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The Millennium Development Goals are a story of
success. By aligning political energy and resources,
they have facilitated huge strides in tackling some of
the world’s greatest challenges. In the last ten years
we’ve witnessed dramatic reductions in poverty

and mortality, and huge improvements in school
enrolment. The MDGs have demonstrated that, when
the international community works together, there is
little we cannot achieve.

But the MDGs have also served to highlight some of
the world’s most persistent challenges, most notably
the scourge of inequality. When national averages
on poverty reduction, hunger, child mortality or
education are disaggregated between the rich and
poor, urban and rural areas, ethnic groups, or by
gender or disability, we can see that some individuals
and some groups are lagging a long way behind.

Inequality is deeply rooted in countries’ history,
politics and governance. It can manifest itself in lack of
access to services, resources, power, voice and agency.
And it can have costly and disastrous consequences.

In Born Equal Save the Children powerfully
demonstrates the cost of inequality to children.
The report reveals the growing gaps between the
richest and the poorest children, and the costs that
this has on children’s health and development.

No child should be subject to unfair opportunities
before birth. And yet this report demonstrates that
children born into the richest households have access

to 35 times the resources of the poorest. These
children have better healthcare, more nutritious food
and better access to school, and are less likely to
have to start work at an early age.

But this is not just a story about income. For many
children around the world, being born a girl, disabled,
or a member of a minority ethnic group, or growing
up in a rural province, also limits your opportunities.

Inequalities such as these are an injustice and an
infringement of human rights.

In 2015 we, the international community, have an
opportunity to rectify this. By placing inequality front
and centre of the new international development
framework we have the opportunity to stem the tide
of rising inequalities and to give every child a better
start in life.

This will require a commitment to defend the human
rights of the poorest and most vulnerable — and

to put the hardest-to-reach first. But it will also
necessitate a long hard look at the way our societies
grow and develop. Inclusivity and non-discrimination
need to be the cornerstones of development for a
more sustainable future.

Ms Heidi Hautala
Minister for International Development
Finland
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

THE WORLD’S BIGGEST PROMISE

For more than half a century many people in the
development sector have fought to alleviate the
most extreme poverty and deprivation. The efforts
of multilateral and bilateral donors as well as non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) have been
focused on helping the world’s poorest people to
access the basic goods and services for survival —
food, safe drinking water, sanitation facilities, health,
shelter, and education.

One of the highlights of the fight against poverty

took place in 2000 at the Millennium Summit, when
world leaders laid the foundations for the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs). This eight-goal framework
is aimed at eradicating extreme poverty and hunger,
achieving universal primary education, reducing child
mortality and promoting gender equality and women
empowerment, among other goals, by 2015.

Described as “the world’s biggest promise”,' the
MDGs are “a global agreement to reduce poverty at
historically unprecedented rates through collaborative
global action.”? They are largely a story of success.

As a result of the MDGs, during the last decade the
world witnessed unprecedented progress. Millions of
children were able to go to school for the first time,
and many were given a chance at life.

Between 1990 and 2012, for the first time since global
poverty trends started to be monitored, the number
of people in extreme poverty fell from almost 2 billion
people to less than .3 billion people.? If preliminary
data is confirmed, the world may have met the first

of the MDGs — namely, to halve the proportion of
people living on less than $1.25 a day — ahead of the
2015 deadline. We are faced with a unique, historical
opportunity: we can eradicate absolute poverty and
the worst forms of deprivation within a generation.

Child mortality is also falling. In 201 | under-five
mortality stood at 6.9 million — down from 12 million
in 1990. Although we are only half way to reaching

the child mortality goal, the rate of progress to
reduce under-five child deaths more than doubled
in the 2000s.*

A BLIND SPOT IN THE MDGs

However, global progress on many fronts masks
huge disparities. When national averages on poverty
reduction, hunger, child mortality or education are
disaggregated between rich and poor people, urban
and rural areas, or by ethnic group or gender, we
can see that some individuals and groups are lagging
a long way behind.

For example, in Madagascar — which saw a massive
decrease in under-five mortality between the late 90s
and mid-2000s — we found that the gains made in
reducing child mortality had been disproportionately
concentrated in the top wealth quintile. While child
mortality in the richest quintile fell from 142 to

49 per 1,000 live births, the poorest quintile saw

less progress, with a more modest fall from 195 to
101 per 1,000 live births. This story of unequal
progress on child mortality is replicated, beyond
children’s chances to survive, in many other areas —
from nutrition to education — undermining children’s
chances to fulfil their potential.

In this report, Save the Children argues that
addressing inequality will be crucial to
accelerate progress towards achieving the
MDGs and to deliver the promise to eradicate
extreme global poverty.

But when seen through a child’s lens, we can see that
reducing inequality is an important objective
in its own right that should be reflected as a goal

in any post 2015 framework. Inequalities that affect
the household where a child is growing up may result
in inequality of opportunity for that child. Because

of their particular life-stage, inequalities experienced
during childhood may have physical, psychological and
opportunity effects throughout the rest of their lives.



This report reinforces the imperative to act and
demonstrates that the time is now if we want to
prevent future generations from paying the price

of inequality. A focus on alleviating absolute
poverty must be augmented by a common
commitment to tackle inequalities in
opportunities and outcomes. The post-2015
discussions present an opportunity to showcase
successful approaches for tackling inequality,
while a global target on reductions in inequality
would help to galvanise progress. Not only will
this safeguard and build upon the progress of recent
decades, but it can help to kick-start and sustain
economic growth, since inequality and a healthy and
inclusive economy are closely related.

Inequality is a complex issue. It can manifest itself
through different social, political and economic
dimensions — you can experience inequalities

in income, in healthcare coverage, in political
representation or access to school. And inequalities
are visible at many different levels — for example,
as well as income inequalities between individuals
and groups, there are income inequalities between
countries. A person living in poverty in the USA
has much better life chances than a person born in
poverty in India — the so-called lottery of life.

The MDGs’ approach to development attempted

to redress one aspect of inequality — vast variations
in countries’ national wealth and their ability to

fund social services. It encouraged richer developed
countries to provide assistance — overseas
development assistance (ODA) — that enables poorer
countries to meet the basic needs of their people,
especially the poorest and most vulnerable people.

Save the Children believes that ODA has played an
important role in increasing the pace of development.®
It has proved a vital investment when countries

have not had the resources to protect and provide
for their citizens, and has helped countries develop
infrastructure and human capital.

However, with many more of the poorest people

now living in middle-income countries, questions are
emerging about whether efforts to reduce inequalities
between countries should be augmented — along with
a focus on reducing inequality within countries.

The world and, in particular, the distribution of
poverty within the world have fundamentally changed
in the last two decades. In 1990, the vast majority

— 93% — of people in poverty in the world lived in
low-income countries. Today, despite the fact that
inequalities between countries remain high,* more
than 70% of the world’s poorest people — up

to a billion - live in middle-income countries.’

The challenge in these countries is not just high levels
of absolute poverty — which in many cases has seen
astonishing rates of decline — but also relative poverty
(whereby even those above an absolute poverty line
have incomes insufficient to afford essential items
such as food, good healthcare and education). At the
same time the top deciles of their populations are
enjoying rapid wealth accumulation, with the resultant
effect that there are vast gulfs emerging between rich
and poor.

Alleviating absolute poverty in these countries is
increasingly a question of how to share the benefits
of growth more effectively and minimise the growing
gaps between rich and poor. In addition, increasing
evidence shows that reducing inequality presents an
opportunity to boost economic growth.® According to
the IMF, recent evidence “tilt[s] the balance towards
the notion that attention to inequality can bring
significant longer-run benefits for growth.”®

Closing these gaps will be crucial to accelerate
progress to finish the job we started with the
MDGs in 2000 and eradicate global poverty.
While the international community must continue
addressing inequalities between countries, addressing
gross and increasing inequalities within countries will
be one of the most effective and powerful strategies
to meet international development goals. It will
remove this barrier that is blocking shared and
faster progress.

In order to finish the job we started, the world

will need to address the gross inequalities that now
divide those who have and who have not. For instance,
an equitable approach that focuses on addressing

the challenges of the world’s poorest people has

the potential to avert around 60% per cent more



under-five deaths for every $| million invested
in public healthcare for children than the
current strategies.'

Eradicating global poverty will, to a large extent,
depend on trends in inequalities and the distribution
of resources within the countries which are now
home to most of the world’s extreme poor. The
global development framework needs to be adapted
to reflect this shift; it must incentivise improvements
in major inequalities and track progress across

all groups.

This report looks at how, despite major strides
made towards poverty reduction and towards
achieving the MDGs, increasing inequality in many
countries in the last two decades has hampered
greater progress. It outlines how some countries

— through proven policies and interventions — have
managed to reduce gross inequalities and deliver
better outcomes for their children, laying stronger
foundations for the future. The report starts to
provide an overview of the progress made towards
achieving the MDGs, and looks at one of its main
blind-spots — inequality — which, we argue, has
prematurely closed off opportunities to make
further progress in reducing poverty and improving
child well-being, especially in countries where
inequality is most pervasive.

Chapter | of this report explains why children are
particularly vulnerable to the damaging effects of
inequality. It argues that, because of their particular
life-stage, short-term deprivations (resulting from
gross inequalities) or psychosocial effects of big
disparities experienced during childhood can have
lifelong consequences. A poor diet during early
development — the thousand days from the start of
a woman’s pregnancy to her child’s second birthday
— has been proven to lead to learning and memory
deficits, lower school achievement, and behavioural
problems in childhood and adolescence.'?

Aside from these most extreme forms of deprivation,

disparities can have other kinds of damaging impacts
on children. Perceptions of lower status can stifle
ambition and limit children’s feeling of self-worth;
this is heightened by increases in inequality.

Tackling inequality is a salient development challenge
for today’s world because widening disparities in
income have been demonstrated to compromise
economic growth, damage well-being outcomes and
jeopardise broader poverty reduction outcomes.

There is, however, yet another powerful reason why
Save the Children believes that inequality matters. A
more or less equal world in the years to come
will either make or break the prospects of
every child to have an equal chance to survive
and thrive.

Research based on data from the “Young Lives’ study
in Peru found that children with lower subjective
well-being — in this case perceptions of being poorly
respected — had lower cognitive achievement.'' The
impact of inequalities early in life can be linked to
divergent performance and capabilities later on

in life.'?

Despite the fact that children are hardest hit by
the damaging effects of inequality, none of the
unequal circumstances and lack of opportunities in
the household they are born in are their choice or
‘fault’.VWe argue that tackling inequality is crucial to
ensuring that children have the best possible start
in life.

Chapter 2 looks at how children are more affected
by inequality than the general population — on the
basis of quantitative analysis on income inequality in
32 low- and middle-income countries. The report
then assesses the effects that inequality has on child
development outcomes (Chapter 3) on the basis

of eight case studies conducted for this research, in
partnership with local research institutions, in Brazil,
Canada, China, Ghana, India, Indonesia, Nigeria and
the UK.

Chapter 4 looks at the policies and interventions
that have successfully managed to reduce
inequalities and deliver better outcomes for
children. The report concludes with four
recommendations to seize the major opportunity
presented by the post-2015 framework, and

calls upon the international community to place
inequality front and centre.



Despite the fact that children are hardest hit by
inequality, little attention has been paid to the
measurement of inequality among children. New
research we carried out for this report helps to
fill in this gap.

Our data analysis looks at the gaps between

the poorest and the richest children in terms of

a measure we construct for ‘effective available
income per child’ — ie, what income is ‘available’ for
households to spend on each child and therefore to
what extent they are able to take up opportunities
(see Box 4 on page 14 for details). We found that,
across the 32 countries we studied, a child in the
richest 10% of households has 35 times the
effective available income of a child in the
poorest 10% of households.'® The gaps between
the poorest and richest children are considerably
larger than the gaps between adults, suggesting that
children experience a magnified inequality effect.

And the gaps are increasing. Since the 1990s, across
the 32 countries we studied, the effective available
incomes of the children in the poorest decile have
actually declined as a share of GDP, while those of
the children in the richest decile have increased.
This means that the gap between the richest
and poorest children has grown by 35% since
the 1990s, the timeframe used to monitor progress
towards the MDGs.

We know that children suffer a magnified inequality
and they are more vulnerable to their damaging
effects because of their particular life-stage. But what
are the effects of inequality on child development
outcomes!? In order to understand better the effects
of inequality on children, we looked at the incidence
of inequality on a range of health, nutrition and
education outcomes in eight countries from different
regions of the world and different income levels:
Brazil, Canada, China, Ghana, India, Indonesia, Nigeria
and the UK.

We found that different inequalities — ranging
from wealth to spatial, rural and urban, and gender
inequalities — have a dramatic impact on children’s

health, nutritional status and education. For instance,
child mortality rates are more than twice as
high among the poorest, in countries with high
income inequality such as Nigeria. Stunting rates
can be up to six times higher in rural than

in urban areas in countries with high spatial
inequalities and with a big divide between rural
and urban populations — for example, China. Gender
inequality is still a strong driver of lower educational
outcomes for girls. In Indonesia, there are twice as
many illiterate women as men, and three times as
many girls as boys are never enrolled in schools. In
Nigeria, girls’ enrolment rate was 44%, while boys’
was 56%.

Are large and growing gaps in a child’s life chances an
unfortunate but inevitable part of our world? The fact
that levels of and trends in inequality differ markedly
across countries and regions tells us that poverty

and inequality are not ‘natural® or inevitable. Different
trajectories and rates of progress make it clear that
the effects of inequality can be managed — or not.
National policy decisions can make all the difference.

For example, some countries have enjoyed impressive
growth alongside reductions in inequality, with
positive impacts upon the lives of their citizens. As
we show in Chapter 4 of this report, rapid economic
growth in Brazil has been accompanied by a decline
in the country’s income inequality (in the years
2000-08, the incomes of the bottom-fifth grew at an
average annual rate of 6% compared to 2% for the
top-fifth'%), alongside dramatic poverty reduction and
improvements in child well-being.

This report reinforces this imperative to act and
demonstrates that the time is now — if we want to
prevent future generations from paying the price of
inequality. An equitable approach to achieving
internationally agreed development goals

will accelerate progress towards eradicating
extreme global poverty. Beyond this, a shared
commitment by national governments and the
international community to tackle inequality in
its own right will ensure greater opportunities
for children and child well-being. Not only will
this safeguard and accelerate the progress of recent
decades towards poverty eradication, but it can help
to kick-start and sustain economic growth, since
inequality and a healthy and inclusive economy are
closely related.
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At the conclusion of this report we set out four
recommendations. We focus on the enormous
opportunity presented by the post-2015 framework
and we call upon the international community to
place inequality front and centre. To do this we call
for targets that aspire to reach all people, thereby
eradicating absolute poverty and preventable child
mortality. We call for every target to be clearly
disaggregated so that equitable progress can be
monitored and we can ensure the poorest and most
vulnerable people, particularly children, are not being
left behind. And to tackle the challenge of rising
income gaps we call for an income inequality target.

We ask that the international community provide

the enabling conditions for tackling inequalities, such
as sharing lessons about what kinds of social and
economic policies can help to ameliorate inequality.
A robust accountability mechanism (with a data
collection function) and equitable financial investment
plans will also be integral for the framework to
become a reality in every country.

Realising these recommendations will help improve
the life chances of this generation of children. And
it will kick start a process to reduce other forms
of inequality — improving the lives and prospects of
generations to come.

A ch'ﬂorkaproducing padlocks in an unregulated workshop in Dhaka, Bangladesh




INTRODUCTION

THE MDGs — THE WORLD’S
BIGGEST PROMISE

For more than half a century many people in the
development sector have fought to alleviate the
most extreme poverty and deprivation.The efforts
of multilateral and bilateral donors as well as non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) have been
focused on helping the world’s poorest people to
access the basic goods and services for survival —
food, safe drinking water, sanitation facilities, health,
shelter, and education.

One of the highlights of the fight against poverty
took place in 2000 at the Millennium Summit, when
world leaders laid the foundations for the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs). This eight-goal
framework is aimed at eradicating extreme poverty
and hunger, achieving universal primary education,
reducing child mortality and promoting gender
equality and women empowerment, among other
goals, by 2015.

Described as “the world’s biggest promise”,' the
MDGs are a story of success. Between 1990 and 2012,
for the first time since global poverty trends started
to be monitored, the number of people in extreme
poverty fell from nearly 2 billion to fewer than

I3 billion people.? If preliminary data are confirmed,
the world may have met the first of the MDGs —
namely, to halve the proportion of people living on
less than $1.25 a day — ahead of the 2015 deadline.

The world is also getting closer to achieving universal
enrolment in primary education, with just over 90%
of children worldwide enrolled — and nearly 50% of
them girls. It is particularly encouraging that many of
the countries facing the greatest challenges have made
huge progress, with enrolment rates in sub-Saharan
Africa going up to 76% from a base of 58%.

Child mortality is also falling. In 201 | under-five
mortality stood at 6.9 million — down from 12 million

in 1990. Although we are only half way to reaching
the child mortality goal, the rate of progress to
reduce under-five child deaths more than doubled
in the 2000s.3

The story of the MDGs provides cause for optimism.
Although considerable challenges still remain, we are
getting closer to delivering their promise.

UNEQUAL PROGRESS

However, much of this global progress masks huge
disparities between and within countries. The income
poverty target under MDG | is a case in point.
Although the number of people living in extreme
poverty decreased in all world regions, China alone
accounted for 649 million of the 662 million people
lifted out of poverty between 1990 and 2008.*

When national averages on poverty reduction,
hunger, child mortality or education are disaggregated
according to income and wealth, we see that in many
countries the poorest groups are lagging a long

way behind.

In the 2010 report A Fair Chance At Life Save the
Children examined the disparities that lie behind the
headline figures on child mortality (see Box 1). It found
that rates of progress differed dramatically according
to the wealth quintile of the household in which a
child was born (see Box ). Sadly, unequal progress is
the story of many other aspects of child well-being —
from nutrition to education — undermining children’s
chances to fulfil their potential.

Wealth is not the only determinant of who benefits
from progress and who remains largely untouched.
Caste, religion, place of residence and gender (as
well as many other forms of group identity) may

also determine who benefits and who does not. In
Nepal the upper caste (Brahman) has experienced an
impressive 46% decrease in poverty since the 1990s.
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Lower castes and Muslims have barely seen a 10%
decrease. In India, while the country’s average poverty
rates were falling in the 2000s, in the state of Orissa
poverty increased from 41% to 50%; absolute poverty
among lower castes in Orissa increased during that

TABLE I: TAKING STOCK OF PROGRESS TOWARDS THE MDGs (1-6)

decade from 57% to 74%.> And as Save the Children’s
201 | report, An Equal Start, served to highlight, gender
is another major determinant of well-being. In many
regions in the world girls have a far worse chance of
survival than boys® (see Box 1).

(deaths of children before reaching
the age of one per 1,000 live births)

Goals and targets Indicator for Baseline | Latest % change
monitoring progress (around figure
1990)
Goal |I: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger
Target |.A: Halve between 1990 and I.1 Proportion of population below 46.7% 24% -49%
2015 the proportion of people $1.25 (2005 purchasing power parity)
whose income is less than one dollar | per day in developing regions
a day.
4 .2 Poverty gap ratio in developing 16.1 7.3 -55%
regions
Target |.C: Halve between 1990 and I.8 Prevalence of underweight 29 18 -38%
2015 the proportion of people who | children under five years of age in
suffer from hunger. developing regions, per 100
1.9 Proportion of population below 16% 13% -19%
minimum level of dietary energy
consumption worldwide
Goal 2: Achieve universal primary education
Target 2.A: Ensure that, by 2015, 2.1 Net enrolment ratio in primary 82 91 1%
children everywhere, boys and girls education per 100 children of the
alike, will be able to complete a full same age, worldwide
course of primary schooling.
2.2 Proportion of pupils starting 80.7% 90.3% 12%
grade | who reach last grade of
primary worldwide
2.3 Literacy rate of |5-24-year-olds, | 83.4 89.6 7%
female and male, worldwide
Goal 3: Promote gender equality and empower women
Target 3.A: Eliminate gender disparity | 3.1 Ratios of girls to boys in primary | 0.89 0.97 9%
in primary and secondary education, | education worldwide
preferably by 2005, and in all levels
of education no later than 2015. 3.2 Share of women in wage 35.1 39.6 13%
employment in the non-agricultural
sector worldwide
3.3 Proportion of seats held by 12.8% 19.7% 54%
women in national parliament
worldwide
Goal 4: Reduce child mortality
Target 4.A: Reduce by two-thirds, 4.1 Under-five mortality rate 88 57 -35%
between 1990 and 2015, the worldwide (deaths of children before
under-five mortality rate. reaching the age of five per
1,000 live births)
4.2 Infant mortality rate worldwide 61 40 -34%




Such unequal patterns of progress show that not
only are certain individuals and groups more prone
to suffer poverty and deprivation, but that progress
in improving children’s chance to survive beyond the

age of five or to go to school has been unequally

TABLE | continued

distributed. While some groups benefited from the
rapid progress triggered by the concerted effort
to meet the MDGs, others barely experienced

any improvements.

water and basic sanitation

an improved sanitation facility

Goals and targets Indicator for Baseline | Latest % change
monitoring progress (around figure
1990)
Goal 5: Improve maternal health
Target 5.A: Reduce by three- 5.1 Maternal mortality ratio 400 210 -48%
quarters, between 1990 and 2015, worldwide (maternal deaths per
the maternal mortality ratio. 100,000 live births)
5.2 Proportion of births attended by | 57% 66% 16%
skilled health personnel
Target 5.B: Achieve by 2015 5.3 Contraceptive prevalence rate 54.80% 63.40% 16%
universal access to reproductive worldwide (percentage using
health. contraception among women aged
15—49 who are married or in union)
5.5 Antenatal care coverage 64 80 25%
worldwide (percentage of women
aged |15—49 years who received
antenatal care during pregnancy
from skilled health personnel at
least once)
Goal 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases
Target 6.A: Have halted by 2015, 6.1 HIV prevalence among population | 0.3 0.8 167%
and begun to reverse, the spread aged 1549 years worldwide
of HIV/AIDS.
Target 6.B: Achieve by 2010 6.5 Proportion of population with 39 47 21%
universal access to treatment for advanced HIV infection with access
HIV/AIDS for all those who need it. | to antiretroviral drugs worldwide
Target 6.C: Have halted by 2015,and | 6.9 Number of new infections of 144 128 -11%
begun to reverse, the incidence of tuberculosis per 100,000 population
malaria and other major diseases. worldwide
6.10 Proportion of tuberculosis 75 86 15%
successfully cured under directly
observed short course of treatment
Goal 7: Ensure environmental sustainability
Target 7.C: Halve by 2015 the 7.8 Proportion of population using 76% 89% 17%
proportion of people without an improved drinking water source
sustainable access to safe drinking
7.9 Proportion of population using 49% 63% 14%

Source: Statistical Annex: Millennium Development Goals, Targets and Indicators, 2012. Available online: http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/Host.
aspx!Content=Data/Trends.htm (Accessed: September 26,2012).

NOILONAOYLNI
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CHILD MORTALITY

In A Fair Chance At Life we examined disparities

in child mortality rates according to wealth,
finding that rates of progress differed dramatically
according to the quintile in which you and your
family live.

For example, in Madagascar — which saw a massive
decrease in under-five mortality between the

late 90s and mid-2000s — we found that the

gains made in reducing child mortality had been
disproportionately concentrated in the top wealth
quintile. While child mortality in the richest quintile
fell from 142 to 49 per 1,000 live births, the poorest
quintile saw less progress, with a more modest fall
from 195 to 101 per 1,000 live births.

BOX |: UNDERSTANDING UNEQUAL PROGRESS IN REDUCING

Our report An Equal Start examines disparities

in child mortality rates according to gender. It
found that, although childhood mortality rates
(children aged |-5) were coming down around
the world, many more girls than boys were dying
of preventable deaths. And in fact, girls’ chances
of survival relative to boys were not improving: in
1990, for every 100 boys’ deaths, 108 girls died; in
2008 that figure was 107 — a negligible reduction.
In certain regions girls’ childhood mortality rates
had actually increased. In south Asia, for example, in
1990, for every 100 boys’ deaths, 137 girls died; by
2008 that figure was 143.

A BLIND SPOT IN THE
MDG FRAMEWORK

With the benefit of hindsight, even the most fervent
advocates of the MDGs openly recognise that the
framework suffered from a number of blind spots.
Criticisms range from the way that poverty is
measured in MDG | (extreme poverty defined as
living below the threshold of $1.25 a day, yet for
most people around the world it is insufficient even
for a basic diet”) to the fact that several targets are
about reducing, not eradicating, some of the world’s
worst ills — such as halving world poverty and hunger
or reducing child and maternal mortality. The UN
Secretary-General recently recognised that “when the
MDGs were first articulated, we knew that achieving
them would, in a sense, be only half the job. We knew
that too many men, women and children would go

largely untouched by even our best efforts.”®

One of the biggest blind spots in the MDG
framework is the failure to address inequality
comprehensively. Inequality is a complex issue. It
manifests itself through different economic, social and
political dimensions — you can experience inequalities
in income, in healthcare coverage, in access to school
or in political representation. And inequalities exist at
many different levels. For example, there are income
inequalities between people, and between countries.
A person living in poverty in the USA has much better

life chances than a poor person in India. The country
where you are born, the colour of your skin, the
wealth of your parents, and many other dimensions
determine to a large extent the ticket you hold in the
so-called lottery of life.

The MDGs’ approach to development had a

positive effect on one aspect of inequality — vast
variations in countries’ national wealth and their
ability to fund basic services. It encouraged richer
developed countries to provide assistance — overseas
development assistance — that enables poorer
countries to meet the basic needs of their people,
especially the poorest and most vulnerable people.

The MDGs set global targets to reduce poverty,
hunger or child mortality, which were widely adopted
by national governments in developing countries.
They triggered an unprecedented wave of progress in
human development in the last decade. However, the
framework offered no guidance on how these targets
should be reached within each country. Who would
benefit from the development outcomes, ranging from
health to hunger to education, that the MDGs aim

to achieve?

This blind spot of the framework has resulted in
a failure to incentivise equitable progress towards
common goals, where richer and poorer people,
urban and rural populations, and excluded ethnic
minorities, for example, all benefit from the progress




achieved by the MDGs. Even more worrying is

the suggestion that in some cases the goals have
created perverse incentives that may have actually
exacerbated inequality — for example, a tendency
only to provide services to the easiest-to-reach. For
example, in Uganda the government and donors have
been criticised for investing in health and education
only in the most stable parts of the country — which
are therefore the regions more able to deliver the
greatest progress against absolute MDG targets. This
ignores the people living in the north of the country,
who are already suffering the effects of civil war, and
in turn exacerbates the sense of exclusion among
northerners, which had itself contributed to the war.’

While progress has been made to lift many people
above the poverty line, many have been left behind.
And the gaps between poor and rich people, urban
and rural populations, and indigenous and non-
indigenous peoples have increased across the world.
Undoubtedly, the international community has a
primary duty to fight the worst expressions of
poverty and deprivation. However, failure to tackle
inequality head on is not only contributing to
widening the gaps that divide people within countries
and across the world. It is also prematurely closing
off opportunities to make further progress in
eradicating global poverty.

When it comes to winning people’s trust, there’s
hardly a more potent political force than when
governments deliver on their promises. To deliver
the promise to eradicate extreme poverty — and

to overcome the biggest barriers preventing the
poorest and most marginalised people from accessing
education, basic health services, protection services,
and clean water and sanitation — we need to find ways
to accelerate progress towards the MDGs and to
reach those who are currently left behind. While the
international community must continue addressing
inequalities between countries, addressing gross and
increasing inequalities within countries will be one of
the most effective and powerful strategies to meet
international development goals. It will remove this
barrier that is blocking shared and faster progress.

In order to finish the job we started, the world will
need to address the gross inequalities that now divide
those who have and who have not. For instance, an

equitable approach that focuses on addressing the
challenges of the world’s poorest people has the
potential to avert around 60% per cent more under-
five deaths for every $| million invested in public
healthcare for children than the current strategies.'®

Eradicating global poverty will, to a large extent,
depend on trends in inequalities and the distribution
of resources within the countries which are now
home to most of the world’s extreme poor. The
global development framework needs to be adapted
to reflect this shift; it must incentivise improvements
in major inequalities and track progress across

all groups.

The MDG’s inequality blind spot becomes even more
important when we consider the fundamental shift
that has occurred in the global poverty map over the
last two decades. In 1990, the vast majority — 93% — of
people in poverty in the world lived in low-income
countries. World poverty was, to a large extent, a
problem of the world’s poorest countries. Hence, the
focus of the original MDG framework on the world’s
poorest countries, combined with the responsibility of
advanced economies to support the achievement of a
set of internationally agreed development outcomes.

However, today, despite the fact that inequalities
between countries remain high,'"' more than 70%

of the world’s poorest people — up to a billion
people - live in middle-income countries.'? This
‘new bottom billion’ of people in extreme pover