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STRUCTURE

Development, or “the will to 
improve”

A world of indicators

Millennium Development Goals

Sustainable Development Goals

Deconstructing the SDGs

➤ A step forward…

➤ … or further advance of the 
private sector?



“
Complex problems have simple, easy 
to understand wrong answers.

Henry Louis Mencken



The will to improve has a long history: colonialism, modernisation and structural 
adjustment



“There is no sign that schemes for 
improvement are about to be 
abandoned. There are always experts 
ready to propose a better plan.”

- Tania Murray Li (2007)



A WORLD OF INDICATORS

Increasing use of “big data” in 
guiding and monitoring 
development interventions 
globally

They result from mediation, 
always tell a particular story

What should be considered?

➤ means vs. ends

➤ goals vs. constraints

➤ are they always worthwhile?

➤ who are they (ultimately) for?





MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS

Launched in 2000/1, to almost 
universal disinterest (compare 
9/11), increasing at Gleneagles in 
2005, ending in 2015.

Establish 8 goals, inc: the 
reduction in poverty, hunger and 
child mortality and increases in 
numbers on HIV medications
Stated simply with basic metrics, 
Decided behind closed doors.

Somewhat successful, but 
importantly fixed international 
attention on goals and pioneer the 
measurement of progress



MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS (2000-2015): SUCCESS

Remarkable progress was achieved through the MDG system. Figures 
from UN MDG report 2015:

➤ Proportion living on less than $1.25 per day decreased from 47% 
in 1990 to 24% in 2015 (from 2 to 4 billion).

➤ Child mortality is decreasing, and immunisation rates are over 
90% in 2/3rd of countries.

➤ Enrolment rates in primary schools increased from 58 to 76% in 
sub-Saharan Africa between 1999 and 2015.

➤ Professional assistance in childbirth improved from 55% in 1990 
to 65% in 2015.

➤ The aimed reduction of slum dwellers by 100 million (Target 7.D) 
was accomplished in 2012



MDG’S: UNEVEN IMPACT?
Main critique emerges after 2010. 
Progress across all MDGs was limited 
and uneven across countries. 

➤ 15.5% of world still suffers from 
hunger, and many countries (esp. in 
Africa) did not meet two-thirds 
reduction in child mortality.

➤ Goal 8 (‘Developing a global 
partnership for development) was 
disappointing. Development aid fell in 
2012. Is growth boosted by China and 
India?

➤ Ban Ki-Moon (2012): failure will come 
from “unmet commitments, 
inadequate resources, lack of focus 
and accountability and insufficient 
interest in sustainable development”



DEVELOPMENT PROCESS
Creation of goals driven by US, EU, 
Japan. Gender equality and 
reproductive health targets watered 
down by Japan and, subsequently, 
religious groups.

Only 22% of world parliaments ever 
discussed implementation of the 
MDGs.

Saith (2007): “neo-liberal 
globalisation + MDGs = 
development”

Half proportion rather than number. 
Thomas Pogge suggests that would 
result in reduction of only 101.5 
million instead of 547 million.



STRUCTURE
Too ambitious for some countries 
and not ambitious enough for other 
countries.

MDGs represent a “Faustian 
bargain”. Donors prioritise aid 
towards MDG issues, meaning other 
concerns go unfunded.

Little emphasis on the 
interconnectedness of these goals, 
esp. around health. Why separate 
maternal and child health goals? 
Why separate malaria and HIV goals?

Absence of accountability (esp. Goal 
8) on commitments made by 
developed countries.



CONTENT
Equity and equality are insufficiently 
addressed. “Tyranny of averages” -
focus on aggregated information 
actually misses a focus on poorest.

Failure to include political and human 
rights goals. MDGs are presented as 
technical problems not political ones.

Indicators are unfair to poorer 
countries as MDGs are harder to 
reach. Halving poverty in L America 
from 10% to 5% (50% reduction) 
versus African reduction from 50% to 
35% (only 30% reduction).

Little emphasis on environmental 
issues.



IMPLEMENTATION AND ENFORCEMENT

Availability and reliability of data 
is a challenge. Quantitative MDG 
targets rely on monitoring 
systems that poorer countries 
lack, and not always comparable 
across borders.

Little guidance on how goals 
ought to be achieved promotion 
of quick-fix solutions and short-
term planning. Strong incentives 
to show impact lead to poorly 
coordinated (often parallel) 
schemes that reach “low-hanging 
fruit.”



“Even in the developed world, the effects of unjust 
structures and actions are all too apparent. Our efforts 
must aim at restoring hope, righting wrongs, maintaining 
commitments and thus promoting the well-being of 
individuals and of peoples. We must move forward 
together, as one, in a renewed spirit of fraternity and 
solidarity, cooperating generously for the common good.”

Pope Francis to US Congress (Sept 2015)



LAUDATO SI’: ENYCLICAL

“It must never be forgotten that 
political and economic activity is only 
effective when it is understood as a 
prudential activity, guided by a 
perennial concept of justice and 
constantly conscious of the fact that, 
above and beyond our plans and 
programmes, we are dealing with real 
men and women who live, struggle 
and suffer, and are often forced to live 
in great poverty, deprived of all 
rights.”





THE PROBLEM WITH SAVING THE WORLD

How can we “save the world” 
without transforming it?

➤ Economist: 169 targets are 
“sprawling and misconceived,” 
“unfeasibly expensive” (at $2-3 
trillion per year) and “worse 
than useless … a betrayal of 
the world’s poorest peoples.”

➤ Bill Gates: ridiculed SDGs as 
“no targets left behind”.

➤ Development expert: “a high 
school wish-list for how to 
save the world.”



THE PROBLEM WITH SAVING THE WORLD

So are the SDGs vague and 
aspirational? These critics preferred 
the MDGs that were focused on 
absolute poverty. Others say they are 
a democratic process: the goals are 
complex because needs are complex.
Eliminating poverty requires more 
than charity - need to reduce 
inequality, eliminate subsidies, 
strengthen rights. These progressive 
goals irk the big agencies.
This does not mean that the SDGs 
aren’t flawed: it’s just not for the 
reasons that Gates and others want 
us to believe…



THE REAL PROBLEM WITH SDG’S

Put simply, they are 
fundamentally contradictory and 
self-defeating.

SDG “Zero Draft”: contains 
amazing demands, affirming 
environment and need to achieve 
“harmony with nature.” Connects 
to Paris discussions on need to limit 
climate activity.

Reminds us that something has 
gone wrong with our planet - the 
pursuit of endless growth consumes 
the environment, produces poverty 
and threatens the basis of our very 
existence.



SAME OLD, SAME OLD…
Growth remains the key solution to 
poverty. Goal 8 is devoted to 
(export-oriented) growth = 
extraction, production, 
consumption.

Goal 8: growth should be 
“inclusive”, involve full 
employment. Yet, what shines 
through is that growth matters.

Yet, global consumption now 
overshoots planetary capacity by 
50% each year. Solution is to 
encourage companies to be 
sustainable! What about reducing 
consumption?



SAME OLD, SAME OLD…
Growth is also framed as the
solution to poverty. Of all income 
generated by global GDP growth, 
1999-2008, poorest 60% received 
only 5% of it. 

It would take 207 years to eliminate 
poverty with this strategy; and to 
get there we would have to grow 
the global economy 175 times its 
current size.

That level of growth would be 
catastrophic to the environment 
(rapidly reversing any gains). Is 
trickle down working, or is greater 
wealth transfer needed?



THE PERSISTENCE OF INEQUALITY

SDGs do call for income growth in 
bottom 40%, but don’t address 
bigger issues of production and 
consumption.

Global Footprint Network suggest it 
would take at least 3.4 Earths to 
sustain levels of production needed 
to overcome inequality (assuming 
the rich do limit activities)

Can we reduce inequality by leaving 
the global 1 percent intact? Mass 
impoverishment is the product of 
extreme wealth. Can’t solve 
problem of poverty without focus 
on processes of accumulation.



FAILING TO CONFRONT

SAPs are not mentioned in SDGs. We 
see a call to “respect each country’s 
political space”, but (as Greece has 
shown) international creditors rarely 
respect barriers to them recouping 
money.

Goal 17.10 calls for more trade 
liberalisation and more power to WTO. 
Trans-Pacific Partnership a key 
example of when more trade does not 
work.

No call to end financial speculation 
that led to food price spikes for 150 
million in 2007. Instead a call to 
“ensure the proper functioning of food 
commodity markets”. Liberalisation?



FAILING TO CONFRONT
Goal 17.13 calls for efforts to 
“enhance global macroeconomic 
stability”. Mentions nothing of 
tax evasion that drains $1.7 
trillion from developing 
countries annually.

No call for debt cancellation -
debt service accounts for $700 
billion per year - instead “debt 
financing, debt relief, debt 
restructuring.” That is, no 
cancellation.



Sinking in quick sand as a volcano goes off: Goya’s Fight with Cudgels (1832) 



HOW DID THIS HAPPEN?
How did SDGs become so 
compromised? SDGs granted 
strong role to corporations, 
precluding any challenge to 
business interests.

Corporate sector called to try and 
bridge UN’s $2.5 trillion annual 
shortfall. Global Redesign Initiative 
(Davos 2012) called for UN to 
become a public-private 
partnership with corporations 
inputting directly into policy. Are 
SDGs the first step in this 
process?



HOW DID THIS HAPPEN?
Corporations are not bound by 
any commitments within the 
SDGs. They benefit from 
“bluewashing” and are not called 
to comply.

2000 UN Global Compact called 
for greater regulation of 
engagement with private sector. 
These principles are absent in the 
SDG conversation. Goal 12.6: 
corporations are only 
“encouraged” to uphold SDGs.



ERADICATING POVERTY
Headline goal is to eradicate poverty 
everywhere, as measured at 
$1.25/day. This number is now not 
adequate for human existence.

In India, children living above 
$1.25/day have a 60% chance of 
being malnourished. To achieve 
normal life expectancy, and rights 
enshrined in Universal Declaration, 
$5/day is a more realistic target.

Why stick with $1.25? Because that 
is achievable by 2030. The 
headcount rises to 4.3 billion 
people at less than $5/day (60% of 
humanity).



Marketing the Global Goals: the “world’s largest marketing campaign”



Swedish electronic duo, The Knife, included this on the website of their 2013 album 
Shaking the Habitual (theknife.net/shaking-the-habitual)
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