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February 2013 Action Sheet: 

“The hardest to reach must be our top priority”:  
Tackling inequalities is central to ending poverty post-2015 
 
 

It is a crucial time for global efforts to end poverty. With the 2015 deadline for the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) now fast approaching and mixed progress on the goals, the world is turning its attention to what 
should replace the MDGs post-2015. Prime Minister David Cameron is central to this process, co-chairing a UN 
High Level Panel which will make recommendations to UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon in May 2013 about 
what they think the new post-2015 MDGs should look like. At the same time, the evidence is now clearer than 
ever that while progress has been made towards the existing goals, this progress has been unequal and the 
poorest and most vulnerable have frequently been left behind, unable to access quality education, healthcare or 
financial services. We need you and your group to call on the Prime Minister to show UK leadership and ensure 
the next set of development goals prioritises the hardest to reach as the key to ending poverty.  

Take action: 
 

 In your groups, draft a joint letter to Prime Minister David Cameron calling on him to use his influential role to 
ensure that tackling inequalities is at the heart of the post-2015 development goals. Background Sheet 2 gives 
you some key points you can include in your letter. 

 Get everyone in your group to sign the letter, showing him that ordinary British people like you care deeply 
about ending poverty and want the UK to be at the forefront of ensuring a more equitable, fairer world for the 
most vulnerable and marginalised. 

 Send your letter to: Prime Minister David Cameron, No.10 Downing Street, London SW1A 2AA, and copy it to 
Rt Hon Justine Greening MP, the Secretary of State for International Development and your local MP. 

 

What are the MDGs and what progress has been 

made? 

The Millennium Development Goals are eight 

international development goals that were officially 

established following the Millennium Summit of the 

United Nations in the year 2000. All 193 member states 

have agreed to achieve these goals by the year 2015. 

The goals represent the first ever global framework for 

continued and sustainable human and environmental 

development. The eight goals are: 

1. Eradicating extreme poverty and hunger 

2. Achieving universal primary education 

3. Promoting gender equality and empowering 

women 

4. Reducing child mortality rates 

5. Improving maternal health 

6. Combatting HIV/AIDS, malaria and other 

diseases 

7. Ensuring environmental sustainability  

8. Developing a global partnership for 

development 

Pushing for progress towards these goals is central to 

all the campaigning and advocacy RESULTS do on 

education, health, child survival and microfinance. 

By providing specific, easy-to-communicate and 

measurable targets, the MDGs helped galvanise global 

efforts to support the world’s poorest. The MDGs led to 

the set-up of crucial international mechanisms to 

channel resources and expertise, such as the Global 

Fund to Fight AIDS, TB and Malaria and the GAVI 

Alliance. Ultimately, the MDGs have significantly 

addressed development challenges, whether by 

increasing school enrolment, reducing deaths from TB 

or by ensuring that more children have been 

immunised against more diseases than ever before.  

Who has been left behind? 

While the MDGs have seen good progress in some 

areas, perhaps the biggest weakness has been their 

tendency to hide and increase inequalities both 

between and within countries. For example Brazil is on 

track to meet all of the MDGs, while Benin in West 

Africa is on track to meet none. Another example is 

that of MDG1 ‘eliminating extreme hunger and 

poverty’. While it is true that the number of people 

living in extreme poverty has halved since 1990, that 

reduction has been almost exclusively due to China, 

India and Brazil’s explosive economic development. In 

fact, the number of people living in extreme poverty in 

Sub Saharan Africa has actually risen during that 

period. 

As a result many of the world’s poorest and most 

vulnerable have been left behind. One billion people 

will still be living in extreme poverty (less than $1.25 

per day) by 2015, 61 million children remain out of 

school, and one in five children do not receive the most 

basic vaccinations. 
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The trouble with aggregated goals 

Aggregated targets attached to the MDGs – which 

means an overall national target rather than a target 

that measures progress for sub-sections of society - has 

led to a focus on the “lowest hanging fruit” in the 

search for results. For example, children in urban areas 

were often the heavy focus of vaccination campaigns as 

they were much easier to reach than children living in 

remote or rural areas. A country could thus reach its 

vaccination targets but still leave many of the most 

marginalised children completely out of programs. 

Wherever there has been an aggregated country target 

it has been the poorest and hardest to reach who have 

been left behind; that means people with disabilities, 

those living in rural areas, the very poorest, ethnic and 

linguistic minorities, nomadic populations and so on. 

For a detailed evaluation of these inequalities, see 

Background Sheet 1. 

You might say that it is understandable that the hardest 

to reach have been ignored – it must be too costly, too 

complex to help them. But in fact, there’s lots of 

evidence to suggest that prioritising the hardest to 

reach, the most marginalised, is the most effective way 

of achieving the MDGs and should therefore be the 

central focus of post-2015 goals. For example, UNICEF 

concluded from a study of the health MDGs “that an 

equity-focused approach to child survival and 

development is the most practical and cost-effective 

way of meeting the health Millennium Development 

Goals for children”.  

Why are we taking action now? 

Discussions on what will replace the MDGs are now 

happening at fast pace – UN Country and Issue Specific 

Consultations are underway, the UN High Level Panel 

(which David Cameron is chairing) is meeting and 

preparing its input, and a major UN Summit is 

happening in September which will review progress on 

the MDGs and planning for post-2015. We want to be 

sure that David Cameron is aware that there is 

widespread support within the UK public for ensuring 

that the new goals or framework address the needs of 

the poorest and most vulnerable. 

Why is the UK important? 

Prime Minister David Cameron is co-chairing the UN’s 

High Level Panel which will help shape the post-2015 

agenda. Also, the UK this year hosts the G8 (the Group 

of 8 wealthiest countries in the world) and will focus on 

addressing poverty and hunger at a major G8 summit in 

Northern Ireland in June. 
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More generally, the UK is a world leader on aid and 

development, and stands almost alone in maintaining 

its commitments to aid during the financial recession. 

The Government has committed to reaching 0.7% of 

GNI spending on aid and development in 2013, despite 

significant opposition from Conservative backbenches 

and sections of the media.  

The Coalition Government’s Mid-Term Review 

published in January 2013 stated “This Government 

believes that helping very poor people in other parts of 

the world to achieve a greater measure of prosperity is 

not just the right thing to do, but the smart thing to 

do…We will deliver our commitment to increase aid to 

0.7 per cent of Gross National Income from 2013, and 

will enshrine this commitment in law”. 

What do we want David Cameron to do? 

David Cameron’s position as co-chair of the UN High 

Level Panel is a privilege which clearly reflects the UK’s 

global leadership on development and aid. We want 

the Prime Minister to continue that leadership and 

ensure that he champions the poorest and most 

vulnerable people as the central priority for post-2015 

development goals. Tackling inequalities will involve 

tough choices, collective global efforts, and effective 

aid, but it is absolutely the right thing to do and the 

smart thing to do. This month we will be writing to the 

Prime Minister to call on him to ensure that tackling 

inequalities is front and centre of post-2015 

development goals. Background Sheet 1 gives more 

detail on specific recommendations for putting an 

equity focus into practice through the new goals. 


