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MDGs Summit  
Inequality massively undermining progress on poverty goals 

 
The world’s governments meet at a special session of the UN General Assembly on September 25 to 
take stock of progress toward the Millennium Development Goals, and plan for a new global 
development agenda from beyond 2015. 
 
The MDGs were conceived in 2000, when all 189 UN member states and leading development 
institutions made ambitious plans to tackle world poverty. They agreed eight goals – from halving 
extreme poverty rates to halting the spread of HIV & AIDS and ensuring environmental sustainability, 
all by the target date of 2015. Only the first goal – to halve the number of people living in extreme 
poverty – has been met. Yet there are still 1.2 billion people living in extreme poverty

i
. 

 
A new set of Global Development Goals must now be agreed, to tackle critical development issues for 
the next 15 – 20 years. However the negotiations on these goals are moving extremely slowly.  
 
 

Millennium Development Goals way off target 

The first goal, to halve extreme poverty, has been met. The fact so many people lifted out of extreme 
poverty in such a short time is an achievement to celebrate.  
 
It is far from the only achievement. In Sub-Saharan Africa, 41 per cent fewer mothers die in childbirth 
now than they did two decades ago. Deaths of children under five have been radically reduced in 
Rwanda, Liberia, Madagascar, Malawi, Niger and Ethiopia. Efforts to combat diseases are paying off 
in lives saved. Globally, there has been a 25 per cent decrease of malaria deaths; in Africa, this figure 
is 33 per cent.  
 
This success has been the result of rapid progress in many countries where there has been stability 
and equitable growth.  
 
Yet globally more than a billion people still live on less than $1.25 a day and most of the MDGs are 
still way off target. Progress has been slow or non-existent where there has been protracted conflict, 
or where growth has been highly inequitable.  
 
The World Bank, IMF and OECD have all cautioned that without targeted action to bring about 
inclusive growth, gaps between rich and poor will widen. Oxfam is warning that progress towards 
ending world poverty is being massively undermined by inequality. 
 
Oxfam is therefore calling for a stand-alone goal to tackle “inequality” to be included in a new 
framework for global development.  
 
MDG1 – to halve extreme poverty has been met ahead of schedule. But while about 700 million 
people have been lifted out of extreme poverty, this is for a large part because of progress in China 
and India. Still 1.2 billion still live in extreme poverty. In sub-Saharan Africa, 48 per cent of people live 
on less than 1.25 dollar a day. Globally, one in eight people go hungry every day.  
 
MDG2 – to ensure every child has the chance to get a basic education saw impressive early 
progress, nearly halving the number of children out of school. But 57 million children are still missing 
out, and major regional inequities persist - particularly in sub-Saharan Africa where stalled progress 



2 

 

means at the current rate the goal is unlikely to be achieved there for another 76 years. 
 
MDG3 – to improve gender equality is showing very mixed results. Progress has been made towards 
equal access of girls and boys to education, and women are gaining ground in representation in the 
world’s parliaments and in some areas of the labor markets. But in developing regions women hold 
less secure jobs than men, and their decision-making power at home leaves lots of room for 
improvement. 
 
MDG4 – to reduce child mortality is not likely to be met for at least another 13 years. Nearly 7 million 
children die every year, mostly from preventable diseases.  
 
MDG5 – to improve maternal health is well off track. Fully half of all women in poor countries are still 
not getting access to the healthcare they need.  
 
MDG6 – to combat HIV/AIDS and other diseases is being met in some countries, but globally 7 
million people are still missing out on life-saving medicines because they can’t afford to pay for them. 
 
MDG7 – ensuring environmental sustainability is under threat due to rapidly rising carbon 
emissions. Whilst the sub-goal to halve the number of people without access to safe drinking water 
was met 5 years early, the goal for all people to have safe sanitation isn’t likely to happen until 2026.  
 
MDG8 – to develop a global partnership for development has been an almost complete failure, 
undermined by steep cuts to international aid, lack of agreement on trade and the devastating impact 
of the financial crisis.  
 
 

Meeting the 2015 deadline  

Member states need get back to work on the MDGs. Far too many governments are cutting back on 
their investment in human development. Many are now focusing on post-2015 plans instead of 
accelerating action to attain the existing goals. Meanwhile, aid to the poorest countries is falling – last 
year global ODA dropped by $5.36 billion. 

The international community needs to take bold steps to ensure sufficient resources are invested to 
make the MDGs a success. As a start, rich countries must stick to their commitments on aid for 
development. They should also raise additional revenue by tackling the corporate tax evasion that is 
bleeding billions out of poor countries each year, and by introducing innovative financing mechanisms 
like a financial transactions tax.  

  

After 2015 – two critical challenges for global development 

Ending extreme poverty is possible. But the next global development framework must place at its 
centre the critical issues that will determine long-term success: the twin challenges of rising inequality 
and a growing climate crisis. 
 

Inequality 
Global poverty is declining but in country after country, inequality is on the increase. The incomes of 
the world’s top 1 per cent (60 million people)

ii
 have increased 60 per cent in twenty years.

iii
 In the US 

the share of national income going to the top 1 per cent has doubled since 1980, from 10 to 20 per 
cent. For the top 0.01 per cent it has quadrupled

iv
 to levels never seen before. This phenomenon is 

not confined to the US alone, or indeed only to rich countries. In China the top 10 per cent now take 
home nearly 60 per cent of national income. Chinese inequality levels are now similar to those in 
South Africa,

v
 which is now the most unequal country on earth and significantly more so than at the 

end of apartheid
vi
. Even in many of the poorest countries, inequality has grown rapidly

vii
.  

 
Billions of people are being left behind by economic growth. There is an emerging consensus that 
high levels of inequality are not just morally objectionable, but they are damaging for social stability 
and to growth itself.  
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One of the most glaring omissions from the original MDGs was of a plan to reduce inequality. Without 
it, the next set of global development goals is almost certain to fail. 
  
Global growth and development that is strong, sustainable, and inclusive requires the challenges of 
inequality to be met head-on.  
 

Climate Change 
Climate change is the single greatest threat to all our futures and is driving many of the world’s 
poorest people dangerously close to the edge of survival. Progress towards ending poverty will be 
unravelled unless the world dramatically accelerates action to tackle climate change, and limit 
average global warming to less than 1.5 degrees.  
 
The impacts of climate change are complex, but nearly always hit the poor first and hardest: 
 

• It is causing the Himalayan glaciers to melt and if these disappear, it will threaten the viability 
of farming across huge swathes of South and East Asia. 

• In the Pacific, whole islands are having to evacuate, as sea levels rise contaminating the soil 
with salt. 

• People who have farmed cattle in Africa for generations are abandoning their traditional ways 
of life, as changing weather patterns make cattle rearing impossible. 

 
World leaders have not shown the courage and leadership needed to deal with the climate crisis. 
Without a decisive shift in global action, progress on tackling poverty in the short-term will be reversed 
by the impacts of catastrophic climate change. 
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