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MADRE Comments on the Secretary-General Report “In Larger Freedom: Towards Development, Security and Human Rights for all” and Issues of the UN Millennium +5 Summit

MADRE, an international women’s human rights organization, welcomes the insights and comments put forward by the Secretary-General in his Report, “In Larger Freedom: Towards Development, Security and Human Rights for All.” In particular, MADRE applauds the Secretary-General’s leadership regarding the Millennium Development process, including his insistence on generating political will at the national level worldwide for meeting the MDGs, which present important opportunities for advancing women’s human rights (¶ 29 of the SG Report).

However, MADRE is concerned that the SG’s thoughtful articulation of the centrality and indivisibility of a human rights paradigm to achieving the goals is not reflected in the targets and indicators of the goals themselves. For while these criteria call for creating statistical change, they do not enable the structural changes necessary to respect, protect, and fulfill the rights of women and their families worldwide. In particular, MADRE is concerned that as a result of their emphasis on quantitative, as opposed to qualitative, data; the limited range of their scope; and the sometimes contradictory nature of their approach, the targets and indicators accompanying the MDGs actually undermine the potential for achieving the vision of development and the national strategies put forward by the SG. 

Human Rights Must Be the Guiding Principles of the MDGs

Comparison of the MDGs to the outcome documents of UN Conferences of the 1990s—in particular, the Beijing Platform for Action—reveals that the MDGs offer a far less rigorous commitment to human rights than that put forward in preceding instruments. Indeed, viewed within the trajectory of international human rights instruments, the MDGs emerge not as a spontaneous expression of governmental goodwill but, rather, as pre-existing human rights obligations, some dating back more than 50 years. Yet the MDGs—reflecting the negotiating positions of right-wing and fundamentalist governments—fail to even mention sexual and reproductive rights, women’s labor and property rights, or one of the most fundamental obstacles to ensuring these rights: namely, violence against women. 
The failure of the MDGs to reaffirm women’s human rights in their targets and indicators weakens the Goals as a whole, with particularly grievous implications for Goal 3 (promoting gender equality and empowering women). The only target associated with Goal 3 is the elimination of gender disparity in education. Yet, it will take much more than girls’ education to combat the deeply entrenched violence, discrimination, stereotypes, laws, and customs that generate grave violations of women’s human rights in every country of the world. The indicators intended to measure progress towards this goal are equally problematic. They include: 

1. The ratio of girls to boys at all levels of schooling (but with no regard for the quality or content of education and without addressing the social forces that keep girls out of school as indicated in the ICDP Platform of Action); 
2. The proportion of seats held by women in national parliament (without regard for the more crucial question of whether these women would pursue policies that respect, protect, and fulfill human rights as stated on Declaration on the Right and Responsibility of Individuals, Groups and Organs of Society to Promote and Protect Universally Recognized Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms adopted by General Assembly Resolution 53/144 of 9 December 1998);

3. The share of women in non-agricultural sectors of the workforce (without recognition of the need for decent wages, working conditions, and public services such as day care, health care, clean water, and transportation that ease the time burden of women who are expected to work outside the home and fulfill their traditional responsibilities within the family as promoted on the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda). 

MADRE urges that the Millennium Development Process be firmly grounded in the language and principles of human rights and that States’ actions towards implementing the Goals reflect the full breadth of commitments made in human rights instruments with special recognition of the BPfA, ICPD Platform for Action, and the CEDAW.  

Sustainable Development Must be the Guiding Strategy of the MDGs 

The MDGs’ co-sponsorship by the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and other development/financial institutions holds the potential to deliver the financial resources needed to achieve the goals. At the same time, the central role of these institutions in the Millennium Development process poses serious obstacles to achieving the goals. For while the United Nations operates within a human rights framework, the missions of the international financial institutions are to advance a set of economic policies that are often at odds with human rights. 

For example, the SG observes that “The scale and scope of progress made by countries in every region of the world has shown that, over a very short time, poverty and maternal and infant mortality can be dramatically reduced, while education, gender equality and other aspects of development can be dramatically advanced.”(¶27 of the SG Report) In fact, the strongest examples of such progress have occurred where government assumes its full responsibility as outlined under the article 21 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and in Articles 25 and 47 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights to guarantee people basic services and access to resources. Conversely, progress on health and development indicators has been most dramatically reversed in precisely those countries that have adopted the Structural Adjustment Programs and other prescriptions of the MDGs’ co-sponsors. 

MADRE regrets that the SG’s report reproduces the fundamental contradiction at the heart of the MDGs: namely, that poor countries are expected to meet the Goals by implementing the very neoliberal economic policies that have exacerbated the crises that the goals are intended to address. These policies include cutting government spending, privatizing basic services, liberalizing trade, and producing goods primarily for export. Indeed, the targets and indicators of the MDGs infuse neoliberal priorities into development policy using the language of human rights. They seek to “eradicate extreme poverty and hunger” (Goal 1), but rely on the discredited notion that economic growth at the national level (GNP) can eliminate poverty, and they assume that privatization of services is a strategy for—rather than an obstacle to—economic development. 
Similarly, the MDGs rely heavily on the World Bank standard of an income of US $1 per day to indicate extreme poverty.  This income-based measurement of poverty obscures the experience of millions of people, for whom poverty is not primarily a function of income, but of their alienation from sustainable patterns of consumption and production. Indigenous women, for example, assert that their poverty and wealth are determined primarily by access to, and control of, their natural resources and traditional knowledge, which are the sources of Indigenous culture and livelihoods. In Indigenous communities, human rights (namely, governments’ recognition of collective Indigenous rights over land, natural resources, and traditional knowledge) are key to fighting poverty. 

Unfortunately, neither the MDGs nor the SG’s report identify poverty as a function of human rights violations (such as the Right to an adequate standard of living recognized by the Article 11 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, the Right to freedom from discrimination stated in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the ICERD, the CEDAW, and the Durban Declaration among others, and the Right to pursue development described in Article 1 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, and the Declaration on the Right to Development). Indeed, the MDGs posit housing, health care, and access to food and water not as non-negotiable and universal rights, but as “needs” to be met. By extension, the poor are not seen as autonomous subjects demanding that governments meet their legal obligations, but as a passive “target group” of policymaking. Sustainable development—which depends on broad civic participation, social justice, and a fundamental shift in the balance of power—is sidelined by this failure of the MDGs to operate within a human rights framework. 

MADRE, in partnership with an international network of women’s organizations, advocates a human rights-based approach to achieving the MDGs that goes beyond improving statistical indicators to addressing root causes of human rights violations and changing the conditions that breed human rights abuses. Ultimately, “freedom from want” is not only an end in itself, but a necessary precondition to achieving the “larger freedom” enshrined in the United Nations Charter. 

Recommendations

1. Re: ensuring a human rights-based approach to implementing the MDGs: The principle of non-retrogression requires that States’ commitments to implementing the MDGs must not constitute a retreat from existing international obligations. MADRE urges Member States to ensure that the outcome document of the Millennium Summit clearly links the MDGs to international instruments, and reflects and reinforces commitments made in the BPfA, ICPD Platform for Action, CEDAW, UN SCR 1325, and the Durban Declaration. 

2. Re: ensuring gender equality and women’s human rights: The vision and strategies outlined by the SG can only be achieved if the full breadth of women’s human rights are guaranteed in the MDG process. MADRE urges Member States to ensure that the September Summit endorses actions that reflect the indivisibility of human rights and the inter-dependency of human rights, human security, and development. 
3. Re: financing the MDGs: The SG appropriately emphasizes the need to boost ODA and ensure that developed countries contribute at least 0.7 percent of their GNP to development. MADRE recommends a global reallocation of the fund that developing countries spend annually on debt servicing to development. In the world’s poorest region, sub-Saharan Africa, the $15 billion that governments spend on debt servicing is more than four times their budgets for health and education. In light of this gross disparity, “debt relief,” is simply insufficient. MADRE calls for 100 percent debt cancellation and a redefinition of “sustainable debt” to enable achievement of the MDGs.      
4. Re: Promoting civil society participation: Meaningful progress on development and human rights requires the effective participation of an empowered civil society. MADRE calls for effective participation of civil society in the September Summit and throughout the UN.

