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Overview
Keeping the promise
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Towards 2015
The Millennium Declaration represents the most important 
promise ever made to the world’s most vulnerable people. 
The MDG framework for accountability derived from the 
Declaration has generated an unprecedented level of 
commitment and partnership in building decent, healthier 
lives for billions of people and in creating an environment 
that contributes to peace and security. 

The Millennium Development Goals are still attainable. 
The critical question today is how to transform the pace of 
change from what we have seen over the last decade into 
dramatically faster progress. The experience of these last 
ten years offers ample evidence of what works and has 
provided tools that can help us achieve the MDGs by 2015. 
The Millennium Development Goals summit in September 
will be an opportunity for world leaders to translate this 
evidence into a concrete agenda for action.

SHA ZUKANG
Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social Affairs
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Prior to the crisis, the depth of poverty 
had diminished in almost every region 

2015, indicating that the Millennium Development 

Goal (MDG) target can be met. This translates 

into around 920 million people living under the 

international poverty line—half the number in 1990.

Newly updated estimates from the World Bank 

suggest that the crisis will leave an additional 
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Investments in disaster risk 
reduction can yield long-term 
benefi ts, including progress 
on the MDGs

The risk of death or disability and 
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and recourse to effective mechanisms for 

social dialogue. Vulnerable employment is 

often characterized by inadequate earnings, 

low productivity and substandard working 

conditions that undermine fundamental labour 

rights. 

Prior to the economic crisis, over three 

quarters of workers in Oceania, Southern 

Asia and sub-Saharan Africa were without the 

security that wage and salaried jobs could 

provide. The crisis is likely to have further 

increased the number of workers engaged 

in vulnerable employment in these regions in 

2009. The International Labour Organization 

(ILO) estimates* the global vulnerable 

employment rate in 2009 to be between 49 

per cent and 53 per cent, which translates 

into 1.5 billion to 1.6 billion people who are 

working on their own or as unpaid family 

workers worldwide.

* Details are available at http://mdgs.un.org

Since the economic crisis, more workers 
fi nd themselves and their families living 
in extreme poverty

The ‘working poor’ are defi ned as those who are employed 

but live in households where individual members subsist on 

less than $1.25 a day. Most of these workers are engaged 

in jobs that lack the social protection and safety nets that 

guard against times of low economic demand, and they are 

often unable to generate suffi cient savings to offset hard 

times. Since vulnerable employment is often characterized 

by low productivity work, and the global fi nancial crisis has 

resulted in declining output per worker, working poverty is 

likely to have increased as well. The small decreases in the 

percentage of working poor in 2009 that would result from a 
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continuation of historical trends (scenario 1) 

are therefore not likely to have materialized. 

Rather, it is estimated that an additional 3.6 

per cent of the world’s workers were at risk 

of falling into poverty between 2008 and 

2009 (scenario 2), an alarming increase and a 

setback of many years of steady progress. 
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Over 42 million people have been 
uprooted by confl ict or persecution

Confl icts are a major threat to human security and to 

hard-won MDG gains. Years after a confl ict has ended, 

large populations of refugees remain in camps with limited 

employment and education opportunities and inadequate 

health services. Not surprisingly, refugees often become 

dependent on subsistence-level assistance and lead lives of 

poverty and unrealized potential.

 

More than 42 million people are currently displaced by 

confl ict or persecution. Of these, 15.2 million are refugees 

(residing outside their countries of origin) and 27.1 million 

people have been uprooted but remain within the borders of 

their own countries. Developing countries hosted four fi fths 

of the global refugee population in 2009. They included 10.4 

million people who fall under the aegis of the United Nations 

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and 4.8 million 

Palestinian refugees, who are the responsibility of the United 

Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in 

the Near East (UNRWA). 

The number of refugees has remained relatively stable over 

the past two years—about 15 million—in part because of the 

lack of durable solutions. In 2009, some 250,000 refugees 

were able to return to their homes voluntarily, the lowest level 

in 20 years. Afghans and Iraqis continue to be the largest 

refugee populations under the UNHCR mandate, totalling 

2.9 million and 1.8 million people, respectively, at the end of 

2009. Together they account for nearly half of all refugees 

under UNHCR care.

Number of refugees and internally displaced 
persons, 2000-2009 (Millions)
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Hope dims for universal education by 
2015, even as many poor countries make 
tremendous strides 

Enrolment in primary education has continued to rise, 

reaching 89 per cent in the developing world. But the pace of 

progress is insuffi cient to ensure that, by 2015,  all girls and 

boys complete a full course of primary schooling. 

TARGET
Ensure that, by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls 

alike, will be able to complete a full course of primary 

schooling
Goal 2
Achieve 
universal 
primary 
education
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Sub-Saharan Africa and Southern Asia 
are home to the vast majority of children 
out of school 

Even as the number of school-age children continues to rise, 

the total number of children out of school is decreasing—from 

106 million in 1999 to 69 million in 2008. Almost half of these 

children (31 million) are in sub-Saharan Africa, and more than 

a quarter (18 million) are in Southern Asia. 

The gender gap in the out-of-school population has also 

narrowed: the share of girls in this group decreased from 57 

per cent to 53 per cent globally between 1999 and 2008.  In 

some regions, however, the share is much larger; in Northern 

Africa, 66 per cent of out-of-school children are girls.
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To achieve the goal by the target date, all 

children at the offi cial entry age for primary 

school would have had to be attending 

classes by 2009 or so, depending on the 

duration of the primary level and how well 

schools retain pupils to the end of the 

cycle. But in half of the sub-Saharan African 

countries with available data, at least one in 

four children of primary-school age were out 

of school in 2008. 

To meet the goal, countries will also need to 

ensure that there are enough teachers and 

classrooms to meet the demand. Between 

now and 2015, the number of new teachers 

needed in sub-Saharan Africa alone equals 

the current teaching force in the region.

Despite these challenges, a good deal has 

been accomplished in many regions. Though 

enrolment in sub-Saharan Africa remains the 
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barriers to education are also common. In many countries, 

educating girls is widely perceived as being of less value 

than educating boys. And children with disabilities across 

the world face far more limited opportunities than their non-

disabled peers. 

The link between disability and marginalization in education 

is evident in countries at all levels of development. In Malawi 

and the United Republic of Tanzania, being disabled doubles 

the probability that a child will never attend school, and in 

Burkina Faso the risk rises to two and a half times. Even 

in some countries that are closer to achieving the goal 

of universal primary education, children with disabilities 

represent the majority of those who are excluded. In Bulgaria 

and Romania, net enrolment ratios for children aged 7 to 

15 were over 90 per cent in 2002, but only 58 per cent for 

children with disabilities. 

Inequality thwarts progress towards universal education
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TARGET
Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary 

education, preferably by 2005, and in all levels of 

education no later than 2015
Goal 3
Promote 
gender 
equality and 
empower 
women

For girls in some regions, education 
remains elusive 

The developing regions as a whole are approaching gender 

parity in educational enrolment.  In 2008, there were 96 girls 

for every 100 boys enrolled in primary school, and 95 girls 

for every 100 boys enrolled in secondary school. In 1999, the 

ratios were 91:100 and 88:100 for the two levels of education, 
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In every developing region except the 
CIS, men outnumber women in paid 
employment 

Globally, the share of women in paid employment outside 

the agricultural sector has continued to increase slowly and 

reached 41 per cent in 2008. But women in some regions 

are seriously lagging behind. In Southern Asia, Northern 

Africa and Western Asia, only 20 per cent of those employed 

outside agriculture are women. Gender equality in the labour 

market is also a concern in sub-Saharan Africa, where only 

one in three paid jobs outside of agriculture are occupied by 

women. 

But even when women represent a large share of waged 

workers, it does not mean that they have secure, decent jobs. 

In fact, women are typically paid less and have less secure 

employment than men.

In countries where the agricultural sector predominates, 

women are mostly employed in agriculture and largely in 

vulnerable jobs—in subsistence farming, as unpaid family 

workers or as own-account workers—with no or little fi nancial 

security or social benefi ts. 
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Child deaths are falling, but not quickly 
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Globally, routine immunization against measles has continued 

to rise and protect millions of children against this often 

fatal disease. In 2008, coverage reached 81 per cent in the 

developing regions as a whole, up from 70 per cent in 2000. 

Such averages, however, mask signifi cant inequalities in 

access to the vaccine. Data from 178 Demographic and 

Health Surveys suggest that access to measles vaccinations 

varies across different social and economic groups, with 

lower coverage for children in households that are poor or 
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Achieving good maternal health requires quality reproductive 

health services and a series of well-timed interventions to 

ensure a women’s safe passage to motherhood. Failure to 

provide these results in hundreds of thousands of needless 

deaths each year—a sad reminder of the low status accorded 

to women in many societies.

Measuring maternal mortality—death resulting from the 

complications of pregnancy or childbirth—is challenging 

at best. Systematic underreporting and misreporting are 

common, and estimates lie within large ranges of uncertainty. 

Nevertheless, an acceleration in the provision of maternal and 

reproductive health services to women in all regions, along 

with positive trend data on maternal mortality and morbidity, 

suggest that the world is making some progress on MDG 5.

New estimates of maternal mortality are currently being 

fi nalized by the World Health Organization (WHO), the United 

Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the United Nations 
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Most maternal deaths could be 
avoided 

The leading causes of maternal mortality in 

developing regions are haemorrhage and 

hypertension, which together account for half 

of all deaths in expectant or new mothers. 

Indirect causes, including malaria, HIV/

AIDS and heart disease, result in 18 per cent 
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The rural-urban gap in skilled 
care during childbirth has 
narrowed

More rural women are receiving skilled assistance 

during delivery, reducing long-standing disparities 

between urban and rural areas. In Southern Asia, 
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Inequalities in care during pregnancy are striking
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Poverty and lack of education perpetuate high adolescent birth rates 

Data for 24 countries in sub-Saharan Africa 
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In sub-Saharan Africa, knowledge of 
HIV increases with wealth and among 
those living in urban areas

In sub-Saharan Africa, disparities in knowledge about HIV 

prevention among women and men aged 15 to 24 are linked 

to gender, household wealth and place of residence. For both 

men and women, the likelihood of being informed about HIV 

increases with the income level of one’s household. Gender 

disparities in knowledge also diminish slightly among the rich 

and among those living in urban areas.

Empowering women through 
AIDS education is indeed 
possible, as a number of 
countries have shown
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Condom use during high-risk sex is 
gaining acceptance in some countries and 
is one facet of effective HIV prevention

Although the use of condoms during high-risk sex remains 

low overall, young people in some countries are proving that 

the right policies and interventions can yield results. Between 

2000 and 2008, increases of 10 or more percentage points in 

condom use during risky sex were reported among women 

in 11 of the 22 countries where trends can be documented, 

reaching levels of 60 per cent or more in some of them. A 

similar increase was found among men in 11 of 17 countries 
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Children orphaned by AIDS suffer more 
than the loss of parents
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The rate of new HIV infections continues 
to outstrip the expansion of treatment

The 3 by 5 initiative—a global effort to provide 

3 million people in low- and middle-income 

countries with antiretroviral therapy by 

2005—was launched in 2003. At the time, an 

estimated 400,000 people were receiving this 

life-prolonging treatment. Five years later, by 

December 2008, that fi gure had increased 

10-fold—to approximately 4 million people—

an increase of over 1 million people from the 

previous year alone. The greatest gains were 

seen in sub-Saharan Africa, where two thirds 

of those needing treatment live. By the end of 

2008, an estimated 2.9 million people in sub-

Saharan Africa were receiving antiretroviral 

therapy, compared to about 2.1 million in 

2007—an increase of 39 per cent.

However, for every two individuals who start 

treatment each year, fi ve people are newly 

infected with HIV. The rate of new infections 

continues to outstrip the expansion of 

treatment, drawing attention to the urgent 
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Half the world’s population is at risk of malaria, and an 

estimated 243 million cases led to nearly 863,000 deaths in 



THE MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS REPORT 2010

47

Across Africa, expanded use of 
insecticide-treated bed nets is 
protecting communities from 
malaria

African children, who are among the most 

vulnerable to malaria, are now sleeping under 

mosquito nets in far greater proportions than 

in 2000. All countries with trend data have 

shown major increases in insecticide-treated 

bed net use in the last decade, although 

Production of insecticide-treated 
mosquito nets soars

Global production of mosquito nets has increased fi vefold 

since 2004—rising from 30 million to 150 million in 2009. 

Nearly 200 million nets were delivered to African countries by 

manufacturers during 2007-2009 and are available for use; 

nearly 350 million are needed to achieve universal coverage 

there. Based on these estimates, endemic African countries 
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Global procurement of more effective 
antimalarial drugs continues to rise 
rapidly

Prompt and effective treatment is critical for preventing 

life-threatening complications from malaria, particularly 

in children. In recent years, many African countries have 

reinvigorated their treatment programmes by increasing 

access to new combinations of antimalarial medications that 
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External funding is helping to reduce 
malaria incidence and deaths, but 
additional support is needed

External funding for malaria control has increased 

signifi cantly in recent years. Funds disbursed to malaria-

endemic countries rose from less than $0.1 billion in 2003 to 

$1.5 billion in 2009. This support came largely from the Global 

Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria, in addition 

to more recent commitments from other sources. Domestic 

contributions are more diffi cult to quantify, but fi nancing 

by national governments appears to have at least been 

maintained at 2004 levels.

Despite these positive trends, total funding for malaria still 
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Progress on tuberculosis inches forward

The global burden of tuberculosis is falling slowly. Incidence 

fell to 139 cases per 100,000 people in 2008, after peaking 
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Tuberculosis remains the second leading 
killer after HIV
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The rate of deforestation shows signs of 
decreasing, but is still alarmingly high 

Global deforestation—mainly the conversion of tropical 

forests to agricultural land—is slowing, but continues at a 

high rate in many countries. Over the last decade, about 13 

million hectares of forest worldwide were converted to other 

uses or lost through natural causes each year, compared to 

16 million hectares per year in the 1990s.

TARGET
Integrate the principles of sustainable development into 

country policies and programmes and reverse the loss of 

environmental resources
Goal 7
Ensure 
environmental 
sustainability
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By 16 September 2009, 196 parties had 

signed the Montreal Protocol, making it the 

fi rst treaty of any kind to achieve universal 

ratifi cation. All the world’s governments are 

now legally obligated to phase out ozone-

depleting substances (ODSs) under the 

schedules defi ned by the Protocol. This 

year—2010—marks the beginning of a world 

virtually free of the most widely used ODSs, 

including chlorofl uorocarbons and halons. 

Throughout the process, developing countries 

have demonstrated that, with the right kind 

of assistance, they are willing, ready and 

able to become full partners in global efforts 

to protect the environment. In fact, many 

Strengthening international action on climate change 

remains relevant and urgent. And the window of opportunity 

afforded by the short-term dip in emissions should be used 

to the fullest extent. Last year’s negotiations under the UN 

Framework Convention on Climate Change yielded some 

results, but much remains to be done in order to formulate 

and put in place a decisive response to the climate change 

problem by the international community. 

2009. But the same estimates also suggest 

that the decline will be short-lived: following 

economic recovery, the agency predicts, 

global emissions will soon restart their 

growth and, under a ‘reference scenario’, 

are projected to exceed the 1990 level by 

about 65 per cent by 2020. Such growth is 

unsustainable and would further increase the 

risk of profound and adverse effects on the 

global climate system. 
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The world has missed the 2010 target 
for biodiversity conservation, with 
potentially grave consequences 

Though some success in biodiversity conservation has 

been achieved, and the situation may well have been 

worse without the 2010 target, the loss of biodiversity 

continues—unrelentingly. Nearly 17,000 species of plants 

and animals are known to be threatened with extinction. 

Based on current trends, the loss of species will continue 

throughout this century, with increasing risk of dramatic shifts 

in ecosystems and erosion of benefi



UNITED NATIONS

56

0

10

20

30

40

50





UNITED NATIONS

58

The most progress was made in Eastern Asia, 

where access to drinking water improved 

by almost 30 per cent over the period 1990-

2008. Although coverage also expanded in 

sub-Saharan Africa—by 22 per cent over the 

same period—it remains very low, with only 

60 per cent of the population served. Oceania 

saw no progress over the nearly 20-year 

period, and coverage remains very low, at 

about 50 per cent.
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Accelerated and targeted efforts are 
needed to bring drinking water to all 
rural households

Despite overall progress in drinking water coverage and 

narrowing of the urban-rural gap, rural areas remain at a 

disadvantage in all developing regions. The largest disparities 

are in Oceania and sub-Saharan Africa, but signifi cant 

differences between urban and rural areas are found even in 

regions that have achieved relatively high coverage, such as 

Western Asia and Latin America and the Caribbean. 

The rural-urban gap is much wider when only households 
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Proportion of population by sanitation practices, 1990 and 2008 (Percentage)
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With half the population of developing regions without sanitation, the 
2015 target appears to be out of reach
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Disparities in urban and rural sanitation 
coverage remain daunting

Most progress in sanitation has occurred in rural areas. Over 

the period 1990-2008, sanitation coverage for the whole of 

the developing regions increased by only 5 per cent in urban 

areas and by 43 per cent in rural areas. In Southern Asia, 

coverage rose from 56 per cent to 57 per cent of the urban 

population—a mere 1 per cent increase—while doubling in 

rural areas, from 13 per cent to 26 per cent. The gap between 

rural and urban areas, however, remains huge, especially in 

Southern Asia, sub-Saharan Africa and Oceania. 

At the current rate of progress, the world will 

miss the target of halving the proportion of 

people without access to basic sanitation. In 

2008, an estimated 2.6 billion people around 

the world lacked access to an improved 

sanitation facility. If the trend continues, that 

number will grow to 2.7 billion by 2015. 

In 2008, 48 per cent of the population in 

developing regions were without basic 

sanitation. The two regions facing the greatest 

challenges are sub-Saharan Africa and 

Southern Asia, where 69 per cent and 64 

per cent of the population, respectively, lack 

access. 

Among sanitation practices, the one that 

poses the greatest threat to human health 

is open defecation. It is encouraging that 

this practice has declined in all developing 
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Improvements in sanitation are 
bypassing the poor

An analysis of household surveys conducted 

during 2005-2008 shows that the richest 20 

per cent of the population in sub-Saharan 
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progress that was made since 1990. Although 

the crisis did not originate in developing 

regions, it has hit their populations and 

cities, where millions continue to live in 

precarious conditions, often characterized by 

a lack of basic services and serious health 

threats. In many cases, public authorities 

have exacerbated the housing crisis through 

failures on four major counts: lack of land 

titles and other forms of secure tenure; 

cutbacks in funds for subsidized housing for 

the poor; lack of land reserves earmarked 

for low-income housing; and an inability to 

intervene in the market to control land and 

property speculation. Low incomes in the 

face of rising land prices virtually rule out the 

possibility that the working poor can ever own 

land, contributing to the problem of urban 

slums. 

A revised target for slum 
improvement is needed to 
spur country-level action

When the international community adopted 

the Millennium Declaration and endorsed 

the ‘Cities without Slums’ target in 2000, 

experts had underestimated the number 

of people living in substandard conditions. 

They had also determined that improving 

the lives of 100 million slum dwellers was a 

signifi cant number and a realistic target to 

be achieved within the next 20 years. Three 

years later, in 2003, new and improved data 

sources showed for the fi rst time that 100 

million was only a small fraction—about 10 

per cent—of the global slum population. 

In addition, unlike other MDGs, the slum 

target was not set as a proportion with 

reference to a specifi c baseline (generally 

the year 1990). Instead, the target was 

set as an absolute number, and for the 

world as a whole. This makes it diffi cult, 

if not impossible, for governments to set 

meaningful country-specifi c goals. Clearly, 

the target will require redefi nition if it is to 

elicit serious commitment from national 

governments and the donor community—

and hold them accountable for continued 

progress.
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Aid continues to rise despite the fi nancial 
crisis, but Africa is short-changed 

In 2009, net disbursements of offi cial development assistance 

(ODA) amounted to $119.6 billion, or 0.31 per cent of the 

combined national income of developed countries. In real 

terms, this is a slight increase (of 0.7 per cent) compared to 

2008 even though, measured in current US dollars, ODA fell 

by over 2 per cent—from $122.3 billion in 2008.  

If debt relief is excluded, the increase in ODA in real terms 

from 2008 to 2009 was 6.8 per cent.  If humanitarian aid is 

also excluded, bilateral aid rose by 8.5 per cent in real terms, 

as donors continued to scale up their core development 

projects and programmes. Most of the increase was in new 

lending (20.6 per cent), but grants also rose (by 4.6 per cent, 

excluding debt relief).  

At the Gleneagles Group of Eight (G-8) Summit and the UN 

World Summit in 2005, donors committed to increasing their 

aid.  Many of these pledges were made in terms of a share of 

gross national income (GNI).  Based on expectations of future 

GNI, these pledges, combined with other commitments, 
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TARGET
In cooperation with the private sector, make available the 

benefi ts of new technologies, especially information and 

communications

Demand grows for information and 
communications technology 

Forty countries are eligible for debt relief under the Heavily 

Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) initiative. Of these, 35 
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Access to the World Wide Web 
is still closed to the majority of 
the world’s people

Internet use has also continued to expand, 

albeit at a slower pace over the last year. By 

the end of 2008, 23 per cent of the world’s 

population (or 1.6 billion people) were using 

the Internet. In the developed regions, the 

percentage remains much higher than in the 

developing world, where only 1 in 6 people 

are online. 

A large gap separates those with high-
speed Internet connections, mostly in 
developed nations, and dial-up users

A challenge in bringing more people online in developing 

countries is the limited availability of broadband networks. 

Many of the most effective development applications of 

ICT, such as telemedicine, e-commerce, e-banking and 

e-government, are only available through a high-speed 

Internet connection. But a signifi cant divide exists between 

those who enjoy fast access to an online world increasingly 

rich in multimedia content and those still struggling with slow, 

shared dial-up links.

By the end of 2008, fi xed broadband penetration in the 

developing world averaged less than 3 per cent and was 

heavily concentrated in a few countries. China—the largest 

fi xed broadband market in the world—accounts for about 

half of the 200 million fi xed broadband subscriptions. In most 

least developed countries, the number of fi xed broadband 

subscriptions is still negligible; service remains prohibitively 

expensive and inaccessible to most people.  However, the 

introduction of high-speed wireless broadband networks 

is expected to increase the number of Internet users in 

developing  countries in the near future.
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A note to the reader
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Regional groupings

This report presents data on progress towards the Millennium Development 

Goals for the world as a whole and for various country groupings. These 

are classifi ed as ‘developing’ regions, the transition economies of the 

Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) in Asia and Europe, and the 

‘developed’ regions.1 The developing regions are further broken down into 

the subregions shown on the map above. These regional groupings are 

based on United Nations geographical divisions, with some modifi cations 

necessary to create, to the extent possible, groups of countries for which a 

meaningful analysis can be carried out. A complete list of countries included 

in each region and subregion is available at mdgs.un.org.

1  Since there is no established convention for the designation of ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ 
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For more information visit the UN Statistics Division 

Millennium Development Goals website at http://mdgs.un.org

Visit the UN Millennium Development Goals website at 

www.un.org/millenniumgoals

Visit the UN Millennium Campaign Offi ce website at 

www.endpoverty2015.org
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“We must not fail the billions 

who look to the international 

community to fulfi ll the promise 

of the Millennium Declaration 

for a better world. 

Let us keep the promise.”

— UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon


