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INTRODUCTION

Chapter Summary

Since 2000, the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) have galvanized support around the world for ending 

hunger and extreme poverty. 2015, the agreed deadline, is nearly at hand. With just three years left, it is critical 

to build on the achievements of the last twelve years and redouble efforts to speed up progress, especially in 

countries where it has been slow. The international community has begun to debate a post-2015 framework that 

would include a new set of development goals. 

Whatever agreement emerges must include a 

bull’s-eye target: ending hunger and extreme 

poverty by 2040. To ensure a strong U.S. 

commitment, U.S. civil society, particularly faith-

based groups, should encourage the president 

and other government leaders to become more 

engaged in the process of developing a post-

2015 framework and to take the lead in rallying 

all countries to support a goal of ending hunger 

and poverty. Every country should agree to set 

national development goals, including the United 

States and other high-income nations. A post-

2015 framework should make it clear that poverty 

and hunger are morally unacceptable everywhere.

Why Global Development Goals Matter

• A post-2015 successor agreement to the MDGs 
should include a bull’s-eye target to end hunger and 
poverty in every country in the world by 2040.

• A post-2015 agreement should establish a 
framework in which each country sets ambitious 
goals that properly reflect its level of social and 
economic development.

• The U.S. government should play a leading role in 
developing the next generation of global goals and 
ensuring the process is inclusive and transparent.

• The United States, like all other countries, should 
set a time-bound goal to end domestic hunger and 
poverty. 

MAIN RECOMMENDATIONS IN THIS CHAPTER
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In sub Saharan Africa,
              of the working population 
earns a living from agriculture.1 

In sub Saharan Africa,
              of the working population 
earns a living from agriculture.

In sub Saharan Africa,
              of the working population 
earns a living from agriculture.

66 percent

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) have been remarkably successful in focusing 
global attention on ending hunger and poverty. In 2000, when the goals were launched, all coun-
tries pledged to work together to cut global hunger and poverty in half by 2015. Unlike many global 
initiatives that came before it, the MDGs remain a prominent concern of national governments and 
the international development community. This is due in no small part to the fact that the goals 
have concrete targets to measure progress and hold government leaders accountable. 

In 2015, national leaders are expected to decide on a new set of global development goals. A 
debate about what these goals should be is already under way. So far the U.S. government and its 
domestic civil society partners have remained on the fringes, saying very little about what a post-

2015 development framework should 
look like. This report seeks to change 
that. It calls on U.S. policymakers and 
civil society to lead an effort to win 
global support for a new set of devel-
opment goals, including a goal to end 
hunger and extreme poverty by 2040. 

By 2015, hunger and poverty are 
supposed to be cut in half, but the 
MDGs call for ultimately eliminating 
them. Global poverty is now falling 
with unprecedented speed, and indeed 
it is possible to imagine a world by 
2040 where chronic hunger and pov-
erty no longer exist. According to the 
World Bank, the percentage of people 
living below the international poverty 
line ($1.25 per person per day) has 
fallen by more than half since 1990; in 
other words, the MDG target of cut-

ting income poverty in half by 2015 has been reached.1 More people escaped poverty during the 
2000s than in any decade in history. Even more importantly, progress was made in every major 
region of the world. Accelerating this progress and reaching those left behind should be the focus 
of the next three years and the post-2015 development framework. 

At this point, it is not clear whether the hunger target of the MDGs—cutting hunger in half—
will be met by the 2015 deadline. The lagging progress on hunger, compared to progress on 
poverty, illustrates a problem with how the MDGs are being pursued. Too little attention has 
been paid to the interrelationship between hunger and poverty, particularly in rural areas where 
most of the world’s hungry and poor people live. In 2007-2008, a global hunger crisis resulting 
from spikes in food and fuel prices awakened the world to the cost of neglecting smallholder 

Figure i.1 Poverty Rates Fell Sharply in the New Millennium  

Source: World Bank, Global Monitoring Report, 2012 
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INTRODUCTION

In 2011, 16.1 million U.S. 
children, or 21.9 percent 

of all U.S. children, lived
in poverty.4

farmers during previous decades. For example, investments in agriculture are 2.5 to 3 times 
more effective than nonagricultural investments in increasing the income of hungry and poor 
people.2 This makes sense because most of the world’s poor people live in rural areas and earn 
their living from agriculture.3 

Since the MDGs were adopted, both developing country governments and aid donors have 
increased their investments in agriculture and rural development—but not soon enough and not by 
enough to accelerate reductions in hunger. In order to sync reductions in hunger with reductions 
in poverty, greater investments in agriculture are necessary and must be targeted at smallholder 
farmers. In 2009, the United States launched an ambitious new program, Feed the Future, making 
up for its own longstanding neglect of agricultural development assistance. All U.S. development 
assistance should make a priority of linking progress against poverty with reducing hunger and 
achieving the MDGs.

Agricultural investment reminds us of why development assistance must be seen in a more inte-
grated way. The challenges ahead cannot be adequately met by efforts that are carried out in isola-
tion (often referred to as “stovepiped” programs). Rather, development policy as the world moves 
toward 2040 must see the big picture. It’s not simply a race to check off MDG indicators by 2015.

Figure i.2

Source: UN

1 Eradicate Extreme Poverty & Hunger
To halve the proportion of people whose income
is < $1.25 a day and halve the proportion of people
who suffer from hunger. who suffer from hunger. 

2 Achieve Universal Primary Education
To ensure that children everywhere will be able
to complete full primary education.

3 Promote Gender Equality & Empower Women
To eliminate gender disparity in all levels of
primary and secondary education.primary and secondary education.

4 Reduce Child Mortality
To reduce by two-thirds the under-five
mortality rate.mortality rate.

5 Improve Maternal Health
To reduce by three-quarters the maternal
mortality ratio and to achieve universal access
to reproductive health.

6 Combat HIV/AIDS, Malaria & Other Diseases
To halt and reverse the spread of HIV/AIDs, to
achieve universal access to HIV/AIDS treatment
and to halt and reverse the incidence of malaria
and other diseases.and other diseases.

7 Environmental Sustainability
To integrate sustainable development into country 
policies. To reverse loss of environmental
resources. To reduce biodiversity loss. To halve
the proportion of the population living without
access to safe drinking water and sanitation.
To improve lives of at least 100 million
slum-dwellers.slum-dwellers.

8 Global Partnership
To develop a non-discriminatory trading and
financial system. To address the needs of least
developed land-locked and small island developing
countries. To deal with developing countries’ debt.
To provide access to affordable drugs. To make
technology more available. 

In South Asia, 94 percent of women in the 
richest 20 percent of households receive prenatal 

care, while only 48 percent of the poorest 20 
percent have access to such care.3

Millennium Development Goals
to achieve by 2015
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BOX i.1

Vietnam is where the United States fought a difficult, 
decade-long war starting in the 1960s. This may be all 
that most Americans know about the country. But there 
is another story worth telling. Vietnam has gone from 
being one of the poorest countries in the world after 
the war, to reaching middle-income status in the 2000s. 
Vietnam’s economy has grown at 7 percent or more for 
two solid decades—and reductions in poverty accompa-
nied economic growth, which is not always the case. The 
poverty rate was 12.3 percent in 2009, down from 58.1 
percent in 1993.7 

The Vietnamese government established a set of 
development goals based on the MDGs, but Vietnam’s 
Development Goals (VDGs) are more ambitious.8 VDGs 
include additional goals to improve governance for poverty 
reduction, reduce ethnic inequality and build a pro-poor 
infrastructure. The gender equality goal includes additional 
targets to reduce vulnerability of women to domestic 
violence and enhance their access to land and credit. 

Vietnam has proven that remarkable turnarounds are 
possible when national governments are committed to 
broad-based economic growth and poverty reduction. 

GOALS DRIVE DEVELOPMENT IN VIETNAM

Driving Progress against Hunger and Poverty
The MDGs are the global community’s most holistic approach yet to human develop-

ment. Before the MDGs, the conventional “development” yardstick was a nation’s Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP). The MDG yardstick focuses on human dignity and well-being, 
and includes quantitative indicators for improvement. Clearly, growth in GDP is a part of 
development. But improvements in malnutrition and extreme poverty, for example, do not 

automatically accompany economic growth. Conversely, lack 
of robust economic growth does not necessarily mean that 
little or no progress is being made against hunger and poverty.

The limitations of using GDP as the sole indicator of a 
country’s progress come into clearer focus when using an 
MDG “lens.” India, for example, has experienced economic 
growth rates of 7 percent or higher every year since 1990—yet 
nearly half the children in the country (48 percent) are stunted 
because of malnutrition,4 and India’s child mortality rate is 

currently 40 percent too high for the country to achieve the MDG target.5 
Compare India’s performance to that of Bangladesh, a much poorer country, whose GDP 

grew by only 3 percent annually over the same period, but whose rates of child stunting 
declined from 68 percent to 43 percent. One reason for this progress is that, starting in the 
1990s, the government of Bangladesh implemented national programs to promote breast-
feeding and other ways of improving children’s nutritional status, as well as educational 
campaigns on sanitation practices to prevent diarrhea—a common cause of death among 
children in poor countries. Nutrition has also been a component of agricultural programs in 
Bangladesh.6 (See Box i.2 page 14.) 

“All U.S. development 
assistance should 
make a priority of 
linking progress 
against poverty with 
reducing hunger and 
achieving the MDGs.”
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INTRODUCTION

Jane Sebbi carries 
matoke peels to feed her 
pigs in Kamuli, Uganda.

Laura Elizabeth Pohl

www.bread.org/institute � 2013 Hunger Report 13

Since they were set in 2000, the MDGs have become embedded in national development 
strategies; they also provide a framework for donors to align their support.9 The U.K. govern-
ment has aligned its aid programs with the MDGs, and the World Bank, the largest multilat-
eral donor in the world, has restructured its lending and grant programs in accordance with 
the MDGs as well. 

In a 2005 U.N. Development Program (UNDP) survey, 86 percent of the 118 countries that 
responded reported that they had 
integrated the MDGs into their 
national development plans.10 
Another survey of 104 civil society 
organizations in 36 developing 
countries found widespread agree-
ment that reducing poverty has 
become a higher priority in their 
countries because of the MDGs.11 

What progress has the MDGs 
helped deliver? Since 1990, the 
baseline year for measuring prog-
ress towards the MDGs, at least 
75 percent of all participating 
countries have made progress in 
reducing poverty, hunger, and 
maternal/child mortality and in 
providing clean drinking water. 
Nearly two-thirds of countries have 
made progress in gender equality 
by improving girls’ enrollment in 
primary school.12 Between 1999 and 2005, the number of children dying of measles fell by 
75 percent—from more than 500,000 deaths each year to about 126,000.13 Overall, there 
has been a two-thirds reduction in child mortality, due largely to the continued rollout of 
vaccines.14 We can’t establish definitively that the MDGs deserve the credit for all these 
achievements, but having clear targets with dates attached to them is certainly important to 
focusing attention and encouraging a response. Data tables, starting on page 190, include 
country-level and regional data on indicators for all eight MDGs. 

Enormous challenges remain. In dozens of developing countries, children have less 
chance of living to age 5 than a child in the United States has of living to age 65.15 In Afghani-
stan, Chad, Guinea-Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Niger, Sierra Leone, and Somalia, at least 1 of 
every 25 women will die from complications of pregnancy or childbirth.16 Even if the MDG 
for improved sanitation is met—which is far from certain—1.7 billion people will still be left 
without access to basic sanitation.17 No one would argue that the work of development is 
anywhere near done.

It may be tempting to focus simply on whether countries are meeting the numerical 
targets. But the MDGs tell us much more than we would learn simply by categorizing coun-
tries as either on or off target. In the 2000s, as more aid became available to help achieve 



by Molly Marsh

The afternoon hours are Tohomina Akter’s favorite time of day. That’s when she can take a 
break from her household tasks, rest, and play with her young daughter, Adia. Like any toddler, 
Adia much prefers movement.

Adia runs through the rooms of their home, stopping suddenly at the front door to look out at 
the familiar faces of Char Baria, a village in the Barisal district of Bangladesh. In front of her lies 
Tohomina’s garden, a 25-foot square of spinach, amaranth, chili, and pepper plants, an impor-
tant source of nutrients for Adia and her family. Spinach and red amaranth are Adia’s favorites.

Tohomina planted the garden after receiving 
training in “Nobo Jibon,” a nutrition program 
administered by Helen Keller International, a 
nongovernmental organization that works in 
several Bangladesh districts. The vegetables 
she harvests have increased the nutrients 
available to her family, especially her daughter.

Helen Keller International and its part-
ners have helped thousands of women like 
Tohomina establish what they call Homestead 
Food Production (HFP) gardens throughout 
Bangladesh. Started in 1990, the program 
aims to improve food security and alleviate 
malnutrition by increasing the amount of 
nutrient-rich fruits and vegetables available to 
households and communities. About 900,000 
households now have HFP gardens, which 

benefit more than 4.5 million people.
Over two months, Tohomina and others in Char Baria received training and materials to start 

their gardens, such as seeds and seedlings, but they also learned why nutrition is important. 
Project leaders discussed topics such as the importance of eating diverse, nutrient-rich foods, 
why washing vegetables is critical, and how to cook with the items in their gardens.

“I did not do many things [before taking the class],” 18-year-old Tohomina said through a 
translator. “But after learning, I am keeping things clean and hygienic to prevent diseases, and 
cooking nutritious foods to keep me and my family healthy.”

According to Millions Fed: Proven Successes in Agricultural Development, a report on the 
Bangladesh HFP program from the International Food Policy Research Institute, HFP gardens 
increase the amount of vitamin A in people’s diets, especially among women and children. 

IMPROVING NUTRITION 
OUTCOMES IN BANGLADESH
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Tohomina Akter, 
attempts to feed 

her daughter Adia, 
17 months, in Char 

Baria village, Barisal, 
Bangladesh.

Laura Elizabeth Pohl
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One study shows that the percentage of children 
aged 6-59 months and mothers eating dark-green 
leafy vegetables containing carotenoids increased 
from about one-third to three-quarters. In addi-
tion, children living in households 
with developed gardens eat 1.6 
times more vegetables than chil-
dren without gardens, according 
to the report.

The program also provides a 
strong avenue of empowerment 
for women, who organize 90 
percent of the gardens. Tohomino’s 
decision-making power within her 
family has increased significantly—not only does 
she decide what to plant, but her excess vegetables 
can be sold at the market. Tohomino’s father-in-law 
does the selling, but she stipulates that the money 

go toward buying additional food for Adia.
About 1,500 people in Char Baria—a commu-

nity of 20,000—are involved in the program, most 
of them women. That translates into stronger 

economic roles within their fami-
lies—and their communities.

According to Helen Keller 
International, the annual fruit 
and vegetable production of HFP 
programs in Bangladesh, Nepal, 
Cambodia, and the Philippines 
amounts to $46.3 million in 
economic value per year. The 
program also has created 190,000 

jobs, primarily for women living in poorer house-
holds in rural areas.

Molly Marsh is former managing editor at Bread for 
the World. She currently works for Partners in Health.
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Tohomina 
bathes her 
daughter Adia.

Laura Elizabeth Pohl

“The program aims to 
improve food security 
and alleviate malnutri-
tion by increasing the 
amount of nutrient-rich 
fruits and vegetables 
available to households 
and communities.”



the MDGs, the resources dedicated to tracking progress also increased, and this brought 
far-reaching improvements in accountability.18 “Although it seems obvious today to track 
progress on intended targets,” says Todd Moss of the Center for Global Development in 
Washington, DC, “common practice in the past was simply to calculate inputs: how much 
money was spent, how many books were bought, etc., rather than on the hoped-for changes 

in countries, such as healthier and 
more educated people. In fact, the 
approach of finding out how we 
are actually doing is obvious now 
in part because of the [MDGs].”19

“When food prices surged in 
2007-2008, we were not as flat-
footed as we would have been 
without the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals,” says Cheryl Morden 
of the International Fund for Agri-
cultural Development.20 In 2008, 
the number of hungry people 
in the world surged perhaps by 
more than 100 million as a result 
of doubling food prices.21 It was 
the MDGs that prompted world 
leaders to ask questions like “Who 
is poor and hungry?” and “Where 
are they?” One answer became 
clear: 70 percent of people in 
extreme poverty who are hungry 

live in rural areas. “Because the Millennium Development Goals helped them to see the 
depth of rural poverty,” says Morden, “world leaders responded swiftly with aid targeted to 
smallholder farmers, the largest group of rural poor.”

Perhaps the greatest contribution of the MDGs is their role in encouraging the emergence 
of a new international social norm. The MDGs provided a lens to focus public attention on 
poverty. In the words of David Hulme and James Scott of the University of Manchester in the 
United Kingdom, they succeeded in “showing extreme 
poverty as morally unacceptable in an affluent world.”22 
In fact, millions of people from around the world liter-
ally stand up to the challenge of ending poverty. Each 
year since 2007, the U.N. Millennium Campaign has 
organized an event called “Stand Up, Take Action, End 
Poverty Now!” during which participants rise to their 
feet to express support for the MDGs. In 2009, 173 mil-
lion stood up.23 This is a larger group of people than the 
seventh most populous nation—and if this were a nation, 
it would be the most diverse on Earth.24

“Before the MDGs, the 
conventional ‘development’ 
yardstick was a nation’s 
Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP). The MDG yardstick 
focuses on human dignity 
and well-being, and includes 
quantitative indicators for 
improvement.”

Young students at 
the United Nations 

International School 
(UNIS) in New York 

gather to be counted 
in support of “Stand 
Up Against Poverty,” 

a global campaign to 
urge world leaders to 

meet the Millennium 
Development Goals. 

UN Photo/Paulo Filgueiras
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INTRODUCTION
Sustaining Progress in a Changing Environment

Global economic integration is occurring at least as rapidly as progress against poverty. 
In the 21st century, national self-interest has become inextricable from relationships with 
other countries and the global community in a wide range of ways. This international 
interdependency means that the coming decades will require more, rather than less, coop-
eration to solve problems that are now shared by many nations. This was illustrated vividly 
by the 2008 financial crisis that started in the United States. 
No country was insulated from the shockwaves. 

Before the financial crisis, sub-Saharan Africa, the region 
of the world that is both the poorest and the furthest behind 
on the MDGs, had been experiencing its strongest growth in 
decades. The impact of the crisis in sub-Saharan Africa was 
less severe than in many other regions because it is less inte-
grated into the global economy—but African nations were 
nonetheless affected. Africa’s exports to China had increased 
from 3 percent in 1998 to 15 percent by 2008. When the crisis 
hit, the Chinese economy suffered a setback as China itself 
exported less to the United States and Europe. Thus, a slowdown in exports from China 
to the United States and the European Union affected Africa through a drop in Chinese 
demand for African exports.25 In 2009 and 2010, export revenues in Africa fell by $251 
billion and $277 billion respectively. 26 Despite having no role in causing the crisis and no 
control over its outcomes, the region still suffered repercussions with profound implica-
tions for poverty reduction, food security, and health.27 

As the financial crisis made clear, the rewards of globalization—which include millions 

Figure i.3 Nutrition Outcomes are at the Intersection of Food Security and Human Development

Source: United Nations Development Program (UNDP), 2012
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“In the 1990s, when the 
MDGs were debated and 
put in place, climate 
change never entered 
the picture. Similarly, 
no one anticipated that 
sudden spikes in food 
prices would become 
a threat.”
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of people escaping poverty—are accompanied by very clear risks. These risks must be 
managed—and no country is in a position to do so on its own. Moreover, risks cannot 
always be gauged ahead of time. In the 1990s, when the MDGs were debated and put in 
place, climate change never entered the picture. Similarly, no one anticipated that sudden 
spikes in food prices would become a threat. In fact, climate change is considered to be a 
factor in the 2007-2008 food-price crisis. 

Global trade was another piece 
of the puzzle. During the initial 
surge in food prices in 2007-2008, 
more than a dozen countries, 
including major producers, 
banned the export of agricul-
tural commodities. According 
to the International Food Policy 
Research Institute, the trade 
restrictions accounted for as much 
as 30 percent of the increase in 
prices, and they contributed to 
rising prices once again in 2010-
2011.28 As a result, people were 
rioting in dozens of food-importing 
nations.

It’s all too obvious that the 
world hasn’t entered a golden 
age of international cooperation. 
These two examples, climate 
change and global trade, are cases 
in point. Little progress—some 
would say none—has been made on 

negotiating an international climate change treaty. The state of negotiations on global trade 
is epitomized by the stalled Doha development round of the World Trade Organization. 
Launched one year after the MDGs, the round was supposed 
to pave the way for more countries to participate in the global 
economy and share in the rewards of international trade. 

What do these major failures of international cooperation 
mean for poor people, achieving the MDGs, and the post-
2015 development framework? Poor people are expected 
to be harmed disproportionately for doing little to cause 
climate change, and as the food-price crisis demonstrated 
they suffered the most harm when trade in food grains 
was restricted by export bans. Indeed, climate change and 
global trade involve poor people’s interests, along with everyone else’s, but it is possible 
for nations to cooperate on these issues without giving adequate attention to how poor 
people will be affected. 

Figure i.4 Global Food Prices Spiked Twice in the 2000s

Source: FAO, 2012
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“As the financial 
crisis made clear, the 
rewards of globaliza-
tion—which include 
millions of people 
escaping poverty—are 
accompanied by very 
clear risks.”
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INTRODUCTION
The MDGs leave no room for doubt that poor people’s needs are the focus. In this 

report, we argue that by remaining resolutely focused on the needs of poor people and by 
paying close attention to the means of achieving the goals, a post-2015 set of development 
goals can still be responsive to some of these intractable issues. Progress on the MDGs will 
actually help poor people to become more resilient to shocks caused by climate change 
and food-price volatility. As conditions change, of course, the world needs to adapt its 
strategies for achieving the hunger and poverty goal. The means of reaching the goal may 
change, but the ends—reducing 
hunger and poverty—shouldn’t 
change at all.

The global economy is a rough 
and tumble environment even for 
those with resources. For a woman 
living on about 50 cents a day and 
nourishing herself with a single 
bowl of soupy porridge, the bar-
riers to reaching the next market 
town can seem insurmountable: 
traveling long distances on rutted 
roads, with no means of trans-
porting her goods to sell. The 
process in 2000 that brought 189 
heads of state together to achieve 
the MDGs was a unique time:  
world leaders focused on giving 
such women a chance of joining 
the global economy and her chil-
dren a chance of reaching beyond 
a small market town.

The MDGs have a fair share 
of critics, and the goals are certainly not perfect. The point, though, is that nothing like 
them has been tried before. The MDGs are the longest-standing global agreement to fight 
poverty in human history. That’s why it would be a major step backward for the whole 
world if the MDGs turned out to be a short-lived, one-off mobilization of the political will 
of virtually every national government. 

How many of us have thought about what it would mean to allow the MDGs to expire 
without a successor agreement? After all, there’s an entire graveyard of international devel-
opment initiatives that have died a quiet death. As it turns out, the content and the process 
of establishing post-2015 development goals are being hotly debated, as they should be. 
The MDGs clearly resonate with world leaders and ordinary citizens in far-flung places 
in ways that can and should ensure that their ends will be carried out. The United States 
should join this debate and work to ensure that there is a successor to the MDGs. The U.S. 
contribution to the post-2015 development agenda is the focus of the article “U.S. Leader-
ship and Global Development Goals” starting on page 80.

Figure i.5 The Destabilizing Effects of Climate Change Will Cut  
 Across the Components of Food Security

Source: UNDP, 2012
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Reaching Agreement on a New Set of Goals
A key step in the transition to new goals will come in September 2013 at the next 

U.N. summit on the MDGs, when the U.N. Secretary General will propose a post-2015 
framework for member nations to debate. There are many ideas now being put forward 
about what a new set of goals should include. If member nations can debate the proposal 
and reach agreement by 2015, a new set of goals could be folded seamlessly into the 

expiring MDGs. 
The Secretary General and his advisors would do well 

to keep in mind the “less is more” quality of the MDGs: 
a limited number of simple-to-understand, interlocking 
goals. Many would argue that the simplicity of the MDGs 
has been playing a major role in their results: they are 
easy for people outside the development field to under-
stand and act on. Any new agreement is also likely to 
be measured by its effectiveness in galvanizing public 

opinion to end poverty. 
A new agreement should help people at all levels of society to see poverty as morally 

unacceptable everywhere. Global development goals that are truly global in scope would 
mean that everyone—including middle-income and high-income countries—sets targets to 
reduce poverty. One reason this is important is that the demographics of global poverty 
have changed considerably since the MDGs were introduced. In 1990, more than 90 per-
cent of all poor people lived in low-income countries. Presently, however, more than 70 
percent live in middle-income countries (and mostly politically stable rather than fragile 

Figure i.6 World Food Price Increases Under Various Climate Change Scenarios, 2010-50

Source: IFPRI, 2010

Maize,
baseline

Rice,
baseline

Wheat,
baseline

Maize,
optimistic

Rice,
optimistic

Wheat,
optimistic

Maize,
pessimistic

Rice,
pessimistic

Wheat,
pessimistic

%
 c

ha
ng

e 
fro

m
 2

01
0

20

40

60

80

100

120
Climate change effect
Economic growth effect

20 Introduction    �    Bread for the World Institute

“Global development 
goals that are truly global 
in scope would mean 
that everyone—including 
middle-income and high-
income countries—sets 
targets to reduce poverty.”



INTRODUCTION
countries).29 The MDGs have been criticized for their failure to take into account different 
starting conditions in countries, and a “one size fits all” set of global goals with the same 
targets for everyone would seem to make even less sense today. Under a scenario in which 
all countries set their own goals, each country’s starting place would determine its targets. 
Development goals that are truly global in scope should also include measureable out-
comes for high-income countries.

The next iteration of global 
development goals should be 
worked out by a broader set of 
stakeholders than those who 
developed the MDGs. To put it 
more bluntly, the MDGs were 
conceived by rich nations with 
far too little input from poor and 
middle-income nations. The views 
of poor people themselves on their 
main barriers to getting out of 
poverty should be strongly consid-
ered in any new agreement. This 
is likely to reshape development 
goals from their formulation in 
the MDGs and focus greater atten-
tion on the means of achieving the 
goals. For example, a target of 
MDG 1 was to “Achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all, including 
women and young people”; and when poor people, particularly young poor people, are 
asked about the barriers they face to getting out of poverty, they nearly always name lack 
of jobs as their top concern. But the issue of jobs and job creation has not been given the 
attention it needs from policymakers and donor agencies.30

Africa’s youth population (ages 15-24) is increasing faster than anywhere else in the world; 
this means that the ability of African leaders to create jobs could well make the difference 
between political stability and unrest in the region.31 Job creation in developing countries 
starts at the national level—but there is plenty that international partners can do to support 
governments and the private sector in low-income countries.

Governments of low-income countries have also criticized the MDGs for paying insuf-
ficient attention to infrastructure.32 The share of overseas development assistance devoted 
to bilateral aid to Africa for infrastructure has been falling since the early 1970s.33 The 
suffering caused by the food-price crisis revealed the stark consequences of decades of 
shrinking investments in agriculture. Donors cannot afford to repeat this mistake with 
infrastructure. 

Global development goals with all countries setting their own may well prove necessary 
to win widespread political support for a new round of goals. The balance of power in the 
world has shifted since the MDGs were negotiated. A more diverse group of countries, whose 
new members are mostly middle-income, is exerting influence over agreements that affect 
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the global commons. Large middle-income countries such as China, India, and Brazil—home 
to many of the poor people who now live in middle-income countries—are unlikely to let 
high-income countries escape setting goals of their own.34 At the same time, people living in 
high-income countries could reach the same conclusion: they might not support giving help 

to poor countries without attention 
to the needs at home.

Rising income inequality is a 
problem, and yet another reason 
for the next round of goals to be 
truly global in scope. Between 
1981 and 2005, increases in 
inequality meant that nearly 600 
million people did not escape poverty 
who would have if inequality had 
remained static.35 Studies show 
that income inequality slows down 
poverty reduction.36 At a growth 
rate of 2 percent and a poverty rate 
of 40 percent, a country with a low 
level of inequality could halve pov-
erty in 10 years, while a country 
with a high level of inequality 
would take nearly 60 years to 
achieve the same result, according 
to Martin Ravallion of the World 
Bank.37 A stronger focus on 
reducing inequality will be needed 
to end hunger and poverty within 
a generation. 

Inequality is also a problem in high-income countries. Income inequality in the United 
States has been on the rise since the 1980s and is now at its highest level since before the 
Great Depression.38 A high level of inequality means that some communities are trapped 
in poverty across generations.39 Statistics on U.S. poverty confirm this. A child born into 

poverty in the United States has a higher chance of being poor 
as an adult than in almost any other high-income country.40

Equality is one of the core values of the Millennium Declara-
tion, the statement of principles underlying the MDGs,41 but 
the MDGs’ use of aggregate measures hides inequalities. While 
average per capita incomes are rising around the world, not 
everyone is sharing in the gains, particularly people at the very 

bottom, a group sometimes referred to as the ultra-poor.42 Without an equity focus, it is possible 
that countries could continue reducing poverty without doing much to help the hardest-to-
reach people. In a post-2015 framework, there must be a focus on narrowing the gaps.

Figure i.7 Sub-Saharan Africa Loses More Human
 Development Gains to Inequality

Source: UNDP, 2012
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The Role of Civil Society 

In July 2011, U.N. Secretary General Ban Ki-moon explained, “The post-2015 develop-
ment framework is likely to have the best development impact if it emerges from an inclusive, 
open, and transparent process with multi-stakeholder participation.”43 But because govern-
ment leaders will ultimately decide on a new set of goals, they could end up negotiating 
behind closed doors despite Ban’s best efforts to create an open, transparent process. Civil 
society organizations will need to push to keep the process open. Civil society will also need 
to push to keep government policymakers focused on poverty and hunger.  

Transparency could easily evaporate under pressure to seal a deal. The Catholic Agency 
for Overseas Development (CAFOD), located in London, has been one of the most diligent 
civil society groups in advocating for a clear and open process. CAFOD co-chairs Beyond 
2015, a coalition of civil society groups from nearly 50 countries. CAFOD’s Amy Pollard and 
Bernadette Fischler describe a variety of potential scenarios during the forging of a post-2015 
agreement. Here is their description of the ideal:

There is an open and inclusive process, with a focused outcome in time for the end 
of 2015. The consultations go well and there is a surge of policy input ahead of the 
September 2013 Review Summit. Global leaders make the issue a priority, and their 
representatives make tough decisions in a legitimate way. Interest groups see the big 
picture, and the negotiations produce an outcome which captures the imagination 
and secures widespread support. Post-MDGs have the clarity and focus to deliver real 
change and progress in the world.44 

As the many steps in the description illustrate, there are any number of reasons besides 
lack of transparency that the process of reaching an agreement could stumble. One of the 
most serious problems would be if no consensus emerges on what should be included in 
a new framework, but most of the 
alternatives to the ideal scenario 
are much messier and much less 
likely to produce an agreement 
with wide acceptance—or even to 
produce an agreement at all. 

Pollard and Fischler are particu-
larly concerned about a situation 
in which policymakers—and some 
unwitting civil society groups—shift 
the framework away from poverty 
in favor of other issues. Climate 
change, for example, is an impor-
tant issue, but potential solutions 
would not necessarily include 
progress against poverty. Pollard 
and Fischler urge civil society not 
to subordinate poverty reduction: 
“A post-MDG framework should 
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champion the issues of most significance to people living in poverty, because they have less 
power than any other social group to defend their interests, and their issues are most vulner-
able to the vagaries of political will when ongoing crises during the next fifteen or twenty 
years cause distractions.”45

Here in the United States, civil society groups have recently 
begun to follow the lead of their peers elsewhere in the world in 
working on a successor to the MDGs. U.S. civil society, especially 
faith-based groups, threw its support behind the MDGs when 
they were launched. Bread for the World, for example, made 
the MDGs a rallying point for its legislative campaigns to win 
support for poverty-focused development assistance and the 
creation of the Millennium Challenge Account. (See Box i.3.) 
Many U.S. civil society organizations are now preoccupied with 
other problems, notably the sour economy and its many con-
sequences. Members of Congress have been lukewarm at best 
about the MDGs. However, if U.S. civil society groups mobilize and begin advocating for the 
next set of development goals early on, Congress may have a different view this time around.

Throughout this report, Bread for the World Institute urges civil society to recommit 

Bread for the World 
activists from New York 

meet with a staffer 
in the office of Sen. 

Charles Schumer (D-NY) 
during Lobby Day in 
Washington, D.C., on 

Tuesday, June 12, 2012.

Rick Reinhard
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BREAD FOR THE WORLD AND THE MDGS

BOX i.3
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by Todd Post
After the U.N. General Assembly approved the MDGs, 

Bread for the World and Bread for the World Institute 
adopted them as the framework for their international 
work. Several of Bread’s annual legislative campaigns 
and the Institute’s annual Hunger Reports use the MDGs 
as a touchstone for discussing their work against global 
hunger and poverty. 

Bread helped to gain support for the goals from the 
faith community. Bread provided the initial staffing of 
Micah Challenge USA, the U.S. affiliate of a global coali-
tion of evangelical Christians united behind holding their 
governments accountable for achieving 
the MDGs. Bread cosponsored a 2007 
gathering of several hundred U.S. 
evangelical leaders which featured 
U.N. Secretary General Ban Ki-moon 
speaking on the importance of the 
goals. Bread also engaged the women’s 
missionary societies of the three African 
American Methodist denominations in a joint initiative 
focusing on goals 1, 4, and 5. (See Figure i.2.)

David Beckmann, the president of Bread for the World, 
served on the U.N. Millennium Hunger Task Force, which 
helped to formulate recommendations to low-income coun-
tries that were integrating the goals into their own plans.

In the years after the MDGs were launched, the Institute 
through its Hunger Reports has helped to publicize the 
fact that the world is making progress against poverty 
and hunger and related ills. The Institute has focused 
on the real possibility of ending hunger and poverty in a 
matter of decades. 

In 2003, Bread for the World’s nationwide network of 
activists and churches campaigned to get Congressional 
approval and funding for the Millennium Challenge 
Account. President Bush proposed the Millennium 
Challenge Account promising to increase U.S. development 
assistance to low-income countries with governments 

that were accountable to their people, fighting corrup-
tion, and supportive of free markets. The program was a 
direct response by the administration to the challenge of 
achieving the MDGs.

In 2005, Bread for the World led a delegation of activ-
ists to Gleneagles, Scotland, for the G-8 Summit. They 
joined delegations of activists from the ONE campaign, 
Oxfam America and other organizations from around the 
world. The presence of anti-hunger and poverty activists 
at the Gleneagles G-8 Summit, which had a strong focus 
on Africa, helped build political support for the commit-
ments to double aid to Africa and around the world to 

help achieve the MDGs.
The 2009 Hunger Report, Global 

Development: Charting a New Course, 
outlined reforms to make U.S. foreign 
assistance more effective in reducing 
poverty and achieving the MDGs. 
Bread for the World promoted these 
reforms in major legislative campaigns 

in 2009 and 2011. An important part of Bread’s work 
for foreign assistance reform has been its leadership 
within the Modernizing Foreign Assistance Network 
(MFAN). MFAN has succeeded in building support for 
reform principles within the Obama administration and 
on both sides of the aisle in Congress. As a result of 
these efforts, bipartisan bills were introduced in the 
House and Senate to begin the process of reforming the 
Foreign Assistance Act. 

The 2013 Hunger Report, Global Development 
Goals—Within Reach, returns to the touchstone of the 
MDGs, this time to invite partners in the faith commu-
nity to stand with Bread for the World in calling on the 
U.S. government to double down now to achieve the 
MDGs by their 2015 deadline and to support a post-2015 
successor agreement with new global development goals 
for all countries.

Todd Post is the editor of the 2013 Hunger Report.

“Bread for the World 
Institute has focused 
on the real possibility 
of ending hunger and 
poverty in a matter of 
decades.”



to achieving the MDGs and to join the Institute in calling for stronger U.S. leadership in 
developing a set of goals to succeed the MDGs. Within civil society, faith-based groups, as 
a forceful and credible voice arguing for the moral imperative of ending hunger and pov-
erty, could have more influence than anyone else in making the case for U.S. leadership. 
Faith-based groups are vocal advocates for the most effective use of government resources 
and many have decades of expertise in the development field. Moreover, faith-based 
groups play a key role in reducing poverty around the globe. Faith-based organizations 
are invaluable partners with the U.S. government in reducing poverty because they imple-
ment programs where government cannot provide services or chooses not to. They work 
with  local NGOs, community groups, and other indigenous bodies to strengthen  civil 
society and private enterprise in developing countries. Their 
reach into local communities often empowers marginalized 
groups.  Finally, faith-based organizations co-invest private 
funding to leverage the investments of public donors. 

A Set of Goals for the United States
The U.S. public widely supports its government’s efforts 

to fight global poverty.46 The severity of poverty in the devel-
oping world provokes outrage from many. But poverty in the United States deserves its own 
share of outrage. In 2011, 46.2 million people in the country were living in poverty, one in 
six, the same as 2010.47 At 15 percent, the current poverty rate in the United States rose 
above this level only twice since the 1960s. And if this weren’t sobering enough, the rate at 
which “deep poverty” has been rising seems especially alarming. In 2011, 1.46 million U.S. 

households were living on income 
of less than $2 per person, per day. (See 
Figure i.8.) There were 2.8 million 
children in these households.48 

The U.S. government has a 
safety net of programs to help very 
low-income families avoid going 
hungry. In 2011, for example, the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance 
Program (SNAP, formerly known 
as the Food Stamp Program), 
effectively reduced the number of 
people living on $2 per day by half 
through in-kind food assistance.49

(See Figure i.9.)
Safety net programs can make 

severe hardship less intolerable, 
but they don’t eliminate hardship 
altogether. Coping mechanisms 

A volunteer 
delivers a meal to 

a beneficiary of 
Meals On Wheels.

MOWAA / Lindsay Benson Garrett
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do not create opportunities that 
lift people out of poverty nor do 
they correct structural inequali-
ties of opportunity that affect 
individuals from birth and 
cause intergenerational poverty. 
This is why a safety net must be 
matched with a human develop-
ment agenda.

The suffering of individuals 
due to hunger and poverty 
is a tragedy, but there are 
consequences for nations as 
well. High levels of poverty 
stunt human-capital develop-
ment, which in turn erodes the 
social fabric and the national 
economy. A country’s most sus-
tainable natural resource is its 
human capital, or its people’s 
capabilities to contribute to 
their own and the nation’s well-
being through social develop-
ment and economic output. 
Reducing poverty corrects 
human-capital deficits, setting 
in motion a “virtuous cycle” 
of development, additional 
capacity to invest in poverty 
reduction, and further improve-
ments in human capital that 
will sustain progress. 

This is not an abstract 
formula—a range of countries 
once mired in poverty have 
used the idea successfully to 
spur economic and human 
development. The United States has done this in earlier periods in its history and it has 
lent a helping hand to many countries. As we will discuss over the next few chapters, 
since the Marshall Plan the United States has given other governments the space to 
invest in building human capital through development assistance programs and poli-
cies such as those on debt relief, technology transfer, and granting duty-free, quota-free 

Figure i.8 Extreme Poverty ($2 per day) Doubled in Past 15 Years

Source: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities (CBPP), 2012
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Figure i.9 SNAP Cuts Extreme Poverty Significantly

Source: CBPP, 2012
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access to domestic markets. The governments the United States has worked with have 
treated this assistance as a “hand up” rather than a “hand out.” These countries have 
improved their health and education systems and developed agriculture and industry. 
In the United States, we should be proud of how our country has contributed to their 
development.

We turn our attention to reducing U.S. hunger and poverty in Chapter 4 of this report, 
and consider how well the United States has promoted its own human-capital development 
in recent decades. By our assessment, the United States is doing a poor job. For example, 
in 2012, the Council on Foreign Relations released a report on U.S. education and national 
security. Former Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice, co-chair of the task force that pro-
duced the report, had this to say about the link between national security and weaknesses 
in our educational system: “We know that we have difficulties recruiting into the military 
because of the failure to educate to the levels that the military needs… Think of the computer 
literacy that it takes to solve problems of cybersecurity and critical infrastructure… And that 
means that we have a collective national interest in the education of all of our children.”50 

Education and health are core components of human-capital development. In 2010, on 
the eve of the most recent reauthorization of child nutrition programs, dozens of retired 
generals and senior officials in the 
armed forces addressed a letter 
to Congress. The letter urged 
policymakers to support robust 
improvements in the nation’s 
child nutrition programs.51 “Obe-
sity is now the leading medical 
reason why young Americans 
today are unable to qualify for the 
armed forces,” they wrote. Failing 
schools and pervasive junk food 
establishments may be damaging 
middle-class communities, but 
they are devastating far too many 
poor neighborhoods. 

The last time the U.S. govern-
ment pledged to end poverty was 
almost 50 years ago, during the 
Johnson Administration. Presi-

The United States has 
one of the highest child 

poverty rates in the 
developed world.

Brandy Taylor 
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dent Ronald Reagan used to say, “In the sixties we waged war on poverty—and poverty 
won.”52 But from 1959 to 1973, the poverty rate in the United States was cut in half from 22 
percent to 11 percent.53 The country had the benefit of a strong economy, and with presiden-
tial leadership—during both the Johnson and Nixon administrations—made a strong effort to 
reduce poverty. Poverty increased again after 1973 as the U.S. economy sank into recession, 
incomes stagnated and the political commitment to reducing poverty waned. 

During the presidential election of 2008, Barack Obama pledged to cut child hunger in 
half by 2015. His campaign released a sound plan: improvements in child nutrition programs, 
promotion of community coalitions against hunger, and reductions in poverty through an 
increase in the minimum wage and tax credits for low-income workers. President Obama has 
implemented much of this plan, and it has kept child hunger 
from increasing despite a severe recession and high unemploy-
ment. But since President Obama entered the White House, 
he has never restated his commitment to the child hunger goal 
he proposed as a candidate. 

A president and Congress can set the national context, but 
achieving U.S. development goals will depend on cooperation 

with state and local officials and the 
public. The part of the president’s plan that did not get implemented 
was the mobilization of state and community efforts. All stakeholders 
must see themselves as partners in achieving the goal. Presidential 
leadership can encourage states and communities to take action that 
complements federal efforts. State and local jurisdictions will go about 
achieving development goals in different ways, just as countries that are 
making progress on the MDGs are accomplishing this in different ways. 

Poor people themselves are the real experts on poverty. They 
can tell us directly how poverty harms families and communities. 
They must inform the debate about ending poverty. Their insights 
may challenge status quo thinking. U.S. policymakers are frequently 
divided by ideological differences on how to reduce poverty. But  
none of the various versions of the status quo are getting the job 
done. Seeking advice and wisdom from poor people themselves could 
possibly depoliticize the issue of poverty. Then maybe real progress 
could get under way. In the end, what matters most is that the goals 
are met. A set of development goals owned by everyone would be a 
unifying endeavor for us all.

“Safety net programs 
can make severe 
hardship less 
intolerable, but 
they don’t eliminate 
hardship altogether.”
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by Joel Edwards, International Director, Micah Challenge

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) are based on the values of the Millennium 
Declaration: “We will spare no effort to free our fellow men, women and children from the 
abject and dehumanizing conditions of extreme poverty, to which more than a billion of them 
are currently subjected. We are committed to making the right to development a reality for 

everyone and to freeing the entire 
human race from want.”1 

UN Secretary General, Ban 
Ki-moon was right to call the 
MDGs “the greatest promise ever 
made—a declaration of collective 
responsibility for the world’s poor 
and vulnerable.”2 

Christian faith is premised on 
promise. God’s covenant with Noah3

and Abraham was a promise.4 The 
Messiah was a promise,5 as was 
the Spirit,6 His Return,7 and our 
final peace and security in heaven.8

God’s promises are the pillars on 
which our faith rests, and God’s 
commitment to promise is bound 
up with his overwhelming concern 
for the poor and vulnerable.

The inter-locking nature of the 
MDGs begins rightly with a concern for hunger. It is the most basic of all human rights and 
over 100 countries have some level of reference to this right in their constitution.  “The funda-
mental right of everyone to be free from hunger” is established in Article 11 of the International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. 

And yet over 900 million people live in perpetual hunger. 
“Give us today the food we need” is the first material petition in the Lord’s Prayer.9 And the 

fact that it flows from the lofty statements about God’s transcendence is a clear commitment of 
a God who is concerned about our most basic needs. 

The MDG commitment to half extreme hunger by 2015 is not an outrageously radical 
response to poverty and hunger. What is outrageous is our inability thus far to achieve it. It is 
entirely within our grasp to eradicate hunger and extreme poverty, tackle injustice and recon-
struct a more equitable world because together we have the ability to do so. 

CHRISTIAN ADVOCACY AND THE 
MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS 

Rev. Joel Edwards 
travels the globe 

inspiring Christians to 
advocate for a more 
forceful government 

response in reducing 
poverty and hunger.

Courtesy of Joel Edwards
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The idea of creating partnerships for 
change is at the heart of MDGs. The fact that 
we are in a global village means that hunger 
eradication and food security is inconceivable 
without effective partnerships. 

Christians have a long tradition of 
responding to poverty, but the MDGs provide 
us a bridge to reach a wider civil society 
network. Huge and systemic issues to do with 
trade, aid and debt, structural issues of tax 
justice and corruption are only possible with 
effective global partnerships between rich 
and poor nations and among 
different communities.

The MDGs are by no 
means perfect. We recognize 
the absence of human rights 
and good governance are 
a problem. Nonetheless, it 
was a major achievement in 
getting 189 national leaders to 
agree on a set of time-bound and measure-
able goals to respond to poverty.   

Arguably the MDGs have played a role in 
the growing recognition that good governance 
remains essential to their fulfilment. This in 
turn has led to a growing focus on the need for 
good leadership and a very direct link between 
good leadership and achieving the MDGs. 

Imperfect though they are, the MDGs call 
us as Christians to respond to the opportuni-
ties opened by these promises. For the Micah 
Challenge, this is expressed in the Micah Call:

“This is a moment in history of unique 
potential, when the stated intentions of world 
leaders echo something of the mind of the 
Biblical prophets and the teachings of Jesus 
concerning the poor, and when we have the 

means to dramatically reduce poverty.”10

If we are to see an end to extreme poverty 
in our lifetime, the MDGs offer us a workable 
tool for an integrated response. It is the oppor-
tunity for an integrated response to poverty 
which positions the MDGs as critical tools for 
poverty alleviation and which positions the 
church to make an invaluable contribution. 

 ‘Ordinary prophets’ now want to be 
involved and local organizations and faith-
based movements are becoming recruits as 
never before. Grassroots movements mean 

that the fight against poverty 
and injustice is no longer 
seen as the sole province of 
policy specialists.

For the first time in human 
history, all nations have a 
common language to judge 
our response to promises 
made to the poor. When I 

spoke to Kevin Rudd, the former Australian 
Prime Minister, about the MDGs in 2008, it was 
precisely the same language as my discussion 
with nurses in a remote clinic in Zambia just a 
few days later.

Perhaps more than any other group of 
people, Christians should understand the 
imperative of promise as it relates to God’s 
mission to the poor. And if we agree on this, 
then we should see that no invitation for a 
partnership response against injustice has 
been more clearly presented to us than the 
promises of the MDGs. 

Joel Edwards has been involved in Micah 
Challenge since it started in 2000. He travels the 
globe inspiring the Church to get involved in advocacy 
with and for the poor as part of their core mission.
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“Christians have 
a long tradition 
of responding to 
poverty, but the MDGs 
provide us a bridge 
to reach a wider civil 
society network.”
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