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Introduction 

A strong framework to guide implementation will be critical to the success of a new global 

sustainable development agenda.  As specific priorities for implementation are being identified, it is 

useful for the global community to reflect on previous efforts to enable implementation of the 

Millennium Development Goals. Millennium Development Goal (MDG) 8 called for governments to 

“develop a global partnership for development.” Unlike the other outcome-based MDGs, Goal 8 

outlined how developed countries and, to a lesser degree, the private sector could create an 

enabling environment conducive to reducing poverty.  

The Outcome Document of the Open Working Group on Sustainable Development Goals (OWG SDG) 

includes Goal 17 to “Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global partnership 

for sustainable development.” With agreement on the Outcome Document, discussions now will 

focus on the final shape of the Global Partnership for Sustainable Development (GPSD) for the post-

2015 period in preparation for the UN Summit in September 2015. This brief provides an overview 

of recent evaluations of MDG8 to inform stakeholders working on a future-fit GPSD. It is organized as 

follows: 

 Section 1 briefly reviews the origins of MDG8, the evolution of its components, and the 

current state of attainment.  

 Section 2 identifies strengths and weaknesses of MDG8 as articulated by civil society, 

academia, member states, and the UN system. 

Section 1: Overview of MDG8  

After the signing of the Millennium Declaration in 2000, the General Assembly authorized the 

Secretary-General to develop a ‘roadmap’ for achieving the Declaration’s aims. The roadmap 

(A/56/326) introduced the eight MDGs and their associated targets as an annex. For MDG8, it 

identified the first four of what would be six targets for the global partnership for development 

covering: trade and the financial system; the needs of least developed countries; landlocked 

developing countries, and small island developing states; and debt. The goal was subsequently 

expanded to include two additional targets covering access to pharmaceuticals and technology – 

specifically communication.1 See Annex I for the complete list of Goal 8 targets and indicators. 

MDG8 and the global partnership for development were strengthened in 2002 by the World Summit 

on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg, which highlighted the role of civil society and 

partnerships in implementing sustainable development and the MDGs, and the International 

Conference on Financing for Development held in Monterrey.  The Monterrey Consensus outlined 

principles and commitments for providing adequate resources for development. Additional 

initiatives, such as the Paris Declaration and the Gleneagles summit of the G8 in 2005 and the 

establishment of the MDG Gap Task Force in 2007, sought to strengthen MDG implementation and 

monitoring efforts over time. 

In the years since MDG8 took shape, progress has been notable in a few areas, but inconsistent and 

uneven. A bright spot has been greater mobilization and focus of aid flows: total aid flows have 

increased from 0.22% of OECD DAC countries’ gross national income in 2000 to a high of 0.32% of 

                                                      
1 Herman 2013 
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their GNI in 2010. ODA levels in 2013 hit an all-time high at US$135 billion, but this represents a 

decline to 0.30% percent GNI.2 Table 1 provides a brief snapshot of the current state of progress on 

specific targets.  

Table 1. Status of MDG8 targets3 

Target Snapshot of status 

8.a Develop further an open, rule-

based, predictable, non-discrimina-

tory trading and financial system; 

 Developed country tariffs have though non-tariff barriers 

are increasingly a concern.  

 OECD agricultural subsidies declined from one percent of 

GDP in 2000 to 0.75 in 2013. 

 Work continues on the Doha Round but remains 

incomplete. 

 43% of global trade is now accounted for by developing 

countries, with over half of this as South-South trade.4 

8.b Address the special needs of the 

least developed countries (LDCs); 
 ODA to LDCs rose to $30 billion in 2013.  This is 0.06 

percent of DAC GNI, falling short of 0.15 percent target. 

8.c Address the special needs of 

landlocked developing countries 

(LLDCs) and small-island developing 

States (SIDS); 

 Aid to LLDCs has stagnated 

 Aid to SIDS has declined in recent years 

8.d Deal comprehensively with the 

debt problems of developing coun-

tries through national and 

international measures in order to 

make debt sustainable in the long 

term; 

 Debt service ratios are now at a quarter of their level in 

2000. 

 35 of 39 eligible countries for the Highly Indebted Poor 

Countries initiative and the Multilateral Debt Relief 

initiative have achieved completion. 

 Debt ratios and short-term debt levels in small states 

(populations of 1.5 million or less) remain a concern. 

8.e In cooperation with 

pharmaceutical companies, provide 

access to affordable essential drugs 

in developing countries; 

 Vaccination rates, particularly for measles and polio 

have increased. 

 Availability of essential medicines has increased but fall 

short of need – generic medicines were available in 55% 

of public sector facilities and 66% in private facilities. 

 Prices in low- and lower-middle-income countries are on 

average 3-5 times higher than international reference 

prices in public and private facilities.  

8.f In cooperation with the private 

sector, make available the benefits 

of new technologies, especially 

information and communications 

 Mobile phone subscriptions have grown from 4% of 

people at the turn of the century to over 80% today5, 

leading to increasing levels of internet access 

 Increases are highest in developing countries; gap is 

narrowing between developing and developed countries. 

                                                      
2 OECD 2014 
3 Source material for Table 1 unless otherwise noted: MDG Gap Task Force (2014). Millennium Development Goal 8: The 

State of the Global partnership for Development. New York: United Nations. 

4 Kenny and Dykstra 2013  

5 Ibid. 
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Section 2: Evaluations of MDG8 and the Global Partnership for Development 

The following section provides a short summary of key evaluations of MDG8 from a variety of 

sources. It will review 1) the values and norms for international cooperation embedded in the MDG8 

approach and how these have shaped the GPD, 2) the construction of the goal and its supporting 

targets and indicators, and 3) the scope of the issues it covers. 

Embedded values and norms 

Principles for action 

Some have hailed the significance of MDG8 (and the MDGs in general) for explicitly recognizing that 

poverty reduction requires focused and better-coordinated international action and for identifying a 

(somewhat) concrete set of commitments for developed countries that go beyond statements of 

principle.6 

However, a fundamental critique of MDG8 is that it is not underpinned by a normative framework 

and does not incorporate human rights principles or previously-agreed commitments, such as the UN 

Convention on Human Rights.7 Instead, as Fukuda-Parr and others have observed, rather than 

making human rights explicit, MDG8’s approach to human rights relies on the premise that the 

economic growth resulting from achieving the targets could and would deliver improved human 

development and human rights. However, many have questioned the links between this growth 

model and poverty reduction, as economic gains may not be equitably distributed due to power and 

information asymmetries, with most authors citing a need for social and redistributional policies to 

complement economic growth.8  

A human rights-based approach would entail the obligation not just to provide resources but also to 

ensure “social arrangements that would secure a person’s rights.”9 Putting such arrangements in 

place would of course require national government action in coordination with international partners. 

To illustrate, changes in MDG8 to this effect might have included incorporating corporate social 

responsibility, recognition of, and action towards achieving the rights of indigenous people 

(particularly related to intellectual property for pharmaceuticals), women, and vulnerable groups in 

general; and greater inclusion of developing countries in international policy-making bodies, such as 

the WTO.10 Perhaps more significantly, realizing human rights globally requires commitments of each 

national government to provide and protect these rights. 

Expectations of who acts and how 

On the one hand, MDG8 has been recognized for its ability (along with the Monterrey Consensus and 

related initiatives) to spur an increase in the volume and focus of ODA transferred from developed 

country governments to developing ones. However, MDG8 has been criticized for taking a narrow 

view of who should and must act. The MDGs call for action by developing countries to be supported 

and in part resourced by developed country governments – but did not provide an explicit role for the 

private sector (apart from collaboration for pharmaceuticals and communications), civil society, 

                                                      
6 Fukuda-Parr 2007  
7 UN System Task Team on Post-2015, Fukuda Parr 2007, IBON International, Action Aid, Caliari 2013. 
8 Nayyar 2011 
9 Fukuda-Parr 2007, p. 293. 
10 Fukuda-Parr 2007 
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private philanthropies, or other actors.11 The MDG framework also does not take into account the 

dynamics or the full range of country situations along the development spectrum, as the lines 

between ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ countries evolve over time and becoming increasingly blurred, 

with implications for roles within a global partnership. 

In defining the ‘how’ for an enabling environment, MDG8 focused primarily on foreign official 

development aid (ODA) and trade – ignoring many of the other policy and financial mechanisms 

available for creating conditions for progress, such as raising domestic revenue or private 

investment, efforts at R&D, migration, or even provision of global public goods such as action on 

climate change (see additional notes on specific gaps below).  

Further, MDG8 (and the MDGs more broadly) did not specify how the targets were to be achieved or 

directly address the barriers to progress that had prevented their achievement in the past.12 For 

example, commitments on foreign aid levels had existed in some form for decades, as had concerns 

about unfair terms of trade, but these had not been successfully addressed by previous initiatives.  

Finally, some have noted that by not specifying means, MDG8 (and the MDGs more broadly) 

supported the development model of the time – the status quo – often driven by donors.13 This may 

have privileged existing policy approaches (such as a focus on aid levels to the social sector and on 

aggregate growth with less attention to inequalities) without consideration of whether this was 

appropriate in all contexts. 

Questions for post-2015 

 What normative framework might underpin a renewed GPSD? Some have called for a human 

rights-based approach. How would this look in the post-2015 period? 

 The OWG SDG Outcome Document already goes farther than the MDGs in specifying policy 

actions to achieve particular goals. Has the right balance been achieved between the ‘what’ 

and the ‘how’? 

 Given that the agenda will be an intergovernmental agreement between member states, how 

and to what extent should the GPSD spell out roles for other non-state development actors? 

Structure and design  

A stand-alone goal 

While MDG8 was framed as a way to provide an enabling environment to achieve goals 1-7, it is 

distinct from the other 7 goals. A broad range of stakeholders, including the UN system have argued 

that this has contributed to fragmentation across the goal framework, since the ‘how’ was separated 

from the ‘what,’14 and the global partnership and its components were not clearly aligned with the 

delivery of the rest of the agenda. Some have noted, for example, that achieving all targets under 

MDG8 would not provide information on whether progress had been achieved on the other 7 goals.15 

                                                      
11 UN System Task Team on the Post-2015 Development Agenda 2013. 
12 E.g., Caliari 2013 
13 Nayyar 2011, 
14 UN System Task Team on the Post-2015 Development Agenda 2013, Herman 2013; Caliari 2013. 
15 Caliari 2013 
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However, while acknowledging this as a weakness, some have also pointed to the value of policy 

targets relevant to development without specific alignment to one goal.16 These might include 

policies that are not easy or appropriate to tie to one priority, but that contribute to achievement of 

the agenda as a whole. 

As the only goal to apply to developed countries, many believe the separation has only perpetuated a 

north-south divide where countries are identified as either ‘donors’ or ‘recipients.’17 This binary view 

in turn glosses over a diversity of country contexts and may undermine efforts at collective action, 

since the GPD was not framed around it.18 

Lack of specificity to drive accountability 

Unlike goals 1-7, the targets under MDG8 are not quantified and do not specify end dates, instead 

taking the form of general policy statements. As a result, it is difficult to assess the degree to which 

governments have or have not delivered on the targets, and therefore difficult to hold them 

accountable.19 For example, target 8a (Develop further an open, rule-based, predictable, non-

discriminatory trading and financial system) did not provide clear benchmarks or identify how the 

world would know whether the target had been achieved. Countries reporting on their progress have 

chosen to cite their involvement with the WTO Doha Round, but without a clear mandate to do so.20 

Fukuda-Parr notes that similar but quantified commitments under the Monterrey Consensus and 

Paris Declaration existed and could have been incorporated and monitored, but were not. 

However, monitoring and accountability systems have improved over time. For example, the MDG 

Gap Task Force has drawn attention specifically to implementation of Goal 8 and has added 

indicators over time to measure debt sustainability, affordability of pharmaceuticals, and others that 

were not included in the original agenda.21 

Internal coherence 

Within MDG8, the indicators provide an incomplete picture of progress against the targets, and 

several indicators measure elements not well captured in the targets.22 For example, target 8a calls 

for a free and fair trading and financial system, yet the indicators within Goal 8 do not directly 

measure changes within the financial system as a whole and focus only on trade. This may partially 

reflect the fact that the MDG8 targets were not specifically developed as a comprehensive package 

designed to deliver MDGs, but rather represent a compilation of statements from existing 

agreements, undermining their coherence.23 The UN System Task Team also notes that selection of 

indicators may have had led to a decreased level of ambition, since they only measured some 

elements of what it would take to achieve the target in full.24 

 

                                                      
16 Millennium Development Goal Task Force 2014; Manning 2010 
17 UN System Task Team on the Post-2015 Development Agenda 2013(b) 
18 Ibid. 
19 E.g., Manning 2010 
20 Caliari 2013 
21 Millennium Development Goal Task Force 2014 
22 UN System Task Team 2013a, Fukuda-Parr 2007, Caliari 2013,  
23 Waage et al. 2010 
24 UNTT 2013b. 
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Questions for post-2015 

 How can the GPSD meaningfully help to bridge the North-South divide while considering real 

differences in country situations and capabilities? 

 The OWG SDG Outcome Document embeds targets on means of implementation across the 

framework in addition to goal 17, which covers cross-cutting means of implementation. Has 

the right balance been struck between these two approaches?  

 How can definition of indicators by UN experts ensure an effective renewed global 

partnership for sustainable development while limiting indicators to a reasonable number? Is 

the current institutional mechanism to review the future Post 2015 Development Framework, 

which draws almost exclusively on national governments, nimble enough to build mutual 

accountability for action between national government and other actors? 

Scope and content  

Targets under MDG8 addressed trade and the financial system, developing country debt, the special 

needs of LDCs, LLDCs, and SIDS, and technology (see table 1). The MDGs have been consistently 

praised for being concise and focused, making them clear and easy to communicate and explain. 

The trade-off, as many have noted, is that important issues were not adequately addressed or 

missed entirely.  

In addition to issues identified above and in preceding sections, a number of authors have argued 

that the goal fell short by not including the following:  

 Capacity building and partnerships: With targets focused at the level of donor countries, the 

Global Partnership for Development did not directly address how capacity building and multi-

stakeholder partnerships could strengthen implementation.25 

 The needs of conflict-affected (or recently conflict-affected) states: These are states where 

poverty is particularly difficult to eradicate and where needs may be different from those of 

developing countries overall.26 

 Migration: Some point to the beneficial impacts of migration on development and have called 

for a greater emphasis on migration in the post-2015 agenda, as well as the reduction in 

cost of remittances. 27 

 Means to correct imbalances in the international financial system: Examples include the 

systems of representation of developing economies in international institutions.28 

 Targets to help prevent global financial shocks: In a world where financial shocks can have 

broad systemic implications, targets could improve global economic governance to reduce 

risks.29 

                                                      
25 UN System Task Team on the Post-2015 Development Agenda 2013b 
26 Ibid. 
27 Kenny and Dykstra 2013 
28 Fukuda-Parr, Kenny and Dykstra 2013 
29 Caliari 2013; Ibon International 2014 
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Within the MDG8 focus areas, a few benefited from the selection of very specific priorities and 

alignment with existing initiatives, while limited sets of indicators and vague language may have 

contributed to uneven results in others. For example: 

 Finance: As mentioned above, targets or indicators focused only on what donor countries 

should do, thus they only narrowly address financing needs and reinforce the existing donor-

recipient mindset. For example, 5 indicators measure ODA levels, with no mention of 

domestic resource mobilization, foreign direct investment, the need to combat illegal capital 

flows or raise other sources of finance for development, despite the significance of these 

financial flows. Similarly, a number of observers have argued that MDG8 and the Monterrey 

consensus, which covered a broader range of finance and development-related issues, could 

have been better aligned.30   

 Debt: There has been notable progress on debt burdens for Heavily Indebted Poor Countries 

(HIPC), where indicators were focused and an existing initiative was in place that brought 

together numerous institutions around an action plan. However, though the target referenced 

debt sustainability more broadly, it did not address debt concerns for other developing 

countries.31  

 Technology & Essential Medicines: The target for improved access to technology was 

supported by indicators that only captured increased availability of communications 

technology at the expense of other sectors. These might have included energy, agriculture, 

industry, or a broader definition of health technologies. Both this target and 8e (access to 

essential medicines) did not address related factors of intellectual property, research and 

development.32   

Questions for post-2015 

 Are post-2015 and the current conversations on financing for development sufficiently 

aligned? What is the ‘division of labor’ between a post-2015 goal framework and finance for 

development in creating the global partnership for sustainable development?  

 Of the gaps identified above, are all still relevant to today’s context in designing a GPSD? Are 

there other items to add? 

Conclusion  

Across numerous analyses of MDG8 and the Global Partnership for Development, a few themes 

emerge where MDG8 could be improved upon: 

 Universality: The GPD as constructed under the MDGs reinforces the binary North-South 

divide by defining differentiated duties for different countries and defining developed country 

obligations only in terms of support to developing countries. A more universal approach to 

the GPD might have, for example, engaged developing countries in improving domestic 

resource mobilization, recognized the importance of South-South cooperation, or taken into 

account the differentiated ODA-dependency of LDC and BRICs, and might thus have led to 

better coordinated and more targeted efforts to reduce poverty.  

                                                      
30 Fukuda-Parr 2013, Caliari 2013. 
31 Caliari 2013. 
32 Kenny and Dykstra 2013. 
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 Accountability: MDG8’s targets are neither quantified nor time-bound. As a result, 

measurement and accountability for MDG8 is a challenge: it is not clear whether targets 

have been reached or exactly how much work remains to reach them.  

 Coherence: MDG8 could have been better aligned with the other seven goals, for example, by 

setting targets for the global partnership based on what the partnership would need to 

deliver in order to achieve goals 1-7. It could also have been more internally coherent, 

including indicators that gave a better picture of progress against each target.  

 Scope: MDG8 covers several essential issues for international development cooperation. 

However, it provides little indication of how various outcomes are to be achieved or with what 

sources of finance and other forms of support beyond aid. Evaluations of MDG8 have also 

identified a number of areas that MDG8 missed. 

 Partnerships: The GPD as outlined in MDG8 contains very limited space for non-state actors 

such as civil society or the private sector. Further, the MDGs did not sufficiently take into 

account the diversity of actors (at government and non-governmental level) needed to deliver 

success at multiple scales (local, regional and global level).  

These five elements may be useful as decision-makers further refine and elaborate upon the GPSD. 
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Annex I: Targets and Indicators of MDG8 

Goal 8: Develop a global partnership for development 

Target 8.A: Develop further an open, rule-based, 

predictable, non-discriminatory trading and financial 

system 

Includes a commitment to good governance, 

development and poverty reduction - both 

nationally and internationally 

Target 8.B: Address the special needs of the least 

developed countries 

Includes: tariff and quota free access for the least 

developed countries' exports; enhanced 

programme of debt relief for heavily indebted poor 

countries (HIPC) and cancellation of official bilateral 

debt; and more generous ODA for countries 

committed to poverty reduction 

Target 8.C: Address the special needs of landlocked 

developing countries and small island developing 

States (through the Programme of Action for the 

Sustainable Development of Small Island 

Developing States and the outcome of the twenty-

second special session of the General Assembly) 

Target 8.D: Deal comprehensively with the debt 

problems of developing countries through national 

and international measures in order to make debt 

sustainable in the long term 

Some of the indicators listed below are monitored separately 

for the least developed countries (LDCs), Africa, landlocked 

developing countries and small island developing States. 

Official development assistance (ODA) 

8.1 Net ODA, total and to the least developed countries, as 

percentage of OECD/DAC donors' gross national income 

8.2 Proportion of total bilateral, sector-allocable ODA of 

OECD/DAC donors to basic social services (basic education, 

primary health care, nutrition, safe water and sanitation) 

8.3 Proportion of bilateral official development assistance of 

OECD/DAC donors that is untied 

8.4 ODA received in landlocked developing countries as a 

proportion of their gross national incomes 

8.5 ODA received in small island developing States as a 

proportion of their gross national incomes 

Market access 

8.6 Proportion of total developed country imports (by value 

and excluding arms) from developing countries and least 

developed countries, admitted free of duty 

8.7 Average tariffs imposed by developed countries on 

agricultural products and textiles and clothing from developing 

countries 

8.8 Agricultural support estimate for OECD countries as a 

percentage of their gross domestic product 

8.9 Proportion of ODA provided to help build trade capacity 

Debt sustainability 

8.10 Total number of countries that have reached their HIPC 

decision points and number that have reached their HIPC 

completion points (cumulative) 

8.11 Debt relief committed under HIPC and MDRI Initiatives 

8.12 Debt service as a percentage of exports of goods and 

services 

Target 8.E: In cooperation with pharmaceutical 

companies, provide access to affordable essential 

drugs in developing countries 

8.13 Proportion of population with access to affordable 

essential drugs on a sustainable basis 

Target 8.F: In cooperation with the private sector, 

make available the benefits of new technologies, 

especially information and communications 

8.14 Fixed-telephone subscriptions per 100 inhabitants 

8.15 Mobile-cellular subscriptions per 100 inhabitants 

8.16 Internet users per 100 inhabitants 
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