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Mid-way through, the UN's drive against poverty eéms half crusade and half charade

MAKE poverty history is a compelling slogan. Halvéy 2015, in contrast, is a measurable commitmEnéat is
the logic behind the Millennium Development Go&H)Gs), a host of targets in the struggle againsbal
deprivation, disease and illiteracy, set by theleisileaders at a United Nations jamboree in 2000.

The goals claim to convert campaign slogans intikbble pledges, complete with a number and a &g world
has, for example, resolved to cut the rate at whickhers die from childbirth by three-quarters frd®®0 to 2015.
The percentage of people without safe water willliha half; infant mortality by a third. Quick tgst a resonant
date in the calendar, the UN has declared JulyOrttd7/07, you understand) the official halfwaymidbwards
these 2015 deadlines.

The 2000 summit was unprecedented in its pullinggroattracting more bigwigs than ever before (eten
reclusive North Koreans tried to make it, althotlggy turned back in a huff after an undiplomatipait search).
But many of the targets were a bit old hat, reaydter the second or third time. The 1980s were egpg to bring
water and sanitation to the great unwashed; th@s@@re supposed to provide “education for all'te8u then, no
one would take the MDGs all that seriously? Surilgy would quietly fade in the memory like so mantlger turn-
of-the millennium follies and fantasies?

In fact, they have remained surprisingly conspigjdnecoming a kind of secular scripture for thefeaternity. The
UN family, of course, cherishes them. But the gbalge also converted the organisation's rivaleénatid business.
The World Bank invoked the goals last month wheohping for an infusion of $32 billion from its rieh members.
Pascal Lamy, head of the World Trade Organisatiompked them in his plea this week to save the Doliad of
global trade talks. Even the IMF, which knows atoimvertible currency when it sees one, pays thdenso
respect.

As a result, the MDGs can justly claim to geneeatst of buzz about duties a government might etiss neglect.
After all, ministers in poor countries have a lottbeir plate—fending off rivals, putting down imgancies,
distributing the spoils of office. Saving mothersrh eclampsia or children from diarrhoea does heags
command their full attention. The goals ensure senational recognition for politicians who carake progress
on such things.

Sadly, however, they cannot do what they purpodaowhich is to provide credible benchmarks agaitgch
governments can be judged. Set for the world ab@eythe numerical targets do not fit any coumtrgarticular.
China had all but met the target of halving povémyn its 1990 levels by the time it was set a diedater. Sub-
Saharan Africa, on the other hand, will fall shafrall of the goals, even though its economy isagng quicker
than it has for a generation and it is puttingadtah in school faster than any other region.

Some goals cannot be met, others cannot even b&unmeela Poor countries collect no reliable numberdeaths
from malaria or from childbirth—although the goal® helping to stir a welcome interest in geneggaltietter
figures. And sometimes what is measured (numbehitdren enrolled in school) is not what count®(ttumber
who learn anything).

The goals are supposed to be everyone's respaysiwihich means they are no one's. Poor countaesblame
rich ones for not stumping up enough cash; richegowments can accuse poor ones of failing to deseore
money.

Some MDG zealots think the responsibility for asinig them is more clear-cut. They work out whatdet® be
done to meet the goals; add up the costs; thenmtkthat the world's rich governments foot the Idhly a lack of
generosity separates poor countries from the 28Hets, they argue.

But foreign cash does not always produce resuli;same results do not require much money. Brafdur times
richer than Sri Lanka, but its children are moranthwice as likely to die before their fifth birtdngl Improving
sanitation is about breaking habits as much aslimgillatrines. And although aid money can sendaatdo the
boondocks, it cannot make him show up to work. 3daal progress envisaged in the 2015 targets nesxjthe kind
of nationwide nannying that only an accountable ésitic government, not a distant foreign donor,sistain (see
article).



Can the MDG exercise be salvaged? Researchers Gethitre for Global Development, a Washington tharik,
argue that donors should commit themselves to ryakgments for progress”, giving a fixed sum of mpnhe a
poor country only after it has shown independeatlgited progress towards a goal. Donors couldexXample,
provide $100 for every child who completes primsghool, or passes a literacy test, over and ab@@®a
baseline. The payments would provide sharper inges)tas well as extra resources. No developingtcgeould
claim money was not on the table, and no donorccolalim the results were not there to see.

The millennium bash secured global agreement on mhatters. That is not nothing. But impoverishedrddes
have to start where they are, not where summitaggkt wish them to be. Aid money cannot bridge thegt, and
the custodians of the MDGs should not pretend atiser But nor should a lack of foreign cash stopntoes
inching their way out of poverty by their own effe~which is the only way any nation has ever don€a make
poverty history, you have to understand how histenpade.



