Measuring and comparing human well-being and human
achievement
GDP / GNI per person: universal since the forties
The Human Development Index: published since 1990, 3 targets ( life expectancy, years of
schooling, PPP per capita GNI )
Millennium Development Goals; Millennium Summit 2000; eight goals; 21 targets
Report of the High – Level Panel of Eminent Persons on the Post - 2015 Sustainable Development
Goals: Summer 2013; 12 goals, 59 targets
Open Working Group on Sustainable Development Goals, outcome document submitted to the UN
GA in September 2014; 17 goals, 169 (!!) targets

The latest Human Development Index

The Human Development Index - as well as the subsequent “Millenium Development Goals” - are
geared towards measuring the catching up of still poorer countries; they show that lower levels of
material ( GDP per capita - ) wealth correlate rather closely with human well being as measured by
other gauges ( eg life expectancy or literacy ) . This correlation wanes with rising wealth and
disappears with very high material wealth.

The Millennium Development Goals, agreed upon at the UN Millennium Summit in 2000; to be
met in a mere 15 years by 2015
coming close to the target date, we may observe that the progress achieved is without precedent
in human history.

78 countries have met the target or make “sufficient progress”; whilst just 31
countries failed ( let us note already here that lack of sufficient data impeded the ranking of many, ie 31
countries )

BUT
• Progress was slow were it would have been most needed; that is in the low
income countries, while it was fastest in the “upper middle income countries”. It
was slow, in particular in Sub – Sahara – Africa, and in fragile or conflict ridden
states.
• Progress was very uneven too, in the areas defined as “goals”. The target of
cutting by half absolute poverty (that is a per capita income of less than 1,25 $ )
was met even before its time in 2013. Notable progress was also achieved in the
provision of water, and in education ( and of gender equality in education). In
the realm of infant mortality and maternal maternity, however, one is very,
very far off target. That warns against the assumption that progress in one area
(like education) would automatically correlate with progress in other fields too;
hence the usefulness of many indicators
• Here again, the distance is blatant that separates the “average of all developing
countries” from those among them that are ranked as “low income”

Uneven progress towards the different Millennium Development Goals

Have the Millennium Development
Goals just served as a passive
register; or have they mobilized
additional efforts and resources ?
The “Economist believes the latter to
be the case. The fall in infant mortality
would have been slower, would it have
followed the historic trend; and
wouldn’t it have been accelerated by
the MDGs

• DEFICIENCIES:
• Too little emphasis on poorest countries
• Within countries just averages; no
differentiation according to ( unequal )
income; or gender
• No indicators for political institutions,
governance, human rights.
• Absence of ecologic indicators
• No indicators for social well being (eg rates
of crime )
• Valid just for the developing countries and
not for all countries of the world ( though
we have noted the difficulties of finding a
common gauge)

RIO + 20
The mandate for the post – 2015 sustainable development
goals (point 247 from the overly long Rio +20 outcome document )

Report of the High- Level Panel of Eminent Persons
on the post 2015 Sustainable Development Goals
Tasked by the UN Secretary General; 27 members;
chaired by the Presidents of Indonesia and Liberia; and
the UK Prime Minister.

•

Report delivered in summer of 2013

•

The number of the 8 MDGs expanded to
12

•

Defined as binding on all UN member
countries, and not just the developing
ones

•

But number of targets expanded from
the 21 of the MDGs to already 59

The report succeeded in expanding the agenda of the
MDG in the sense of integrating - more extensively –
social and ecologic goal and targets

•
•
•
•
•
•

•

•

Nonetheless, the report warns against
overloading the agenda and strongly
recommends building upon the MDGs

Emphasis upon equity / equality
More specific on gender equality
Environmental targets
Agriculture
Reduce violence
Basic human rights ( like freedom of
speech and access to independent
information); but without providing
guidance on how to measure progress
towards these targets.
THE UN SG AND THE GROUP HAD HOPED
THAT THESE RECOMMENDATIONS
WOULD INFORM THE CONSIDERATIONS
OF THE OPEN WORKING GROUP ON THE
SDGs. AS IT SEEMS, THIS HAD NOT BEEN
THE CASE (see the following slide)

Report of the – 30 member - Open Working Group to the UN General Assembly in
September 2014
- recommending 17 goals and 169 targets
•

The process leading up to the report was wide – open, which each session of the WG being
preceded by hearings with NGOs and some of them, as well as other actors ( from science,
business etc ) being given a voice in the proceedings themselves.

•

Hearings had been organized in the UN Members countries, and there were special hearings
on specific issues

•

The proceedings were supported by an task force consisting of 60 UN agencies, as well as the
World Bank and the Monetary Fund

•

The nature of these proceedings, as well as the agreement on that many goals and targets,
reflects the growing interconnectedness of the world, the growing complexity of this
connectedness, as well a welcome, growing awareness of the tasks and responsibilities
resulting from this development

•

BUT: it will be impossible to translate these recommendations into action, and – in many
cases - one should not attempt to do so

The Open Working Group has defined 169 targets, some of which are:
a) clearly out of reach; or b) ill defined and thus not apt to guide action, c) mute on how to
differentiate between wealthier and poorer countries, and d) certainly too many by far
•

CLEARLY OUT OF REACH; even UTOPIAN: 3.3:by 2030 end epidemics of AIDS, tuberculosis,
malaria… 6.6: by 2020 (!) protect and restore water related eco – systems; 7.1; by 2020
(!) universal access to affordable, reliable, and modern energy services; 8.1: at least 7
percent GDP growth in least developed countries… Such aims might be “aspirational”, but
they do not qualify as “targets”

•

VAGUE, AS IMPOSSIBLE TO ACTUALLY MEASURE: 8:5 2030 achieve full and productive
employment and decent work for all women and men ….
11.1: by 2030 ensure
access for all to affordable housing and basic services 15.5: by 2020 (!) prevent the
extinction of threatened species 16.3. promote the rule of law at national and international
level

•

NO DIFFERENTIATION BETWEEN THE TARGETS FOR POOR, AND THE TARGETS FOR
WEALTHY COUNTRIES: 3.8: achieve universal health coverage ( Obama has not succeeded
in reaching that goal in the US ); 4.2: access of all boys and girls to early childhood …
pre – primary education ( in Austria, this target had been met just two years ago )

•

TOO MANY TARGETS BY FAR: Björn Lomborg ( Danish environmentalist ) has calculated that
data collection on all of these 169 targets would cost about 254 billion US Dollars; that is
twice the amount of the annual Official Development Assistance

What comes next ??
•

Aware of these shortcomings of the report by the Open Working Group, the UN
General Assembly, had requested the Secretary General to shorten and
consolidate the list of these 169 targets ( while keeping the 17 “goals” as defined
by the OWG).

•

By now, the UN Secretary General should have reported back to the General
Assembly. He must be excused for failing to do so, as this task is a difficult one, as
it comes with heavy political implications

•

Some of the “world systemic question” are being mentioned in the OWG
document, but not transformed into real targets - such as the structure and
needed reform of the world monetary system, or climate change – where the
document just refers to the ongoing negotiations for the implementation of the
Framework Convention on Climate Change. But this is so for good reason. Mere
targets cannot substitute for a political process, and definitely not so in issues
where interests and opinions diverge widely

•

The definite set of sustainable development goals and targets will have to be
decided upon by heads of states and governments at a development summit in
September 2015

