Final panel: Reflections on the Millennium Development Goals 
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The benefits of combining academic disciplines to forge an integrated approach towards the MDGs were widely commended during the final panel discussion at LIDC’s conference. Leading academics from the agriculture, education and health sectors focused on the next steps for achieving the MDGs at the end of the event called No Goals at Half-time: What Next for the Millennium Development Goals? But they also recognised the barriers to progress and spoke of weaknesses within the MDG framework at the event held at Birkbeck on 5 November.

Professor Jeff Waage, Director of LIDC, commented on the way in which the MDGs were formulated. He said poverty and hunger, with their many complex causes, were represented in a single MDG, while closely interrelated health issues of maternal survival, child survival and infectious disease were separated in different MDGs, which may encourage a competitive rather than an integrative approach. He noted, drawing on a theme set out by Professor Tony Allan in his presentation on MDG7, that the shaping of the MDGs has had a strong political dimension, which may need to be revisited if they are to be most effectively achieved. However, he also mentioned the “useful” focus generated by the MDGs for the donor community and developing country governments , and suggested that LIDC  should follow-up the cross-sectoral issues raised at the conference to help promote a more coordinated approach.

Beyond 2015
Colin Poulton, of the School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS), spoke of the advantages of a holistic view of development across sectors, but also about the difficulties of coordination (among academic researchers, let alone development organisations on the ground) because of the lack of private incentives to work in such collaborative ways. He asked what will happen as 2015 gets closer and it appears more obvious which targets will be missed and which will be hit. Poulton said: “Do the dates slip or does a new vision gradually emerge to replace the MDG narrative to keep the motivation going?” He asked what LIDC’s role should be in contributing to this debate.
Less aid, more self-help
Professor Geeta Kingdon, of the Institute of Education (IoE), added that the MDG framework is a “bit paternalistic” because of its significant dependence on aid. She said there is scope for people to help themselves  if there is more policy emphasis on employment creation of the sort that absorbs the skills available in the economy, and less reliance on aid. She also stressed that the element crucially missing from MDG2 is a quality of education target, and that lack of attention to quality jeopardises the achievement of even the universal access to education (MDG1) target. 
Widespread concerns
Professor Anne Mills, of the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine (LSHTM) highlighted the comments from a number of speakers about poor quality data when measuring progress. She compared the benefits of the MDG framework – the focus and clarity of its messages – with its limitations – excess simplification and the tendency for indicators to become goals. Mills said the MDGs neglected broader structural questions, and stressed the need to make links between the health and poverty MDGs, especially because of the cost to households of ill health.

Benefits outweigh costs
Professor Terry McKinley, of SOAS, stressed that the UN is able to move only by global consensus, based on a complex inter-governmental process, and that because of the shortage of data, there are only a limited number of global indicators that could be used for monitoring purposes. He noted that although the scope of the MDGs has been limited, their adoption has succeeded in generating an impressive global political momentum that has increased pressure on governments to deliver on their stated commitments. In this sense, he believes, they have played a “valuable role” and their benefits have outweighed their costs.

Professor Geeta Kingdon is the chair of Education Economics and International Development at IoE. She is leading the Teacher Effectiveness and Learning Level of Students (TELLS) project in Bihar and Uttar Pradesh in India, and is IoE’s Principal Investigator for the Research Consortium on Educational Outcomes and Poverty – a partnership of seven institutions in the UK, Africa and South Asia funded by the Department for International Development. Her interests include school effectiveness, gender and education, labour market outcomes and the economics of happiness.
 Professor Terry McKinley is the Director of the Centre for Development Policy and Research at SOAS. He was formerly the Director of the International Poverty Centre in Brasilia, a joint project of the Brazilian Government and UNDP, and a global UNDP Advisor on Economic Policies and Poverty Reduction. His interests include economic growth, human development, employment, inequality and poverty. His wide-ranging expertise draws on experiences of many transition and developing economies, including China, South Africa, Indonesia, Uzbekistan and Yemen. 
Professor Anne Mills is head of Public Health and Policy at LSHTM. On two occasions her well-respected research has influenced the outcome of the Copenhagen Consensus – a list of global health priorities determined by senior officials worldwide. In 2004 HIV/AIDS control was ranked first and in 2006 the top priority was deemed to be strengthening basic health services. Her research interests include issues concerned with the financing and organisation of health care in low and middle income countries, and the economics of tropical disease control, especially malaria.

Colin Poulton is a Research Fellow at the Centre for Development, Environment and Policy at SOAS  and specialises in rural development and poverty reduction in sub-Saharan Africa. He has a particular interest in the application of new institutional economics to questions of market coordination, development of rural financial markets, the organisation and performance of cotton systems, and technology adoption. He is also Managing Editor of the journal Food Policy.
Professor Jeff Waage is the Director of LIDC. His background is in international agricultural research for development and he has worked on issues including biological pest control and farmer participatory research. He was formerly the Head of the Agricultural and Environment departments at Imperial College and Chief Executive of the intergovernmental agency CABI Bioscience, which undertakes research for development through collaborative centres in Africa, Asia, Latin America and Europe. He joined LIDC as its first Director in 2007.
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