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The United Nation General Assembly is poised to 
adopt a new set of development criteria called 

the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) this 
September.1 The SDGs are intended to replace the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) that expire 
at the end of 2015. Like the MDGs, the SDGs will 
involve a number of objectives that will be used by 
the U.N. to guide and measure progress on its global 
development agenda.

Such metrics can be a useful tool to measure prog-
ress, but the U.N. has allowed political priorities and 
slogans to distort the SDGs in a manner that under-
mines their utility, articulates goals in imprecise lan-
guage that makes them unmeasurable or subjective, 
and implicitly endorses a top-down, input-driven devel-
opment strategy that has not been successful histori-
cally. The U.S. should reject the SDGs as flawed and 
urge the U.N. to focus on encouraging countries to 
adopt policies known to facilitate economic growth 
and development: economic freedom and the rule of law.

The Modest Impact of the MDGs
The U.N. Millennium Declaration, adopted at the 

Millennium Summit in 2000, called for meeting spe-
cific development objectives by 20152—a process that 
resulted in eight MDGs to measure progress toward 
that pledge.3

U.N. Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon claims that 
the MDGs “have been the most successful global 
anti-poverty push in history.”4 There has been prog-
ress toward a number of MDGs, including reducing 
the number of people in extreme poverty, access to 
potable water, and lower debt service ratios for devel-
oping nations. However, the U.N. is confusing cause 
and effect when it claims credit for this progress.

On reducing extreme poverty, for instance, The 
Economist observes, “China (which has never shown 
any interest in MDGs) is responsible for three-
quarters of the achievement. Its economy has been 
growing so fast that, even though inequality is ris-
ing fast, extreme poverty is disappearing. China 
pulled 680m people out of misery in 1981–2010, and 
reduced its extreme-poverty rate from 84% in 1980 
to 10% now.”5 Indeed, much of the progress toward 
individual MDGs can be attributed to expanded eco-
nomic growth, private investment, trade, and the 
policy changes that have facilitated this improve-
ment. Development indicators such as the MDGs 
or the proposed SDGs can help assess the impact of 
these changes, but they do not cause them.

What the MDGs were successful at is focusing 
attention on increased funding for foreign assis-
tance. Indeed, official development assistance has 
increased from $81.9 billion in 2000 to $134.7 billion 
in 2013.6 However, numerous studies find little evi-
dence that increased official development assistance 
(ODA) leads to improved economic growth or devel-
opment,7 and government development assistance 
is growing less relevant as private financial flows 
have grown in recent decades. According to the 2013 
Index of Global Philanthropy and Remittances, “Of 
the total financial flows from developed to develop-
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ing countries, over 80% are private. Government aid, 
at less than 20%, is now a minority shareholder, the 
opposite of 40 years ago.”8

Moreover, an independent academic study 
assessing best and worst practices among aid agen-
cies ranked U.N. agencies among the worst and least 
effective performers.9

Flawed SDGs
The proposed list of objectives for the SDGs is a 

grab-bag of 17 overarching goals, with over 100 sub-
goals, designed to satisfy multiple constituencies in 
the U.N. General Assembly and in the nongovern-
mental organization (NGO) community.

In some instances, the objectives make sense 
in that they directly measure desired outcomes of 
development, such as alleviating poverty and hun-
ger or improving health, education, and equality. 
Some goals are indirectly related, such as ener-
gy access, employment, industrialization, and 
strengthening the global partnership for sustain-
able development. Some are unrelated—such as 
halving the number of deaths from road traffic acci-
dents globally—or even counterproductive, such as 

calls to reduce food price volatility through regula-
tion of food commodity markets.

One example is a goal calling on developed coun-
tries to “implement fully ODA commitments to pro-
vide 0.7 percent of GNI [gross national income] in 
ODA to developing countries.” This goal is economi-
cally flawed and makes no sense for development 
purposes. As stated in a 2005 study by the Center for 
Global Development:

Originally intended as a political tool to goad rich 
countries to modestly increase their aid budgets, 
the specific figure of 0.7% was a compromise 
between educated guesses based on economic 
conditions in the early 1960s and on a crude and 
deeply flawed model of growth…. We find that if 
we apply the same assumptions that went into 
the original formulation to conditions present 
today, that the updated target would be 0.01% of 
rich country income—well below current aid lev-
els for all major donors.10

Examples of imprecise or vague goals are replete, 
such as ensuring “significant mobilization of resourc-
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es from a variety of sources to provide adequate and 
predictable means to implement programmes and 
policies to end poverty in all its dimensions” or to 

“substantially reduce the number of deaths and ill-
nesses from air (indoor and outdoor), water and soil 
pollution.” Targets such as these are impossible to 
measure and express little more than aspirations.

The opposite problem of overextension is just 
as prevalent. For instance, under the SDGs it is not 
enough to improve conditions; the SDGs aim grand-
ly to “end poverty everywhere,” “end hunger,” “end 
child labor in all its forms,” “eliminate gender dis-
parities,” “eliminate all forms of violence against all 
women and girls in public and private spaces,” and 

“eliminate slums.” These are positive aspirations to 
pursue, but they are not realistic goals to achieve.

Political agendas masquerading as development 
goals abound. The introduction contains lengthy 
reaffirmations of commitments to implement vari-
ous environmental agreements, such as the Rio Dec-
laration on Environment and Development, Agenda 
21, and the Plan of Implementation of the World Sum-
mit on Sustainable Development. Goal 3.a is a call 
to “strengthen implementation of the Framework 
Convention on Tobacco Control.” Goal 5.6 calls for 
ensuring “universal access to sexual and reproduc-
tive health and reproductive rights,” which is a com-
mon euphemism in U.N. discussions for abortion.

The result is a dubious, impractical mix of com-
mitments recycled from the MDGs, vaguely stat-
ed objectives that defy precise measurement, and 
politically popular agendas dressed up as develop-
ment metrics.

A Better Way
The goal of reducing poverty is admirable and 

should be supported by the U.S. However, instead of 
focusing on U.N. metrics that are already tracked by 
international development agencies, the U.S. should 
promote policies that actually contribute to devel-
opment by allowing individuals to pursue their best 

interests, which collectively accelerate economic 
growth, development, and welfare. Specifically, the 
U.S. should:

nn Refuse to endorse the SDGs if they remain 
substantially similar to their current form. 
Although some SDGs are unobjectionable and 
could be useful, on balance they are simply a col-
lection of political agendas and niche NGO causes.

nn Seek to narrow the SDGs on core development 
goals and focus them on their only real pur-
pose: to measure progress. The SDGs should 
be focused on metrics, not political agendas.

nn Lead an effort to promote economic freedom 
and the rule of law. Numerous studies indicate 
that policy changes that create a more conducive 
environment for economic transactions, bolster a 
free and fair legal system, and strengthen govern-
ment accountability and responsiveness are far 
more important to development than the amount 
of aid a country receives.11

The Importance of Good Policy
While many individual SDG targets are desirable, 

the SDGs as a whole focus on the symptoms of pov-
erty rather than the causes. If the U.S. is to help poor 
countries to develop, it should emphasize the impor-
tance of good policy in development, especially eco-
nomic freedom, good governance, and the rule of law.
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