SOCIAL WATCH:

IF THE LEADERS DON’T ACT NOW THE WORLD WILL NOT MEET THE MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS

(Sep 12)  Unless there is a drastic change in current trends, the poverty reduction targets set for 2015 by the leaders of the world will simply not be met, warns the international citizens’ watchdog network Social Watch in its latest annual report, to be presented Wednesday to participants at the second UN World Summit in New York.

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) adopted by the heads of state and government in 2000 specify targets for poverty eradication and gender equity to be achieved by 2015. According to Social Watch, the current rates of progress are not enough for these commitments to be fulfilled.

The Social Watch report will be released worldwide this week to coincide with the Millennium Summit+5, promoted as the largest gathering of world leaders ever, where “freedom from want” and “freedom from fear” are the main agenda items.

“By demonstrating that previous promises have not been met we are not promoting cynicism, but demanding action. The story is still evolving and citizens can make a difference,” stressed Social Watch coordinator Roberto Bissio.

Social Watch, an international network of over 400 citizens’ organisations in more than 50 countries, monitors the fulfilment of national, regional and international commitments to eradicate poverty, and publishes an annual report to disseminate its findings.

The Social Watch Report 2005 includes a “Poverty Map”, on which the predominance of red, orange and yellow indicates the high degree of need in most of the world. If the MDGs were met by 2015, a new map of the world would be primarily blue, or at least green.

But if progress continues to be as slow as it was in the 1990s, there will still be some 70 countries with unacceptable deficiencies in basic capabilities, and at least 25 will still be painted in “critical” red.
The study published yearly by Social Watch in English, Spanish, French, Italian, Portuguese, Arabic and German is the world’s most highly respected independent report on social development, and its contributions have been recognised by numerous United Nations agencies.

According to the 2005 report, while the proportion of people living in extreme poverty – a concern addressed by the first MDG – may have decreased over the last decade (1995-2004), this reduction was overwhelmingly tied to the evolution of a single country, China, whose population accounts for one fifth of the world’s population.

The target of reducing by half the proportion of people living on less than one dollar a day could be met in Europe, the Middle East, Central Asia and perhaps North Africa, Social Watch notes.

However, the slow progress made so far in Latin America indicates that it will be impossible for the region to achieve this target by 2015. In sub-Saharan Africa the situation is especially bleak, as the number of people living in poverty actually grew by 140 million between 1995 and 2004, according to the new report, titled “Roars and Whispers”.
The report takes its name from a comment made by Kumi Naidoo, Chair of the Global Call to Action against Poverty, expressing his disappointment with the results of the July 2005 meeting in Scotland of the world’s eight most powerful political leaders: “The people have roared, but the G8 has whispered.”

In accordance with the new Basic Capabilities Index (BCI) developed by the Social Watch research team, which combines health and education indicators, the 10 countries that least satisfy their populations’ minimum needs are Chad, Ethiopia, Rwanda, Guinea-Bissau, Niger, Madagascar, Bangladesh, Burundi, Laos and Pakistan.

The greatest deficiencies in basic capabilities are found in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia: 82% of the countries with the lowest BCI ratings are in these two regions, with sub-Saharan Africa alone accounting for 70% of them.

In Latin America, out of the 28 countries for which sufficient data was available, six of them – all located in Central America or the Caribbean – ranked at very low or critical levels. Chile and Cuba are the only countries in the region with high levels of basic capabilities.

The development of basic capabilities reflects the unequal distribution of wealth across nations, as 60% of the countries with the lowest income levels also face the most critical situation as measured by the BCI. Nevertheless, some of them fell into the medium category of the index, which shows that it is possible to develop the population’s basic capabilities even in countries that are relatively poor.

When the dimension of gender equity is taken into account, inequality is even further heightened. There is not a single country in the world where women enjoy the same opportunities as men, and of the 1.3 billion people living in extreme poverty, 70% are female.

The income gap is one of the most striking indicators of gender inequity. Even in countries with the highest degree of gender equity, women earn barely 65% of what men earn. In countries with the worst degree of inequality, women’s incomes are roughly 30% of men’s. At the same time, women are practically absent from the world’s parliaments, where they occupy less than 15% of seats on average.

Every day around the world, 1,600 women die from complications of pregnancy and childbirth, which are also the cause of injury, infection or disease for another 50 million. The inequalities among nations are vividly highlighted by maternal mortality, which is 18 times greater in the developing world than in the industrialised countries.

The second United Nations Millennium Summit, taking place 14-16 September in New York, will address, among other themes, the progress made towards the fulfilment of the MDGs. The Summit is expected to gather more than 170 heads of state and government.
The Millennium Development Goals establish the commitment to 1) eradicate extreme poverty and hunger, 2) achieve universal primary education, 3) promote gender equality and empower women, 4) reduce child mortality, 5) improve maternal health, 6) combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases, 7) ensure environmental sustainability, and 8) develop a global partnership for development.
