
The landmark Millennium Declaration of September 2000 codified 
the MDGs, which were many years in the making.2 Throughout 
the 1990s, the United Nations made a fetish of global summits—on 
children, environment, human rights, population, women, social 
development, and food.3 Pious declamations were piled on other 
declamations, but all without commitments. Moreover, there were 
no trade-offs: each summit emphasized a new priority. One of the 
great merits of the Millennium Summit, however, was not only to 
consolidate several of the major goals from the earlier conferences 
into a single comprehensive statement but also to assign specific 
benchmarks for success before the target of 2015.

At first, the UN did not know how to handle its achievement. In 
classic General Assembly style, member states called for reports 
rather than approved specific actions. Six months later, the UN 
Development Programme (UNDP) led the effort to begin formally 
extracting seven goals from the Millennium Declaration, defining 
targets and starting country monitoring.3 In 2002, the next major 
UN summit on “Financing for Development” stressed the 
importance of a grand bargain: developed countries would give 
developing countries increased aid and debt relief if developing 
countries committed themselves to meeting the first seven MDGs.  
Aid and debt relief became the eighth MDG.

Operationally, the role of the 30-odd organizations of the UN 
development system was also initially unclear. Gradually however, 
most signed on to the goals and then incorporated them into work 
programs5 and in several cases elaborated the targets to reflect 
specific organizational mandates and interests. For example, at the 
behest of the Food and Agricultural Organization and the 
International Labour Organization, goal one on poverty eradication 
was expanded to include targets on the abatement of hunger and 
employment. Goal three on gender equality in education added 
targets of parity in other areas, such as political representation. The 
environment goal was elaborated to encompass biodiversity, water 
and sanitation, and slum clearance, and so on. Within the first 
seven goals the number of targets expanded to 15, accompanied by 
49 separate indicators of achievement for the targets. Goal eight 
alone ended up with eight targets and 20 separate indicators.

The first seven goals aiming at fostering development progress 
remained the focus of attention and monitoring. They had 
intentionally been developed around areas that were both relevant 
for human development and could be reliably measured in many 
developing countries.

The MDGs broke new ground for the UN.  While goal-setting is a 
long-standing if underestimated UN accomplishment,6 the MDG 
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“If we want things to change, some things will have to stay as they are.” This inversion of Lampedusa’s aphorism 

summarizes a key finding of a recent global survey on the future development goals. A select group of development 

commentators favor maintaining most of the familiar Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) after 2015. They also 

stress that governments and civil society in developing countries are responsible for identifying and achieving 

goals while the UN should concentrate on monitoring progress.

The High-Level Panel appointed by the UN secretary-general to advise on the post-2015 development agenda has 

chosen 12 goals which are quite closely aligned to the preferences of the FUNDS experts.1



merits of UN assistance: values and neutrality. In a comparison 
with other multilateral sources, the UN’s value-based approach 
and its neutrality scored highest (see Figure 2).

Gratifyingly, the 12 new development goals proposed by the HLP 
are quite closely aligned to the preferences of the FUNDS Experts.9

Figure 1: The Development Goals to which the UN Should Give 
Highest Priority Post-2015

Figure 2: The Principal Merits of UN Development Assistance, 
Compared with other Multilateral Sources

The range of opinions about future goals is substantial and marked. 
The panel was unenthusiastic about the UN’s role in infrastructure, 
economic growth, and job creation, intimating that these are the 
priorities of other sources of development assistance such as the 
World Bank and such alternative forums as the G8 and G20. More 
surprisingly are the lower rankings for such human development 
concerns as migration, religious freedom, and protection against 
crime and violence. It is worth noting that the UN’s work has not 
been visible in these domains.

Current proposals for a new set of development goals are of two 
kinds. Most proposals want to add more goals to the existing ones, 
giving greater prominence to concerns for energy, the environment 
and other aspects of human development such as personal security, 
the rule of law, and open government.10 However, one of the appeals 
of the MDGs has been their manageable number, notwithstanding 
the many targets and indicators. One of our panellists wrote: “The 
relatively limited number of the current MDGs has contributed to 

framework established the first-ever UN-system-wide agenda.  
The MDGs also came to define a more widespread understanding 
of what the United Nations was really about, and where its 
strengths lay.7

What Next?
Consideration of a new set of goals beyond the magic 2015 has been 
a less ordered process, on-going since 2011. UN Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-moon announced in July 2012 the establishment of a High-
Level Panel, co-chaired by three serving heads of government 
(President Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono of Indonesia, President 
Ellen Johnson Sirleaf of Liberia, and Prime Minister David Cameron 
of the United Kingdom).  It also included leaders from civil society 
and the private sector to advise him about the development agenda 
post-2015. Also in 2012, participants at another global summit on 
sustainable development (Rio+20) decided to set up an 
intergovernmental working group to develop new goals, inevitably 
called “sustainable development goals” (SDGs). Additional groups 
and forums to discuss new goals have proliferated since, and for 
the first time the UN itself has gone online inviting tens of thousands 
of proposals for “the world we want.”8 It is hard to discern how, 
and by whom, this expert and opinion overkill will be distilled into 
a meaningful alternative agenda.

Looking ahead to the post-2015 period, in March 2013 the FUNDS 
project established its own informal global panel of experts 
knowledgeable about the UN development system and development 
goals more generally (see Box 1).  The results of the first survey 
clearly show a proclivity for what has gone before (see Figure 1), 
which suggests that the MDGs have become so familiar and closely 
associated with the UN’s own development work that in some circles 
the world organization has become almost synonymous with them. 
Survey respondents accord the highest priority to poverty and 
hunger eradication; their top ten goals contain six of the seven 
original MDGs; survey respondents give goal 6 a lower priority 
(combating HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria) and instead favor 
universal access to health care. The three priorities in the panel’s 
top ten that are not MDGs are the protection of human rights, 
attention to climate change, and increased access to food. These 
priorities are consistent with the panel’s views about the principal 
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Box 1: The FUNDS Informal Global Panel

Panel members number just over 200 and are drawn from 
56 countries in all major regions.  Panellists include former 
heads of state and government, CEOs and leaders of 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). They were selected 
on the basis of their knowledge of and interest in the world 
organization. About half have employment experience in 
the UN development system. The largest group, by 
occupation, comes from academia (37 percent). The public 
sector, other than the UN, accounts for 18 percent while the 
private and NGO sectors comprise 14 percent. Individuals 
interested in being part of future surveys should contact 
the FUNDS project via the website:  www.FutureUN.org
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more focus and concentration of the UN system’s efforts. The new 
goals must preserve this quality and avoid the risk of increased 
fragmentation by including too many competing objectives.” Others 
have echoed this sentiment, including Bill Gates, whose 2013 annual 
letter praised the current MDGs and warned that new goals may 
not be measurable and could “sap momentum.”11

The other type of proposal is more radical and dispenses with 
traditional goal-setting altogether. For example, another panellist 
suggested that since global challenges are becoming increasingly 
interconnected, the focus should be on the delivery of global public 
goods.12 The dilemma with these alternative proposals is that success 
cannot be measured with the same precision as the current MDGs.

While  development needs are changing rapidly, it is worth asking 
just how important, or what precisely the pay-offs will be, from all 
the efforts to transform and create a new generation of MDGs. As 
manifestations of human well-being, the MDGs do not measure 
every conceivable aspect of development progress. However, their 
realization implies sound economic management and good 
governance, even if these latter achievements cannot be easily 
quantified in the same way as the MDGs. Sound economic 
management is necessary to eliminate poverty.  Well managed and 
accessible public services are necessary for sustainable improvements 
in health care and education. Well-targeted investments in 
infrastructure are essential to ensure better access to clean water 
and sanitation. In short, the current set of MDGs implies progress 
in a host of other areas that do not necessarily need to be separately 
measured.

Future uN role: MaiNly MoNitoriNg?
The Human Development Report 2013 spells out the extent to which 
the development landscape is changing13—certainly faster than 
the UN’s self-image. Thus, in the survey we asked panellists to 
evaluate the roles of the UN development system and other actors 
in identifying, achieving, and monitoring of the next goals. Besides 
the UN, seven different groups were considered: governments, civil 
societies, and private sectors in developing countries; governments, 
civil societies, and private sectors in developed country; and other 
(non-UN) multilateral development organizations. Overall, 
respondents felt that all groups carried some responsibility for 
identifying, achieving, and monitoring the goals, which would seem 
to justify the breadth of the consultations which the United Nations 
is encouraging.

However, there were clear distinctions in the degree of responsibility 
that each actor should shoulder. When asked about the responsibility 
for identifying new development goals, over 80 percent of 
respondents considered developing country governments 
indispensable, and 65 percent thought that local civil societies was 
indispensable. Fewer than 50 percent of respondents considered 
the UN indispensable (see figure 3). This emphasis on southern 
partners reflects another opinion expressed by a panelist: “new 
goals mean new objectives that the society has to understand, they 
have to be commensurate with the needs of the people and not only 
rely on the expectations of “Western” society.”

Figure 3: Primary Responsibility for Identifying the New Goals

When asked about achieving new goals, respondents placed an even 
greater responsibility on developing country governments.  Over 
90 percent of respondents considered developing country 
governments as indispensable, far ahead of other groups.  Almost 
60 percent of panellists considered developing country civil society 
and developed country donor governments indispensable.  This 
emphasis on donors is probably a reflection on the importance of 
MDG 8, and the continuing responsibilities of developed countries 
in facilitating development in ways that they can control—e.g.,  by 
providing aid and making international trade fairer. The UN 
development system’s responsibilities for actually achieving the 
goals is accorded a lower priority (see Figure 4), with only around 
50 percent of respondents considering it indispensable. Interestingly, 
the private sector in developing countries is seen to have its most 
important role in this area.

Figure 4: Primary Responsibility for Achieving the New Goals

For the panel, the UN’s primary contribution will be in monitoring 
progress towards achieving the goals, a role considered indispensable 
by fully 70 percent of respondents. Responsibility for this role is 
shared by civil society and governments in developing countries 
(see Figure 5). This result points to the critical importance of 
independent brokers like the UN, not governments, to measure and 
verify development progress.
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donors, this result appears rather optimistic.  It also contrasts with 
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emerging economies, who emphasized the increased availability 
of resources. Those results will be analysed in a future Briefing.

CoNClusioN
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goals themselves—and it seems highly unlikely that there will be 
any firm decisions before 2015—the UN development system should 
clarify its own development contributions post-2015. Member states 
and staff members have devoted precious little thought to identifying 
the system’s comparative advantages.
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