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establishment of 8 goals, 18 specific targets, and a total of 48 indicators. Collectively

these became known as the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The aim of this

process was to establish goals that would be hoth measurable and time bound—that
is, they would have a specific target date for their achievernent,

The overall aim of the MDGs is to reduce global poverty by half by the year
2015. Achievement of the goals assumed a global collective effort by both rich
and poor nations, as well as a coordinated endeavour by all the major economic
and social development agencies. The cight principal MDGs are: {i) the eradica-
tion of extreme poverty and hunger; (i) the achievement of universal primary
education; (iii) the promotion of gender equality and empowerment of women;
{iv) the reduction of child mortality; {v) the improvement of maternal health;
{vi) the combating of HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other debilitating diseases; [vii) the
establishment of environmental sustainability; and (viii) the development of a
global partnership for development (see table on page 218},

Each of the first seven goals is intended to be measurable and they are mutu-
ally reinforcing in their collectively tackling various dimensions of the global
problem of poverty. The United Nations has set specific targets for each of these
goals as well as established indicators by which progress toward their achieve-
ment can be measured. Goal 8 is more of an aspirational goal needed to achieve
the other seven goals.

What is unique about the development of the MDGs, in contrast to previous UN
development targets, is that they are specifically expressed in human rights lan-
guage. The MDGs are premised on six fundamental values that find expression in
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (articles 22, 24, 25, and 26): freedom,
equality, solidarity, respect for nature, and shared responsibility. The purpose of
this was to cmphasize the point that these goals were not just vague economic
aspirations which nations could ignore, but rather fundamental obligations for
which all nations and leaders should be held accountable.

In order to ensure that the MDGs were not Just an exercise in idealistic
dreaming, the UN called on each development agency and every member country
to adopt the MDGs and carefully review their policies to ensure that their pro-
grams incorporate these goals. Clearly, success in achieving these goals was
dependent on a mutual, self-reinforcing progress in each of the goals. No single
one can be focused on alone. In addition, the achievement of goals 1-7 will

depend heavily on the success of goal 8. In particular, the richer countries must
be willing to adapt their development assistance policies, debt relief programs,
and trade and technology transfers in ways the facilitate achievement of the
goals. To encourage this, subsequent UN meetings such as the Monterrey
International Conference on Financing for Development in March 2002, the

Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development in September 2002, the
-G8 Summit in Gleneagles, Scotland, and the 2005 World Summit in New York
- have provided opportunities to both measure the progress being made and to
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Many development goals have been set by the United Nations since the first
“development decade” of the 1960s. What is new about the Millennium
Development Goals (MDGs)? First, an unprecedented assembly of the world’s
heads of state generated them when they met in September 2000. Second, the
goals put human development—poverty and people and their lives—at the center
of the global development agenda for the new millennium, a shift away from
growth as the central objective of development. Third, MDGs are not Jjust aspira-
tions but provide a framework for accountability: they do not simply state ideals
but go on to define concrete goals that can be monitored. Fourth, they address
not only development outcomes but also inputs from rich countries, thus forming
a compact that holds both rich and poor governments accountable for opening
markets, giving more aid and debt relief, and transferring technology.

MDGs ARE A HUMAN DEVELOPMENT AGENDA

The eight MDGs—poverty, education, gender equality, child mortality, maternal
health, HIV/AIDS and other diseases, environment, and global partnership—have
been areas of concern for some time, but they have not been at the center of the
UN’s development agenda. The first, second, and third UN development decades
{1960s, 1970s, and 1980s) were more involved in economic transformation and
growth, especially industrialization. The adoption of the MDGs reflects an impor-
tant endorsement of the central objectives of poverty and human well-being. The
MDGs speak directly to improving human lives, ‘

In the development debates of the past four decades, the debate has shifted
among economists and policymakers about how much attention should be paid to
economic growth, to people, and to poverty. Although almost everyone would
agree that all three objectives are important, some assume that economic growth
is primary. Human needs are often overshadowed by the preoccupation with the
growth of the gross domestic product (GDP). Economic expansion is critical to
human flourishing, but it is a means, not an end in itself. Economic develop-
ment can be ruthless, by benefiting some at the expense of others; voiceless, by
excluding the voice of people; jobless, by creating wealth but not jobs; futureless,
by exhausting the next generation’s resources; and rootless, by destroying cul-
tural traditions and identities.

Many economists have developed alternative frameworks or approaches. In the
1970s, the International Labour Organization (ILO) and economists such as Hans
Singer and Richard Jolly argued for the importance of employment. In the 1980s,
Paul Streeten, Frances Stewart, and others argued that the priority of development
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MDGs AS A FRAMEWORK OF ACCOUNTABILITY
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The MDGs are more powerful tools than mere UN declarations because time
limits and quantifiable outcomes, by which progress can be objectively measured
and monitored, are specified. They provide a framework for accountability at
local, national, and international levels.

The most divisive element in negotiating the MDGs has been the eighth goal—
global partnership—which includes trade, debt, aid, and technology transfer, This
goal is important for the developing countries, but it is weak on accountability;
it is the onty MDG without quantified and time-bound indicators. Developing
countries are not interested in opening themselves up to global scrutiny unless
there is a real commitment to Jjoint accountability.

An accountability framework is useful only if it is based on evidence. The UN
system is mounting a systematic procedure for global monitoring and support,
MDGs are monitored by specialized agencies that report annually to the UN
General Assembly. The Statistical Division of the UN Department of Social and
Economic Affairs consolidates information into an integrated data system. At the
country level, the UN Development Programme (UNDP) is helping countries
develop progress reports based on national data,

Many UN resolutions have been passed, only to be left with no follow-up. Other
proposals succeeded in mohilizing massive action and effectively realized their
objectives, such as achieving universal coverage in child immunization, The leader-
ship role of the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF) in advocatin
progress was key to the success of those important goals.

The UN secretary-general’s personal leadership has helped energize and activate
the entire UN system, including the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund (IMF). The UN has established a special project with three components: sup-
port for countries in defining national strategies and monitoring progress; a cam-
paign to advocate for MDG priorities and for the mobilization of all stakeholders;
and a research program to identify an agenda for action.

Untike other UN goals that have been inconsistent with one another or ignored by
the Bretton Woods institutions, international cooperation is gradually being aligned
with MDG priorities. Although still not implemented fully, the Washington-hased
financial institutions are committed to including the MDGs in their Poverty

Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs). These are national policy frameworks being pre-
pared in the world’s poorest aid-dependent countries; they define poverty-reducing

g and monitoring

targets, priorities, and measures on which donors can agree. As shown in the Human
Development Report 2003, development should accelerate dramatically to achieve
. the MDGs in most of the world's poorest countries. The PRSPs then should be first
- to reflect such ambitious goals and targets. But much more needs to be done.®

MDGs AS A COMPACT

The MDGs differ from previous international goals in another politically signifi-
cant way. For the first time, rich countries’ inputs are considered alongside the
objectives of poor countries. Of the eight MDGs, the eighth—olohal nartnerdhinic
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THE IMPORTANCE OF NATIONAL OWNERSHIP

The MDGs are not without critics and skeptics. Some academics, social activists,
and government officials have argued that the MDGs create false incentives and

distortions. The most incisive voices have suggested the following:®

o Thev leave out many objectives such as employment, reproductive health,
y

human rights, and many other issues that developing countries and civil

society groups have been advocating.
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and neglect institutional reform. Issues such as the decision-making
processes of the World Trade Organization (WT0), the governance of multi-
d the restructuring of the global financial architecture

the most significant departure. It c
of access to irade, aid, debt relief, an
included, developing countries would n

The MDGs have been followed by t

lateral institutions, an

are excluded.
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government offices.
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moting a donor-led agenda at the expense of a participatory approac

which communities and countries set their own priorities.

They could distort priorities by focusing on issues that appear arbitrary. For
example, certain diseases are singled out (e.g., malaria, HIV/AIDS, and other
communicable diseases), but other emerging issues
They could weaken the bargaining position of developing couniries because
the MDGs can be hijacked by the World Bank to create opportunities for

further conditionality.

g and implementation, thereby pro-
h in

{e.g., tobacco) are ignored.
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primary education for all children. For lagging countries and regions, improvement
would take even longer—for example, it would take Africa until 2169 to reduce
child mortality rates by two-thirds."

The MDGs are thus a clarion call to tackle the enduring failures of human devel-
opment. Has it been heard? Too many people around the world still cannot meet their
most hasic survival needs, let alone lead free and creative lives, Every year some
10 million children die of preventable causes, 15 percent of the world’s people are
hungry, and about a quarter of primary school age children are not in school. Some
1.2 billion people, about a fifth of the world’s population, live on less than $1 a day.
The gap between those for whom opportunities for a creative life are ever expanding
and those for whom even the basic options are denied is becoming wider and starker.

Should world leaders who sought to establish lasting peace and uphold the prin-
ciples of human dignity, equality, and equity be taken seriously? Is the ambition
to rid the world of poverty in the new century realistic? The answer is yes. The
achievements of the twentieth century demonsirate that leaps are feasible in just
one generation, Sri Lanka raised life expectancy at birth by twelve years in just
seven years following its independence in 1946. From 1994 to 2001, South Africa
cut in half the numbers who lived without access to clean water. China cut the per-
centage of its people living in extreme income poverty in the 1990s from 33 to
18 percent. In Botswana, primary school enrollment nearly doubled after indepen-
dence in 1970, from 46 to 89 percent in just fifteen years, Actions during the last
half of the twentieth century did more to reduce poverty than actions in the pre-
vious 500 years, all but eliminating extreme poverty in Europe, North America,
Japan, Australia, and New Zealand. In the developing world, life expectancy has
increased by twenty years, about as much as was achieved in previous human his-
tory. Illiteracy has been cut nearly in half, from 47 percent to 25 percent over the
past thirty years. And in East Asia in the past decade, the number of people living
on less than $1 a day was halved. In the state of Kerala, India, universal schooling
has been achieved. In a generation, Singapore transformed itself from a disease
ridden, ethnically divided, and nneducated society to one that has achieved levels
of education and life expectancy that rival those of Western Europe.

The MDGs are realistic targets that call on both rich and poor governments, on -

civil society and international organizations, and on ordinary people to ask: What
needs to be done to achieve the goals by 20157 At this moment, the goal that is
farthest from being met is the one calling for a global partnership—rich countries
simply must do more to facilitate trade, aid, access to technology, and debt relief.
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What’s Wrong with the Millennium
Development Goals?

MICHAEL CLEMENS AND TODD MOSS

In mid-September international leaders will gaf}ler for a Summit at the Unz‘;eﬁ
Nations to consider how well the world has kept its promises made five yeali':s o
lier. In September 2000 at the UN, the largest ever gathegng of heads-o -1 ahi
una;nimously adopted the Millennium Declaration, Cqmrmttmg to‘ reach e1g, N
goals by 2015. Known as the MDGs (Table 9.1}, these are the yardst;cktll;g wh}ic0
i At to be judged. A flurry of studies ais
current international development efforts are .
estimated that, if the MDGs were to be reached, global aid levels would have to
ise by $50 billion per year. . ‘ '
ns'le‘heyf'ist message from the Summit will no doubt he gnm.l ({)lespitfetgm;{isazﬁ
i i i i h of the world is off trac
countries (especially India and China), muc : :
33?31;0t reach the MDGs. Sub-Saharan Africa will probablybmlssftj}iefn:l by al":jig;
i if thi ically, the number of Africans I
in, Indeed, if things do not change radically, \ .
?ria;%verty may actually increase, while more thaEn tx{vo flozen African countries
may not even reach 50% primary school completion in time.

TABLE 9.1
THE MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS

Targets for 2015 (from 1990 level)

Goal

1 Poverty Halve the fraction of those with income <$1/day
Halve fraction of people who suffer from hunger

2 Education Universal primary schooling completion

Efiminate gender disparity in schooling (preferably by
2005)
Reduce the under-five mortality rate by 2/3

3 Gender equality

4 Child mortality :
5 Maternal heaith Reduce the maternal mortality rate by 3/4
6 Disease Halt and begin to reverse spread of HIV/AIDS,

malarta and other major diseases

Haive the ratio of people without access to safe
drinking water and basic sanitation

7 targets related to: trade, debt, youth, technology,
drugs affordability, and special needs

7 Environment

8 Global parinership
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This apparently bleak state of affairs will Jead to the second message from the
Summit: that more aid is needed. Even though global aid rose from $53 billion in
2000 to $79 billion in 2004, the increases have been siow in coming and less than
the hoped-for doubling. In fact, the lack of progress in meeting the MDGs will be
used to demand more aid sooner and possibly to justify implementing proposals to
tax international airline tickets or to borrow from private capital markets. But are
the goals really achievable? Are the expectations of what more aid can do real-
istic? If not, is the aid community setting up Africa, and themselves, for failure?

ARE THE MDGs PRACTICAL TARGETS?

The MDGs are laudable and undoubtedly well-intentioned. But that does not
mean they are realistic for all countries. Based on the actual rates of progress for
both rich and poor countries in the past, the MDGs are now asking many coun-
tries to perform at the top end of historical experience. Indeed, in a few cases the
bar for the world’s poorest countries is now set well above any historical experi-
ence, To take just a few examples:

Goal 1: Halving poverty. African economies must grow at about 7% per year over
2000-2015 in order to halve the number of people living below the poverty line,
Just seven out of 153 countries for which we have data accomplished this feat in
the preceding 15 years (Figure 9.1). Of those seven, only two were African:
Botswana and Equatorial Guinea, neither of which are easily replicable,

Goal 2: Universal primary school completion. Many countries are starting from
such a low level that they must now attain in about a decade what rich countries
took nearly a century to complete. At least 20 African countries have primary
school enrollment of 70% or less, but to reach 100% by 2015 is enormously amhi-
tious if history is any guide (Figure 9.2).

Goal 4: Decrease child mortality by two thirds. If the same goal had been set in
1975, only one poor country in the world {Indonesia) would have met the goal
{Figure 9.3).

- CAN MORE AID ACHIEVE THEM?

The studies suggésting $50 billion more is needed each year are frequently mis-

- interpreted and contribute to an excessive—and unhelpful—focus on aid. All of the

studies have significant problems with the methods used to arrive at the bottom

_ line. The more careful ones come with caveats, but these tend to get lost once

advocates or the media get hold of them. More importantly, by putting a price tag
on outcomes, cost estimates inadvertently create an illusion that any goal can be
met, if only the right amount of money can be mobilized. Among development
experts, however, it is widely accepted that resources are not the sole—and per-
haps not even the most important—constraint to meeting the MDGs,
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FIGURE 9.1
GROWTH GOAL VS. PERFORMANGE
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FIGURE 9.3
CHILD MORTALITY GOAL VS. 1975-2000 PERFORMANGCE
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No amount of aid will make Africa grow at 7%. A huge literature looks at the
link between aid and economic growth, and the results are not overly promising.
Fven those studies that do show aid can cause growth {for example, certain kinds
of aid or that given to countries with good policies), also show very steep dimin-
ishing returns to additional aid. That is, even if aid boosts growth a little, more
aid cannot make Africa grow like China.

In the social sectors it is also already well known that more money often does
not translate into results; more health spending does not necessarily mean better
health. This is because of deep structural problems in local health and education
systems that aid projects have a poor record of rapidly removing, The effective-
ness of aid is at times also undermined by the way donors operate,

Most importantly, the weak link between spending and services exists also because
health and education do not occur in a vacuum, but rather in a hroader economic envi-
ronment. it may be an uncomfortable truth, but even something as basic as primary
education still has a demand side. The desire of parents to keep their children in school
is affected not only by the availability and quality of schools, but also by a range of
incentives linked to cultural preferences, family circumstances, and wider changes in
the economy. Knowing the cost of putting several million children through school may
be useful, but it is not the same as knowing how to actually get them in school.

WHAT MIGHT BE THE DOWNSIDE?

- A literal interpretation of the MDGs accepts the goals as real targets. A more

nuanced view might see the MDGs as a symbol of the kinds of outcomes toward
which the world should strive. This view takes the MDGs as a tool, not a practical

- target. Goals generate discussion, focus attention, and help assign accountability.

The MDGs have doubtlessly served these purposes to some desree.
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But there is a long history of setting international development goals. In the 1960s
the UN set its sights on universal primary education by 1980, and in 1980 it com-
mitted to 6.5% economic growth throughout the developing world hy 1990—among
many, many others. Through the 1980s and 1850s there was growth, poverty reduc-
tion, improved schooling, and much else to celebrate throughout the large majority
of the developing world, but did anyone notice? These impossible goals focused
attention far away from what was accomplished through sound domestic policies,
aid, and other forms of cooperation. The latest round of unattainable goals will do
so again. That's bad for poor people and bad for the development community.

Indeed, there is a real risk that the MDGs, as currently conceived and promoted,
could turn real development successes into imaginary failures. Creating targets such
as the MDGs may help to rejuvenate the aid debate and energize the development
community. But there is also a danger that the MDGs, by creating utopian expecta-
tions of what can be achieved quickly, will create unnecessary impressions of failure.

Burkina Faso, for instance, has net primary school enrollment of around 40 to
45%. Should it be termed success or failure if wise governance, aid, and other
types of engagement allow the country to reach only 60% enroliment by 20157
Such a feat would be extraordinary by historical standards, but a patent failure
according to the MDGs. It took the United States over a century to make the {ran-
sition from Burkina Fase’s current enrollment rate to universal primary schooling.
Would it not energize the development community more to celebrate Burkina
Faso's performance than to condemn it as disaster?

The excessive focus on aid is also potentially risky. Aid can and will play a role
in improving the lives of the world's poor. But another $50 billion or even $100 bil-
lion miore, cannot achieve the MDGs. If lots more money does appear, unrealistic
promises will undercut much of the rationale for aid and bolster those who claim
aid is a waste. If huge increases in aid do not materialize, then poor countries will
complain that rich countries have not lived up to their end of the MDG bargain.

WHAT NOW?

The MDGs, despite these risks, are not going away. The UN, its members govern-

ments, and the denor community should:

o Accept that it is not feasible for most countries to reach most of the MDGs,
especially in Africa;

e Stop misusing costing studies as evidence that we can purchase outcomes
with more aid {the studies themselves explicitly make no such claim};

e Consider new ways of recognizing real success at the country level rather
than in global targets;

o Avoid these problems with the next round of goals—yes, there will be more—
by basing them on where countries are and on reasonable expectations of

performance.

CLEMENS AND MOSS What's Wrong with the Millennium Development Goalg?

CONCLUSION 5

The vast majority of developing countries will miss most of the MDG targets j
2'015. Nearly all African countries will miss most of them. But this will gf l:;3 111
s1gn‘ that poor countries have failed, or that aid has heen a waste. Nor Y;IO e
marily be because donors did not spend the right amount of moriey e
At the same time, many of the world’s poorest countries will in ;311 likelihoad
make great progress in improving the quality of life of their people—and aid ?J
alntlmst certainly have played a crucial part. It would be a shame if the MDG g \
Egﬁlgd to make the case that the world can and should help the world’s ]_ost;(fr1
e en‘fﬁ ;1apc ;r;(;eﬁmng the cause by over~reaching on the targets and overselling
What poor countries need from rich ones is broad-based, sustained, moderat
.engagement—not emotional, moralistic, centralized big bangs. Aid Can, workerl‘;i )
it .must ?e dramatically improved. Innovations like the Global Health Fund 0; t;ft
M}Her_lmum Challenge Account are a great start, but we need much more Ij
experimentation and evaluation before “scaling up” makes any sense Am;3 S
need.to go far beyond aid, investing in key technologies (such as \'faccin W]E
opening our markets, finding creative arrangements for win-win labor mobilfs ,
and many other avenues to support ongoing efforts by poor countries themseivg,
But deve.lopment is a marathon, not a sprint. In a democratic society, the onl :
way to b.uﬂd suppozt for the long haul is to nurture a constifuency h : shovz? v
the pub‘hc that good things happen in Africa and other Very poor pj{aces Tr}llg
MDGs simply will not do this. They were designed, in fact, to do the opposi:[e ‘
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POSTSCRIPT

The UN's Millennium project has been taken seriously by the international devel-
opment community. The major UN multilateral agencies, donor governments,
and developing countries have all drawn up plans to achieve the MDGs.
Certainly it has been a valuable means of focusing the world’s attention on the
progress being made in development and mobilizing support for development
efforts.

At the time of the adoption of the MBDGs, critics pointed out that the plan did
not include specific commitments by donor countries for the provision of ade-
quate resources to meet these targets. Although some progress has been made,
many now suggest that only a massive infusion of new aid funding will ensure
that the goals are met. But is an infusion of more money all that is needed to meet
the MDGs?

While it is possible that many, or even most, of the goals may be met at the
global level, few would suggest that each country will achieve this at the national
level. In fact, a large number of developing countries will fail in meeting the
majority of their national targets. Some analysts suggest that goals have been
unrealistic at the national level since meeting them would require rates of
improvement in economic growth and development that are at the outer edges of
historical precedent. Thus, the simple infusion of more funds will be insufficient
in itself. What then is the value of the MDGs? Is there a danger that, if not fully
met, they will simply foster greater cynicism about target setting and future aid-
giving? Or will they serve as a symbol of hoping for mobilizing an even greater
global collective effort?
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UNDP MiLLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS

www.undp.org/mdg/ )
This United Nations Development Programme provides a number of resqurces . or
tracking the achievement of the goals and discussions of the strategies being

employed.

MILLENNIUM CAMPAIGN

www.millenniumcampaign.org _ . .
This is the site of the UN-supported Millennium Campmgn. You will find a r.iumber
of reports of the activities of NGOs and other civil society groups supporting the

MDGs.

Maxe PovERTY HISTORY
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ment of the MDGs, along with other goals, is the Make querty History campzjugn.
This site has a number of resources available as well as links to other campaigns.
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Following the Second World War, the discourses on human rights and development
emerged simultaneously but largely independent of each other. Development dis-
course focused on the notion of development as a problem of promoting economic

. growth, Whether this meant increases in the Gross National Product, meeting “basic
. needs,” or promoting “structural adjustment policies,” human rights were largely
. absent from the equation.

Within the human rights field, debates focused on the appropriate balance

~ between traditional civil and political rights and the more collectivist-oriented
- economic, social, and cultural rights. The dichotomy between these two sets of
- rights was formally institutionalized by the adoption in 1966 of two separate
* international agreements—the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
- and the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights.

During the Cold War, debates on the appropriate balance between these two sets

: of rights were largely shaped by the ideological divisions of the Cold War. Western
“ nations, led by the United States, argued that civil and political rights should
. always be given priority and that true development could be achieved only when
~civil and political rights are first recognized. Many developing states, led by

hina, argued that social, economic, and cultural rights needed to take prece-

dence. If someone is starving, what good does a guarantee of freedom of speech

07 Some pointed to the so-called Asian Tigers—South Korea, Taiwan, Malaysia,
nd Singapore—as examples where authoritarian governments were successful in
romoting development. Human rights might have to take a secondary place until

_economic development and growth is achieved.

The artificial distinction between these two sets of rights came under increased

- challenge in the 1980s. The first significant step in this process was the 1986 adop-
‘tion by the United Nations General Assembly of the Declaration of the Right to



