
 

18 

SESSION 1. THE POVERTY CHALLENGE: 
GLOBAL TRENDS, UNCERTAINTIES, AND NATIONAL POLICY FRAMEWORKS  

The Next Global Development Agenda 

Ending Poverty, Promoting Sustainability1 

 

In any field it is necessary sometimes to have a moment to take stock, review progress and plot a future 
direction. Between now and 2015 the global development community will be doing just that. The adoption of 
the Millennium Development targets in 2000 set the course to 2015, defining the priorities for sectors, and 
the national policies and global relationships that would drive progress towards those priorities. After 2015, 
the field is open for a new set of priorities, policies and relationships. For at least a year, the debate has been 
building on what those should be.   

By whatever measure, there is less poverty in the world today than when the MDGs were agreed.  Twenty 
years ago extreme poverty was the norm in many regions. In Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa more than half of 
the population lived on less than $1.25 in 1990. Between a quarter and a half of all children in the two regions 
were underweight, and in Africa only half of all children were in school.  

Things are different, and better, in 2013. While extreme income poverty has been slow to decline in some 
areas, particularly Africa, it has shrunk to well under half of the population in Asia. Social indicators have 
improved at a faster rate. One to two fifths of children are now underweight. Three quarters of children in 
Africa are now in school, and well over 90 per cent in most of Asia. 

But a great deal remains to be done. Firstly progress has been very uneven between and within countries, and 
poverty is increasingly a function of social and economic barriers that will make progress harder in the future.  
Two thirds of extremely poor people are members of an ethnic minority group in the country in which they 
live.  These kinds of social barriers will make poverty eradication a complex and difficult job. 

Secondly, the MDGs missed out on a range of issues which are central to how poor people define their 
experience of poverty: the need for a job, the threat of crime and violence, or the lack of trust in public 
institutions, are all problems repeatedly highlighted by poor people and which need to be part of a global 
agenda to address their situation.  

The context in which poverty reduction happens will be different for the next global agreement too. A more 
uncertain economic climate has brought the need for not just economic growth, but growth which creates 
jobs and resources for public services to the fore in policy debates. Greater attention is being paid to the need 
for economies to undergo the transformations in structure and productivity which can sustain poverty 
eradication over the long term.  

The uncertainties and threats of a changing climate are central to any attempts to eradicate poverty. The 
reality of increased vulnerability will be part of the national level strategies of many countries, and it is clear 
that improvements in human development will need to be accompanied by reduced resource use if successes 
in poverty reduction are not to be undermined by environmental change. 

A post-2015 agenda can be part of the global solution to all these complex and interrelated problems, by 
setting priorities for global and national action, and providing a roadmap for how to assess progress. A new 
agenda will need to be ambitious in its scope, covering the existing MDG priorities and new human and 
environmental objectives. It will need to incentivise the right actions, including tackling inequalities, linking 
human development and environmental outcomes, and promoting constructive global relationships.  

The most important actions will always be related to policy change at the national level. A new agreement can 
effect change by providing a set of incentives for governments, and a toolkit for advocates and campaigners 
seeking changes. Essential building blocks of an agenda to eradicate poverty in a sustainable way would 
include: 
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Making visible and addressing the inequalities that operate as a barrier to poverty reduction. At the 
level of goals, this can be incentivised by ‘zero’ goals which mean that improvements have to be 
experienced by all poor people. At the level of targets, this can involve targets on reducing disparities in 
income, access to services, or specific human development outcomes, between groups and individuals. 
At the level of indicators, this would require a much greater level of disaggregation of data by gender, 
ethnicity, disability and so on, so that the relevant inequalities in any given situation can be uncovered 
and tackled.   
 
Linking human development outcomes with sustainable resource use. This would not be relevant for 
every outcome – educational attainment, or freedom from crime, for example, could be met without 
significant impacts on resource use. But for countries choosing strategies to increase energy supply, or 
the production of food, or the use of water resources, a new agenda should incentivise the choice of 
more environmentally sustainable pathways. This can be done by combining outcome targets on 
human development outcomes with targets on resource use, so that while in some countries the focus 
is on increasing supply through new investment in sustainable technologies, in others the focus will be 
on reducing the use of no-renewable resources to create the environmental space for this to happen.  
 
Embodying the new global relationships required to drive human progress. The global drivers of 
development are no longer just about aid. Aid, its effectiveness and accountability will always be part of 
development, particularly for the poorest countries. But increasingly other relationships are moving 
centre stage: new resource flows from emerging economies to their development partners, growing 
private sector involvement through investments and the provision of services, new public flows such as 
climate finance, and the global relationships which affect the room for manoeuvre of domestic 
governments in relation to their domestic revenue raising through tax, or their trade policies. A new 
agreement could promote key relationships in specific areas well beyond the traditional aid agenda, 
such as public-private partnerships for the expansion of services required to deliver zero goals, or the 
spread of successful social policies within developing countries.  

 
Underlying it all will need to be a rigorous and thorough plan for assessment of progress, taking advantage of 
existing experience and new technologies to drive measurement systems that can be used not just by 
governments but also by their citizens. A new agenda can provide a new system for measuring progress, 
building on the strengths of decades of work on household surveys and other instruments, but adding to 
them the best of new technologies and innovations. 


