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Foreword
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As we approach the year 2015, from Tunis,

to New York, to Santiago, a resounding call is
being heard for a social, political and economic
order that delivers on the promises of “freedom
from fear and want.” Civil society everywhere

is calling for meaningful participation, higher
levels of accountability from Governments and
international institutions, an end to discrimination
and exclusion, a better distribution of economic
and political power, and the protection of human
rights under the rule of law. “The peoples of the
United Nations” are speaking, often at great
personal risk, and the degree to which their
legitimate concerns are heard and reflected in

the post-2015 agenda will determine both the
legitimacy and the success of that agenda.

Compared with previous approaches to
development, this heralds a true paradigm
shift. Indeed, some of the most celebrated
Millennium Development Goals success stories
since 2000 are now sites of mass protest
decrying widespread deprivation, repression
and inequalities masked by the narrow models
of economic analysis that have characterized
development approaches in the pre-2015
period. The message is clear: economic growth
is not an adequate measure of development.
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Rather, equality matters, the environment
matters and human rights matter. So do good
governance and anti-corruption. The real test, to
a growing global population demanding a life
of dignity, is the degree to which they are able
to enjoy freedom from fear and want, without
discrimination.

Some of our most fundamental problems,

on which the realization of human rights
depends, are global. Regulating global finance,
preventing violent conflict, achieving sustainable
consumption patterns, and stabilizing the
planet’s climate and ecosystems are prominent
among them. However, our politics remain
overwhelmingly local. Time and again world
leaders have gathered to debate global
development priorities. Rarely do they return

to their capitals without signing on to a raft of
new (or not so new) promises. Rarely, however,
is there any real incentive or accountability to
deliver on those promises and rarely do we see
significant changes thereafter.

This publication, the product of a partnership
between my Office and the Center for Economic
and Social Rights, is intended to help fill some
of the more pressing accountability gaps

that impede the realization of global and
national development goals. We approach

this challenge from the perspective of human
rights, as a universal normative and legally
binding framework embodying the minimum
requirements of a dignified life, encapsulating
universal values that a post-2015 agreement
should strive to prioritize and protect as well as
essential features of a road map to take us there.

At the 2010 High-level Plenary Meeting of

the General Assembly on the Millennium
Development Goals and again at the 2012
United Nations Conference on Sustainable
Development (“Rio+20"), United Nations
Member States reaffirmed and recommitted
themselves to human rights in the context of the
Millennium Development Goals and proposed
new sustainable development goals.

| commend this publication, and its
recommendations, to Member States,
policymakers, development practitioners, human
rights and civil society organizations and all
those striving for a more just and sustainable
global development agenda, and for an agenda
to which States and other duty bearers can
effectively be held to account.

Navi Pillay
United Nations High Commissioner
for Human Rights
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Executive Summary

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)
embodied an unprecedented international
consensus on poverty reduction as a shared
global enterprise, framed around a limited set
of commitments for which both developed and
developing countries could be held to account.
Their breadth of scope was intended to foster
understanding of poverty as a multidimensional
problem; their selectivity, as an aid to prioritizing
efforts and resources. By setting quantifiable,
time-bound targets around a range of indicators,
they instilled a shared sense of urgency, as

well as providing a statistical basis for reliable
tracking of progress across countries.

As a consensually adopted statement of intent
by the world’s leaders to be held responsible —

to each other and to those they govern—

for meeting a limited set of monitorable
commitments, the Goals held promise as an
instrument of accountability and an incentive
to action. The Goals have undoubtedly had a
very significant impact upon the international
development discourse. Their political currency
in countries across the globe may also have
played a role in shaping national development
policies and bolstering international aid flows.
However, the experience of the past 12 years
indicates that their pledge of accountability has
been more rhetorical than real.

In practice, the ability to hold States to account
for their commitments has been weakened
by several factors. Accountability has been
undermined by a lack of clarity about who
should be responsible for what. The Goals were

I viii
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premised on the notion of mutual accountability
between developing and industrialized States,
as well as the shared responsibility of States,
international institutions, the private sector

and civil society. In practice, this has obscured
the task of identifying the differentiated
responsibilities of actors on the development
stage, whose number and diversity have
increased over this period.

Mutual accountability has been invoked

more often as a means of holding developing
countries accountable to their donors than of
making all States answerable to those facing
deprivation within and beyond their borders.
Comparatively little attention has been paid
to creating conditions in which those living in
poverty can meaningfully engage in shaping
or challenging policy decisions affecting their
lives. Because the Goals are declaratory
political commitments rather than binding
legal ones, non-achievement has carried little
consequence for most States. The weakness
of systems created to monitor and report

on progress, and the absence or underuse

of mechanisms for reviewing and ensuring
compliance, have rendered these commitments
difficult to enforce.

The process for reviewing and replacing the
Goals in 2015 is an unmissable opportunity
to address these accountability gaps and to
ensure that the new framework of development
commitments does not result in another set of
unfulfilled promises.

“Accountability” is a cornerstone of the human
rights framework. The latter is essentially a
system of norms and practices that govern
the relationship between the individual and
the State or those in authority. Human rights
standards set out the rights and freedoms

to which all are entitled by virtue of being
human, and the corresponding duties of
those who exercise authority or forms of
power. Accountability from a human rights
perspective refers to the relationship of
Government policymakers and other duty
bearers to the rights holders affected by

their decisions and actions. Accountability has
a corrective function, making it possible to
address individual or collective grievances, and
sanction wrongdoing by the individuals and
institutions responsible. However, accountability
also has a preventive function, helping to
determine which aspects of policy or service
delivery are working, so they can be built

on, and which aspects need to be adjusted.
Accountability principles and mechanisms can
improve policymaking by identifying systemic
failures that need to be overcome in order to
make service delivery systems more effective
and responsive.

Although central to human rights practice,
accountability has long been a prime concern
in development, governance, politics, law,
ethics, business and activism. While the
meanings and functions of accountability
differ across disciplines, in most public policy
contexts, accountability refers to the obligation
of those in authority to take responsibility for
their actions, to answer for them by explaining
and justifying them to those affected, and

to be subject to some form of enforceable
sanction if their conduct or explanation for

it is found wanting.? Much of the literature

on accountability in development converges
around these three constituent elements:
responsibility, answerability and enforceability.®

Taking stock of the recent period, efforts to
increase accountability with regard to the
Millennium Development Goals and their
successor framework can draw on human rights
norms and mechanisms to strengthen these
three dimensions of accountability.

First, human rights standards make it possible
to delineate the respective responsibilities of
different actors in the development process.
States should explicitly align MDG frameworks
with human rights standards in a manner

that takes account of their specific existing
international treaty obligations, and the
indivisibility and interdependence of all human
rights. If human development commitments

are framed in terms of the human rights duties
underpinning them, accountability for the goals
becomes a matter of legal obligation, rather
than charity or discretion.
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Second, placing human rights principles at the
heart of the process of setting the new goals and
ensuring compliance with them fosters the active
participation of those most affected by poverty
and deprivation, increasing the responsiveness
of those who answer to them. Accountability
mechanisms anchored in the human rights
framework help to create the conditions in which
people can meaningfully participate in decision-
making. This generates incentives for those who
exercise authority o answer to and take account
of the concerns and demands of marginalized
and poorer groups in their society. It also
empowers those groups, encouraging them to
engage, thereby strengthening policymaking and
the delivery of services.

Third, achievement of the Millennium
Development Goals has been hampered by

the ad hoc and voluntary character of their
information disclosure, monitoring and reporting
mechanisms. Human rights provide additional
means for promoting accountability by ensuring
that marginalized and poorer groups in society
are in a position to enforce their rights and
seek redress when their rights are violated.
Where failure to fulfil development commitments
constitutes a violation of human rights standards,
those affected should be enabled to bring their
claim before national and international human
rights mechanisms. An array of national and
international institutions exist to give effect to the
human rights normative framework, assessing
claims of violation, determining responsibility
and providing remedies to those who have
suffered unjust treatment, through prompt, fair and
transparent processes.

Under international human rights law, States
are primarily accountable for respecting

and protecting the rights of those within their
jurisdiction. The proliferation of actors in
infernational development—from business
enterprises and multilateral economic institutions
to private foundations—has made it necessary
to develop a more multidimensional approach
to accountability. Political decentralization, the
privatization of public services and broader
transformations in the globalized economy have
multiplied the number of and interconnections
among institutions that shape development. The
bond between State and citizen is now at the

centre of a more elaborate web of interrelated
responsibilities involving actors above, below
and beyond the State.

Weaknesses in the accountability of State actors
may stem from a wide range of factors, including
lack of political will, bureaucratic fragmentation,
lack of domestic policy coherence, weak tax
administration and other elements of the social
contract, and decentralization of responsibilities
for service delivery without adequate resources
and safeguards. One of the most persistent
accountability deficits in the current MDG
framework has been the difficulty of holding
industrialized countries to account for the
commitments they made to the global partnership
for development, and for the transnational
human rights impact of their development, aid,
trade and investment policies. In an increasingly
interdependent system of cross-border economic,
trade and financial relations, ensuring policy
coherence at the international level is a critical
dimension of global governance that the successor
framework to the Goals will need to address.

The capacity of States to respect, protect

and fulfil their human rights obligations is
shaped and constrained by a global political
economy in which many non-State actors have
assumed influential roles. These actors include
international and regional financial institutions,
multilateral development banks, export credit
agencies, fransnational corporations, credit
rating agencies and private foundations.* While
certain non-State actors have made important
progress in developing policies and systems

of accountability, their voluntary and self-
regulatory nature means that significant gaps in
accountability remain to be addressed.

Rights holders, duty bearers and institutions of
accountability interact in a variety of forums
that transcend national boundaries. A range
of institutions and mechanisms exist that can
potentially be used to hold officials and other
duty bearers to account for abuses of authority
and violations of rights that are relevant to

the current development agenda. Judicial
mechanisms are key avenues in which to pursue
legal redress and remedy for human rights
violations. However, non-judicial mechanisms
also have a key role to play in strengthening

Executive Summary
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human rights accountability in the post-2015
context, whether parliamentary committees,
administrative hearings, service delivery
grievance procedures, citizen consultation
groups or community-based accountability
systems. The different processes are not isolated
and can reinforce one another. So litigation in
defence of economic and social rights tends
to be more effective when it is associated with
political mobilization and rulings by regional
adjudication bodies can give authority to the
demands of local advocacy groups.

While their functions and mandates vary,
accountability mechanisms should monitor
adherence to human rights standards,
independently review Government performance,
and recommend measures for remedy, redress
or other corrective action in cases of non-
compliance. The ultimate objective is not merely
to sanction those responsible for violations.
Effective systems of accountability promote
systemic and institutional progress that creates
conditions in which rights can be more fully
enjoyed. Human rights accountability must be
infegrated into all stages of the domestic policy
cycle, from initial planning, to budgeting,
implementation, monitoring and evaluation,

generating what has been described as a
virtuous “circle of accountability.”

International accountability systems, including
international human rights bodies, generally
have a supervisory or oversight role rather

than enforcement function. Yet they can play an
important role in requiring States to justify their
development performance in the light of human
rights principles. Such bodies can also scrutinize
whether adequate national mechanisms of
redress exist and issue recommendations for
strengthening domestic accountability. They offer
additional forums for raising and negotiating
grievances, and are particularly helpful to
groups whose opinions are disregarded by their
own Governments.®

In practice, nevertheless, human rights
dimensions and institutions of accountability
have been underrecognized and underused

in the context of the Millennium Development
Goals. Monitoring of the Goals has largely
focused on collecting data in support of
quantitative human development indicators.
Stronger mechanisms for tracking progress will
be needed if the Goals are to meet national
and international commitments to human rights.

WHO WILL BE ACCOUNTABLE2 Human Rights and the Post-2015 Development Agenda



Monitoring mechanisms for the Millennium
Development Goals, and global development
goals generally, should be integrated with
national monitoring of public policies and not be
seen as a stand-alone activity.

An ambitious new global deal is needed in the
year 2015, grounded in the principles of human
rights, equality and sustainability. Its ultimate
objective should be to realize the international
human rights commitments of United Nations
Member States, building upon the important
human rights agreements in the outcome
documents of the 2010 High-level Plenary Meeting
of the General Assembly on the Millennium
Development Goals and the 2012 United
Nations Conference on Sustainable Development
(“Rio+20").¢ If accountability and human rights
are central fo the next generation of development
goals, it is more likely that the current set of weak
political commitments can be transformed after
2015 into a more robust global social contract.

Human rights can inform our understanding

of accountability in the context of negotiations
towards a post-2015 development agreement,
by strengthening its constituent elements:
responsibility, answerability and enforceability.
In relation to new global development goals
(including “sustainable development goals”, as
agreed at the 2012 United Nations Conference
on Sustainable Development), in particular,
accountability mechanisms should take more
account of human rights standards, as well

as human rights methods of monitoring and
evaluation and, where needed, redress and
sanction.

In the context of debates on the post-
2015 development agenda, human rights
accountability exists when practices and
procedures are in place that:

Oblige those in authority or their institutions
to take responsibility for their actions, and
to explain and justify their actions to those
to whom they are answerable, against
standards of behaviour and performance
which reflect and affirm international human
rights standards;

Subiject those in authority to forms of
enforceable sanction or corrective action

if their conduct is found to have breached
human rights obligations. Procedures for
appraising and sanctioning conduct, whether
judicial, administrative or other, should also
reflect and affirm international human rights
standards; and

Enable those living in poverty who have
been deprived of their rights to access fair
and transparent mechanisms to enforce their
claim against those in authority, and to obtain
appropriate redress if their rights have been
violated.

The identification of a clear, ambitious, specific
and manageable set of global goals, targets
and indicators—explicitly aligned with existing
international human rights treaty standards—can
help to specify who is responsible for what, and
by when. This, in turn, clarifies responsibilities,
improves answerability and strengthens
incentives for sustained progress.

Human rights should help to define what
Member States and other duty bearers should be
accountable for under a post-2015 agreement,
by when, as well as how they should be held
accountable.

The clamour for inclusion in a post-2015
development agenda has begun. Clear objective
criteria must guide the identification of priorities
suitable for inclusion in new global development
goals, bearing in mind the specific purposes
that global goals can best serve. Drawing from
the Millennium Development Goals” experience,
the most useful objectives are: (a) the normative
objective of articulating a new progressive and
human-centred global development narrative;

(b) “boosting” attention to neglected issues and
sectors; and (c) as discussed in this publication,
strengthening accountability for delivery

on shared human rights and development
commitments. Global goals and targets should
not be misappropriated or taken literally as
national planning targets, without specific
tailoring (see below).

e xii
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The outcome document of the 2012 United
Nations Conference on Sustainable Development
contains a useful set of criteria for proposed

new sustainable development goals (relevant

to a post-2015 agreement more generally).

From a human rights perspective, the following
criteria should be included: (a) ensure that new
global goals constitute a balanced framework,
reflecting freedom from fear as well as freedom
from want; (b) focus new global goals and
targets mainly on the “ends” of development and
less so on the “means”; (c) prioritize issues with
strong political, moral and cognitive salience,
which resonate with populations across the
globe and generate ownership and action;

(d) include indicators of effort, as well as results;
and (e) make measurement a servant, rather than
master, of the post-2015 development agenda,
acknowledging the wide range of untapped
data sources that could be marshalled in support
of a new global monitoring framework.

The central challenge of 2015 is that of equality.
The post-2015 agenda must be designed to
advance the three closely related concepts of
equity (fairness in distribution of benefits and
opportunities), equality (substantive equality, of
both opportunity and results, with full protection
under law) and non-discrimination (prohibition
of distinctions that are based on impermissible
grounds and that have the effect or purpose of
impairing the enjoyment of rights). Achieving
equality should be both a self-standing goal in
the post-2015 goals and explicitly integrated
across all other goals, through enhanced

data collection and disaggregation, equality
benchmarking and equality monitoring for each.

A critical priority for a post-2015 agreement
must be the strengthening of coherence between
development, trade, investment, intellectual
property, finance, tax and other key policy
regimes, globally and nationally. International
human rights standards, as legally binding
standards and higher-order policy objectives
representing the ultimate ends of development,
should be the yardstick for policy coherence at
both global and national levels, drawing from
experience of human rights assessments of trade
agreements and other fields of economic and
social policy.

If the ultimate goal of a post-2015 agenda is

to contribute towards the full realization of all
human rights for all, the post-2015 goals and
targets will need to be embedded in a longer-
term framework for genuinely transformative
change, with shorter interim targets and review
processes for the sake of political accountability.
A small set of global goals and targets,
applicable to all countries, should be expanded
upon, tailored and localized in line with differing
national circumstances, as outlined further
below, with time frames adjusted accordingly.

The year 2010 may be a suitable baseline for
post-2015 goals, and 2030 an appropriate
target date, balancing the universal vision

with more immediate political incentives and
demands. Shorter time frames are needed

for civil and political rights targets and those
dimensions of socioeconomic rights that—under
human rights treaties—should be achieved
immediately rather than progressively. A
successor agreement should aim for universal
realization of all human rights for all by the year
2048, the 100th anniversary of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights.

New global development goals cannot be
taken as a one-sizeits-all yardstick of national
performance. Lack of clarity on the distinctive
purposes of global goals and targets, and the
misappropriation of the Millennium Development
Goals as national planning targets, dogged
the Goals from the outset and distorted the

true picture of progress between regions and
countries. “Tailoring” the (global) goals to the
national and subnational levels should involve the
following eight steps:

Align national and subnational goals and
targets with the human rights treaty standards
applicable in the country concerned;

Set national and subnational goals,

targets, indicators and benchmarks through
participatory processes, and ensure adequate
participation in monitoring progress;

WHO WILL BE ACCOUNTABLE? Human Rights and the Post-2015 Development Agenda



Integrate the principle of non-discrimination and
equality, ensuring that the most disadvantaged
communities and regions are prioritized;
Address major bottlenecks where rights are
not being realized and select interventions
that multiply positive outcomes;

Look for synergies and gaps in the overall
framework of goals, and ensure that it reflects
an adequate balance of human rights and
sustainable development concerns;

Define a time frame and level of ambition
consistent with an objective assessment of the
“maximum resources” available to the country;
Set targets and indicators for fiscal and policy
effort, as well as outcomes; and

Use a range of indicators and all available
information (subjective as well as objective;
qualitative as well as quantitative), across

the full range of human rights (civil, cultural,
economic, political and social), to help
monitor progress.

New goals—at global, national and subnational
levels—need to be backed by accessible and
effective accountability mechanisms. These should
include administrative, political, judicial and
quasi-judicial as well as social accountability
mechanisms, and systems to assure the quality of
services. Human rights standards should be their
normative frame of reference. Steps should be
taken to lift the barriers preventing people living
in poverty from making use of judicial and other
accountability mechanisms, and from claiming
and enforcing their rights, including their
economic, social and cultural rights. Appropriate
mechanisms should also be created or adapted
to address the shortcomings in the accountability
of State actors at the international level, as well
as that of international financial institutions and
non-State actors with an increasingly influential
role in development policy.

Existing accountability mechanisms for the
Goals should be strengthened, adapted and

expanded for the purposes of post-2015
goals. As of 2012, consultations on global
accountability arrangements for the post-2015
agenda were actively under way. Proposed
global “peer review” mechanisms have been
mooted. However, it is critical that all such
reform proposals take careful account of

(and do not duplicate or undermine) the role
played by existing international human rights
accountability mechanisms, which, in turn,
should be strengthened, and consider more
consistently and explicitly the monitoring and
reporting processes for new global development
goals.

Any new global review mechanism for post-
2015 development commitments should
explicitly refer to international human

rights treaty standards, and should ensure
rigorous independent review, effective civil
society participation and high-level political
accountability. The data generated by the
review mechanisms for post-2015 global
development goals should feed systematically
into international human rights review and
reporting processes. Member States should
streamline their post-2015 and international
human rights reporting obligations, ensuring
that their respective national reporting
processes and accountability mechanisms
mutually reinforce (and do not unnecessarily
duplicate) one another.

States should ratify the full spectrum of human
rights treaties and their optional complaint
procedures, withdraw the reservations that
impede their implementation, and commit to the
comprehensive, timely and regular submission
of reports. These measures will help to ensure a
virtuous circle, improving the quality and impact
of the recommendations of international human
rights mechanisms for development policy and
programming, and strengthening incentives for
better policymaking.

Executive Summary
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Introduction

We recognize that, in addition to our separate responsibilities to our individual societies, we have
a collective responsibility to uphold the principles of human dignity, equality and equity at the
global level. As leaders we have a duty therefore to all the world’s people, especially the most
vulnerable and, in particular, the children of the world, to whom the future belongs.

United Nations Millennium Declaration”

In September 2000, at the dawn of a new associated targets under each goal to be achieved
millennium, world leaders gathering at the United by 2015.8
Nations adopted the Millennium Declaration, in

which they resolved to “spare no effort to free our As this deadline approaches, Governments and
fellow men, women and children from the abject civil society across the globe are beginning to define
and dehumanizing conditions of extreme poverty.”  a new set of development objectives to succeed

To concretize this commitment, they subsequently these Goals after 2015. To do this successfully, it will
adopted the Millennium Development Goals, eight  be vital to understand the strengths and weaknesses
global goals addressing income poverty, hunger, of the current MDG framework, and the reasons for
disease and other key dimensions of poverty, with its successes and failures.
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This publication focuses on the question of
accountability, understood from a human rights
perspective. It starts from the premise that two key
weaknesses have undermined the effectiveness of
the current MDG framework in helping to fulfil the
rights and aspirations of those living in poverty.
The first is that neither the Goals nor the plans

for implementing them have been adequately
framed in human rights terms. This has meant that
States’ pre-existing human rights commitments
have been overlooked and undercut in both the
design and the delivery of the Goals. A second
related weakness is that of accountability.

The Goals represent perhaps the most serious
global commitment ever made to eradicating

the scourge of poverty. In practice, however,
robust mechanisms have not been put in place to
hold States and others to account for what they
have done to fulfil these pledges and to answer
to the millions of people who continue to suffer
avoidable deprivation as a consequence.

Human rights featured prominently among the
body of internationally recognized principles

in which the Millennium Declaration was
grounded. The Declaration reaffirmed the
commitment of world leaders to “strive for the
full protection and promotion in all our countries
of civil, political, economic, social and cultural
rights for all”® and emphasized the importance
of international cooperation towards the
realization of human rights, including the right
to development. Similarly, accountability runs
through the Declaration as an anchoring value.
In recognizing that industrialized as well as
developing States have a shared responsibility
to uphold human rights in an increasingly
interdependent world and that their duty to the
world’s poor transcends national boundaries,
the Millennium Declaration can be read as a
powerful statement of globalized accountability.
While acknowledging the central responsibility
of States to ensure effective national governance,
it emphasizes that wealthier countries,
infernational institutions and the private sector
have concurrent responsibilities to create
conditions conducive to human development,
including more equitable systems of trade, aid,
finance and debt relief.

The Goals were intended as a road map for
the implementation of the Declaration. They

concretized the pledges of the Declaration by
making specific time-bound commitments to
address some of the most egregious forms of
poverty-related deprivation. Although the Goals
themselves made no reference to human rights,

in practice they broadly correspond to a range
of economic, social and cultural rights, including
the rights to work, to food, to education, to health,
to housing, to water and sanitation, and to an
adequate standard of living, as well as women's
right to equality and the rights of children.™®

Their selective focus on key conditions for human
dignity and survival, such as the access of all
children to primary education and the access of
all women to appropriate care during pregnancy
and childbirth, loosely corresponds to a number
of core obligations under international economic,
social and cultural rights standards. Moreover,
establishing targets and indicators under each
goal potentially provided quantifiable benchmarks
for tracking the “progressive realization” of
economic and social rights—the duty of State
parties under international human rights treaties
to fulfil these rights as swiftly as possible using the
maximum resources available.

However, the Millennium Development Goals and
targets were drafted in @ manner that in many
respects was inconsistent with international human
rights standards. Goal 2 ignores the human rights
requirements that primary education should be
free, compulsory and of a certain quality; the
Goals’ gender equality targets are too narrowly
focused on equality in education and political
representation, and miss other key poverty-related
manifestations of gender discrimination, such

as violence against women; and the Goals for
housing, water and sanitation omit central human
rights concerns regarding security of tenure

and the quality and affordability of services.

Civil and political rights, such as freedoms

of expression, association, assembly and
information, which are essential to meaningful
participation and accountability in development
processes, were left out almost entirely. While it
would be unreasonable to expect a consensual
political agreement covering a limited number

of development obijectives to address all

relevant international human rights standards,

the Millennium Development Goals and targets
fall short of States’ existing treaty obligations in
significant ways, undermining their potential to
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spur more vigorous implementation by States of
their human rights commitments in development.'?

While notable gains have undoubtedly been
made in a number of MDG areas, data resulting
from periodic global stocktaking of progress raise
troubling questions when analysed from a human
rights perspective. Rates of progress in areas

such as reducing maternal mortality and child
malnutrition have been unreasonably slow or even
stagnant in some regions.'® Even where human
development outcomes have been relatively
strong, it is unclear to what extent progress is
attributable to global efforts to meet the Goals.
For example, the target to halve the proportion

of people whose income is less than US$ 1.25 a
day is likely to be met by 2015. However, this is
largely due to patterns of economic growth in two
populous countries, China and India, based on
public policies which largely pre-date the Goals,
rather than national or international policy efforts
made as a result of the Goals.

Moreover, disaggregated data reveal that in
many countries progress in meeting the Goals

has been extremely unequal, with persistent and
sometimes widening disparities along lines such
as gender, ethnicity, urban/rural population and
socioeconomic status. With regard to Goal 4, for
example, data from the United Nations Children’s
Fund (UNICEF) show that, while a majority of
countries have experienced a decrease in under-
five mortality rates, in most countries this has been
accompanied by widening inequality in child
mortality rates between the top and bottom income
groups (see fig. ). This raises serious concerns
regarding efforts to safeguard the human rights
principles of equality and non-discrimination.

Progress across regions has also varied
enormously, and there are indications that the
necessary policy interventions and resources are
lacking precisely in the regions most in need. For
example, maternal deaths, though relatively easy
fo prevent, remain extremely frequent in South
Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, where access to
life-saving reproductive health care has scarcely
improved in the past two decades. The uneven
progress seen across the different Goals suggests
that some areas considered core human rights
obligations are not receiving the attention they
deserve. For example, sanitation remains relatively

Figure I. Increasing inequality in child mortality

rates
60

g A | Countries with Countries with
S el o lme
Z R 5 . . 40 o . ‘.
>0 3 increasing increasing
QN T2 |, ) ) A
= z ‘g ] inequality Y inequality
§6 p¢ o.%e
g E 4
=3 ’
8% © (]
55 £ o0 ® ‘ ([ ] °
£ X
= &2 —-60 -40 —@—- 20 0 20 40
52 o®
25
<
% o ‘—5 ® [ ]

(J 2
28 g2 % 20
2L =2 [ J L4
2o 2o ®
b .
£8 8= - 40
So o
CEERPO
ke a Countries with decreasing USMR, | Countries with increasing USMR,
O V¥ | decreasing inequality decreasing inequality

>

<
h Decreasing mortality Increasing mortality
Change in USMR (%)

Source: UNICEF, Progress for Children: Achieving the MDGs with Equity, No. 9
(September 2010), p. 23.

neglected by Governments and by donors in
comparison to progress made in increasing access
to water. Moreover, global progress on access
masks serious problems of water quality—a key
element of the right to water, which the current
MDG indicator does not measure.

These serious shortcomings are recognized

well beyond the human rights community and
have been highlighted by the United Nations
Secretary-General himself in recent evaluations
of progress. Nevertheless, greater integration of
human rights considerations into the Goals from
the outset could have guarded against them,
allowing for goals that correspond with core
human rights obligations, targets more reflective
of the duty of progressive realization, and
programming more attentive to the rights of those
facing disadvantage and discrimination. Blind
spots in the current Goals with regard to civil and
political rights, including freedoms of expression,
association, assembly and information, rights

of political participation and access to justice,
have undermined attention to participation and
accountability in their implementation.

The United Nations Secretary-General has
recognized lack of accountability as one of the
principal reasons for the shortfalls in meeting the
Goals.'* Just as the human rights commitments of
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the Declaration were not translated operationally
in the design of the Goals, so the vision of
globalized accountability contained in the
Declaration has failed to materialize in the
current MDG framework. Despite the emphasis
in the Declaration on the shared responsibility of
the community of States, and their accountability
to the world’s poor, the MDG process has not
incorporated robust accountability mechanisms,
whereby the range of national and international
decision makers can be held to answer for their
actions fo those living in poverty.

At the international level, the reporting regime
that was set up to review progress on the Goals
has been rendered ineffective by its voluntary
nature, its unsystematic approach to evaluating
compliance and the absence of consequences
for underperformance. Few countries have
volunteered to report their progress to the annual
ministerial review of the United Nations Economic
and Social Council. Although it identifies good
practices, this mechanism of national voluntary
presentations provides almost no opportunity fo
monitor or evaluate reports independently, or
challenge findings.

As non-binding political commitments with few
consequences attached to their non-fulfilment,
the Goals in themselves have provided little
incentive to decision makers to work hard

to achieve them. Governments —whether in
developing, emerging and industrialized
countries—have seldom been challenged
when they blame lack of progress on factors
which they claim are beyond their control. The
Goals’ framework does not make clear who
is responsible for fulfilling the commitments
and the notion of “shared responsibility”
affirmed in the Declaration has at times
obscured rather than clarified matters. The
commitments assumed by richer countries
under Goal 8 were drafted in terms that
were deliberately vague; other Goals place
responsibility on the international community
as a whole, without differentiating among the
domestic, international, public and private
actors involved. The absence of clearly
defined duties and responsibilities has made
it easier for Governments and other actors to
abdicate responsibility and blame others for
underperformance.

Accountability has not only been limited; it has
been asymmetrical. The Millennium Development
Goals’ documents and processes mainly refer to
the accountability of developing States to donors
and international institutions. The language

of “mutual accountability” that international
forums on aid effectiveness have adopted

masks the one-sided nature of accountability

in practice. This in turn reflects the context in
which the Goals originated. Conceived as an
intergovernmental compact between donor and
developing countries, the Goals emerged as

part of a new deal on development aid under
which donor States provided debt relief and
development assistance on the condition that
recipient countries adopted poverty reduction
strategies in line with their MDG commitments.'®
Many developing countries concluded that, in
practice, the Goals were an instrument of aid
conditionality, a perception only strengthened by
the decision to frame them in terms that impose
tangible commitments on developing, but not