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Equality in the Post-2015
Development Agenda

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) encompass eight 
development goals agreed at a global level with the aim of improving 
the lives of the world’s poorest by 2015. The eight goals – ranging 
from eradicating extreme poverty and hunger to improving maternal 
health and ensuring environmental stability – are complemented by 
21 measurable targets and 60 indicators of progress.1 As the 2015 
target date for achieving the MDGs approaches, efforts have turned 
to agreeing a further set of development goals post-2015. These 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), are intended to build upon 
the MDGs and apply universally to all countries.2

The MDGs have been the subject of both praise and criticism. Several 
of the targets have been achieved at a global level, yet many of the 
world’s poorest regions and countries have been left behind. Extreme 
poverty has been halved at a global level - 700 million people now 
no longer live in extreme poverty - but it is anticipated that this goal 
will not be met in Sub-Saharan Africa.3 Despite progress in all regions 
to reduce the maternal mortality rate, it remains 14 times higher in 
developing countries than in developed countries.4 

ERT spoke with two experts on equality and development to discuss 
whether and how the post-2015 development agenda will address 
inequality. David Bull joined UNICEF UK as Executive Director in 
1999 having previously been the Director of Amnesty International's 
UK Section. Gay MacDougall is currently a Distinguished Scholar-in-
Residence at the Leitner Center for International Law and Justice at 
Fordham University. She was the first United Nations Independent 
Expert on minority issues.
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ERT: You are widely recognised for your 
expertise in development and, in particu-
lar, working on rights in the context of 
development. How did you get involved in 
this work? What life experiences and ma-
jor influences played a role in getting you 
to your present position? 

David Bull: I think it started with the com-
mon understanding that we all have when 
we’re children, that we have this innate sense 
of fairness and justice. I’m sure everyone 
can remember things from when they were 
a child that were not fair. Somehow we are 
persuaded in adulthood that a certain degree 
of unfairness and injustice is just life and to 
be accepted. I don’t think I ever got to that 
point of acceptance and instead decided that 
I wanted to do something about injustice. My 
biggest influences were my parents. My fa-
ther was totally committed to education and 
its importance because he felt that he never 
had the education he was entitled to due to 
the poverty of the family in which he grew 

up. I think that my father always felt that this 
was a terrible injustice and he told me to get 
the best education I possibly could and take 
it seriously. My mum started off working as 
a secretary in a law firm and ended up as a 
family law professional supporting and pro-
tecting women who were victims of domestic 
abuse. From the outset, they both had an in-
fluence on my view that one shouldn’t accept 
injustice, rather one should do something to 
fight against it. 

In terms of getting involved with interna-
tional development, which has probably 
been the biggest part of my life, Dudley 
Seers who was the Director of the Institute 
for Development Studies at Sussex Univer-
sity at the time that I took my undergradu-
ate economics degree there, was very influ-
ential. He told me development studies was 
where things really mattered and where I 
could make a difference. As a result of my 
conversation with him, I did a Masters in 
Development and everything else followed 
from there. I hope I have been able to help 
a few people in the same way. Just one con-
versation that you have can completely 
change your life and so I always take it very 
seriously when I meet young people and 
talk to them about what they are doing in 
their lives. 

Gay MacDougall: I have always seen my-
self as involved in the human rights and civil 
rights movement. I grew up in Atlanta in the 
1950s and 1960s, in a totally segregated soci-
ety. I attended completely segregated public 
schools. My high school was the first (and for 
many years the only) public high school in 
Atlanta or even perhaps Georgia for African 
American kids. When I graduated from that 
school in 1965, the Brown v Board of Educa-
tion5 Supreme Court decision was just a faint 
rumour. Atlanta’s schools were as segregated 
as ever. And so was the city.
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More importantly, Atlanta had become the 
headquarters of the nation’s civil rights move-
ment. And, because of the historic “Black Col-
leges” (Spelman, Morehouse, Clark, Atlanta 
University and Morris Brown) and the talent 
they had attracted over the decades, it had a 
long legacy of Black intellectual opposition to 
racial oppression. By his own telling, W.E.B. 
DuBois turned radical while he was teaching 
at Atlanta University during the 1906 riots 
and was stunned by how the white commu-
nity regaled in the lynchings. We lived around 
the corner from Martin Luther King’s family. 
My aunt was one of the Young Women's Chris-
tian Association (YWCA) organisers who, in 
the 1940s, moved around through the south 
trying to build a youth movement for inter-ra-
cial justice. The headquarters of Student Non-
violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) were 
down the street and around the corner. The 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference 
(SCLC) headquarters were on the other side 
of town on Auburn Avenue, a historic Black 
Atlanta business street. 

During “the Atlanta Movement,” my family 
and I, and everyone else in my community 
walked miles while we were boycotting the 
buses. We refused to shop where the owners 
would not let us try on clothes or sit at the 
lunch counters. Throughout the 1960s, I par-
ticipated in sit-ins, protest demonstrations, 
voter registration drives and community 
rallying projects in Georgia, South Carolina 
and Alabama. In 1965, I was chosen by com-
munity leaders to integrate into a previously 
all-white college in Georgia. It was an assign-
ment, not an honour.

For as far back as I can remember, my own 
thinking and my focus was on poverty – on 
economic and social rights, as we would say 
today. While I never thought of myself or my 
family as poor, living in what would be called 
a township in apartheid South Africa, pov-
erty was always around and very close to me. 
Racial segregation meant that one could not 
be a stranger to what that kind of hardship 
means in daily life. My community was still 
just two steps away from slavery. Limited life 
choices defined the entire community. 

ERT: How do you see the relationship be-
tween development and human rights in 
general? More specifically, what does the 
concept of development have to say about 
equity and equality? 

Gay MacDougall: Human rights and devel-
opment as concepts are inter-related and 
inextricably linked. To fully enjoy the right 
to life, one must have both civil and political 
rights and economic and social rights.

Discrimination on the basis of an individu-
al’s ethnic, religious or linguistic identity is 
usually a potent causal factor in the dispro-
portionate poverty experienced by many 
minority groups and a key impediment in 
preventing minorities from benefiting from 
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mainstream poverty reduction and social in-
clusion strategies. The dynamics of poverty 
are more complex for minority groups. Rac-
ism often defies the rationality of a common 
denominator development policy, conceived 
to benefit all. 

The chronic poverty of many minorities is 
frequently structurally and causally distinct 
from poverty experienced by other groups. 
Discrimination compounds the effects of 
other impediments, such as residence in 
remote regions or language barriers. The 
gender dimensions of economic deprivation 
then overlap with other identity-based dis-
crimination. Many minorities have historic-
ally been excluded from full participation in 
the economy for generations, making their 
impoverishment more entrenched. Further, 
even when societies may have successfully 
suppressed intentional acts of discrimina-
tion, the legacy of bias remains embedded 
because institutional factors operate auto-
matically to exclude certain groups. Discrim-
ination does not disappear without proactive 
intervention.

David Bull: I would add the third area of en-
vironment to that. I’ve always felt that these 
three issues are really the same issue, they 
are all really about how you make sure that 
people can have a decent life and live reason-
ably well with freedom, justice and the op-
portunity to fulfil their potential. People’s 
livelihoods depend on the environment in 
which they live and the resources that flow 
from that environment. Development is 
making sure that people can have access to 
the resources that they need to develop as an 
individual, a family, a community and a socie-
ty. People cannot develop if they’re suffering 
from oppression, abuse and discrimination. 
So, for me, those three things – environment, 
human rights and development – are so in-

terconnected that it is very difficult to unrav-
el them. Rights and development begin with 
children. If children don’t have their right to 
education and protection and the opportu-
nity to fulfil their potential, that damages the 
whole of society and prevents development 
for everyone. 

I think the fact that we are talking about sus-
tainable development goals is enormous pro-
gress and very positive. At the time that I was 
doing my Master’s degree at Bath University 
I decided to write about the connection be-
tween development and the environment 
and I found only one book on the subject. At 
that time, these things were not seen in the 
connected way that they are now. I think the 
fact that we are talking about sustainable de-
velopment goals is enormous progress and 
very positive.

ERT: What are the particular challenges 
around equity in relation to vulnerable 
groups, in particular children and minori-
ties? 

David Bull: I think the problem that we al-
ways have is that it’s easy to support and 
develop programmes of development that 
are picking off the low hanging fruit, if you 
like, to reach the easiest to reach people. 
That means that the hardest to reach peo-
ple always get left out. That may be because 
they live in a remote geographical location. It 
may be because they are very poor and they 
don’t have a voice. It may be because they are 
disabled. It may be because they come from a 
minority community that suffers discrimina-
tion. For all those reasons there are people 
that are living at the margins of our society 
who are simply not being reached. Statis-
tics in the world of development almost al-
ways refer to a certain percentage of people 
being reached and the MDGs were largely 
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constructed in this way (with the important 
exception of the goal of education for all). If 
we set our objectives in terms of reducing a 
problem by a certain percentage, we will in-
evitably leave out those who it is most chal-
lenging to reach, but they are the ones most 
in need of support. 

I think that there has been a shift in the 
thinking about the post-2015 goals and it 
is recognised now that the goals have to 
be universal. It’s a shift which is incredibly 
important and that we must work hard to 
maintain. The goals should not only be uni-
versal in the world but universal in terms of 
the people that they are reaching. It’s about 
eliminating poverty rather than just taking 
a certain percentage of people out of pov-
erty and leaving the remainder to suffer. I 
think that is the big challenge. I recently saw 
a map of Brazil that details the achievement 
of the MDG on child mortality. The first map 
was of the continent and Brazil appeared 
green because the goal had been achieved. 
The next map then broke down the achieve-
ment by region and the north east of Brazil 
was red. So although Brazil seems to have 
reached the goal of reducing child mortal-
ity, the north east hasn’t because they’re 
still suffering levels of child mortality that 
are not much different from some of the 
countries in Africa. When the statistics are 
broken down further to district and munici-
pal level, you find that even in the wealthi-
est districts and in cities like Rio there are 
patches of red within the green. I think 
that map really explains the importance of 
equity; we are not achieving the goals that 
we set ourselves if we are still leaving out 
significant numbers of people who, even in 
the midst of relative prosperity, are suffer-
ing levels of child mortality which are not 
acceptable. You see this even in our own 
society. Districts of Glasgow within a mile 

or two of each other are seeing levels of life 
expectancy which are radically different by 
as much as 20 years.

UNICEF has worked to examine the results 
of a more equity based approach, look-
ing at health particularly. We found that it 
would actually be in the interests of even the 
wealthier segments of the population if we 
were focusing our efforts on building access 
to health infrastructure and services for the 
poorest and most excluded. We know now 
that, thankfully, the number of developing 
countries is declining and that most of the 
people who are poor in the world are liv-
ing in middle income countries, or in fragile 
states where there’s a different set of issues. 
In middle income countries, governments 
are able to afford some degree of social pro-
tection to the poorest and the most excluded, 
but it’s not always happening. The equity is-
sue is therefore becoming more and more 
significant and it’s a human rights as well as 
a development issue.

Gay MacDougall: Both government and 
non-governmental constituencies have been 
reluctant to recognise differentiations within 
the broad class of “poor and marginalised.” 
Despite attempts to focus attention on the 
rights of indigenous peoples, there are only 
two fleeting references to them in the goals 
set out in the final draft text of the SDGs, both 
of which fall within lists of other groups.6 
Similarly, race and ethnicity are also only 
mentioned twice and religion only once.7 

One possible reason for the relative absence 
of reference to specific groups has been their 
absence from the drafting process. Partici-
pating in this UN process has been time-con-
suming, costly (it is being held in New York 
City) and demands a degree of attention 
to detail that is hard to sustain as the text 
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changes almost daily. This formula excludes 
minorities and indigenous peoples.  

On the other hand, there has been a clear 
recognition of the importance of addressing 
the barriers faced by women in gaining full 
inclusion in the development process. There 
is a broad consensus that national develop-
ment policies cannot leave over half of the 
population excluded. Women are the great 
untapped resource in nearly every country. 
The Women’s Major Group of non-govern-
mental organisations has been sizeable and 
well organised. The Group’s success has ben-
efited from the leadership of the recently es-
tablished agency, UN Women. 

The draft post-2015 Development Agenda in-
cludes a free-standing goal on gender equality 
and empowering women.8 While the statistics 
on women and education have been improv-
ing over the past decade, cultural constraints, 
religious and traditional practices and stereo-
types have proven to be the most intractable 
obstacles to the realisation of women’s full 
participation in the life and progress of their 
countries. Ending violence against women, re-
spect for sexual and reproductive rights, ena-
bling women to control assets and the means 
of economic production and to play equal 
and meaningful roles in decision-making are 
recognised in the draft agenda as minimum 
requirements for unleashing the power of 
women to advance national economies.

ERT: To what extent do you think the 
MDGs have been successful in address-
ing these challenges related to vulnerable 
groups? How would you assess the per-
formance of the MDGs more generally on 
matters of inequality? 

Gay MacDougall: The discussion was 
launched by former Secretary General Kofi 

Annan in 2000 with his successful effort to 
get world leaders and heads of state to com-
mit to implementing the MDGs. The MDGs 
charted a fifteen-year plan to cut poverty in 
half and to advance human and economic 
development, chiefly in the “under-devel-
oped” world.9

The achievements under the MDGs have 
been impressive. For the first time since 
records on poverty began, the number of 
people living in extreme poverty has fallen 
in every developing region, including sub-
Saharan Africa. Preliminary estimates indi-
cate that the proportion of people living on 
less than $1.25 per day fell in 2010 to less 
than half the 1990 rate. During the same 
period over 2 billion people gained access 
to improved drinking water sources. The 
share of slum dwellers in urban areas de-
clined from 39% in 2000 to 33% in 2012, 
improving the lives of at least 100 million 
people. The rate of primary school enrol-
ment in sub-Saharan African has increased 
from 60 to 78%.10 

One notable flaw in the MDGs was that there 
was no policy on how societies should ad-
dress an uneven distribution of wealth within 
their nations, or how discrimination between 
certain groups within a population might 
result in entrenched inequalities. Countries 
reported on progress toward achieving the 
MDGs in terms of aggregate statistics, which 
did not reveal inequalities between popula-
tion groups. As a result, some countries have 
moved from developing country status to 
middle income country status and achieved 
some of the goals without improving the 
life circumstances of the most marginalised 
communities. This was most often the case 
in countries where there were communities 
that suffered discrimination based on their 
race, ethnicity, religion or caste.11
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David Bull: The MDGs have been great. I 
have never taken the view that the MDGs 
were a waste of time or too simplistic. I think 
that persuading the international commu-
nity to make firm and clear commitments to 
achieving specific outcomes, many of which 
are really about improving the lives of chil-
dren, was amazing and historic. A great deal 
has been achieved and real progress has 
been made in increasing access to education, 
reducing infant and young child mortality 
and so on. Achieving those things has also 
led to important realisations, including re-
vealing the inequity of those achievements. 
It has also revealed the need to look at other 
areas such as outcomes. The focus in educa-
tion was on getting children into school rath-
er than on the quality of the education that 
the children were receiving. 

I think now is the time that we look at the 
outcomes for children and also at second-
ary education. I was incredibly moved by a 
conversation I had when I visited Uganda 
with a young girl who was about 11 years 
old. She had just finished her primary school 
and she was looking forward to secondary 
school. Her family were affected by the HIV/
AIDS pandemic and they were very poor and 
she wasn’t sure whether they were going 
to be able to afford to send her to second-
ary school. I asked why going to secondary 
school was so important to her. She said if I 
don’t go to secondary school I’ll die. I asked 
what her thinking was. She replied if I don’t 
get secondary education then the only job 
I’m going to be able to get in my community 
is in domestic service. When I’m working in 
domestic service the men in the household 
are going to abuse me and I’m going to be 
raped and I’ll probably get HIV and then I’ll 
die. I thought afterwards that we have been 
so wrong not to take secondary education as 
seriously as we should. To give people that 

opportunity is so important to development 
and to the lives, rights and protection of chil-
dren, especially girls. 

ERT: What is the most memorable exam-
ple you have witnessed or heard about of 
development in action? 

Gay MacDougall: I think this is an interest-
ing question. I have no answer to it now, but I 
hope that by 2030 there will be a great many 
examples that will come to mind.

David Bull: There are so many, so I will men-
tion a very recent one. My last field visit was 
to Bangladesh and was one of the most in-
spiring visits I’ve been on. It was just before 
the recent Girls Summit12 and one of the is-
sues that we were looking at was child mar-
riage because it’s a big problem in Bangla-
desh. We went to an area deep in the south 
of Bangladesh in the delta. It was really re-
mote and accessible only by boat. We went 
to a community where they had suffered 
quite a lot of flooding and disaster because of 
climate related sea-level rise and typhoons. 
I met a family who had recently been con-
sidering the marriage of their 15 year old 
daughter. I asked why they had thought it 
was a good idea for their daughter to marry 
at 15. The father said that because of all the 
flooding the land had become salty and they 
could not grow as much crop as they used to. 
Their income had reduced so, they could not 
afford to keep their daughter in school and 
could hardly afford to feed themselves. They 
thought the best thing for her would be if she 
married somebody from a family that was 
better able to look after her than they could. 
You can understand where they were com-
ing from. This is a case where the effects of 
climate change were having a direct impact 
on the development prospects of a commu-
nity and on the rights of a child. This was a 
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dramatic illustration of how direct the con-
nection can be between climate change and 
child protection. 

In the same community we met a 16 year 
old girl who was absolutely inspirational. 
She was well known in her community be-
cause she had disappeared during one of the 
floods when she was 12 and been presumed 
drowned. She managed to find her way home 
around a week later when the floods reced-
ed. In a way she was seen by the community 
as a special gift because they thought she had 
drowned and she hadn’t. She has used that 
in a very positive way to become a leader 
among the young people and indeed among 
the older people in her community. She is a 
very tough and determined young woman 
and formed a small group of adolescents who 
defend the rights of girls in the community, 
particularly in respect of child marriage. 

When she heard that the girl I mentioned ear-
lier was in danger of being married, she and 
some of the others in the group visited the 
family. They convinced the family that their 
daughter should not be married because she 
should be in school, it would be too dangerous 
for her if she became pregnant and she didn’t 
know this man. They managed not only to 
convince the family that it was not a good idea 
but because UNICEF had been supporting 
their adolescent group, a small stipend was 
also secured for the family to ensure that they 
could keep their daughter in school. I think 
this example illustrates one of the things that 
is most important and often forgotten in the 
world of children’s rights and development, 
which is how powerfully children can advo-
cate for themselves and each other if we give 
them the support that they need. 

I’ve met so many inspirational young peo-
ple. When the G8 was in Gleneagles in Scot-

land in 2005, we at UNICEF UK organised a 
children’s summit, the C8.13 Children from 
eight of the poorest countries attended, in-
cluding a 12 year old from Sierra Leone who 
was running her own radio show on chil-
dren’s rights in Freetown in the aftermath 
of the civil war. She stood on a platform with 
Gordon Brown, who was the Chancellor at 
the time, and told him very clearly and pre-
cisely what he should be doing for children 
and young people in the world. There are 
so many young people who are so strong 
and determined and use their sense of jus-
tice and fairness to make a difference in the 
world. Our job really is just to support them 
as best we can. 

We can’t do anything unless we get pub-
lic support. The amount of public support 
that we get is great. UNICEF UK’s income in 
2013 was around £80 million. You can do 
a lot with that amount of money because 
helping children in many cases is not very 
expensive. It doesn’t cost much for an im-
munisation, to educate a child or to provide 
support for a child protection programme. 
These things become expensive because 
there are so many children who need that 
help in so many parts of the world. There 
are so many different situations of humani-
tarian need right now. We have got those on 
the verge of famine in South Sudan, conflict 
in Syria, Iraq, Gaza and the Central African 
Republic and ebola in West Africa. I can’t 
remember so many of these dire emergen-
cies previously happening simultaneously. 
So we need all the help we can get. In this 
country people are incredibly generous and 
we value that enormously. 

ERT: What is your impression so far of how 
the process of agreeing the next set of post-
2015 development goals has progressed? 
What needs to happen next to ensure that 
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children’s rights and equal rights more 
broadly are properly reflected?

David Bull: The progress on the post-2015 
goals is quite encouraging and there is a sense 
of acceptance of the integration of environ-
mental considerations with development. 
There also appears to be a commitment to 
the universality of the goals; that they apply 
to people in the UK as much as they apply to 
people in Africa. At the moment there is a 
specific goal on climate change which is im-
portant. It is very important to us in UNICEF 
UK that there is a specific target on ending 
violence against children. We were quite 
concerned that the MDGs did not include 
child protection as a goal. There are so many 
children around the world who are suffering 
from violence, exploitation and abuse which 
sets back their prospects for achievement 
connected to all the other goals. In my view, 
we need to ensure that we retain those fea-
tures of the open working group draft in the 
final form of the goals and targets.

Gay MacDougall: The post-2015 process has 
merged three otherwise discrete streams, 
which had distinct assumptions, language, 
understandings, objectives and players.14 
One stream was a continuation of the fairly 
top-down approach used to develop the 
MDGs. The 2010 MDG Summit mandated the 
Secretary General to initiate a process to de-
velop goals for the 2015-2030 era.15

A second stream was grounded in the series 
of UN World Conferences that took place in 
the 1990s, starting with the Vienna Confer-
ence on Human Rights in 1993, the Beijing 
Conference on Women in 1995, the Copen-
hagen Social Development Summit and the 
Durban World Conference on Racial Discrim-
ination in 2001. The 2012 Rio+20 United 
Nations Conference on Sustainable Develop-

ment was a part of the tradition of world con-
ferences as forums for global policy making.

The Rio+20 meeting generated a global con-
sensus to take urgent action on issues of cli-
mate change. It built momentum around the 
concept of “sustainability” and “green econo-
my policies” in development approaches, fo-
cused critical attention on the urbanisation 
of the global poor and drew new attention 
to the voices of regional groups such as the 
Group of Small Island Developing States.  

The players who have come to the post-2015 
process from this stream have had an expec-
tation of a high level of civil society input 
in all stages of the process and have cham-
pioned a rights-based approach to all as-
pects of the post-2015 Development Agenda 
contents. The Rio+20 Outcome Document 
emphasises the critical role of citizens and 
other stakeholders in developing and imple-
menting sustainable development policies. 
It urges broad participation by civil society 
and highlights that access to relevant infor-
mation is a requirement for realising that 
effective participation. The Rio+20 Outcome 
Document called for coherence across insti-
tutional initiatives and structures addressing 
development issues. This effectively merged 
the MDG process with the Sustainable Devel-
opment process.16

The third stream came out of the more tra-
ditional development processes that had al-
ways been under the UN Economic and Social 
Council (ECOSOC) and the various agencies 
dealing with development, social and envi-
ronmental issues. Development initiatives 
have always been the weakest of the three 
pillars of the UN - peace and security, human 
rights and development. In order to avoid 
duplication of efforts, achieve system-wide 
coherence and increase synergies, it was de-
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cided that all such efforts would be coordi-
nated by a strengthened ECOSOC. For practi-
cal reasons, the structures used to organise 
the process were based on those routinely 
used by this sector to negotiate the develop-
ment policies of the General Assembly. The 
Secretary-General established the post of 
Special Advisor on post-2015 Development 
Planning, and staffing support has been pro-
vided by UN Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs (UN DESA). One consequence 
of this was that the traditional institutional 
mechanisms gave relatively limited space for 
civil society input. 

Finally the Rio+20 Outcome Document calls 
for the establishment of a new body, the 
high-level political forum that will appar-
ently replace the Commission on Sustainable 
Development. This is the body into which all 
streams and rivers will flow. It will provide 
political leadership and oversight to all re-
lated processes and encourage mainstream-
ing of the SDGs and approaches by those in-
stitutions, such as financial institutions, that 
are independent of the system. The process 
is led entirely by member states, with a sup-
porting role played by the secretariat which 
will supply “evidence-based inputs, analyti-
cal thinking and field experience”. However, 
the Secretary-General will, of course, contin-
ue to play a critical role.17

The Zero Draft18 that will commence the ne-
gotiations in September 2014 is the product 
of a historic consultation among global civil 
society, economists, development specialists, 
climate scientists, human rights experts and 
politicians. Consultations with over a million 
stakeholders have been ongoing in numer-
ous forums, both virtual and actual. Civil so-
ciety has played a critical role in this exercise 
by bringing expertise to the table and by ar-
ticulating the aspirations of ordinary people.

But as the serious business began of con-
densing all of the inputs into a draft agenda, 
some of the aspirations clearly articulated by 
civil society disappeared. The space for civil 
society input also became hyper-formalised 
in ways that marginalised and excluded 
some important voices. During the hearings 
of the Open Working Group of governments, 
NGO input was managed through the organi-
sation of major stakeholder groups (Major 
Groups).19 For practical reasons, the Major 
Groups were dominated by New York based 
development and humanitarian assistance 
groups. In addition, the human rights caucus 
was an ad hoc formation whose communica-
tions were primarily online.

ERT: If you could guarantee that one tar-
get was included in the final post-2015 
development agenda, what would it be? 

David Bull: Violence against children is 
the one I would highlight. It’s so important. 
It’s highlighted right now by the situation 
in Gaza. I think everybody has been moved 
incredibly by seeing the suffering that chil-
dren have faced there. Violence isn’t only in 
situations of conflict, it’s also in everyday life 
unfortunately and we need to ensure that 
children have places of safety and protection. 
In particular, schools must be safe places for 
children to be. The Girls Summit highlighted 
the issue of female genital mutilation as one 
form of violence against children. However, 
violence against children has still not got the 
profile that it should and so that is something 
that we must see as a specific target in the 
post-2015 agenda.

Gay MacDougall: If there was only one tar-
get in the post 2015 agenda that applied 
across all goals, it should be that by 2030 
there must be an elimination of discrimina-
tion as that term is defined in the Interna-
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tional Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Racial Discrimination. To achieve 
that target, governments should be required 
to produce and publish socio-economic data 
on their populations that is disaggregated to 
reveal horizontal inequalities across social 
groups. This information would empower 
non-governmental organisations and com-
munity groups to take action and govern-
ments would be put under pressure to take 
steps to address inequalities.

ERT: How, if at all, can the post-2015 
development agenda be used to shape 
states’ responses to addressing equity is-
sues and inequalities affecting children 
and vulnerable groups more broadly?

Gay MacDougall: As the process began of 
drafting the new development agenda, the na-
tions of the world committed to “strive for a 
world that is just, equitable and inclusive (…) 
to promote sustained and inclusive economic 
growth, social development and environmen-
tal protection (…) to benefit all”.20 The High 
Level Panel of Experts, convened by UN Secre-
tary General Ban Ki-Moon to initiate the dis-
cussion, urged that the slogan “leave no one 
behind” must be the core concept for the post-
2015 Sustainable Development Agenda.21 At 
the same time, global civil society organisa-
tions pledged to press for an approach that 
is truly transformative. The first challenge 
was to understand the extent to which these 
broadly framed objectives overlapped, were 
mutually exclusive or conflicted. 

The MDGs had a clear aim of reducing global 
poverty and elevating certain aspects of so-
cial development worldwide. In contrast, 
there has been a broader range of aspirations 
vying for inclusion in the post-2015 Agenda. 
To accommodate that broad set of objec-
tives, the process has permitted a degree of 

ambiguity in the discussions among both 
governmental and non-governmental con-
stituencies about whether the objective is to 
achieve an end to poverty, an end to extreme 
poverty (the definition of “extreme” would 
need agreement), a reduction of income in-
equality, and/or the realisation of economic 
and social rights.  

There has been a lot of discussion about in-
equality within countries but a lack of clarity 
about whether the desired objective is equal-
ity of opportunity or equality of outcome, or 
whether it is the equal ability to have one’s 
life choices realised. If we choose equality of 
opportunity, questions arise as to how this 
would be measured. If the target is a reduc-
tion of inequality – rather than seeking abso-
lute equality – then a decision must be made 
about how we would quantify the degree of 
inequality that is acceptable. 

A UN taskforce suggested that addressing 
inequalities should be “the heart of the post-
2015 agenda”.22 The World Bank announced 
its own two central goals, which are intended 
to guide its work in the years to come. The 
first goal is to effectively eradicate extreme 
poverty by reducing it to no more than 3% of 
the world’s population by 2030. The second 
goal aims to promote “shared prosperity” 
through growth in the incomes of the poor-
est 40% of the people in each country.23

The High Commissioner for Human Rights 
stated that any new development paradigm 
would lack legitimacy if it does not advance 
“equity (fairness of distribution of benefits 
and opportunities), equality (that is, substan-
tive equality of both opportunity and result, 
under the rule of law), and non-discrimination 
(prohibition of distinctions that are based on 
impermissible grounds and that have the ef-
fect or purpose of impairing the enjoyment or 



The Equal Rights Review, Vol. Thirteen (2014)

152

rights).”24 The High Commissioner’s statement 
of the requirements for legitimacy is thrill-
ing and sweeping. The conclusions from the 
worldwide consultations that took place with 
broad sectors of civil society would clearly 
agree with the High Commissioner, although 
some legal experts might quibble about its 
grounding in current interpretations of inter-
national legal obligations. Questions would be 
raised particularly about the exact sources of 
the “equity” or “fairness of distribution” stand-
ards. How do we measure “fairness”? There is 
certainly a growing consensus that extreme 
poverty violates principles of human rights 
law, so using that standard, is the World Bank’s 
proposal to leave 3% of the world’s population 
in extreme poverty acceptable?

The Zero Draft, which was produced by the 
Open Working Group of governments, will be 
presented to the General Assembly and takes 
a middle ground approach. It is an important 
symbol that it includes a stand-alone goal on in-
equality within and among countries. This em-
phasises the importance attached to this issue 
in the debates over the development agenda. 
The provision targets the bottom 40% of the 
population for special measures to accelerate 
their income growth faster than the norm. Po-
litical inclusion of marginalised groups is high-
lighted along with the need to ensure equal op-
portunity and reduce inequality of outcomes 
by reforming the framework of discriminatory 
laws, policies and practices. While wage and 
social protection issues are addressed, other 
goals deal with social disparities in areas like 
health, malnutrition and education.25

It is important to remember that the current 
text may change in the state-centered nego-
tiations during the General Assembly.

David Bull: Goals only take us so far. It’s 
positive that states sign up to strong, univer-

sal and equity based goals but there are two 
more tasks that we have. One is to make sure 
that we are measuring properly whether 
those goals are being achieved by measur-
ing what progress is being made where. The 
collection of data, reporting and the publicity 
about progress is going to be absolutely vital. 
The data needs to be disaggregated as it has 
been in Brazil on child mortality. It also must 
be disaggregated by gender and poverty so 
that we can see that equity is really being de-
livered. 

The second thing we have to do is to hold our 
governments to account. We must make sure 
that the goals are going to be delivered in 
practice. For our government in the UK that 
obviously involves doing the right thing for 
children in the UK, but it also involves sup-
porting the capacity and the efforts which 
are being made in other parts of the world. 
For example, it is extremely important that 
our 0.7% aid target is maintained so that 
our government can continue to provide the 
kind of support that it does at the moment 
for children in need.

ERT: Do you think that the current divi-
sion between the global North and the 
global South should be reconsidered to 
make the post-2015 goals universal, en-
suring that all people everywhere are 
covered and not just those in developing 
countries? 

David Bull: I think the distinction between 
North and South in many respects has al-
ready gone. A Swedish statistician, Hans 
Rosling, has created a website26 which al-
lows you to see how various statistics have 
moved over time in different countries. If 
you looked at those statistics on poverty or 
on access to education, child mortality and 
so on around 50 years ago, there were two 
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very distinct groups of countries - develop-
ing countries that were poor and industri-
alised countries that were rich. If you look 
at those same graphs now the results are 
mixed and there are so many countries in 
the middle income group. The statistics for 
poverty, child mortality and educational 
access and so on now show that there are 
people in all of those different societies that 
fall within the different categories of disad-
vantage. Rosling argues that the distinction 
between the developed and the developing 
world no longer exists in reality, it only ex-
ists in our conversation and imagination. 
That may be putting it slightly strongly but I 
think that the statistics do indicate that we 
now have to look at poverty and injustice 
wherever it exists. We can no longer think 
it’s about one part of the world being poor 
and the other not.  

Gay MacDougall: Universal standards are 
the sine qua non of a human rights based 
approach. The MDGs were created around 
a traditional framework that saw the world 
divided between under-developed and high-
ly-developed countries, the North and the 
global South, the rich and the poor countries. 
The MDGs then set goals and objectives for 
the developing countries to meet in order to 
receive development assistance from donor 
countries in the global North. This paternal-
istic model is not appropriate for current 
thinking and realities. The human rights cul-
ture that we now seek is centred around uni-
versal principles and obligations that must 
apply to all nations and all people. 
 
Further, income inequality in the most de-
veloped countries in the global North is be-
ginning to look similar to the patterns of in-
equality in developing countries. In addition, 
the movement of economic migrants from 
the global South to the industrialized global 

North has created an indivisible pool of peo-
ple on the margins of the global economy. 

Poverty within countries is fundamentally 
linked to macro-economic dynamics that 
must be addressed. As Navi Pillay, the UN 
High Commissioner for Human Rights said, 
today’s poverty is not simply a consequence 
of history: “Poverty is being created every 
day (…) [h]arms are being done to the rights 
of many by the economic activities that create 
wealth for others.”27 Global governance sys-
tems of the future must create development-
friendly regimes for trade, taxation, science 
and technology transfers, investments and 
measures of international cooperation that 
generate balance and support equality with-
in and between nations. Some of these points 
are addressed in the most recent draft.

ERT: Returning to the question of the re-
lationship between human rights and 
development, would you agree that there 
has been a certain convergence of these 
agendas, with development organisa-
tions increasingly taking a human rights 
approach, while the human rights move-
ment increasingly focuses on socio-eco-
nomic rights? 

David Bull: I think you see the convergence 
possibly more from the human rights side 
than you do from the development side. I 
know Amnesty International has moved to 
a social and economic rights agenda and is 
dealing with issues that appear more like de-
velopment issues. Certainly the environmen-
tal organisations are much more interested 
in development issues than they were previ-
ously and we’re seeing the impact that en-
vironmental matters have on human rights 
and development. I think development or-
ganisations still tend to talk too much about 
need rather than rights. It’s perhaps difficult 
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when you’re talking to the general public to 
use rights language and be able to get your 
message across in the powerful way that you 
need to do in order to engage people. We 
want people to act and to feel empowered 
to make a difference and sometimes the lan-
guage of need is more effective at doing that 
than the language of rights. We struggle with 
that at UNICEF. We want to work for a better 
world for children and our main reference 
point to achieve that is the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child. 

One of the most transformative things that we 
are doing at UNICEF UK is the Rights Respect-
ing Schools Award.28 We now have over 10% of 
schools in the UK involved in the programme, 
which helps schools use the principles of the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child as a 
foundation and an ethos for their school and 
all of their activities. I think we can expand 
that so an entire generation of people grow 
up in our country being taught from the very 
beginning of schooling what children’s rights 
actually mean and the duties and responsibili-
ties that each person has towards each other 
person to ensure that those rights are respect-
ed. We will have a whole generation running 
our institutions and making decisions about 
our society with a full understanding of their 
rights and the rights of others all around the 
world. I think in the future we could then be 
in a situation where we really do achieve the 
full integration of human rights, development 
and environmental considerations and also a 
sense of being part of a world in which all the 
rights of people in one country are locked to-
gether with the rights of people in other coun-
tries so that we all work together for a better 
world. I think that is one of the most exciting 
things that we’re doing domestically. 

Gay MacDougall:  The relationship between 
human rights and development has been a 

historic discussion because for the first time, 
international development professionals 
have joined in a global conversation along 
with human rights professionals. Together 
they have searched for a common language 
that would allow them to integrate visions, 
expertise, and approaches into a human-cen-
tric rights-based development model. 

However, for the human rights side of the 
equation, I think the successes have been 
limited. Over the past decade, as the human 
rights discourse has focused increasingly on 
economic and social rights, there has been 
a natural segue to attempting to fashion a 
rights based approach to development. But 
while the theory has consolidated, there 
has been less progress in shaping an opera-
tional model that is sufficiently convincing 
to development specialists. It has been dif-
ficult for a number of reasons. Among them 
is the distance between the “theatres” in 
which we work. Human rights profession-
als are also considered by default to be 
anti-government, while development actors 
work with governments. Further, human 
rights principles are absolutist, while devel-
opment strategies are pragmatic. 

From the beginning of the process to shape 
the post-2015 development agenda, the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights along with 
the human rights caucus of civil society or-
ganisations have insisted that an effective 
road map for human progress must be cen-
tred around the international legal obliga-
tions of nations to guarantee fundamental 
rights. Yet, at the current stage, there is little 
if any reference to human rights in the draft. 
While a human rights framework would re-
quire that certain targets reflect zero levels 
by 2030, that is not consistently the case 
in the Draft. The goal on civil and political 
rights, which was the focus of much con-
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troversy among governments, is extremely 
weak. In particular, the language on the rule 
of law is disappointing.

Finally, in an era in which transnational 
corporations command budgets larger that 
some governments, it is unacceptable that 
the draft does not address the issue of corpo-
rate responsibilities. It does not even refer to 
the “Ruggie Principles”.29 

ERT: What more, if anything, either with-
in or outside of the 2015 agenda process 
does the international community need 
to do to ensure that the most disadvan-
taged groups and children benefit from 
development? 

Gay MacDougall: Governments should be 
required to collect, analyse and regularly 
publish disaggregated data to measure and 
monitor the effective participation of minori-
ties in economic progress. Improved data 
collection should be made a priority for the 
areas of employment and labour rights, pov-
erty rates, access to social security, access to 
credit and other financial services, education 
and training and property and land tenure 
rights. Data should be benchmarked and 
disaggregated by ethnicity, language and re-
ligion and cross-tabulated by sex, age and ur-
ban-rural and geographical residence. Gath-
ering statistics that specify the race, ethnic-
ity, language or religion of individuals should 
not be considered an act of discrimination, as 
it is only when such data is available that it 
is possible to assess and redress inequalities.

Governments should also be required to 
adopt affirmative action programmes to 
close gaps in progress experienced by mi-
nority groups. Robust affirmative measures 
– time limited, monitored and specifically 
designed to address systematic, historic and 

institutionalised discrimination – are often 
required to address inequality and enable 
minorities to participate effectively in eco-
nomic life. The use of these special measures 
is a fundamental component of the realisa-
tion of the right to equality. 

Additionally, while the current draft agenda 
calls on governments to address the legal 
and regulatory framework for eliminating 
discrimination, it is important to emphasise 
that non-discrimination laws should target 
both government and business sectors. Gov-
ernments should ensure sufficient allocation 
of resources to fully implement and moni-
tor domestic and international standards on 
non-discrimination. Remedies for violations 
of the right to non-discrimination by public 
and private sector actors and institutions 
should be substantial, vigorously enforced 
and readily accessible to persons belonging 
to minorities. 

Finally, minorities and indigenous peoples 
must be effectively involved in decision-mak-
ing regarding all aspects of progress toward 
the SDGs. Minorities should participate in 
national as well as international dialogues on 
the SDGs. Lack of full and effective consulta-
tion and participation in decisions about de-
velopment processes violates the rights of mi-
norities and perpetuates their exclusion. The 
establishment of appropriate mechanisms 
for meaningful dialogue with representatives 
of minority communities is essential. Com-
monly, minorities lack a voice in government 
bodies responsible for policy, including in re-
lation to economic life and national budget-
ing. Consequently the issues and situations of 
minorities are neglected. At the national level, 
the creation of statutory bodies composed 
of representatives of minority communities, 
which are mandated to review and monitor 
government policy, has proved useful. 
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David Bull: I’ve been thinking a lot re-
cently about how the injustices that we see 
in the world are normally addressed. We 
make progress through time because peo-
ple decide that something simply isn’t ac-
ceptable any longer and they fight against 
it. That is what happened with slavery, 
although of course there is still slavery in 
the world and so we must continue fight-
ing. I think we have also achieved a great 
deal in women’s rights over the years, al-

though again there is still a great deal to 
be achieved. I think it’s time that we said 
violence, exploitation and the suffering of 
children and denial of their rights is just 
as unacceptable. There needs to be a grass 
roots movement for children’s rights. We 
need broad public support and involve-
ment if we’re going to get to a point where 
everyone in the world feels that the suffer-
ing of children is simply something that we 
can’t accept and live with any longer.  
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