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DEBT, POVERTY, & THE MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS
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In 2000, the leaders of 189 countries including the United States committed themselves to implement a set of development targets termed the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by 2015. Leaders pledged to "spare no effort to free our fellow men, women and children from the abject and dehumanizing conditions of extreme poverty...and to free the entire human race from want.”
 

These broadly supported goals are: 
· Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger

· Goal 2: Achieve universal primary education

· Goal 3: Promote gender equality and empower women

· Goal 4: Reduce child mortality rate

· Goal 5: Improve maternal health

· Goal 6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases

· Goal 7: Ensure environmental sustainability

· Goal 8: Develop a global partnership for development and address unsustainable debt. 
Where Do the MDGs Stand 10 Years Later? 

Some important progress has been made on achieving the goals. Halving extreme poverty is within our reach.
 Yet, ten years after the Millennium Summit, the world is still decades behind. 

The global economic crisis has challenged much of the progress that has been made. According to the World Bank, "about 53 million people in developing countries will remain poor because of the world economic slowdown .” 
 On top of this, 200,000-400,000 more children a year could die due to the persisting crisis and delay in progress towards reducing child mortality. 
  Even the 2008 food and fuel price increases "pushed another 130-150 million poor people into poverty." 
 

     

Impoverished countries continue to pay more than $100 million in debt service payments every day. New infusions of aid cannot be effective unless the drain of debt payments is stopped.
Debt Cancellation: An Essential Component to Meeting the MDGs 
It is clear that there is no magic bullet to achieve the MDGs. A combination of more and people-centered aid, debt cancellation, trade justice, and an end to harmful economic conditions must all be employed alongside new and innovative sources of financing. 
The 8th Goal of the MDGs targets debt specifically. It calls for addressing the “special needs of the least developed countries,” which includes debt relief, and to “deal comprehensively with the debt problems of developing countries through national and international measures.”

G-8 leaders, under pressure from the global Jubilee movement, cancelled billions in unpayable debts for some poor countries in 1999 and again in 2005.  Much more debt must be cancelled without harmful economic conditions if we are to have any hope of stopping the rise of global poverty in this generation. Full debt cancellation for impoverished countries is an essential tool to reach the MDGs. 
  

Debt cancellation is a critical tool because we know it works.  There is now a ten-year track record of debt cancellation freeing up resources to fight poverty. Thanks to the limited debt relief to date: 

 
· Zambia has increased investment in health by $54.3 million and in education by $121 million in  2007 and 2008. 
 

· Ghana has seen the development of 268 new classrooms, 36 new clinics, 10 new hospital wards, and 87 water boreholes thanks to debt relief.
 

Debt cancellation provides direct and predictable budgetary support to impoverished countries, avoiding the costly processes that accompany the application for, as well as granting and monitoring of overseas aid. Likewise, money saved from debt cancellation can be used to plan for long-term projects as it is not subject to the whims of annual funding cycles and political will in donor countries.  
How Much Debt Must Be Cancelled to Meet the MDGs? 

It is becoming clear that it will be impossible to meet the MDGs without 100 percent multilateral debt cancellation for impoverished nations.
  Former UK Prime Minister Gordon Brown estimates that 67 countries require 100% debt cancellation in order to meet the MDGs. However, only a few dozen countries have had their debt cancelled so far.   
Conclusion 
The Millennium Development Goals are an important, if modest, set of goals embraced by world leaders that serve as a benchmark on the path to broader goals of poverty eradication and global economic justice. Confronting the scourge of global poverty requires that we not only mobilize all sources of finance to assure these goals are met and exceeded but also continue to advocate for policies that work to create a fairer international economic system. 
The MDGs are one step toward achieving the ultimate goals of poverty eradication, treatment of all those with HIV, TB, and malaria, and global economic justice. This must include addressing unjust North-South trade patterns and removing harmful economic policy conditions on aid, debt cancellation, and loans. 

To learn more and get involved in Jubilee USA Network’s current campaigns, visit www.jubileeusa.org. 
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