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Progress towards MDGs, but poorest being left behind


Geneva, 13 Jul (Kanaga Raja) -- Significant strides have been made towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), but progress has been uneven, with the world's poorest being left behind, a United Nations report has said.

 

The Millennium Development Goals Report 2011, released by UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon during the High-Level Segment of the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) last week says that there is reason to celebrate, as major successes have been made since world leaders in the year 2000 established the MDGs to reduce extreme poverty, hunger, illiteracy and disease.

 

In a statement to ECOSOC on the occasion of launching the MDG report last week, Secretary-General Ban said that the report "paints a mixed picture".

 

"On the one hand," he said, "it is clear that the MDGs have made a tremendous difference: they have raised awareness and they have shaped the broad vision that remains the overarching framework for development work across the world, and they have fuelled action and meaningful progress in people's lives. Hundreds of millions have been lifted from poverty, more people have access to education, better health care and improved access to clean drinking water."

 

"At the same time, progress has been uneven. The poorest of the poor are being left behind. We need to reach out and lift them into our lifeboat. Now is the time for equity, inclusion, sustainability and women's empowerment," he said.

 

In a foreword to the MDG report, Ban said: "Already, the MDGs have helped to lift millions of people out of poverty, save lives and ensure that children attend school. They have reduced maternal deaths, expanded opportunities for women, increased access to clean water and freed many people from deadly and debilitating disease."

 

"At the same time," he added, "the report shows that we still have a long way to go in empowering women and girls, promoting sustainable development, and protecting the most vulnerable from the devastating effects of multiple crises, be they conflicts, natural disasters or volatility in prices for food and energy."

 

"Progress tends to bypass those who are lowest on the economic ladder or are otherwise disadvantaged because of their sex, age, disability or ethnicity," he stressed.

 

"Disparities between urban and rural areas are also pronounced and daunting. Achieving the goals will require equitable and inclusive economic growth - growth that reaches everyone and that will enable all people, especially the poor and marginalised, to benefit from economic opportunities," said Ban.

 

The report cites significant progress made in areas such as poverty reduction, universal primary education in some of the poorest countries, reducing child mortality, and improving access to clean drinking water.

 

On the other hand, the report notes that the poorest children have made the slowest progress in terms of improved nutrition and survival, advances in sanitation often bypasses the poor and those living in rural areas, and opportunities for full and productive employment remains particularly slim for women.

 

According to the report, with respect to MDG No. 1 target of halving, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people whose income in less than $1 a day, robust growth in the first half of the decade reduced the number of people in developing countries living on less than $1.25 a day from about 1.8 billion in 1990 to 1.4 billion in 2005. At the same time, the corresponding poverty rate dropped from 46 per cent to 27 per cent.

 

The economic and financial crisis that began in the advanced countries of North America and Europe in 2008 sparked declines in commodity prices, trade and investment, resulting in slower growth globally, says the report.

 

Despite these declines, current trends suggest that the momentum of growth in the developing world remains strong enough to sustain the progress needed to reach the global poverty-reduction target. Based on recently updated projections from the World Bank, the overall poverty rate is still expected to fall below 15 per cent by 2015, indicating that the MDG target can be met.

 

By 2015, the number of people in developing countries living on less than $1.25 a day is projected to fall below 900 million.

 

The report notes that the fastest growth and sharpest reductions in poverty continue to be found in Eastern Asia, particularly in China, where the poverty rate is expected to fall to under 5 per cent by 2015.

 

India has also contributed to the large reduction in global poverty. In that country, poverty rates are projected to fall from 51 per cent in 1990 to about 22 per cent in 2015.

 

In China and India combined, the number of people living in extreme poverty between 1990 and 2005 declined by about 455 million. And by 2015, the number of people living in extreme poverty is expected to decline by an additional 320 million people.

 

On the MDG No. 1 target of achieving full and productive employment and decent work for all, including women and young people, the report says that more than three years have passed since the onset of the fastest and deepest drop in global economic activity since the Great Depression.

 

"While global economic growth is rebounding, the global labour market is, in many respects, behaving as anticipated in the middle of the crisis: stubbornly elevated unemployment and slow employment generation in developed economies, coupled with widespread deficits in decent work in even the fastest-growing developing countries."

 

In the developed regions, the report notes, the employment-to-population ratio dropped from 56.8 per cent in 2007 to 55.4 per cent in 2009, with a further drop to 54.8 per cent in 2010.

 

Clearly, says the report, many developed economies are simply not generating sufficient employment opportunities to absorb growth in the working-age population. Again, this reflects an ongoing lag between economic recovery and a recovery in employment in this region.

 

The report finds that this contrasts with many developing regions, some of which saw an initial decline in the employment-to-population ratio but where, with the exception of the Caucasus and Central Asia and Eastern Asia, the estimated employment-to-population ratio in 2010 has changed little since 2007.

 

With respect to the MDG No. 1 target of halving, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people who suffer from hunger, the report shows that the proportion of people in the developing world who went hungry in 2005-2007 remained stable at 16 per cent, despite significant reductions in extreme poverty.

 

"Based on this trend, and in light of the economic crisis and rising food prices, it will be difficult to meet the hunger-reduction target in many regions of the developing world," it cautions.

 

Trends observed in South-Eastern Asia, Eastern Asia and Latin America and the Caribbean suggest that they are likely to meet the hunger-reduction target by 2015.

 

However, wide disparities are found among countries in these regions. For example, the strong gains recorded in Eastern Asia since 1990 are largely due to progress in China, while levels in South-Eastern Asia benefit from advances made in Indonesia and the Philippines.

 

Based on current trends, sub-Saharan Africa will be unable to meet the hunger-reduction target by 2015.

 

In developing regions, the report also says, the proportion of children under age five who are underweight declined from 30 per cent to 23 per cent between 1990 and 2009. Progress in reducing underweight prevalence was made in all regions where comparable trend data are available.

 

Eastern Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, and the Caucasus and Central Asia have reached or nearly reached the MDG target, and South-Eastern Asia and Northern Africa are on track.

 

However, progress in the developing regions overall is insufficient to reach the target by 2015. Children are underweight due to a combination of factors: lack of quality food, sub-optimal feeding practices, repeated attacks of infectious diseases and pervasive under-nutrition.

 

Children from the poorest households are more likely to be underweight than their richer counterparts. Moreover, the poorest children are making the slowest progress in reducing underweight prevalence, the report notes.

 

On the MDG No. 2 target of ensuring that, by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to complete a full course of primary schooling, the report finds that in the developing world as a whole, enrolment in primary education has increased slowly.

 

The net enrolment ratio has gone up by just 7 percentage points since 1999, reaching 89 per cent in 2009. In more recent years, progress has actually slowed, with an increase of just 2 percentage points between 2004 and 2009, dimming prospects for reaching the MDG target of universal primary education by 2015.

 

Most regions have advanced somewhat, though progress varies considerably among geographical groupings.

 

With an 18-percentage-point gain between 1999 and 2009, sub-Saharan Africa has the best record for improvement, followed by Southern Asia and Northern Africa, which had a 12-percentage-point and an 8-percentage-point increase, respectively.

 

By contrast, the net enrolment ratio fell from 94 per cent to 93 per cent in the Caucasus and Central Asia.

 

To achieve universal primary education, the report stresses, children everywhere must complete a full cycle of primary schooling. Current statistics show that the world is far from meeting that goal. Only 87 out of 100 children in the developing regions complete primary education.

 

In half of the least developed countries, at least two out of five children in primary school drop out before reaching the last grade. In 2009, more than 20 per cent of primary-age children in least developed countries were excluded from education.

 

Nevertheless, some of the poorest countries have made the greatest strides since 1999, says the report.

 

Burundi, Rwanda, Samoa, Sao Tome and Principe, Togo and the United Republic of Tanzania have achieved or are nearing the goal of universal primary education (with an adjusted net enrolment ratio above 95 per cent).

 

Considerable progress was also made in Benin, Bhutan, Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Guinea, Mali, Mozambique and Niger, where net enrolment ratios increased by more than 25 percentage points from 1999 to 2009.

 

The report observes that the abolition of school fees is considered an important driver of rapid progress in many of these countries.

 

On MDG No. 4 on reducing by two thirds, between 1990 and 2015, the under-five mortality rate, the report says that steady progress is being made in reducing child deaths. Globally, the mortality rate for children under five has declined by a third, from 89 deaths per 1,000 live births in 1990 to 60 in 2009.

 

All regions, except sub-Saharan Africa, Southern Asia and Oceania, have seen reductions of at least 50 per cent.

 

Despite population growth, the number of deaths in children under five worldwide declined from 12.4 million in 1990 to 8.1 million in 2009, which translates into nearly 12,000 fewer children dying each day.

 

The greatest success is found in Northern Africa and Eastern Asia, where under-five mortality declined by 68 per cent and 58 per cent, respectively. The highest levels of under-five mortality continue to be found in sub-Saharan Africa, where one in eight children die before the age of five (129 deaths per 1,000 live births), nearly twice the average in developing regions overall and around 18 times the average in developed regions.

 

According to the report, increasing evidence suggests that the MDG target can be reached, but only with substantial and accelerated action to eliminate the leading killers of children.

 

In sub-Saharan Africa, diarrhoea, malaria and pneumonia are responsible for more than half the deaths of children under five. In Southern Asia, over half of all childhood deaths occur in the first 28 days after birth, pointing to the need for better post-natal care.

 

In both regions, under-nutrition is an underlying cause of a third of these deaths. Special efforts to fight pneumonia, diarrhoea and malaria, while bolstering nutrition, could save the lives of millions of children.

 

With respect to MDG No. 5 on reducing by three quarters, between 1990 and 2015, the maternal mortality ratio, the report finds that despite proven interventions that could prevent disability or death during pregnancy and childbirth, maternal mortality remains a major burden in many developing countries.

 

Still, the most recent estimates suggest significant progress. In the developing regions as a whole, the maternal mortality ratio dropped by 34 per cent between 1990 and 2008, from 440 maternal deaths per 100,000 live births to 290 maternal deaths. However, the MDG target is still far off.

 

Eastern Asia, Northern Africa, South-Eastern Asia and Southern Asia have made the greatest strides. Between 1990 and 2008, 90 countries showed declines in their maternal mortality ratios of 40 per cent or more, while another 57 countries reported at least some gains.

 

Maternal deaths are concentrated in sub-Saharan Africa and Southern Asia, which together accounted for 87 per cent of such deaths globally in 2008. Southern Asia has made steady progress, with a 53 per cent decline in maternal mortality between 1990 and 2008. In contrast, the ratio has fallen by only 26 per cent in sub-Saharan Africa, though evidence suggests that progress has picked up speed since 2000.

 

On MDG No. 6 of having halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS, the report says that between 2001 and 2009, the HIV incidence rate declined steadily, by nearly 25 per cent worldwide.

 

However, this global progress masks substantial regional differences. While the incidence rate fell significantly in sub-Saharan Africa and Southern Asia, it remained unchanged in Eastern Asia, Western Europe, Central Europe and North America. Worse, it is on the rise in Eastern Europe and Central Asia after an initial decline during the first half of the decade.

 

In 2009, 33.3 million people were living with the virus - a 27 per cent increase over 1999. Sub-Saharan Africa remains the most heavily affected region, accounting for 69 per cent of new HIV infections, 68 per cent of all people living with HIV and 72 per cent of AIDS deaths.

 

Yet, says the report, the epidemic has not spared other regions, with more than 10.8 million people outside of sub-Saharan Africa living with the virus.

 

By the end of 2009, 5.25 million people were receiving antiretroviral therapy for HIV or AIDS in low- and middle-income countries. This represents a jump of over 1.2 million people from December 2008, the largest increase ever in one year.

 

On the MDG No. 6 target of having halted by 2015 and begun to reverse the incidence of malaria and other major diseases, the report notes that the burden of tuberculosis is gradually easing. Globally, the incidence rate peaked at 142 cases per 100,000 people in 2004. Since then, it has fallen by about 1 per cent a year, reaching 137 cases per 100,000 people in 2009.

 

This corresponds to an estimated 9.4 million people newly diagnosed with the disease worldwide in 2009, the same number as in 2008. If these trends continue, the world is on track to achieve the goal of halting and reversing the incidence of tuberculosis.

 

On the MDG No. 7 target of halving, by 2015, the proportion of the population without sustainable access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation, the report finds that progress to improve access to clean drinking water has been strong.

 

Globally, coverage increased from 77 per cent in 1990 to 87 per cent in 2008. If this trend continues, the MDG drinking water target of 89 per cent coverage will be met - and likely surpassed - by 2015.

 

Latin America and the Caribbean, Eastern Asia and South-Eastern Asia have already met the MDG drinking water target. Eastern Asia registered the largest increase in drinking water coverage - from 69 per cent in 1990, to 86 per cent in 2008.

 

Sub-Saharan Africa nearly doubled the number of people using an improved drinking water source - from 252 million in 1990 to 492 million in 2008. Coverage in that region increased from 49 per cent in 1990 to 60 per cent in 2008.

 

In all regions, coverage in rural areas lags behind that of cities and towns. In 2008, an estimated 141 million urbanites and 743 million rural dwellers continued to rely on unimproved sources for their daily drinking water needs. In sub-Saharan Africa, an urban dweller is 1.8 times more likely to use an improved drinking water source than a person living in a rural area.

 

The report however finds that the world is far from meeting the sanitation target. In fact, at the current rate of progress, it will take until 2049 to provide 77 per cent of the global population with flush toilets and other forms of improved sanitation. Almost half the population of developing regions and some 2.6 billion people globally were not using an improved form of sanitation in 2008.

 

Northern Africa is the only region that has already surpassed the MDG sanitation target, increasing coverage from 72 per cent in 1990 to 89 per cent in 2008.

 

Rural populations everywhere are disadvantaged when it comes to improved sanitation, though disparities with urban areas are decreasing in all regions. Globally, an urban resident is 1.7 times more likely to use an improved sanitation facility than someone living in a rural area.

 

On MDG No. 8 of developing a global partnership for development, the report says that in 2010, net aid disbursements amounted to $128.7 billion, equivalent to 0.32 per cent of developed countries' combined national income. This was the highest level of real aid ever recorded and an increase of 6.5 per cent in real terms over 2009.

 

If debt relief and humanitarian aid are excluded, bilateral aid for development programmes and projects rose by 5.9 per cent in real terms, as donors continued to scale up their core development projects and programmes. Most of the rise was in new lending (which grew by 13.2 per cent), but grants also increased (by 6.8 per cent).

 

In 2005, at the Gleneagles Group of Eight (G8) Summit and other forums, donors committed to increase their assistance to developing countries. The pledges they made at these meetings, combined with other commitments, implied a lifting of aid from about $80 billion in 2004 to nearly $130 billion in 2010 (at constant 2004 prices).

 

However, says the report, when comparing the 2010 outcome with pledges made in 2005, there was a shortfall of $19 billion. A little over $1 billion of this shortfall can be attributed to lower-than-expected levels of gross national income due to the economic crisis.

 

However, the remaining gap - $18 billion - was due to the failure of donors to meet their commitments. Overall, the combined effect of the increases has lifted aid by 37 per cent in real terms since 2004, or about $30 billion (in 2004 dollars).

 

At the Gleneagles summit, G8 donors also envisaged that their commitments, combined with those of other donors, would raise official development assistance (ODA) to Africa by $25 billion in 2010.

 

That year, bilateral aid to the continent as a whole was $29.3 billion, of which $26.5 billion was for sub-Saharan Africa. These amounts represent increases of 3.6 per cent and 6.4 per cent in real terms, respectively, over 2009.

 

Preliminary estimates show that Africa will receive only about $11 billion out of the $25 billion increase promised at Gleneagles, due mainly to the under-performance of some European donors that give large shares of their aid to Africa.

 

Looking ahead, says the report, a recent OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development) survey shows that most donors plan to increase aid over the coming three years, though at a sharply reduced pace.

 

Aid will grow at 2 per cent a year between 2011 and 2013, compared to an average of 8 per cent a year over the past three years. Aid to Africa is expected to rise by just 1 per cent a year in real terms, compared to the average of 13 per cent over the past three years, the report adds. 
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