skillfully,
these trends can be used to accelerate
economic growth and social development.

In other words, we have the knowledge,
the plans and the supportive environment
needed to speed-up progress towards the
MDGs. In theory, at least, we should also
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have the funds that are needed, given
the vast natural and human resources of
the developing world and the generous
commitments and financial pledges of
development partners. So why is it that
we're not on-track to achieve the goals
over the next five years? Is it because of
vested economic interests or a lack of
political will?

At issue in developing countries is not just
their ability to attract and mobilise revenues,
but also the political determination and
capacity of their governments to use what
revenues they have to achieve results. A
number of leaders stand out as champions
of equitable development, but they are
still in a minority. Five years ago, I told the
UN’s General Assembly: “if the Millennium
Development Goals are to be achieved,
developing countries themselves must live
up to their commitments to adopt and
transparently implement comprehensive
national strategies for reaching these goals.
Development will simply not happen if the
developing world does not get its own
house in order”. This is still as true now as
it was then.

As to the world’s rich developed countries,
there are understandable concerns that the
consensus around development that defined
the last decade is being eroded by the
global economic crisis and its tumultuous
aftermath. As budgets shrink and challenges
mount, a number of donor countries have
already begun to waiver in their commitment
to international development and even to
reconsider the promises they made not
only in the Millennium Declaration but also
in the Monterrey Consensus and the G8's
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Gleneagles Declaration. But however dire
the current economic situation may be,
this growing reluctance to honour pledges
cannot be ascribed to budgetary constraints
alone, given the comparatively modest sums
involved. Nor is it a sign of decreasing
human solidarity and sympathy between
ordinary people around the world. Much
of it instead results from the failure of
political leaders to communicate clearly to
their publics the links between international
development and domestic issues.

The message must be that achieving
the MDGs is not optional, because it is an
essential investment in a safer, more human
and prosperous world. The goals are not just
an “aid obligation” but the basis for political
and economic strategies that will benefit all
the world’s citizens, and not just the least
fortunate.

Revitalising the political will needed
to achieve the MDGs is the linchpin for
success. As both instigator and guardian
of the MDGs, the UN has an important
role to play in this process, and the High-
Level Advocacy Group created by Secretary-
General Ban Ki Moon of this year is an
important step in the right direction. The
primary responsibility, however, rests with
national leaders. The challenge to them is to
articulate once again a compelling case for
global solidarity and equitable growth — one
that embraces aid figures but then goes far
beyond them. They have to make a case that
addresses the growing inequalities between
male and female, rural and urban, rich and
poor. And their message should also be
that we must not measure development
and progress purely in terms of GDP growth
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is even a certain disingenuity about them, so
don't expect too much of the upcoming one.
Kofi Annan is correct in stating that developing
countries need to get their own houses in order,
but so do the UN and other large international
development institutions. He is, perhaps, too
kind to the organisation he used to lead.

The world won't be changed by policy
decrees and top-down approaches. Political
commitment at a conference table in New York
often doesn't get the follow-up it needs at
home. The only way to break this vicious cycle
is to bring the MDGs home by “localising the
MDGs". Put the MDGs in the language and
the hands of the people that are supposed
to benefit from them. Although this isn't
common practice, there are some encouraging
lessons to be drawn from the work we at SNV
Netherlands Development Organisation have
been doing.

District councils in Samburu in Northern
Kenya have developed a market management
model that increases family incomes and
co-ownership while encouraging female-owned
businesses. In agricultural value chains, such as
for oil seeds in Uganda or honey in Ethiopia,
local entrepreneurs joined forces with NGOs
and government actors to analyse bottlenecks,
determine business opportunities and make
new deals. Through that they reformed the
chain dynamics and increased development
impacts.

Examples like these show that achieving
the MDGs requires more than central policy
commitment and macro programmes. The
MDGs need to be localised, and that means
we must build on local initiative. And because
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and international aid flows. Ironically, the
growing threat of climate change may help
to build their case now that the devastating
impact of rising temperatures is becoming
increasingly obvious. The prospect is of
a transformed political and development
landscape in which necessity rather than
altruism will compel politicians to persuade
their publics of the imperative to invest in
sustainable global development, and before
anything else in meeting the MDGs.

But however much emphasis we must
now put on achieving the MDGs by 2015, at
some point towards the end of the next five
years it will become legitimate, not to say
imperative, to discuss post-2015 scenarios
and strategies. For even if we succeed
and meet all the goals, more than 900m
people will still live below the poverty line,
hundreds of millions will still be hungry and
millions will go on dying from preventable
diseases. It's already obvious that we will
then need to take the MDGs to the next
level, and while there is some scepticism
about the usefulness of naming specific
goals as the basis for future development
strategies, [ remain an advocate of doing
just that. After all, who can argue with as
simple and powerful an objective as access
to food and clean drinking water, jobs,
health care and education for everyone as
soon as possible? O

Kofi Annan was Secretary-General of the United
Nations from 1997-2006. He now chairs the Africa

Progress Panel. info@africaprogresspanel.org
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collaboration between civic, private and
public actors is so vital, public accountability
mechanisms are an important element in this
process. Also, successful local practices need
to be scaled-up. Policies may foster or even
hinder development, but their effectiveness is
determined at local level. Effective practices
spread horizontally and upwards rather than
being enforced downwards.

Finding ways to localise the MDGs is now
the essential challenge, and that is where
we're failing. What is needed now is for
international development agencies and
national governments to get out of their
comfort zones. Instead of re-confirming their
policy commitments they need to look more
critically at their own ways of working, and
therefore learn how best to support local
initiatives. O

Dirk Elsen is chief executive of SNV Netherlands

Development Organisation. delsen@snvworld.org
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