
In September 2000, world leaders present at the
U.N. Millennium Assembly adopted an ambiti-
ous set of Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) to be achieved by 2015.1 (See Box 1.)
Specific targets within the MDGs include cutting
poverty and hunger rates in half, reducing child
mortality by two thirds, and halving the propor-
tion of people lacking access to clean drinking

water and adequate sanitation.
Progress toward achieving the
MDGs will be reviewed at an-

other summit-level meeting at the U.N. General
Assembly in New York in September 2005—a
gathering that U.N. Secretary-General Kofi Annan
has called “an event of decisive importance…
that may offer us our best—perhaps our only—
chance to ensure a safer, more just, and more
prosperous world in this new century.”2

As will no doubt be confirmed at the upcom-
ing Summit, the prognosis for achieving the
MDGs is mixed. On the encouraging side, some
countries and regions have made significant gains
in reducing poverty rates over the last decade,
and the world as a whole is generally believed
to be on track for meeting the targets set for
poverty reduction and clean drinking water. But
the situation is less hopeful for the other goals
and targets, including those on hunger, primary
education, child mortality, and access to sanita-
tion.3 (See Table 1.) According to the World
Bank, less than one fifth of all countries are cur-
rently on target to reduce child and maternal
mortality and provide access to water and sani-
tation, while even fewer are on course to contain

HIV, malaria, and other major diseases.4

Experts agree that most governments are not
currently making enough effort to achieve the
MDGs. On the other hand, evidence abounds
that when governments do set the achievement
of certain goals as a priority, they can rapidly
register great success.5

Among other steps, achieving the MDGs will
require increased public investment. In a Janu-
ary 2005 report to the Secretary-General, the
UN Millennium Project cited a long list of “quick
wins”—high-impact interventions that can be
implemented rapidly. Among the initiatives
highlighted by the report are programs to distri-
bute malaria bed nets and effective antimalaria
medication to children, end user fees for primary
schools and essential health services, expand
school meal programs, and provide fertilizer to
African farmers.6

Some countries have already recognized the
need to shift domestic spending priorities to
help finance these sorts of programs, in part by
reducing military expenditures. In 2003, for
example, Brazil delayed the purchase of $760
million worth of jet fighters and cut its military
budget by 4 percent in order to finance an
ambitious anti-hunger program.7 And Costa
Rica, by having no military for the past 50
years, has been able to devote a much larger
portion of its budget to social spending—with
impressive results. With a similar gross domes-
tic product (GDP) per capita as Latin America
as a whole, Costa Rica has the highest life
expectancy rate and one of the highest literacy
rates in the entire region.8

But many countries will need more funding
for MDG-related initiatives than they can gen-
erate internally. The World Health Organization
estimates, for example, that to sustain a public
health system, a minimum of $30–40 per person
is necessary.9 In the world’s poorest countries,
where GDP per capita is typically in the low hun-
dreds, even this rather modest level of spending
will be impossible without outside investment.10

As the final MDG makes clear, a concerted
effort from industrial countries and global insti-
tutions will thus be essential—both through
additional development aid and through broader
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Box 1. Millennium Development Goals 

• Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger
• Achieve universal primary education
• Promote gender equality and empower women
• Reduce child mortality
• Improve maternal health
• Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases
• Ensure environmental sustainability
• Develop a global partnership for development

Source: United Nations.
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Table 1. Global and Regional Progress in Achieving Selected MDG Targets by 2015

Reduce Halve Share Halve Share
Primary Child Without Without

Halving Halving Education Mortality by Access to Safe Access to 
Region Poverty Hunger for All Two Thirds Drinking Water Sanitation

Arab States achieved reversal on track lagging n. a. n. a.

Central/Eastern
Europe and CIS reversal n. a. achieved lagging achieved n. a.

East Asia/
Pacific achieved on track achieved lagging lagging lagging

Latin America/
Caribbean lagging on track achieved on track on track lagging

South Asia on track lagging lagging lagging on track lagging

Sub-Saharan
Africa reversal reversal lagging lagging lagging reversal

WORLD on track lagging lagging lagging on track lagging

Source: UNDP.

economic initiatives such as increased debt
relief and fairer trade. In 2003, donor countries
gave $68 billion in official development
assistance, or just 0.25 percent of their gross
national incomes, far short of the 0.7 percent of
national income goal that was initially adopted
at the 1970 General Assembly and broadly reaf-
firmed in 2002 at major international
conferences in Monterrey and Johannesburg.11

Only five countries have met the 0.7 percent
target so far—Denmark, Luxembourg, the
Netherlands, Norway, and Sweden.12 If all
donors were to follow their lead, annual devel-
opment aid would surpass the $195 billion 
in funding that the UN Millennium Project esti-
mates will be needed to achieve the MDGs.13

In addition to increasing overall spending,
donor countries will also have to do better at
targeting the aid they currently provide. In 2001,
for instance, more than a fifth of all aid was
conditioned on purchasing goods and services
from the donor country, while less than a third
went to improving basic health, sanitation, and
education services.14 Aid is also disbursed more

often on political than objective social criteria.
Spending on reconstruction in Iraq, for instance,
now dominates overall U.S. aid spending, at
$18.44 billion in 2004.15 In contrast, all other
U.S. aid spending added up to $20.67 billion
that year, and more than a quarter of the funds
went to just four countries—Israel, Egypt, Colom-
bia, and Jordan—none of which are among the
poorest in the world.16

Although political leadership is essential for
moving the world closer to meeting the Millen-
nium Development Goals, it is sobering to note
that even if these targets are in fact achieved on
schedule in 2015, there will still be 400 million
people who are undernourished, 600 million
who live on less than $1 per day, and 1.2 billion
without access to improved sanitation.17 And
the world is not currently on track to meet most
of the goals. To do so, governments of both the
North and the South will need to make strong
commitments—and then live up to them. 
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