
What has happened to global 
goals to end hunger and poverty? 
Cameron Dunn investigates

Twenty years ago the United Nations adopted the 
eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 
These were ambitious targets to reduce poverty 

and hunger, increase access to education and promote 
equality and health. In 2015 the MDGs were succeeded 
by the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) running 
to 2030: 17 ambitious goals to promote economic, 
social, political and environmental development 
among the poorest nations and people. Is progress 
about to derail?

Big goals 
Table 1 compares two of the MDG and SDG goals. The 
MDGs sought to halve hunger and poverty, whereas 
the SDGs seek to end it. In one sense, the MDGs can 
be seen as a ‘staging post’ towards the ultimate goal of 
ending poverty and hunger.

MDGs: qualified success?
As Figure 1 shows, poverty, as measured by the 
number of people living on less than $1.90 per day, fell 
dramatically over the period 2000–15 and this trend 
continued in the first years of the SDGs after 2015. 
The economic problems caused by the global recession 
2007–09 failed to halt poverty reduction.

Hunger, as measured by the number of under-
nourished people, did fall during the MDG period 
but only by around 150 million people. Hunger has 
actually increased slightly during the SDG period 
since 2015. Other MDGs such as universal access to 
primary education and improving maternal health saw 
progress, if not quite full-target achievement.

Goals under threat?

Millennium 
Development 
Goals (2000–15)

Goal 1, Target 1A: 
Halve, between 
1990 and 2015, 
the proportion of 
people living on less 
than $1.25 a day.

Goal 1, Target 1C: 
Halve, between 
1990 and 2015, 
the proportion of 
people who suffer 
from hunger.

Sustainable 
Development 
Goals (2015–30)

Goal 1: End poverty 
in all its forms 
everywhere.

Goal 2: End 
hunger.

Table 1 The MDG and SDG poverty and 
hunger goals
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Who pays?
MDGs and SDGs are funded by foreign aid (Official 
Development Assistance or ODA) from developed to 
developing countries, which increased from about $55 
billion in 2000 to $150 billion by 2019. Debt relief 
also provided additional funds to some developing 
countries. World Bank loans and grants support some 
MDG and SDG targets.

Pandemic problems?
Future SDG progress relies to an extent on economic 
growth, rising incomes and increased wealth. There are 
growing signs that the economic and social costs of the 
Covid-19 pandemic could derail progress towards the 
SDGs:
• Unemployment is expected to rise to 10% or more 

in many developed countries, forcing governments 
to spend more on social security while receiving less 
in tax from workers.

• Remittance flows to developing and emerging 
countries have been severely reduced, as labour 
movement has been curtailed by lockdowns.

• Developed countries have borrowed money to 
pay for the pandemic crisis response, leading to 
ballooning deficits and national debt.

• Some growth sectors in developing countries, 
such as tourism, have been heavily impacted by a 
reduction in travel and visitors. 

Questions
1 Would developed countries be right in prioritising 

their domestic response to the Covid-19 
pandemic, rather than progress towards the 
SDGs?

2 Why has progress in reducing hunger proved 
much harder than reducing poverty?

3 If poverty and hunger do increase as a result of 
Covid-19, which groups (ages, gender, ethnicity) 
are likely to be worst affected?

Further research

Track SDG progress at the UN website:  
https://sdgs.un.org/goals

Estimates of the impact of Covid-19 on global 
poverty levels can be found here:  
www.tinyurl.com/yddap4vx

Up-to-date information on food insecurity:  
www.tinyurl.com/qv647nt

It may be that developed countries reduce ODA in 
future years as focus shifts towards shoring up domestic 
economies rather than promoting development 
overseas.

Projections to keep an eye on
Worryingly, the World Bank estimated in mid-2020 
that the pandemic will push 140 million people back 
into extreme poverty by 2021 — reversing more than 
5 years of progress. Covid-19 is likely to make any 
progress in hunger reduction even harder, especially as 
hunger was slowly rising even before the pandemic.Figure 1 Global poverty and hunger headcount 

1999–2019 (World Bank data)
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