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Preface

When governments adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in September 2015,
they committed to engaging in systematic follow-up and review of the implementation of this
Agenda. Since then 140 governments have prepared or announced Voluntary National Reviews
(VNRs), demonstrating their interest in and political ownership of the 2030 process. However,
voluntary showcase-style reporting and congratulatory government self-assessments are not
enough. Civil society organizations have a key role to play as independent watchdogs holding
governments and international organizations accountable for their (positive or negative) con-
tributions to the implementation of the 2030 Agenda. This is particularly relevant with regard
to the richest and most powerful actors in the global system, given their economic influence and
political weight in international decision-making.

Since 2015, the Civil Society Reflection Group on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
(www.reflectiongroup.org), created in 2011 to offer independent analysis of and suggestions
to the international policy discourse, has regularly assessed the implementation of the new
Agenda, identifying and tackling obstacles, and presenting its findings in an annual Spotlight
Report.

The pilot reportin 2016 assessed the strengths and weaknesses of the new Agenda, with a
particular focus on the systemic obstacles and transnational spill-over effects that influence or
even undermine the implementation of the SDGs.

The 2017 edition zoomed in on a notable trend in the discourse and activity around the SDGs:

an uncritical focus on privatization, private finance and corporate partnerships as silver
bullets for sustainable development. It analysed the many risks of these approaches, including
corporate capture of policy and the impacts on sustainability and inequality. It argued for the
reclamation of public policy space and bold measures to realize human rights, increase public
finance, to regulate or reject public-private partnerships (PPPs), and to strengthen participatory
and democratic governance structures at all levels.

Building on the content of the previous reports, the Spotlight Report 2018 dives more deeply
into the policies, resources and actions that will actually be necessary to implement the 2030
Agenda, based in part on proposals and ideas that have already been discussed or attempted in
different parts of the world. It highlights policies and approaches which depart from business-
as-usual and prioritize fulfilment of human rights and respect for planetary boundaries.
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This year’s report consists of three parts: The first part contains two overview articles which
summarize key findings of the contributions to this report and messages from national ‘spot-
light reports’. The second part focuses in five chapters on cross-cutting policy reform areas
that demonstrate the interlinkages between various SDGs, the need to ‘de-silo’ current policy
approaches, and to promote policies that are genuinely coherent in the interest of sustainable
development, human rights and gender justice. The third part includes 17 brief ‘Spotlights on
the SDGs’ highlighting selected examples of good or bad policies regarding specific goals.

The report is supported by a broad range of civil society organizations and trade unions, listed
as partners. It is also informed by the experiences and reports of national and regional groups
and coalitions from all parts of the world. The contributions cover many aspects of the 2030
Agenda and the SDGs (and beyond), and reflect the rich geographic and cultural diversity of
their authors. But what all contributions have in common is the conviction that the world is
still off-track in terms of achieving sustainable development and fundamental changes in
policies and approaches are necessary — and possible — to unleash the transformative potential
of the SDGs.

BARBARA ADAMS AND JENS MARTENS, GLOBAL POLICY FORUM (GPF)

CHEE YOKE LING, THIRD WORLD NETWORK (TWN)

GITA SEN AND MARIA GRACIELA CUERVO,
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KATE DONALD, CENTER FOR ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL RIGHTS (CESR)
ROBERTO BISSIO, SOCIAL WATCH

SANDRA VERMUYTEN, PUBLIC SERVICES INTERNATIONAL (PSI)
STEFANO PRATO, SOCIETY FOR INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT (SID)
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Overview

Redefining policies for sustainable development

How to close gaps and overcome contradictions in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda

BY JENS MARTENS, GLOBAL POLICY FORUM,
ON BEHALF OF THE REFLECTION GROUP ON THE 2030 AGENDA FOR SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

When UN Member States adopted the 2030 Agenda, they signaled with the title Transforming our World that
it should trigger fundamental changes in politics and society. With this Agenda governments committed to
changing course and leaving the path of ‘business as usual'.

But three years after its adoption, most governments have failed to turn the proclaimed transformational
vision of the 2030 Agenda into real policies. Even worse, policies in a growing number of countries are moving
in the opposite direction, seriously undermining the spirit and the goals of the 2030 Agenda.

But there are bold and comprehensive alternatives to business as usual that would help to change the course
towards more coherent fiscal and regulatory policies. There is a need for a whole-of-government approach
towards sustainability. The implementation of the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs must be declared a top priority
by heads of government. The national strategies for sustainable development should not be regarded as one
among many but constitute the overarching framework for all policies.

It is important to recognize, however, that the implementation of the 2030 Agenda is not just a matter of
better policies. The effectiveness of the required policy reforms in the 2030 Agenda implementation process
requires more holistic and more sweeping shifts in how and where power is vested, and it depends on the
existence of strong, democratic and transparent public institutions at national and international levels.

The High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) 2019 at the level of heads of State and government, the subsequent
review of the HLPF, and the 75" anniversary of the UN 2020 provide new opportunities for strengthening and

renewal of the institutional framework for sustainable development in the UN.

A “supremely ambitious vision”

When UN Member States unanimously adopted the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in Septem-
ber 2015, they signaled with the title Transforming
our World that it should trigger fundamental changes
in politics and society. They called the 2030 Agenda a
“supremely ambitious and transformational vision ...
of unprecedented scope and significance” and
explicitly linked it to human rights obligations.

Governments recognized in the Agenda the
“immense challenges” to sustainable development,

1 UN(2015), paras.5and 7.

including the “enormous disparities of opportunity,
wealth and power” in the world.? In fact, the 2030
Agenda represents the political response to the
unresolved global economic, social and environmen-
tal crises. In previous decades, unfettered neolib-
eral economic policies characterized by a fixation
on economic growth, accumulation and wealth
concentration have increased social and economic
inequalities. Persistent poverty, unemployment,
social exclusion and higher levels of insecurity have
been threatening care systems, social cohesion and

2 Ibid., para. 14.
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political stability. Fast-spreading unsustainable pro-
duction and consumption patterns have accelerated
global warming, depleted the ozone layer, saturated
land with nitrogen and poisons, created plastic waste
dumps even in the most isolated places of the planet,
and dramatically increased noncommunicable dis-
eases. Systemic discrimination keeps women out of
positions of power, overburdens them with domestic
labour and remunerates their formal employment
less than that of men. Meanwhile, care work, which
is often undertaken by women within households,
remains undervalued and under-recognized.

With the 2030 Agenda governments committed to
tackling these problems, changing course and leaving
the path of ‘business as usual’. They committed to fol-
low a more holistic approach to development marked
by the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and
their 169 “integrated and indivisible” targets.?

The Council of the European Union joined this
consensus in its conclusions on a transformative
post-2015 agenda in December 2014: “Business as
usual is no longer an option, whether in terms of
human dignity, equality or sustainability.”

But three years after the adoption of the 2030 Agenda,
and despite promising initiatives in many parts of the
world, most governments have failed to turn the pro-
claimed transformational vision of the 2030 Agenda
into real policies. Even worse, policies in a growing
number of countries, not least the USA, are moving

in the opposite direction, seriously undermining the
spirit and the goals of the 2030 Agenda.

Huge gaps and contradicting policies

With SDG 17 governments committed to a revi-
talized Global Partnership between States and
declared that public finance must play a vital role in
achieving the SDGs. But the initial implementation
phase of the 2030 Agenda has been dominated by
aworrying narrative that emphasizes the need to
leverage private sector engagement, investments and

3 Ibid., para.18.
4 Council of the European Union (2014).

12

resources. Mainstream policies still tend to be biased
towards private financing and private sector part-
nerships as the primary means of implementation
for the 2030 Agenda, based on the misguided idea
that relying on private finance is the more affordable
and efficient option. In sum, a human rights-based
approach to development seems to have been cast
aside for a profit-driven approach to development.

Cutbacks in public services and other ‘austerity
measures’ that governments claimed were necessary
to keep them solvent in the aftermath of the recent
economic and financial crisis led to a wave of privat-
ization, particularly in public service provision and
infrastructure.

But contrary to the rhetoric of private sector
efficiency, a major driver of privatization is the
expected profit produced by job cuts and lower
labour costs (see Spotlights on SDGs 8 and 9).
Privatization has often been used to break unions’
collective agreements, drive down wages and labour
conditions, introduce precarious work and can also
threaten women’s rights and gender equality (see
Chapter 4 and Spotlight on SDG 5).

Growing evidence shows that the various forms of
privatization in the water and sanitation sector, in
particular, has been detrimental, especially to the
most marginalized and vulnerable communities in
the world. Private investors have largely ignored the
most underserved regions of the world while favour-
ing more lucrative markets that require less capital
and promise greater returns (see Spotlight on SDG 6).

The waste services sector has faced similar prob-
lems. In many cases privatization resulted in higher
costs for municipalities, loss of in-house knowhow
and quality control, and poor working conditions,
as private operators consistently turn to labour
costreductions and automation as profit-making
strategies (see Spotlight on SDG 11).

Private capital and financial innovation are also
presented as the plausible and pragmatic approach
to solving persistent environmental problems.
Conservation finance, private equity funds, land
and rainforest bonds: all are attempting to ‘unlock’



the supposed trillions of dollars waiting around to
finance the global environmental agenda. The last
quarter century of international conservation efforts
isriddled with exciting promises to generate finan-
cial returns from conservation. But these promises
have never seemed to materialize (see Spotlight on
SDG 15).

With the 2030 Agenda, governments reaffirmed their
commitment to achieve universal health coverage
and provide access to quality health care for all. But
the World Health Organization (WHO), the “direct-
ing and co-ordinating authority on international
health work” remains underfunded (see Spotlight on
SDG 3). Its biennial budget for 2018-2019 is US$ 4.42
billion,¢ just over a quarter of the total sales of the
top-selling anti-inflammatory medication Humira in
2016 (US$ 16.08 billion).” The WHO has become more
and more dependent on private contributions, par-
ticularly from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation,
now the second largest funder of the WHO, behind
the USA.

Similarly, public funding for education is far from
sufficient. The adoption of SDG 4 makes the demand
for predictable, publicly funded and regulated educa-
tion systems ever-more pertinent, as also reflected in
the Education 2030 Framework for Action® (see Spot-
light on SDG 4). But, according to UNESCO, official
development assistance (ODA) to education has been
stagnant since 2010, and the ODA that is given often
does not go to the countries that are most in need,
worsening the prospects for achieving SDG 4.°

A huge gap also exists between the commitment to
implement social protection systems and the cur-
rent reality (see Spotlight on SDG 1). The ILO World
Social Protection Report 2017-2019 shows that only
29 percent of the world’s population is covered by

5 Constitution of the WHO, Chapter I, Article 2 (a).

6 WHO (2017a).

7 https://news.abbvie.com/news/abbvie-reports-full-year-and-fourth-
quarter-2016-financial-results.htm

8 UNESCO (2015).

9 http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0024/002495/249568e.pdf
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adequate social protection.'® This results in, among
others, a massive burden of unpaid care work for
women, as a consequence of what DAWN defines as
the unfair social organization of care. This means an
unequal distribution of responsibilities between the
State, market, households and communities on the
one hand, and on the other hand between men and
women (see Chapter 4).

But the problem is not a lack of global financial
resources. On the contrary, in recent years we have
experienced a massive growth and accumulation of
individual wealth worldwide. The policy choices that
have enabled the unprecedented accumulation of
individual and corporate wealth are the same fiscal
and regulatory policies that led to the weakening

of the public sector and produced extreme market
concentration and socio-economic inequality. Some
governments have actively promoted these policies,
in other cases they have been imposed from abroad,
notably by the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
and powerful public and private creditors (see
Chapter 1).

The extreme concentration of wealth, however, has
not increased the resources that are available for
sustainable development. As the World Inequality
Report 2018 states, “Over the past decades, countries
have become richer, but governments have become
poor” due to a massive shift towards private capital.’

In addition, harmful tax competition, tax abuse,
illicit financial flows and the shifting of corporate
profits to low or zero tax jurisdictions all have nega-
tive impacts on public revenues, the implementation
of the 2030 Agenda, and the promotion of human
rights and gender equality (see Spotlight on SDG

16). The ‘Panama Papers’, the ‘Bahama Leaks’ and,
most recently, the ‘Paradise Papers’ have revealed
the global scope of this network of secrecy jurisdic-
tions, which is enabled and supported by a chain

of transnational banks, accounting firms and legal
advisers. Many of these low or zero tax jurisdictions
only exist because they are tolerated by the major

10 ILO (2017).
11 Alvaredo et al. (2017), p. 14.
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industrialized countries or even controlled by them,
such as the Crown dependencies of the UK and some
of the British Overseas Territories. The weaknesses
of the global tax architecture and the lack of equal,
effective and timely participation of developing coun-
tries in global tax cooperation make the situation
even worse (see Box 0.1).

But even where public money is available, all too
often public funds are not allocated in line with the
2030 Agenda and the SDGs but spent for harmful or
at least dubious purposes, be it environmentally
harmful subsidies or high military expenditures.

Total global military expenditure rose again in 2017,
after five years of relatively unchanged spending
from 2012 to 2016, to US$ 1.739 trillion.' Jan Eliasson,
former UN Deputy Secretary-General and Chair of the
SIPRI Governing Board called this trend ”a cause for
serious concern,” which “undermines the search for
peaceful solutions to conflicts around the world”.*®

In 2017, the USA spent more on its military than the
next seven highest-spending countries combined.

In 2018, its military expenditures are expected to
increase to more than US$ 700 billion. In contrast, net
ODA by members of the OECD Development Assis-
tance Committee (DAC) was only US$ 146.6 billion

in 2017, thus less than one tenth of global military
spending. “The world is over-armed while peace is
under-funded,”* states the Global Campaign on Mili-
tary Spending (see Chapter 5). Particularly alarming
has been the decision of the NATO member coun-
tries at their Summit in Wales in September 2014,

to increase military spending to at least 2 percent

of their national GDP. Even just for the European
NATO members, this decision would mean a min-
imum increase of 300 billion Euros per year, most
likely at the expense of other parts of their national
budgets.!’® The 2 percent goal represents a kind of

12 www.sipri.org/media/press-release/2018/global-military-spending-
remains-high-17-trillion

13 Ibid.

14 The statement by the Global Campaign on Military Spending (http://
demilitarize.org/).

15 See: www.ipb.org/news/appeal-disarm-dont-arm/
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‘Un-Sustainable Development Goal’ and is in sharp
contradiction to the spirit of the 2030 Agenda.

Gaps and contradictions exist not only in fiscal policy
and the provision of the financial means of imple-
mentation for the SDGs. The most striking example
is climate policy. Despite the solemn rhetoric of

the Paris Summit, governments are lagging dan-
gerously behind the pace of action needed to keep
temperatures below the threshold agreed in the
Paris Agreement — that is, to hold the increase in
global average temperature to well below 2°C. The
pledges governments have currently made to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions would lead to a 3.2°C

rise in average temperature,'® which would mark a
catastrophic new reality in which the poorest coun-
tries and communities suffer the worst impacts (see
Spotlight on SDG 13).

In many countries energy policies are still shaped by
the influence of the fossil fuel industry and do not
pay enough attention to climate change. This applies
mainly, but not exclusively, to the high emitting
industrialized countries. Countries that seek to
overcome energy poverty, particularly in Africa, also
have to find alternative pathways to climate-friendly
energy policies (see Spotlight on SDG 7).

Instead of tackling unsustainable production pat-
terns and taking the ‘polluter pays principle’ seri-
ously, action is postponed, placing hope on technical
solutions to climate change, including research

on geoengineering, i.e. dangerous large-scale
technological manipulations of the Earth’s systems."’

Of course, major technological shifts are necessary
to unleash the transformative potential of the SDGs
and to turn towards less resource-intensive and more
resilient economic and social development models.
But this must not mean an uncritical belief in sal-
vation through technological innovations, whether
with regard to climate change or to the potential of
information and communications technologies. UN
Secretary-General Anténio Guterres recently called

16 See: http://climateactiontracker.org
17 See:www.etcgroup.org/issues/climate-geoengineering
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http://demilitarize.org/
http://www.ipb.org/news/appeal-disarm-dont-arm/
http://climateactiontracker.org/
http://www.etcgroup.org/issues/climate-geoengineering

on Member States to “address the dark side of innova-
tion”.*® This includes the new challenges of cyberse-
curity threats, the intrusion into privacy by artificial
intelligence, its impact on labour markets, and the
use of military-related ‘cyber operations’ and ‘cyber
attacks’ (see Chapter 3).

The ‘dark side of innovation’ could also be the leit-
motif characterizing the dominant fallacies about
feeding the world through intensified industrial
agriculture. While the prevailing industrial agricul-
ture system has enabled increased yields, this has
come at a great cost to the environment as well as to
human health and animal welfare. At the same time,
it has done little to address the root causes of hunger
or to deal with inherent vulnerabilities to climate
change. Industrial agriculture and unsustainable
food system practices are in fact among the major
sources of greenhouse gas emissions, depletion of
natural resources, environmental degradation and
reduction of biodiversity. Tackling the existential
climate challenge and realigning humanity’s ecolog-
ical footprint to planetary boundaries simply cannot
happen without the sustainable redesign of food and
farming systems (see Chapter 2 and the contribution
of IPES-Food in this report). This redesign must also
reverse the trend towards ultra-processed food and
drinks consumption, promote sustainable production
practices and protect the rights of small-scale food
producers (see Spotlight on SDG 12).

Policy coherence for sustainable development is
essential in order to ensure that trade policies do not
threaten a country’s ability to implement or weaken
these policy reforms, by arguing that they are barri-
ers to trade, as is currently taking place with regard
to labelling policies and the renegotiation of NAFTA.?®

Trade and trade-related policies are addressed
explicitly in seven of the 17 SDGs and are identified
as key to the implementation of the 2030 Agenda.
Market access is deemed essential to promote the

18 UN (2018).

19 Front-of-pack (FOP) labels on foods and beverages can be used to
warn consumers, for instance, that a product has a high content of
sugar, salt and/or saturated fat.
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graduation of the LDCs (targets 10.a, 17.11 and 17.12)
and to improve the livelihood of small food producers
(target 2.3). Trade distortions are to be dealt with by
reducing subsidies on agriculture (target 2.b), on fos-
sil fuels (12.c) and on fisheries (14.6). Capacity-build-
ing on trade is required (target 8.a) and the WTO is
urged to complete the Doha Round (target 17.10). In
sharp contrast, governments failed to translate these
promises into action at the Eleventh Ministerial Con-
ference of the World Trade Organization (WTO) held
in December 2017 in Buenos Aires. The collapse of the
negotiations was not caused only by the de facto with-
drawal of the US government. Surprisingly, the other
163 members of the WTO were unable to reaffirm
their common faith in “a universal, rules-based,
open, non-discriminatory and equitable multilateral
trading system under the World Trade Organization”
- precisely what their Heads of State agreed to in tar-
get 17.10 of the 2030 Agenda (see Spotlight on SDG 17).

Furthermore, governments agreed in the 2030
Agenda that “national development efforts need to

be supported by an enabling international economic
environment, including coherent and mutually sup-
porting world trade, monetary and financial systems,
and strengthened and enhanced global economic
governance”.? They committed to “improve the regu-
lation and monitoring of global financial markets and
institutions and strengthen the implementation of
such regulations”.?! But since then governments have
failed to fix the underlying problems of global finan-
cial instabilities. The non-bank financial sector (the
global shadow banking system), which is very lightly
regulated, has continued to grow, and now repre-
sents more than 40 percent of total financial system
assets.?? Efforts to fix ‘too big to fail’ banks have not
focused on actually stopping bank failures from caus-
ing system-wide problems. Instead they have centred
on reducing the risks of this by increasing the ability
of the banks to shoulder losses.

20 UN (2015), para. 63.
21 lbid., SDG target 10.5.
22 Financial Stability Board (2017), p. 33.
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And finally, global debt hit a new record high of US$
164 trillion in 2016, the equivalent of 225 percent of
global GDP.%

Inlight of these developments Jesse Griffiths from
Eurodad warns that further global or major regional
financial crises should be expected: the question is
when, rather than whether (see Box 1.1).

But despite these gloomy perspectives, there is still
room for change. Contradicting policies are not an
extraordinary phenomenon. They simply reflect con-
tradicting interests and power relations within and
between societies - and these are in constant

flux and can be changed.

In the debates about the 2030 Agenda and future con-
cepts of development and prosperity, more and more
governments and international institutions at least
acknowledge that there are contradictory interests
and conflicting policy targets and promise to tackle
them. The 1980s slogan that ‘There Is No Alternative’
(TINA) to neoliberalism (i.e., free markets, free trade
and capitalist globalization) as way for modern socie-
ties to develop, is definitively obsolete.

The German government, for instance, states in its
new Sustainable Development Strategy:

The value of the sustainability principle is think-
ing in various dimensions in order first to high-
light their interdependencies and often conflicting
targets. These can and must then be resolved by
balancing the three sustainability dimensions of
economy, environment and society in fulfilment of
Germany’s international responsibility.

However, it would be misleading to equate the com-
mitment to policy coherence for sustainable develop-
ment, enshrined in the 2030 Agenda and SDG target
17.14, with just balancing the economic, social and
environmental dimensions of sustainability. More
economic growth cannot be balanced by less

23 See: https://blogs.imf.org/2018/04/18/bringing-down-high-debt/.
24 Federal Government of Germany (2017), p. 25.
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respect for human rights or the transgression of the
‘planetary boundaries’.

Itis highly welcome that a growing number of
governments at national and subnational level and
even local authorities have been adopting sustain-
able development strategies to implement the 2030
Agenda. Despite their varying quality, scope and
ambition, they provide entry points to alternative
pathways towards sustainability. However, they are
often just one strategy among many and do not sub-
ordinate all policies under the primacy of a coherent
sustainable development and human rights policy.

Nevertheless, alternative policy propositions exist in
all areas of the 2030 Agenda, and it is up to progres-
sive actors in governments, parliaments, civil society
and the private sector to gain the hegemony in the
societal discourse to be able to put them into practice.

Towards coherent policies for sustainable
development

Basically, there are bold and comprehensive alterna-
tives to business as usual that would help to change
the course towards more coherent policies

for sustainable development aligned with human
rights principles and standards.

Itis important to recognize, however, that the imple-
mentation of the 2030 Agenda is not just a matter

of better policies. The current problems of growing
inequalities and unsustainable production and
consumption patterns are deeply connected with
power hierarchies, institutions, culture and politics.
Hence, policy reform is necessary but not sufficient,
and a sectoral approach is likely to address only the
tip of the iceberg. Meaningfully tackling the obsta-
cles and contradictions in the implementation of the
2030 Agenda and the SDGs requires more holistic
and more sweeping shifts in how and where power is
vested, including through institutional, legal, social,
economic and political commitments to realizing
human rights. Similarly, the quest for sufficient pub-
lic financing is important, but it cannot be separated
from a broader discussion about the regulation of
financial markets and private sector engagement, tax
justice, and debt sustainability.


https://blogs.imf.org/2018/04/18/bringing-down-high-debt/

That said, political action and reforms are necessary
and can be summarized in the following six clusters
(elaborated in greater detail in the cross-cutting
chapters and SDG Spotlights in this report):

1. Turning the commitment to policy coherence into
practice. To date, the mainstream approach to
sustainable development has been one of tackling
its three dimensions in their own zones, comple-
mented by (occasional) coordination between
them. This approach has formally emphasized
coordination and dialogue but has not created a
strong institutional basis for decision-making and
policy change across the three pillars. Nor has it
adequately addressed human rights deprivations,
inequalities and social exclusion.

Governments committed in the 2030 Agenda to
pursuing “policy coherence and an enabling
environment for sustainable development at all
levels and by all actors”. In theory, all pillars of
sustainable development are equal, but in real
policy the economic pillar is more equal than

the others. Decision-making and policy devel-
opment have been severely handicapped by this
hierarchy amongst the ‘pillars’, as economic and
finance policies do not necessarily adhere to the
requirements of planetary boundaries and human
rights standards. To overcome this hierarchy in
decision-making and ensure real policy coherence
in the interest of sustainable development, it is
essential to re-arrange and re-configure the insti-
tutional arrangements that cover all aspects of the
policy cycle: agenda-setting, policy analysis and
formulation, decision-making, implementation
and evaluation.

There is a need for a whole-of-government
approach towards sustainability to secure high-
est-level authority and ensure full-time atten-
tion and action. The implementation of the 2030
Agenda and the SDGs must not be hidden in the
niche of environment and development policies
but must be declared a top priority by heads of
government. The national strategies for sus-
tainable development should not be regarded as
one among many but constitute the overarching
framework for all policies. To secure oversight and
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public accountability, a parliamentary committee
on policy coherence for sustainability could be
established (or strengthened if it exists already).

This whole-of-government approach should
acknowledge the interlinkages between the
different SDGs and the need for a more holistic
approach, avoiding the spillover effects that the
pursuit of a single goal often has on the others. It
should also systematically take into account the
external effects and the ‘collateral damage’ of
national policies and consumption and production
patterns in other countries.

This whole-of-government approach is essential
but not sufficient. It needs to be accompanied by
strengthened citizen’s rights in decision-making
and the commitment to a permanent and mean-
ingful consultation process with broad constitu-
ency participation, including the participation of
indigenous peoples.

. Strengthening public finance at all levels. Widening

public policy space requires, among other things,
the necessary changes in fiscal policies. In other
words, governments have to formulate Sustaina-
ble Development Budgets in order to implement
the Sustainable Development Goals. Both the
revenue (tax policy) and the expenditure (budget
policy) sides of fiscal policy must be marshalled.
Governments can pursue proactive tax policies to
resource environmental and social policy goals
and simultaneously fulfill their human rights
obligations. This includes, for example, taxing
the extraction and consumption of non-renewa-
ble resources, and adopting forms of progressive
taxation that prioritize the rights and welfare of
poor and low-income people (e.g., by emphasizing
taxation of wealth and assets). Fiscal policy space
can be further broadened by the elimination of
corporate tax incentives (including tax holidays
in export processing zones), and the phasing out
of harmful subsidies, particularly in the areas

of industrial agriculture and fishing, fossil fuel
and nuclear energy. Military spending should be
reduced, and the resource savings reallocated,
among others, for civil conflict prevention and
peacebuilding. If the priorities are properly
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defined, fiscal policies can become a powerful
instrument to reduce socio-economic inequalities,
eliminate discrimination and promote the transi-
tion to sustainable production and consumption
patterns. The necessary reforms should not be
limited to the national level. The strengthening of
public finance is necessary at all levels, including
the development of municipal fiscal systems and
sufficient financial support for local authorities. In
addition, a basic prerequisite for the strengthen-
ing of national fiscal systems is the strengthening
of global tax cooperation to counter the harmful
tax race to the bottom and various schemes of tax
abuse.

. Improving regulation for sustainability and human

rights. Setting rules and standards is a central task
of responsible governments and a key instrument
of active policy-making. However, governments
have too often weakened themselves by adopting
policies of deregulation or ‘better regulation’
(which is in fact a euphemism for regulation in
the interest of the corporate sector). Instead, many
governments have trusted in corporate volunta-
rism and self-regulation of ‘the markets’. However,
unfettered financial markets made the recent
financial crisis possible, weak anti-trust laws
allowed transnational banks to become ‘too big

to fail’, and the inadequate translation of the pre-
cautionary principle into mandatory technology
assessments led to environmental catastrophes as
in the case of the nuclear power plant melt-down
in Fukushima, Japan.

Governments should no longer allow companies
and banks to grow in unlimited fashion. ‘Too big
to fail’ should be translated into ‘too big to allow’.
Today many transnational banks and corporations
form non-transparent conglomerates of thousands
of subsidiaries and affiliated companies, many

of them based offshore in secrecy jurisdictions
like the City of London. To limit the power of
these companies, governments should strengthen
instruments and institutions to enable them to
break up oligopolistic structures. They should
strengthen national and regional anti-trust laws,
cartel offices and competition regulators, as well
as global anti-trust policies, cooperation and legal

frameworks under the auspices of the UN (includ-
ing giving due consideration to the proposal for a
UN Convention on Competition).

Governments should also fundamentally rethink
their approach towards trade and investment
liberalization and place human rights, consumer
protection and the principles of sustainable devel-
opment at the core of all future trade and invest-
ment agreements. This includes the abolition of
investor-state dispute settlement procedures, even
if they are institutionalized under the umbrella
of UNCITRAL, the core legal body of the United
Nations in the field of international trade law, as
long as they put investor rights over human rights
and environmental protection.

Strengthened regulation is also needed in areas
where existing mechanisms are weak or ineffec-
tive, like e-commerce/digital trade and consumer
protection. One example is the regulation of the
consumption and production of ultra-processed
food and drink products (UPPs). Their regulation
should include policies to restrict the availability
of UPPs in schools, to limit the marketing of UPPs
to children, the introduction of front-of-pack
(FOP) warning labels on foods and beverages
that have a high (and mostly hidden) content of
sugar, salt and/or saturated fat, and the introduc-
tion of a sugar sweetened beverage (SSB) tax, as
recommended by the WHO.

. Better use or creation of new legal instruments.

The enormous gap between the promises made

by governments in the context of climate change
agreements and their actions to date has spurred a
new approach to accountability: national-level lit-
igation. In the last few years there has been a sig-
nificant increase in court cases that seek to chal-
lenge the climate change policy of governments.
Among the most successful of these is a landmark
case against the government of the Netherlands

in 2015, which led the Hague District Court to
order the government to reduce its greenhouse gas
emissions by 25 percent compared to 1990 levels
by 2020. Since 2015, climate change cases that
challenge the inadequacy of government climate
change policies have been filed in countries



including Belgium, Switzerland, New Zealand, UK,
Norway, India, Colombia and the USA.

Litigation is also increasingly being used as a

tool to enforce the responsibility of corporations,
particularly in the fossil fuel industry. With the
growing visibility of the impacts of climate change
it can be expected that the number of successful
cases will escalate in the coming years, making
litigation an increasingly effective tool for advanc-
ing action on climate change.

The human rights framework provides another

set of tools to hold governments accountable. With
regard to the right to food and nutrition several
voluntary guidelines endorsed by the FAO or

the Committee on World Food Security (CFS) are

of great importance, particularly the Voluntary
Guidelines on the Right to Adequate Food in the
Context of National Food Security, the Voluntary
Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure
of Land, Fisheries, and Forests (Tenure Guidelines),
and the Voluntary Guidelines on Securing Sustaina-
ble Small-scale Fisheries in the context of Food Secu-
rity and Poverty Eradication. Their implementation
and translation into national policies and sustain-
ability strategies should be further enhanced.

The relevance and application of international
human rights obligations do not cease at territorial
borders. International human rights law implies
duties on States to respect, protect and support

the fulfillment of all human rights, including
economic, social and cultural rights, outside of the
country’s territory. The Maastricht Principles on
Extraterritorial Obligations (ETOs) of States in the
area of Economic, Social and Cultural Rights pro-
vide the most comprehensive articulation of these
duties. The precise scope of ETOs is still evolving
and contested, but they are one tool to hold richer
countries accountable and should be actively
promoted.

With regard to the human rights responsibilities
of companies there is still a need for a legally bind-
ing instrument. The Human Rights Council took a
milestone decision in establishing an intergovern-
mental working group to elaborate such an instru-
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ment (or ‘treaty’) to regulate, in international
human rights law, the activities of transnational
corporations and other business enterprises.
Governments should take this ‘treaty process’
seriously and engage actively in it. The expected
start of the negotiation process in October 2018
offers an historic opportunity for governments to
demonstrate that they put human rights over the
interests of big business.

Similarly, the UN should develop a regulatory
framework for UN-business interactions. This
should set minimum standards for the participa-
tion of the UN in global partnerships and for the
shape and composition of UN initiatives involving
the private sector. These standards should prevent
undue corporate influence on UN policies and pre-
vent companies that violate internationally agreed
environmental, social and human rights standards
or otherwise violate UN principles (via corruption,
breaking UN sanctions, lobbying against UN global
agreements, evading taxes, etc.) from partici-
pation in UN events and from eligibility for UN
procurement contracts.

. Refining measures and indicators of sustainable

development. Almost three years after the adop-
tion of the 2030 Agenda the indicators to assess
progress (or regression) in SDG implementation
are still being debated. The universality of the
SDGs, their comprehensive nature and intercon-
nectedness are challenging most national statis-
tics offices. There are still enormous data gaps in
critical areas such as poverty, climate change,
environment, gender, inequality and governance.
To date, only 50 of the 169 SDG targets are ready
for progress assessment. Over half of the 232 indi-
cators endorsed by members of the UN Statistical
Commission lack agreed measurement criteria (68)
or sufficient data coverage (66) for regular moni-
toring or reporting or both. Even worse, less than
a third of the data needed for monitoring the gen-
der-specific indicators are currently available. As
the monitoring and review process continues, gov-
ernments have to provide the necessary resources
and develop capacities to close these data gaps.
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However, exploring adequate SDG indicators is not
just a question of resources. The set of indicators
with agreed methodology and available data (‘Tier
I’ indicators) misses most aspects of the pro-
claimed transformative nature of the SDGs. The
SDGs were rightly celebrated as a paradigm shift
in how the international community understands
sustainable development, by expanding the defini-
tion of poverty, including a concern about inequal-
ities, and being universally applicable. But this is
not the picture that emerges from the current set
of Tier I indicators. In particular, the indicators

on inequalities within and between countries are
absolutely inadequate.

Perhaps it is time to start the other way around,
consider the transformational vision of the 2030
Agenda and the fundamental intent of the 17 SDGs
and find the best available proxy indicators or
indices for those promises in a complementary
parallel process to the exhaustive and painfully
slow interpretation and data gathering for each of
the 169 targets. Such a process could also contrib-
ute to the implementation of SDG target 17.19 to
“develop measurements of progress on sustaina-
ble development that complement gross domestic
product” and should take into account the broad
discourse about human rights measurement,
alternative measures of well-being and holistic
concepts of buen vivir.

. Closing global governance gaps and strengthening

the institutional framework for sustainable devel-
opment. The effectiveness of the required policy
reforms in the 2030 Agenda implementation
process depends on the existence of strong, well-
equipped public institutions at national and inter-
national levels. As noted, it is essential to reflect
the overarching character of the 2030 Agenda

and the SDGs in the institutional arrangements

of governments and parliaments. Creating more
effective and coherent global governance will be a
futile exercise if it is not reflected in, and ‘owned’
by, effective national counterparts. At the global
level, the claim to make the UN system ‘fit for
purpose’ requires reforms of existing institutions
and the creation of new bodies in areas where
governance gaps exist.

Closing these governance gaps requires a commit-
ment to overcome the inequitable distribution not
only of resources but also of access to participation
and decision-making. Two key recommendations
that are of prime importance and give concrete
examples of the kind of institutional reforms that
are needed, are first, the establishment of an inter-
governmental tax body under the auspices of the
UN, with the aim of ensuring that all UN Member
States can participate equally in the reform of
global tax rules; and second, the creation of a Debt
Workout Institution within the UN system, inde-
pendent of creditors and debtors, to facilitate debt
restructuring processes.

The implementation of the 2030 Agenda at the
global level also requires the provision of predict-
able and reliable funding to the UN system. In
particular, governments should reverse the trend
towards voluntary, non-core and earmarked con-
tributions and the increasing reliance on philan-
thropic funding. This is particularly relevant for
the WHO.

To strengthen the principles, goals and policies for
sustainable development and overcome inco-
herence in the global governance architecture,
an effective intergovernmental body for norm
setting, policy coordination and oversight is nec-
essary. Governments decided in the 2030 Agenda
that the High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) under
the auspices of the General Assembly and the Eco-
nomic and Social Council should have the central
role in overseeing follow-up and review, provide
political leadership, and ensure that the Agenda
remains relevant and ambitious. However, com-
pared to other policy arenas, such as the Security
Council or the Human Rights Council, the HLPF
has remained weak and with only one meeting

of eight days a year absolutely unable to fulfil its
mandate effectively.

The HLPF 2019 at the level of heads of State and
government, the subsequent review of the HLPF,
and the 75" anniversary of the UN 2020 provide
new opportunities for strengthening and renewal
of the institutional framework for sustainable
development in the UN.



There is no need to wait for a global consensus of all
governments (which is nearly impossible to reach in
the current geopolitical climate) to start implement-
ing the political and institutional reforms described
above (and in the following chapters and SDG Spot-
lights in this report). In many areas there is sufficient
space to shape policies at the national or even sub-
national level, or to start initiatives of like-minded
countries within the institutional framework of the
UN. Apart from that, fundamental policy changes
depend on changes of the dominant discourses and
mindsets which cannot be ordered from above. The
transformation of our world as proclaimed in the
title of the 2030 Agenda has to happen simultaneously
at all levels, from local action to global governance
reforms, and by all social actors. This is the major
challenge, but also the formidable opportunity
provided by the 2030 process.

Overview
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José Antonio Ocampo

Box 0.1

The world needs to revamp international tax cooperation

BY JOSE ANTONIO OCAMPO,

INDEPENDENT COMMISSION FOR THE REFORM OF INTERNATIONAL CORPORATE TAXATION (ICRICT)’

The international system of taxing
companies, which was designed
in the early twentieth century by
the developed world, has become
obsolete in our current globalized
world. These days, almost half of
world trade takes place between
parent companies and subsidiar-
ies of multinational companies
and the service sector represents
the lion’s share of global GDP. But
the system of international corpo-
rate taxes still follows rules that
were set a century ago. Since 2015,
the Independent Commission

for the Reform of International
Corporate Taxation (ICRICT) has
been promoting major changes of
these rules.

Established by a broad coalition
of civil society and consisting

of members from all continents
and diverse backgrounds, the
Commission aims to foster the
corporate tax reform debate at the
international level, and to pro-
mote institutions appropriate for
this cause. The implementation
of the 2030 Agenda for Sustaina-
ble Development and its funding
needs make these reforms even
more necessary.

1 An earlier version of this text was originally
published in International Union Rights,
the journal of the International
Centre for Trade Union Rights.
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Contrary to the high levels of
international integration we
have reached, the international
corporate tax system is based

on the separate entity principle,
according to which every firm
that is part of a multinational
group, whether parent company
or subsidiary, is treated as an
independent legal entity when

it comes to paying taxes. This
generates important problems in
accounting and taxation, given
that the price at which a business
transaction between two compa-
nies from the same group is val-
ued, known as the transfer price,
may be very different from the
value of a business transaction
between non-related companies, a
fully competitive price known as
the arm’s length price.

In theory, the transfer prices
should be similar to the arm’s
length prices. However, it is
difficult, or even impossible, to
guarantee that this is the case.
Moreover, the importance of this
problem has increased due to the
growing proportion of intangible
assets companies have, includ-
ing their intellectual property

- patents, royalties, brand names,
registered trademarks —, their
management system and their
business networks.

When transactions within the
same group involve these intan-
gible assets, the principle of the
arm’s length price does not apply
at all, since these transactions are
not comparable to others on the
market. This structure creates
huge opportunities for tax abuses.

To this we need to add the loans
between parent companies and
subsidiaries and the way they
distribute the fixed costs of the
administration of the multina-
tional group. The more complex
the network of companies tied to
the same group is, the easier it is,
therefore, to avoid paying taxes.

Global limits to national taxation
efforts

On top of these complexities, it is
difficult for tax authorities, even
the most efficient ones, to call
such transactions and transfers
into question. What this implies is
that the present focus on separate
legal entities and its system of
transfer pricing is inconsistent
with an economy that is glo-
balized and knowledge-based.

The abusive tax practices of many
multinationals have aroused
indignation in the public eye and
led various governments and par-
liaments to investigate many of
the most emblematic corporations



in the world. The inquiries are
bringing to light the aggressive
tax engineering employed by the
large multinationals, as well as
the tax competition countries
enter into to attract investment.

Even more, in many cases the

tax benefits multinationals take
advantage of ‘tax holidays’,
customs-free zones, investment
agreements, or the acceptance

of complex corporate ownership
structures. All of these practices
stem from lobbying by corpo-
rations, and from competition
between governments to attract
investments. The symbols of tax
competition are the classic tax
haven, offering low or zero tax
rates, and the extensive networks
of special economic zones with
generous exemptions from direct
taxation as well as various other
tax advantages.

These benefits are accompanied
by secrecy to protect owners and
prevent financial and regulatory
authorities from other countries
from checking these companies’
balance sheets. The irony of all
this is that these offshore centres
only exist because they are toler-
ated by the major developed coun-
tries or even created by them.

The leaking of the ‘Panama
Papers’, the ‘Bahama Leaks’

and, most recently, the ‘Paradise
Papers’ have revealed the global
scope of these networks, which
are enabled and supported by a
chain of banks, accounting firms
and legal advisers. When tax
secrecy is combined with special

exemptions, this may attract and

facilitate money laundering and a
broad range of illicit activities, as
the ‘Panama Papers’ have shown.

In addition, as the leaks from
Luxembourg and the European
debates about the corporate tax
benefits extended by Ireland have
revealed, the tax authorities of
destination countries can adopt
norms that facilitate the shroud-
ing of earnings and corporate
structures in secrecy.

Corporate income tax exists in
every country, in large partas a
mechanism to tax earnings that
are difficult to capture at the indi-
vidual level, as a large number of
major shareholders are residents
abroad or have their property
registered in trusts or offshore
centres. The combination of con-
servative tax policies, the grow-
ing mobility of capital and the
competition between countries
to attract investment (and retain
that of their own companies) has
led to lower rates and numerous
other benefits.

According to World Bank data, the
revenue from corporate income
tax makes up around 8 percent of
tax revenues in developed coun-
tries and 16 percent in developing
ones, which implies that this tax
is of particular importance for the
developing world. Since the 1980s,
the statutory corporate income
tax rate has gone down from a
typical level of 45 percent to 25-30
percent. Furthermore, as a conse-
quence of the variety of exemp-
tions awarded, the effective tax
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rates are much lower than the
statutory ones. On a global level,
the average corporate income tax
burden is calculated to be close to
14 percent of all declared earn-
ings.

According to conservative calcu-
lations by the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Devel-
opment (OECD), the erosion of the
tax base and the transfer of bene-
fits generate losses of between US$
100 and US$ 240 billion per year
worldwide, equivalent to between
4 percent and 10 percent of global
revenue from corporate income
taxes. Estimates by International
Monetary Fund (IMF) researchers
produce even higher amounts:
arevenue loss close to US$ 200
billion, or 1.3 percent of GDP,

for developing countries, and
between US$ 400 and 500 billion,
or 1 percent of GDP, for OECD
countries.

When corporations do not pay

the taxes they owe, governments
can see themselves obligated

to cut essential services to the
public or raise regressive taxes,
such as VAT, leading to growing
inequality in income distribution.
Moreover, the tax abuses of mul-
tinational corporations produce
unfair competition with national
companies, many of which are
small and medium-sized enter-
prises which generate a great deal
of employment.
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An alternative proposal

ICRICT, which I chair, has an
alternative proposal to this defec-
tive system and expounded in our
2015 Declaration? and in a recent
report.® If multinationals paid
taxes as single, unified compa-
nies, transfer prices would disap-
pear, because their global assets
would be consolidated and they
would not be able to gain or lose
through internal transactions. In
turn, all countries would obtain
fiscal revenues from the multi-
national group in proportion to
the activities carried out in them
—that is, to the real economic
activities that take place

in each territory.

This system would require
reaching an agreement on how
to divide taxes levied from these
companies among the countries
where they operate. Factors

such as sales, employment and
resources used could be used to
bring this about. The experience
of federal countries using similar
systems at the national level
would be useful to agree on what
are the best rules in this regard.

In this system, countries could
still enter into competition with
each other by lowering corporate
taxes rates to encourage invest-
ment or reallocating activities,
just as they do now. For this

2 Independent Commission for the Reform of
International Corporate Taxation (2015).

3 Independent Commission for the Reform of
International Corporate Taxation (2018).
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reason, our proposalis also for
countries to establish a minimum
corporate tax rate of between 15
percent and 25 percent.

What will probably generate a
fiery debate is at what level to set
the minimum effective tax rate, as
several countries (including the
USA) have adopted or announced
much lower percentages or even
more generous reductions in the
tax base. To reach a global agree-
ment on a minimum effective tax
rate, it will probably be necessary
to have an overarching global tax
body in place.

However, minimum effective

tax rates could be established in
some regions in the short term,

as a first step towards a global
convergence. If countries such as
the USA or the members of the EU
set a minimum tax rate affecting
companies operating (producing
or selling) inside their territories,
it would de facto imply the intro-
duction of a minimum global tax
rate. In turn, developing countries
could use the system currently
implemented in Brazil, in which
local subsidiaries are subject to
minimum amounts of taxable rev-
enue based on the gross margins
of the transactions they engage in.

So far, the international organiza-
tion that has contributed the most
to tax cooperation among its mem-
bers is the OECD, whose activities
have been reinforced by recent
support from the G20. The OECD
‘Base Erosion and Profit Shifting’
(BEPS) Action Plan was approved
in 2013, and its first agreements

were announced in 2015. This

has been an important step in the
right direction, as it initiated a
country-by-country report on the
profits and tax payments of the
largest multinationals, as well

as facilitated the exchange of
information between countries.
Unfortunately, this norm will only
apply to very large multination-
als and their reports will not be
publicly available, contrary to the
essential transparency we need.

Furthermore, the BEPS Action
Plan failed to address the root of
the problem: the transfer price
system. It still allows companies
to move their profits to wherever
they like to take advantage of

the jurisdictions with the lowest
taxes. Global regulations con-
tinue working against developing
countries.

These efforts also leave the basic
question of global governance
wide open, and particularly

the lack of equal, effective and
timely participation of develop-
ing countries. The OECD is not a
global organization, as it is made
up first and foremost of developed
countries. For that reason, the
main responsibility for the issue
of tax cooperation must lie with
the United Nations, by turning the
current Committee of Experts on
International Cooperation in Tax
Matters into a truly global inter-
governmental organization, and
allocating adequate resources for
it to promote and improve global
tax cooperation. ICRICT has also
proposed that UN Member States
initiate negotiations to draft a UN



convention to combat abusive tax
practices.

The Group of 77 and China pre-
sented a proposal to upgrade the
UN Committee to the Third Inter-
national Conference on Financing
for Development, held in Addis
Ababa in July 2015, but major
developed countries blocked

this proposal. Nevertheless, the
project continues, as the UN is

the only legitimate arena for this
discussion. And to achieve that
goal, civil society organizations
and trade unions need to press
their governments to move in that
direction.
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Alternative national reports throw light on inequalities

BY ROBERTO BISSI10, SOCIAL WATCH'

The 2030 Agenda and its universal commitments to eradicate poverty and reduce inequalities within
planetary boundaries are inspirational. People from around the world expect their governments and the
international system to act on their promises. While government reporting to the UN is voluntary and without
any form of required response, civil society’s role as ‘watchdog’ is exercised in multiple ways. Independent
‘spotlight’ reports by citizen groups throw light on obstacles and trade-offs in public policies.

The national civil society reporting promoted and compiled by Social Watch clearly show that while
circumstances and capabilities are unique in each country, common threads emerge: Inequalities, often
exacerbated by the international policy framework, are not being reduced, poverty is underestimated

or hidden but not eradicated, sustainability is sacrificed to extractivism.

As the 2030 Agenda is universal, civil society in developed countries grab the opportunity to discuss both
domestic policies and their extraterritorial impact. Those spotlights are welcome, and at the same time
challenge the system to take on board the contribution of every lantern lit by those that were promised to

not be left behind.

At the start of a workshop aimed at building capacity
for national-level alternative reports on the SDGs

in the Latin American and Caribbean region, the
facilitator (who was the author of this contribution)
asked the participants to grade, on a scale from zero
to ten, the expected impact of civil society inputs into
actual policy-making. The answers were oscillat-

ing between two and four, submerging the room
under a cloud of doubt and skepticism: why would
some 40 leaders of prestigious NGOs and wide civil
society coalitions lose precious hours preparing for a
useless exercise? “The government will probably not
move an inch due to our report,” observed candidly
a Central American cooperatives organizer, “but I
will still give ten points to the process of civil society
coming together, studying the issues and agreeing on
a common platform.”

This perception motivates citizen groups to comment,
challenge or interpellate their governments and to
bring their alternative views to the United Nations

1 Allcivil society reports quoted in this article are available
on the Spotlight Report website: www.2030spotlight.org.
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when the High-level Political Forum on Sustainable
Development meets to assess the implementation of
the 2030 Agenda.

The ‘spotlight’ reports (replacing the former ‘shadow
reports’) come from all continents and from coun-
tries with very different capacities. Yet, in 2018
there is one issue that is highlighted in most of them:
inequalities.

Colonial extractivism at the root
of power asymmetry in Kenya

In Kenya, for example, the NGO SODNET reports that
“the widening gap between the rich and the poor
continues to undermine confidence in the institutions
of democratic economic governance and, alongside

it, the imperative of social cohesion as a condition for
sustainable development”.

Edward Oyugi, J. Ocholla and Mwaura Kaara report
that “Kenya still lives uneasily with a colonial past

and its legacy of unequal development, arising from
acute asymmetry of power relations associated with


http://www.2030spotlight.org/

the continuation of a colonial system that had merely
engaged a strategic retreat gear against the false
belief that the post-colonial dispensation marked a
systemic transformation of the colonial societies.”
The country was first managed by the British East
Africa Association, mainly for extractive economic
interests. While “decolonization was fought for and
achieved to ensure that all sections of the Kenyan
society would prosper by pursuing a balanced social
development, “the seeds of inequality and the trajec-
tory of unequal development remained intact” and
“to some extent, disparities experienced rapid but
toxic escalation” after independence.

The report concludes that democracy and sustain-
able development remain “a dream” because “the
culture and practice of corruption has grown deep
and enduring roots in Kenyan society and become
endemic” and allows for concentration of wealth
within the ruling circles. The political and bureau-
cratic leadership benefit from it “and the existing
governance institutions either kick the can down the
road or lack both the will and capacity to stop them
from doing so”.

Inequality will rise in the UK

Meanwhile in the United Kingdom, a consultation pro-
cess coordinated by the UK network of Stakeholders
for Sustainable Development (UKSSD) observes that
“inequality is projected to rise in the coming years”.
Paradoxically, the unemployment rate is reaching an
historical low, but “at the same time, tax and social
security cuts introduced since 2012 have had a par-
ticularly severe effect on people on lower incomes.
Black and ethnic minority households, families with
at least one disabled member, and lone parents (who
are overwhelmingly women) have suffered dispro-
portionately”.

A member of the network, Just Fair, led the draft-
ing of the civil society chapter on SDG 10 on the
reduction of inequality at the national level and
highlights the fact that, thanks to the Equality Act of
2010, “authorities gather and transparently report
useful disaggregated data”. Yet, successive govern-
ments have failed to implement this Act. The duty is
in force in Scotland since April 2018, Wales has the
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power to follow suit, some councils are voluntarily
implementing it and 78 Members of Parliament from
five different parties are calling on the government
to bring the duty into effect.

The report concludes: “A significant change of course
isrequired to meet SDG 10 and internationally recog-
nized socio-economic rights and to turn the UK into a
fair society that does not leave anyone behind.”

Illicit outflows deprive Bangladesh of scarce
resources

In Bangladesh, civil society celebrates that in March
2018 the country met the requirements to “graduate”
from its current status of Least Developed Country
and be officially listed as “developing”. This success
“brings confidence in achieving also the SDGs,”
according to the report by COAST Trust, secretariat of
Social Watch-Bangladesh. However, the report iden-
tifies three major challenges: inequalities, climate
change and illicit financial flows.

Income inequalities are remarkable between rural
and urban areas, between different regions and
between the top 5 percent of households that captures
one quarter of the national income, while the bottom
5 percent gets less than 1 percent.

In the coastal region of Bangladesh, one fifth of the
country and home to more than 50 million people,
most of them living below the poverty line, salin-

ity intrusion and a severe water crisis are causing
lower crop yields and scarcity of drinking water,
thus endangering livelihoods. Every year thousands
of affected people are migrating and taking shelter
in urban slums in cities, especially in Dhaka and
Chittagong. The government has committed to protect
coastal people through critical infrastructure like
embankment and polders, but the current, tradi-
tional approach is focused on growth-oriented devel-
opment infrastructure like transport facilities and
export processing zones.

Bangladesh is an innocent victim of global warming,
not responsible for its increase and with limited
financial capacity to mitigate it. Civil society there-
fore considers it a “special legitimate right” to receive

27




Roberto Bissio

more support “from those developed countries who
are historically responsible for carbon emission and
global warming”.

Domestic resource mobilization is further hindered
by illicit finance outflows by the business sector and
multinational corporations in particular. The Global
Financial Integrity report of 2015 estimated that over
US$ 55.88 billion have been transferred from Bang-
ladesh to foreign countries between 2003 and 2014,
which is roughly 1.5 times the national budget and
around 12 times more than the foreign aid received
in this period. Swiss Bank deposits and acquisition of
second homes in Malaysia are the preferred money
laundering techniques.

Global coordination and support is needed to stop tax
dodging, but the BEPS (Base Erosion and Profit Shift-
ing) Project, initiated by the OECD and the G20 does
not include the least developed countries — or those
just graduated, like Bangladesh. Thus, Bangladeshi
CSOs demand to upgrade the UN Tax Committee,
better local tax transparency laws and international
rules that reduce the trend to ‘race to the bottom’ by
countries in favour of foreign capital.

Switzerland attracts profits generated elsewhere

The report on Switzerland by the NGO coalition Alli-
ance Sud echoes these “negative spillover” comments
and states that: “Swiss foreign economic policy and
its international financial and fiscal policy are still
far from taking sufficient account of the require-
ments of the 2030 Agenda.” After a visit to Switzer-
land, UN Independent Expert on foreign debt and
other financial obligations Juan-Pablo Bohoslavsky
drew attention in a report to the Human Rights Coun-
cil to deficiencies in the prevention of unfair finan-
cial flows and problems in the area of international
corporate taxation: “The existing Swiss tax privileges
for the foreign profits of multinational corporations
... create massive incentives for profit transfers to
Switzerland and help to deprive developing countries
of potential tax revenues in the hundreds of billions.”
Alliance Sud observes that “in the planned Swiss
corporate tax reform, the Federal Council plans to
abolish the previous tax privileges, but intends to
replace them with measures that will ultimately have
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the same effect: for multinational corporations it will
remain attractive for tax purposes to transfer profits
from abroad - not least from poorer countries - to
Switzerland”.

The Swiss CSO report criticizes especially the alloca-
tion of resources at national level: “In 2017 the num-
ber of people affected by poverty in Switzerland has
risen for the second year in a row and public funds in
support of the poorest are being cut. This is unaccept-
able, given a government surplus of CHF 5 billion.”

Finland does not see its footprint

Reporting on Finland, the platform of civil society
organizations Kepa also worries about the extrater-
ritorial impact of national production and consump-
tion patterns. “For example, almost half of Finns’
water footprint is caused by production chains
outside Finland” they conclude. Kepa worries that
“the group selecting national indicators made the
startling observation that there is no reliable or even
partially comprehensive information available in
Finland on the external impacts of Finnish consump-
tion, i.e., how we exploit natural resources outside of
our own country”.

The Finnish Ministry of Finance initiated an assess-
ment of the national budget from a sustainable
development perspective. However, the initial work
is judged “quite modest”. The budget proposal for
2019 is going to be estimated mainly from the climate
change perspective, and will focus on the plans

for Finland to become carbon neutral after having
reached a historic high in carbon emissions in 2017.
Kepa considers it “necessary to widen the approach
of taking sustainable development into account in the
budget planning” to cover other issues and “to look
courageously at tax support for fossil fuels and other
activities that may even conflict with sustainable
development.”

Bitter observations from Benin

In Benin the Social Watch-Benin network set up four
working groups (social, economic, environmental
and governance) to draft a parallel report to the
government’s Voluntary National Review which



reviewed 33 priority targets selected from each of the
six SDGs to be reviewed at the HLPF in 2018. Indica-
tors were available for only six of these. The network
concludes that while the SDGs “have been incorpo-
rated in the government’s Programme of Action and
the projects initiated by the development cooperation
partners” the lack of “an efficient information system
able to illustrate about implementation” risks result-
ing in “bitter observations, as has happened with
other international commitments and conventions”.

France fails to synergize

In France, a High Level Steering Committee for the
implementation of the SDGs held its first meeting in
April 2018 as a forum to debate and collectively build,
with public and private actors, a ‘roadmap’ to be
issued in the fall of 2019. This move was applauded by
the ATD Fourth World Movement for being inclusive,
but also criticized as “coming late”.

Civil society submitted several suggestions to the offi-
cial French ‘milestone report’ that will be submitted
to the UN in 2018, covering six of the 17 SDGs and ATD
Fourth World finds “very little effort to synergize the
various objectives, while these so-called ‘environ-
mental goals’ have a high impact on each other. For
instance, we can regret that these objectives are not
seen as having an impact on SDG 1. The objective of
overcoming poverty in all its forms and worldwide

is not a major concern in the French report, whereas
itis transversal. At this writing stage, the ‘milestone
report’ concerning SDG 6 on water does not mention
that access to water is an essential condition of reduc-
ing poverty, just like SDG 7 and the access to energy.
Similarly, the fundamental recommendation to ‘leave
no one behind’ is not translated in the implementa-
tion of the SDGs.”

The Movement hopes “that the enforcement of each
SDG reaches the poorest, on the national territory

as well as in the international development cooper-
ation by France” and it campaigns in particular on
the issue of unemployment (currently 9 percent in
France) demanding “access to work as a right, just as
the right to education or the right to social security”.
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Austerity undermining SDGs from Spain to Jordan

Spain is preparing its first Voluntary National
Review to be submitted in 2018. A High Level Group
(GAN in Spanish acronym) has been created and a
Plan of Action 2018-2020 has been announced. The
alternative report by La Mundial regrets the lack
of dialogue on the SDGs between the government
and stakeholders like academia and civil society.
Spain is seen as starting late to take note of the 2030
Agenda and the GAN is perceived by civil society

as not having the required political standing or
participation of key ministries. Further, the GAN is
not engaging civil society and the drafting of a plan
to promote and implement the 2030 Agenda envisages
no democratic involvement of social and political
actors or a transparent framework for dialogue.

It is feared that the policies required to achieve

the SDGs will be undermined by the continuity of
policies of fiscal austerity and shrinking rights that
are pushing Spain away from the agreed goals and
targets.

Austerity is a major concern also in the reports from
Jordan, Argentina and Brazil. In Jordan, according

to the report by Ahmad M. Awad, from the Phenix
Center, “A new series of measures started in 2016,
aimed at achieving ‘fiscal consolidation,’ as a condi-
tion to unlocking access to IMF aid. Additional auster-
ity measures were thus implemented, leading to rises
in fuel prices, as well as in both the sales taxes and
customs.”

Nearly half of the Jordanian labour force works in
the informal economy, which together with “the
continued implementation of business-friendly
labour policies, resulted in rising unemployment.
Many began to see their ability to afford basic
commodities threatened — a predicament termed
‘transient poverty.” Among unskilled workers, waves
of migrant workers and refugees (many desperate)
have saturated the market — one hardly bound by any
minimum-wage constraints — triggering a race to the
bottom.” At the same time, “numerous political and
legislative institutions had been severely weakened.
The impact of civil society in meaningful public
policy debate had all but vanished, and nearly all
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instances of social dialogue on labour issues seemed
to have been predetermined in favour of employers”
and “the possibilities for productive social dialogue
and the development of policies based on agreements
between workers, employers, and government seem
ever more distant”.

Thus policies “have been repeatedly prescribed,
recommended and defended by the IMF [that] have,
for the most part, disproportionately impacted the
poorer segments of the country’s population.” While
this clearly contradicts the SDGs, “Jordan’s bilateral
and multilateral partners seem to remain either
oblivious or unwilling to react to this fact, as well of
that of the erosion of democratic oversight through
power accumulation, under the supervision of an
international financial institution.”

Poverty returns to Argentina and Brazil

In Argentina, currently hosting the presidency of the
G20, over 10 percent of households are not connected
to a clean water supply network and over 30 percent
lack sanitation. Investment in water and sanitation
was stable at around 2 percent of public expenditure
between 2012 and 2015. It dropped to 1.4 percent in
2016 and 0.3 percent in 2017, months before President
Mauricio Macri announced in May 2018 the request
for an IMF emergency loan that may result in fiscal
austerity with further cuts to budgets.

The report by CELS and FOCO registers a similar
drop in public expenditure on housing and shift in
how the State perceives its role “from ‘builder’ to
‘facilitator’ of private sector investment”. Yet, “Latin
American experience (as studied in Chile, Costa Rica
and Mexico) shows that restricting public policies to
the promotion of mortgage financing, with focalized
assistance in poorer areas while leaving to markets
the key decisions on urban development and hous-
ing usually leads to more speculation around prices,
deepens the urban gaps and social segregation.”

In Brazil, after over a decade of meaningful progress
in tackling poverty through public investments in
health, education and social protection, constitu-
tional amendment 95/2016 (CA 95), known as the
“Expenditure Rule”, came into force in 2017, freezing
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real public spending for 20 years. “By constitution-
alizing austerity in this way”, comments the report
by INESC, “any future elected governments will be
prevented from democratically determining the size
of human rights and basic needs investments.”

Rule CA 95 has already begun to “disproportion-
ately affect disadvantaged groups” as “significant
resources are diverted from social programmes
towards debt service payments”. These fiscal
decisions “put at risk the basic social and economic
rights of millions of Brazilians, including the rights
to food, health and education, the implementation

of the SDGs, while exacerbating gender, racial and
economic inequalities”. They could also amount to a
massive violation of social and economic rights, since
“the Brazilian government has not demonstrated that
EC 95 was necessary, proportionate and a last-resort
measure, nor that less restrictive alternative meas-
ures have been explored and analysed.” In fact, NESC,
CESR and Oxfam argue that alternatives — such as
more progressive taxation and tackling tax abuses -
are readily available.

Rights are the departure point in Mexico and Ecuador

Human rights are also the departure point for the
civil society critique of official policies in Mexico.
Mexican civil society organizations demand coher-
ence between the 2030 Agenda and governmental
policies in economic and energy matters. They claim
that the ongoing reform of the energy sector prior-
itizes business activities of exploration and exploita-
tion of hydrocarbons over any other activity in the
territories and without the necessary safeguards that
effectively protect water, biocultural heritage, health
of people and communities.

As aresult of the examination carried out in March
2018, the UN Committee on Economic, Social and
Cultural Rights recommends that the Mexican State
takes full account of its obligations under the Inter-
national Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights (ICESCR) and ensures the full enjoyment of the
rights recognized in it in the implementation of the
2030 Agenda at the national level. It also encourages
the State to establish independent mechanisms to
monitor progress and treat beneficiaries of public



programmes as holders of rights to which they may

be entitled.

Civil society organizations from Ecuador have
brought to the attention of human rights bodies cases
of conflict between extractive industries and indige-
nous communities. In August 2017, the UN Committee
on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination was
urged to investigate the situation of several families

Overview

Amazon region. Four Amazonian provinces (Napo,

Orellana, Pastaza and Morona Santiago) are affected
by oil explorations over a total surface of four million

from the Shuar community displaced unlawfully by
the copper mining project San Carlos Panantza in the

Claim of ‘leave no one behind’
must include indigenous peoples

BY JOSHUA COOPER, UNIVERSITY OF HAWAI’I

The Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) provide a path to
protect the remaining natural
resources for future generations
and forge a future for those
furthest behind. The 2030 Agenda
is unequivocally grounded in

globally recognized human rights.

This includes the rights of indige-
nous peoples. There are six direct
references to indigenous peoples
in the 2030 Agenda.

Indigenous peoples spiritual

and cultural practices since

time immemorial offer valu-

able insight to humanity if it

is to achieve the 2030 Agenda.
Indigenous peoples’ traditional
knowledge and ancestral wisdom
is what the world is seeking with
sustainability.

However, the review process to
monitor the implementation of
the 2030 Agenda in the context of
the High-Level Political Forum

(HLPF) of the UN is absolutely
insufficient. The presentations of
the Voluntary National Reviews
(VNRs) by Member States have
forgotten indigenous peoples or
intentionally forced them into
exclusion. Some governments
have even returned to earlier
positions, prior to the adoption of
the UN Declaration on the Rights
of Indigenous Peoples and ignore
the right of self-identification.

One vital addition of the SDGs

to the Millennium Development
Goals is that every Member State
will measure how they achieve
the 2030 Development Agenda.
No longer are Indigenous Peoples
in developed countries excluded
from a global initiative.

During the United Nations Perma-
nent Forum on Indigenous Issues
that took place in April 2018, only
three months ahead of the HLPF,
indigenous peoples explored

hectares. The Center on Economic and Social Rights
(CESR) is concerned that the consultation process
with hundreds of indigenous communities in that
huge area has not been conducted properly. (see also
Box 0.2 on the need to include indigenous peoples in
all areas of SDG implementation).

Box 0.2

engagement around the VNRs at
every step in four countries

- Australia, Canada, Laos and
Vietnam.

While the political systems in
those countries are different, the
end result is quite similar -in

all of them, Indigenous Peoples
are invisible and haven’t been
included so far in the reports.
Indeed, there was little if no com-
munication directly with indige-
nous peoples to seek their input in
their countries’ VNRs.

For the more developed coun-
tries, there were promotional
materials printed and decorating
buildings in capital. However,
indigenous peoples never heard
from national agencies responsi-
ble for drafting the SDG VNRs or
were they contacted to participate
at the HLPF, let alone to engage in
consultations in country.
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At the Permanent Forum interac-
tive dialogues, indigenous peoples
asked pointedly about SDGs. One
of the responses regarding VNRs
was: “This is still a relatively new
review process. It is the starting
point to establish benchmark and
priorities.” But we only have a bit
over a decade to achieve the SDGs.

During every opportunity to
organize, there were no signs
from States that showed indige-

indigenous peoples wondered if
they had missed the development
bus and not even been told where
the bus stop is.

During the HLPF in 2019, we must
indigenize the SDG process for

a genuine measurement of the
global sustainable development
movement. Reforms must main-
stream indigenous peoples and
other vulnerable voices so as to
provide a valuable vision through

Joshua Cooper is Lecturer at the Uni-
versity of Hawai'i in Political Science,
Director of the Hawai'i Institute for
Human Rights, and Dean of the Interna-
tional Human and Peoples Rights Law

Program in Vienna, Austria.

nous peoples were being rec-
ognized as partners. In fact,

Weakening environmental protection in Colombia

In neighbouring Colombia, a report by Angélica
Beltran, Karla Diaz and David Cruz, researchers from
Asociacion Ambiente y Sociedad argues that “extrac-
tive industries and atmospheric pollution in the cities
are a major source of socio-environmental conflicts”.
The report states: “Environmental protection shows a
progressive weakening.... Due to the lack of updated
environmental information and the simplification of
procedures in the granting of permits and licenses,
the affected communities find it increasingly difficult
to monitor the threats over their land and liveli-
hoods.” Further, environmental control institutions
do not have the capacity to oversee extractive activ-
ities adequately, which has allowed serious ecocides
such as the outcropping of crude oil in the Lizama
Block and the violation of environmental rules by
Emerald Energy in the Ombu Block, located in the
Amazon region.

In fact, the regulatory framework favours extractive
activities through measures such as the creation of
areas of rapid mining concessions, the opening of oil
blocks around national Natural Parks, and territo-
rial gerrymandering in order to allow activities that
violate international agreements for the protection
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transformative initiatives.

and conservation of the Amazon. The increase in the
rate of deforestation, the rise in the number of oil
exploration and extraction permits and delays in the
implementation of deforestation control strategies
have led the Colombian government to postpone the
goal of zero net deforestation in the Amazon, initially
set for 2020 and now extended until 2030.

Guatemala fails to tax

Meanwhile, in Guatemala the main complaint about
the State is its absence. “We have the sensation that
there is no government,” reports Helmer Velazquez,
director of the cooperatives and NGOs association
Congcoop, “because taxes are so low and the ‘state
captors’ don’t even pay them, thanks to tax exemp-
tions or plain avoidance, which leaves the mortgage
of natural resources as the only funding source.”

“This wouldn’t be a problem if we didn’t have seven
million people living in poverty: Half of the popu-
lation! And poverty is extreme for three million of
them. Very calm, the government reported in 2017
‘institutional progress’ by linking the SDGs with the
national development plan K’atun 2032. In substan-
tive terms, nothing.”



Fiscal reform and a reorientation of public expend-
iture are demanded by civil society, which proposes
massive investment in family agriculture as the way
to unleash virtuous circles on employment and food
and thus meet the goals and targets set for 2030.

Food is the key in Nepal

Food is also the axis of the civil society report from
Nepal, where “transnational corporations are grab-
bing land, monopolizing seeds and food markets,

as a result of which small holder farmers are more
and more marginalized”. As visible evidence, “now
in Nepal packed foods are common not only in the
urban townships but also in remote and hard to reach
areas, replacing indigenous food consumption pat-
terns. Farmers rely heavily on seed markets rather
than preserving their own seeds which was common
practices in Nepal even a few years back.”

Food quality is degrading as farmers are using
chemical pesticides and fertilizers. This creates
health problems, and even when food availability
has improved, the supply is inadequate to meet the
surging food demand. Cereal import dependency has
been rising, while Nepal‘s capacity to export food has
been falling. This can also be linked with the huge
out-migration among youth for work in foreign lands
in the absence of opportunities in the country.

“There are three main threats to food security:
inequality, limited role of small-scale farmers, and
climate change,” concludes the report authored by
Gyan Bahadur Adhikari and Kritika Lamsal, from
Rural Reconstruction Nepal. To tackle them “the food
system must become more rights-based, less mar-
ket-based, and more people-centred and designed

to take into account the perspectives of the poorest
people themselves”.

In Nicaragua to defend water is to defend life

In Nicaragua, the entry point is water for the joint
report of Coordinadora Civil and the National
Platform in Defense of Water and Life, “because
access to water is both a human right and one of
the Sustainable Development Goals”. Nicaragua
is suffering a shortage of safe water as a result of
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the combined effect of climate change that reduces
superficial water and the unregulated extraction of
underground water by industrial agro-exporters and
enclave tourism.

“Sustainable human development — concludes the
report — will improve quality of life for all if it
reduces environmental destruction, limits agricul-
tural expansion and restricts open-pit mining that is
exhausting natural resources, poisoning the water
and causing disease and poverty.”

Right to development denied in Palestine

In Palestine, the main obstacle to realizing these
goals and targets is the occupation that continues to
confiscate lands and, as reported by UNCTAD, deny
Palestinians the human right to development.? The
indicators are alarming: unemployment has reached
27.7 percent in the Palestinian territories occupied

in 1967 and 44 percent in the Gaza Strip. The poverty
rate for the year has reached 29 percent in 2017 and it
is 53 percent in the Gaza Strip, reflecting the cata-
strophic effect of the 10-year ongoing blockade.

On the other hand, the civil society report by the
Al-Marsad Social and Economic Policies Monitor
perceives the Palestinian National Authority’s efforts
as “reproduction of the same policies and practices”,
without the changes that would be required to pro-
gress towards the SDGs, ”particularly employment
and labor, social protection, progressive taxation,
industrial and agricultural development, and public
expenditure”. Civil society perceives its space as
shrinking, while the Authority “takes control of the
judiciary and affiliates with the private sector.”

Natural and financial catastrophes in Puerto Rico
From Puerto Rico, the women’s organization Cohitre

also describes a “colonial condition that imposes
agendas foreign to our people”. In September 2017

2 See: UNCTAD (2018): The Economic Costs of the Israeli Occupation
for the Palestinian People and their Human Right to Development:
Legal Dimensions. Geneva. (http://unctad.org/en/pages/
PublicationWebflyer.aspx?publicationid=2044)
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hurricanes Irma and Maria hit the island, destroy-
ing 70,000 homes and collapsing its electric network
(still not completely restored), its transport system,
hospitals and fuel and food supplies.

The catastrophic effects are sharpened by the
absence of political powers - the island is a US ‘unin-
corporated territory’ since 1898 — and the control of
its finances by a US-imposed Fiscal Control Board,
due to its indebtedness. “The diversion of funds to
pay off public debt, adjustment plans, austerity meas-
ures, the reduction of the public sector and privati-
zation has compromised the government’s capacity
to respond to the crisis” while “the response of the
US government is slow, erratic and centralized” and
“the US Congress has shown no rush to provide aid
to Puerto Rico, given the debate over corruption and
how to manage the funds”.

Itis estimated that over a hundred thousand people
(3% of the population) have migrated following the
hurricanes, either for health reasons (seeking appro-
priate medical services), for reasons of education
(closed schools) or looking for a job (due to economic
collapse and job loss) and “especially due to a policy
from the US Federal Emergency Management Agency
(FEMA) that stimulates migration”.

Civil society groups demand the elimination of the
Fiscal Control Board that undermines democracy and
that “the payment to creditors not be placed above
the payment of the ordinary expenses of the gov-
ernment that directly benefit the population, which
causes a problem of human rights”.

Peru is unable to implement

Peru was affected by natural disasters more than a
year ago, when heavy rains and floods affected 21 of
its 25 departments. As of May 2018, thousands of fam-
ilies still live in tents and many schools and hospitals
have not recovered completely. In fact, many families
still have not recovered their houses, destroyed by an
earthquake in 2007, more than ten years ago!

Peru is part of the “Ring of Fire” around the Pacific

Ocean, prone to earthquakes and volcanic activity. It
is further vulnerable to the climate change-induced
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alterations in ocean currents, causing floods in

the north of the country and drought in the south
and centre. According to the report by Grupo Red
de Economia Solidaria del Peru (GRESP) and the
Intercontinental network for the promotion of social
solidarity economy (Ripess) “lack of planning in the
use of land for housing and criminal-led occupa-
tions of unsuitable terrain to set up slums make the
problem worse. Captured by corruption, the Peruvian
state is too weak to implement public policies, risk
prevention, emergency assistance or rehabilitation
and reconstruction.”

In 1990, when neoliberal policies started to be imple-
mented, poverty affected 24 percent of the popu-
lation. The 2018 household survey situates income
poverty at 21.7 percent. “Peru has sold at throw-away
prices its state-owned enterprises and given away

all its natural resources to lower poverty to less than
three percent” comments NGO leader Héctor Béjar.
“The 2030 Agenda, from this perspective, looks like a
beautiful but unreachable utopia.”

Transition left too many behind in the Czech Republic

In the Czech Republic the most pressing social issue

is the degree of household debt households and the
frequency of debt-related property seizures, which
concerns more than 8 percent of the population. The
costs filed by private collection agencies for often
minor sums have deprived hundreds of thousands of
people of their property and often forced them to the
edge of the society or even into homelessness.

Nevertheless, Ondrej Lansky and Tomas ToZicka
report on behalf of Social Watch-Czech Republic that
“the conservative and liberal political right that has
so far dominated the public discourse for the last
three decades keeps repeating that we are living in
the best of times and that everybody’s well-off. It
therefore forgets a large part of the society that lost
in the transformation towards a market economy.
They lost in the sense of lacking economic securities
that used to be in place, and as a result of direct social
degradation. But the major part of academia and

the cultural elites refused to pay attention to social
issues. Most of the churches and NGOs focused on
providing paternalist assistance to the most vulner-



able while keeping with the logic of individualistic
responsibility. ‘New politicians’ coming from the
oligarchic circles are preying on such sentiments,
promising more dignity to the low and middle
classes, often outside of the urban centres.”

Challenges in Cyprus

Circumstances look more promising in Cyprus, where
the 2013 financial crisis seems over and NGOs work
together with government and parliament to imple-
ment the SDGs, as reported by Charalambos Vrasidas
and Sotiris Themistokleous, from CARDET. Yet, even
when progress is observed in all SDGs and planning
is in place, the official review acknowledges impor-
tant challenges: “High public debt, high unemploy-
ment rate, the low contribution of the agricultural
sector in the GDP, under-representation of women in
political and public life, the need for a sustainable
consumption policy, a high percentage of non-attain-
ment in mathematics, science and reading and the
need to increase ODA.”

Build, build, build in the Philippines

In the Philippines, with a huge mandate to back it up,
the government of President Rodrigo Duterte (locally
referred to as “DU30”) set off on a long-term goal
consistent with the 2030 Agenda, promising to end
poverty by 2040 and building a more fair, prosper-
ous, stable and peaceful society through inclusive
economic growth that minds environmental limits.

Two years down the road, Isagani Serrano, president
of the Philippines Rural Reconstruction Movement
and a convener of Social Watch Philippines, reports
that “DU30 appears on track with its 7-8 percent
annual economic growth target because of a mas-
sive ‘build, build, build’ infrastructure programme
accounting for 5.4 percent of GDP in 2017. The
negative impact of this programme, specifically
conversion to other land uses of already dimin-
ishing farmlands, is still to be determined. But

the fossil fuel- intensive infrastructure and power
programmes and projects could reverse modest
gains achieved in environmental protection and
rehabilitation.”
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Top priority is yet to be given to light infrastructure,
like rural roads, water and sanitation, and home
electricity, which impact more directly on the lives of
the poor and excluded. There is no firm indication as
yet whether and how the promised poverty reduc-
tion from 21.6 percent to 14 percent by 2022 will be
achieved, but spending on the social sector was 8.5
percent of GDP. Remittances from overseas Filipinos
—arecord-setting US$ 28.1 billion in 2017 — keep the
economy going mainly by financing family consump-
tion and, potentially, the growth of the local economy.

“The regime that started off on a high note of social
consensus is now being threatened by creeping
polarization”, concludes Serrano. “This is due in part
to an abrasive yet popular style of leadership that’s
unforgiving to opposition and bearing streaks of
authoritarianism. Underlying such polarization is the
continuing high inequality that allows a tiny group
of 16 billionaire-families and their political allies
across the political spectrum — accounting for less
than 1 percent of the population — so much power and
wealth at the expense of so many.”

Women lead the struggle in Thailand

Writing from Thailand, Ranee Hassarungsee from

the Social Agenda Working Group finds it impossible
to constrain the analysis within national borders
because “trade liberalization in the process of glo-
balization has enabled transnational corporations to
exploit natural resources widely and deeply across
borders, in collusion with domestic elites. Nation-
al-level natural resource policies have implica-

tions in other countries as State agencies, domestic
monopoly capital and transnational corporations
have assumed key roles in framing various aspects

of development policies, in manufacturing, energy,
environment, land use, etc.” The other side of the coin
is that “people’s rights to self-determination is being
restricted as their participation in decision-making is
curtailed”.

In the case of Thailand, “the State has become a
joint stakeholder, either as a major shareholder, or
the owner of capital itself. When the government
is under the absolute control of the military and the
people are deprived of their democratic rights to
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demand accountability, to voice any opinions, not

to mention criticism, nor to access information, the
problems of natural resource management become
even more complicated. Large domestic monopoly
capital and corporations that rely on military sup-
port are joining hands with foreign corporations to
strengthen their access to and control of the country’s
resources, thereby creating further injustices in Thai
society.”

The invasion of the farm land of the poor, the
expansion of industries into the food resource base
of local people, overproduction, and the expansion
of energy sources increase the threats of drought,
flash floods, severe storms, unseasonal downpours
and extreme temperatures. “In this convergence of
a socio-economic crisis and an ecological crisis, var-
ious groups of women have emerged and are leading
the struggles to defend natural resources and the
livelihoods of their families and communities”.

36

If it is likewise appropriated by the grassroots around
the world, the 2030 Agenda will shift from a utopian
dream into a source of hope.

Roberto Bissio is Executive Director of the Instituto del Tercer
Mundo (Third World Institute) and coordinator of the Social

Watch network.



How to leave no one behind in statistics?

BY XAVIER GODINOT, INTERNATIONAL MOVEMENT ATD FOURTH WORLD

Paris, late February 2018. It is
freezing cold with temperatures
of minus 4° C. A head count of
homeless people realized within
Paris proper has come up with

at least 3,624 people sleeping in
the streets, in parking garages,
train and underground stations.
All emergency housing struc-
tures are overcrowded and often
helpless. The National Statistics
Office contends that in France,
the number of homeless people
has increased by 50 percent from
2001 up to 141,500 people in 2012
and that more than half of them
are foreigners. Some 15-20,000
slum-dwellers should be added to
this figure. The life expectancy
of homeless people is estimated
at 49.7 years, 30 years less than
that of French males and 35 years
less than that of French females.
This is the most visible aspect of
extreme poverty in France.

How is this reality captured by
the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) that claim to ‘leave
no one behind’ and especially

by SDG 1, “End poverty in all

its forms everywhere”, and its
first target: “By 2030, eradicate
extreme poverty for all people
everywhere, currently measured
as people living on less than $1.90
a day”? Both the language and the
spirit of this goal reflect the grow-
ing acceptance of the idea that
poverty is a multi-dimensional
concept that reflects multiple

deprivations in various aspects

of well-being. Yet, there is much
less agreement on the best ways in
which those deprivations should
be measured.

Until 2017, the World Bank has
assumed that most “high income
economies had no people living in
extreme poverty”,! an assumption
that ATD Fourth World has been
denouncing for years. In response
to recommendations from the
Report of the Commission on Global
Poverty (the Atkinson Report)? the
World Bank announced in Octo-
ber 2017 that it would implement
a ‘truly global’ approach to pov-
erty measurement and decided to
include high-income countries in
its global estimate of people living
in poverty. Yet, if you search its
database for the proportion of
people living in extreme poverty
in France, that is, on less than

US$ 1.90 a day, you find 0 per-
cent, and the same in Belgium
and Germany. It is clear that in
high-income countries the poorest
are still being made statistically
invisible. As a result, the UN SDG
Report 2017 was able to state that
the number of people living in
extreme poverty has fallen sig-
nificantly, from 1.7 billion in 1999
to 767 million in 2013, which rep-
resents a reduction in the global

1 Ferreira (2017).
2 World Bank (2016).
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Box 0.3

rate of extreme poverty from

28 percent in 1999 to 11 percent
in 2013.% The number of home-
less people in France has nearly
doubled over the same period, but
this is made completely invisible
in this global estimate.

Angus Deaton, the 2015 Nobel lau-
reate in economics, stated recently
that World Bank figures on pov-
erty miss a very important fact,
in that they ignore differences

in need among countries.* There
are necessities of life in rich, cold
and urban countries that are less
needed in poor countries. Itis
precisely the cost and difficulty
of housing that make for so much
misery and that are missed by the
World Bank global counts. The
US$ 1.90/day line was designed
for low-income countries and is
inappropriate for high-income
ones. Following Oxford economist
Robert Allen, Deacon suggests
using a US$ 4/day line, which is an
estimated needs-based absolute
poverty line for rich countries.

Thinking of poverty as
multi-dimensional poses new
questions about the true nature
of poverty. Amartya Sen, the
1998 Nobel laureate in economics,
stated 40 years ago that “Poverty
may be seen as a failure to reach

3 UN(2017), p.3.
4 Deaton (2018).
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some absolute level of capabil-
ity”, in our example, a failure

to be capable of getting suitable
housing when it is freezing cold.
He contended that “absolute
deprivation in terms of a person’s
capabilities relates to relative
deprivations in terms of commod-
ities, incomes and resources.”®
This is precisely the reason why it
is inappropriate to use the same
poverty line in developed and
developing countries.

World Bank economists have
become aware of this and in order
to better capture extreme poverty
in different national contexts,

a World Bank report stated in
October 2017:

Starting this month, the World
Bank will report poverty rates
for all countries using two new
international poverty lines: a lower
middle-income International Pov-
erty Line, set at US$ 3.20/day;

and an upper middle-income
International Poverty Line, set at
US$ 5.50/day. This will be in addi-
tion to the US$ 1.90 International
Poverty Line — which remains our
headline poverty threshold, and
continues to define the Bank’s goal
of ending global extreme poverty
by 2030.¢

This is a welcome recognition

of the need to better capture
extreme poverty that was made
invisible in middle-income
countries. It means that in order
to assess progress towards SDG 1,

5 Sen (1983).
6 Ferreira/Sanchez (2017).
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the US$ 1.90 International Poverty
Line (IPL) is clearly insufficient
and must be completed by the
ratios or numbers of extremely
poor people at US$ 5.50 a day.
What about high-income coun-
tries? No IPL has been defined for
them. Yet it is crystal clear that
“the cost of escaping poverty rises
with the average incomes”,” as the
same World Bank report notes,
and that with US$ 165 a month,
homeless people in Paris, New
York or Tokyo are utterly unable
to meet their basic needs and to
find any solid accommodation
with at least some heating. Yet
these people remain invisible in
the global estimate of the World
Bank and of the United Nations.

The universality of the SDGs

is challenging most statistics
institutions at international or
national level. Implementing SDG
1requires that extreme poverty
be measured in absolute terms,
with the meaning Amartya Sen
gave to this term. Yet the World
Bank is accustomed to measuring
absolute poverty in developing
countries, not in developed ones,
while the OECD or Eurostat is
accustomed to measuring relative
poverty in high-income countries,
not absolute poverty. Eurostat
recently stated that “the target
for eradicating extreme poverty
focuses primarily on developing
countries in continuity with the
earlier Millennium Development
Goals”,® which is completely

at odds with the spirit and the

7 Ibid.
8 Eurostat (2017), p. 29.

wording of the SDGs. As for the
OECD, its set of indicators for
monitoring SDGs in member
countries includes an indicator
of the absolute poverty rate at
the level of US$ 10 per person per
day, without providing any solid
evidence for this figure.®

The Atkinson Report formulated
many recommendations in order
to improve the global count of
people living in extreme poverty.
Recommendation 3 proposes

that there be investigations of
the extent to which people are
missing from the global pov-

erty count. In 2005, the French
National Observatory on Poverty
and Social Exclusion estimated
that 2 percent of the population,
mainly the most impoverished,
were not counted in the census. It
is very likely that this proportion
has increased dramatically today,
with the inflow of refugees, many
of whom are undocumented.
Recommendation 11 states that
the World Bank should publish

a portfolio of complementary
indicators alongside the global
poverty count, which the Bank is
starting to do. Recommendation
15 suggests that the Bank should
develop a programme of work in
conjunction with other interna-
tional agencies, on a basic-needs
estimate of extreme poverty.

Another problem with measur-
ing the IPL in different countries
is that the measures conceal
behind their apparent clarity the
darkness of their calculation.

9 OECD (2017), Annex 1.



The Report listed not less than 14
non-sampling sources of error

in the calculation of the poverty
headcount at US$ 1.90 a day. It rec-
ommended that the World Bank
adopt a ‘total error’ approach,
making clear to the general public
the margin of error of the Bank’s
estimates. World Bank economists
responded that this is one of the
Commission’s most important rec-
ommendations, yet they state that
they “do not currently possess

the in-house statistical capacity

to correctly produce estimates

of ‘total error’ arising from the
multiplicity of possible sources

of error listed above”.?® This is
highly problematic. By the way,

it means that when the Bank con-
tends that global extreme poverty
has decreased by a certain per-
centage over the latest years, you
never know whether this reflects
on-the-ground improvements or
just the margin of error of its cal-
culations. World Bank economists
are now making more explicit
that their figures are estimates
that involve many uncertainties
and will now publish estimates of
global poverty every other year,
instead of every year.

The Atkinson Report also recom-
mended that World Bank and oth-
ers responsible for poverty statis-
tics explore the use of subjective
measures of poverty and use par-
ticipatory methods to really listen
to poor people and understand
what defines poverty in their
views. The World Bank states that
they “fully embrace the principle

10 World Bank (2016), p. 5.

that in-depth consultation with
poor people themselves is essen-
tial to an understanding of the
true nature of the multifaceted
phenomenon we call poverty”.
They also envisage that “likely
most important and innovative
work that pushes the frontiers
of our understanding of poverty
will continue to take place at the
country or subnational levels”.!!

To contribute to the goal of taking
up these challenges, the Inter-
national Movement ATD Fourth
World and Oxford University
have engaged in an international
participatory research on the
dimensions of poverty and how to
measure them. National research
teams comprising academics,
practitioners and people living in
poverty have been set up in six
countries: Bangladesh, Bolivia,
France, Great Britain, Tanzania
and the USA. They are implement-
ing the Merging of Knowledge
approach that ATD Fourth World
has been refining for 20 years; it
enables people living in poverty
to work as co-researchers on an
equal footing with other par-
ticipants.'? The outcomes of this
challenging project are expected
in late 2019.
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Cross-cutting policy areas

1

The increasing concentration of wealth
and economic power as an obstacle to
sustainable development - and what to do about it

BY KATE DONALD, CENTER FOR ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL RIGHTS, AND JENS MARTENS, GLOBAL POLICY FORUM

The 2030 Agenda cites the “enormous disparities of opportunity, wealth and power” as one of the “immense
challenges” to sustainable development.’ It recognizes that “sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic
growth...will only be possible if wealth is shared and income inequality is addressed”.?

A major part of the inequality picture is increasing market concentration and the accumulation of wealth
and economic power in the hands of a relatively small number of transnational corporations and ultra-rich
individuals. Intense concentration of wealth and power is in fact inimical to progress across the entire 2030
Agenda.

This trend has not emerged accidentally: inequality is the result of deliberate policy choices. In many
countries, fiscal and regulatory policies have not only led to the weakening of the public sector, but have
also enabled the unprecedented accumulation of individual wealth and increasing market concentration.

But, there are robust and progressive alternatives to these policies, which could effectively
redistribute wealth and counteract the concentration of economic power. Such alternative policies
will be a prerequisite to unleash the transformative potential of the SDGs and fulfill their ambition
“to realize the human rights of all™.

Growing accumulation of wealth (10.1),* wealth inequality goes overlooked despite
being one of the major drivers of disparities across

The inclusion of a goal to reduce inequalities is one the world.

of the major strengths of the SDGs, but the challenge

is even more immense than Goal 10’s targets suggest. Many studies have shown that wealth inequality is

Although there is a target on income disparities even deeper and more pernicious than income ine-

quality. According to estimates by the Credit Suisse
Research Institute, the bottom half of the global
population own less than 1 percent of total wealth.

4 Target 10.1 does not really take aim at income inequality per se

(i.e., the gap between the rich and the poor), but rather is based on

1 UN(2015b), para. 14. the World Bank’s measure of ‘shared prosperity’ —the share of the
2 Ibid., para.27. bottom 40 percent of the income distribution increasing faster
3 Ibid., preamble. than the average.
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Figure 1.1

Top 1% personal wealth share in emerging and rich countries, 1970-2015
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Source: Alvaredo et al. (2017), Figure 4.2.1.

In sharp contrast, the richest 10 percent hold

88 percent of the world’s wealth, and the top 1 percent
alone account for 50 percent of global assets.®> As
Branko Milanovic writes, “wealth inequality is even
more extreme [than income inequality] for every
country for which we have reliable data”.® These dis-
parities also reinforce each other, as wealth typically
generates income: in 2014, 67.4 percent of the pre-tax
income of the top 0.1 percent in the USA was income
from wealth (capital gains, interest, dividends, etc.).
In most emerging and rich countries the wealth share
of the top 1 percent has been rising steadily over the
last two to three decades (see Figure 1.1).

The vicious circle of inequality

Wealth — ownership of property, land or shares, for
example - confers not just economic security but also
social and political power. As Jeff Spross of The Week
points out, “who owns wealth ultimately determines

5 Credit Suisse (2017), p. 110, figures for 2017.

6 Milanovic (2018).

7 Piketty et al. (2018), Data Appendix (http://gabriel-zucman.eu/files/
PSZ2017MainData.x[sx).

42

who rules”.® This situation creates a ‘vicious circle of
inequality’, whereby growing economic inequality
heightens political inequality, which then increases
the ability of corporations and rich elites to influence
policy-making to protect their wealth and privileges.
Meanwhile the power of labour unions, for example,
is increasingly eroded.® Milanovic states that “higher
levels of inequality seem to be economically benefi-
cial for the rich, who are often able to translate their
disproportionate control of resources into dispro-
portionate influence over political and economic
decision-making.”°

This is largely because wealth buys influence,"
including through directly financing political cam-
paigns. In the USA, the ultra-rich top 0.01 percent
contributed 40 percent of the total election campaign

8 http://theweek.com/articles/717294/wealth-inequality-even-worse-
than-income-inequality.

9 Jaumotte/Osorio Buitron (2015).

10 Milanovic (2018).

11 See Donald (2017) for more on nexus of concentrated political and

economic power.
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contributions in 2016.'2 In many contexts, legislators
are drawn almost exclusively from the wealthiest
classes of society. Wealth also buys access to the
services of lawyers, accountants and lobbyists, which
The New York Times terms the “income defense indus-
try”, «
ners, lobbyists and anti-tax activists who exploit and

a high-priced phalanx of lawyers, estate plan-

defend a dizzying array of tax maneuvers, virtually
none of them available to taxpayers of
more modest means”.!®

Wealth also tends to persist over generations, thereby
constraining social mobility. Wealth disparities on
the basis of race and gender for example, tend to be
far greater than those for income.'* While many peo-
ple may suffer losses as a consequence of a financial
crisis, it is the poorest and most marginalized who
are hardest hit due to lack of a cushion. In many
countries women hore the burden of the global finan-
cial crisis of 2007-2009 (and the subsequent austerity
measures).’s In the USA, recessions have dispropor-
tionately affected black and Latino families.*

Why extreme wealth inequality is inimical to the 2030
Agenda

The concentration of wealth directly or indirectly
affects all elements of the 2030 Agenda. Extreme
economic inequality is, for instance, integrally linked
with persistent and chronic poverty (SDG 1). Indeed,
several studies have shown that SDG 1 will not be
achieved unless extreme income and wealth inequal-
ity is also tackled. The resources that are captured
by wealthy people and entities will be essential to
robustly tackle poverty. To give one example, the
richest man in Nigeria, Aliko Dangote, founder of
Africa’s largest cement producer, earns enough inter-
est on his wealth in one year to lift 2 million people

12 See: www.nytimes.com/2018/02/15/opinion/democracy-inequality-
thomas-piketty.html

13 Scheiber/Cohen (2015).

14 http://prospect.org/article/race-wealth-and-intergenerational-
poverty

15 Donald/Lusiani (2017).
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out of extreme poverty.”” Hence it is not surprising
that Oxfam, like other civil society organizations,
conclude: “To end extreme poverty, we must also
end extreme wealth”8,

In terms of gender inequality (SDG 5), women’s rights
are systematically undermined by the same systems
which create and perpetuate monopolies of power
and wealth. At the simplest level, 90 percent of peo-
ple on the Forbes billionaires list are men, and the
gender wealth gap tends to be even larger than the
gender pay gap. In the USA, white women own only
32 cents for every dollar owned by a white man, and
women of color even less.?

Wealth inequality reflects, entrenches and worsens
the various inequalities women face, cutting across
several SDGs. A report by UN Women on the imple-
mentation of the SDGs from a gender perspective
finds that in Cameroon, for example, while just over
30 percent of women are illiterate, among the poorest
20 percent of women, more than 80 percent are illit-
erate.?0 In Pakistan, 58.5 percent of women and girls
in the lowest 20 percent of the wealth index report
having no say in decisions regarding their own
healthcare, as opposed to 39.3 percent in the wealthi-
est quintile, while Colombia’s poorest women are 16.4
times as likely as the wealthiest women to give birth
without assistance from a healthcare professional.?
UN Women summarizes: “Wealth inequality and
gender-related inequality often interact in ways that
leave women and girls from the poorest households
behind in key SDG-related areas, including access to
education and health services.”?

Furthermore, extreme concentration of wealth
threatens the achievement of the 2030 Agenda by
fundamentally affecting the amount of resources that
are available to be spent on sustainable development.

17 Oxfam (2018), p. 10 and www.forbes.com/profile/aliko-
dangote/?list=billionaires.

18 Oxfam (2018), p. 17.

19 Oxfam (2018), p. 25.

20 UN Women (2018), p. 85.

21 Ibid., pp. 153, 167.

22 Ibid., p. 144.
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Figure 1.2

The rise of private capital and the fall of public capital in rich countries, 1970-2016
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As the World Inequality Report 2018 states, “Over
the past decades, countries have become richer, but
governments have become poor” due to a massive
shift towards private capital.?® As result of the
privatization policies of the last decades the amount
of public capital is now negative or close to zero in
many rich countries (see Figure 1.2). This limits the
policy space of governments to tackle inequalities,
as well as to implement the SDGs. For example, many
of the SDGs - especially 3 (health), 4 (education), 5
(gender equality), 6 (water) and 10 (inequalities) -
will ultimately depend on quality, accessible public
services, which require robust public financing.

In addition to threatening public service provision,
intense wealth concentration is likely to be a major
obstacle to creating decent work for all and protect-
ing workers’ rights (SDG 8), given that the power of
wealthy elites and large corporations vastly out-

23 Alvaredo et al. (2017), p. 14.
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weighs that of organized labour. Meanwhile, the
ability of labour to organize and negotiate has been
compromised in many cases, including through
pressure on governments from big business.

Very unequal societies are also bad for the environ-
ment,?* and therefore threaten the environmental
aspects of the 2030 Agenda. The very rich tend to
have a much bigger ecological footprint because
they consume more, and high levels of inequality
have been shown to work against the mobilization
of collective efforts necessary to protect the environ-
ment. The ability of the rich to skew decision-mak-
ing towards their interests may also be detrimental
towards the environment, while also ensuring that
most of the impacts of climate change and pollution
can be ‘dumped’ on people living in poverty.?

24 www.theguardian.com/inequality/2017/jul/04/is-inequality-bad-for-
the-environment
25 Islam (2015).
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These trends could also be an obstacle to achieving
Goal 16, particularly regarding effective and account-
able institutions and participatory, inclusive and
representative decision-making. In general, wealth
concentration and the economic processes that have
accompanied it — such as intense financialization —
distort decision-making in ways that could well be
fatal to the prospects of realizing the 2030 Agenda.
Increasingly, for example, it is financial firms that
have the power to make decisions about what infra-
structure projects are most important (i.e. likely

to produce return on investment), rather than the
people affected democratically deciding what is most
socially valuable.

Growing corporate concentration

Extreme inequalities in individual wealth are also
interrelated with growing market concentration.
Many sectors of the global economy are dominated
by a small number of transnational corporations,
giving them vast power over these markets. The main
beneficiaries of these oligopolistic market structures
are the companies’ largest shareholders and main
owners, some of whom have made it to the top of

the world’s billionaires list. Striking examples are
Jeff Bezos of Amazon, Bill Gates of Microsoft, Mark
Zuckerberg of Facebook, and Carlos Slim of Amer-
ica Movil. Slim has established an almost complete
monopoly over telephone and broadband communi-
cations services in Mexico, which, according to the
OECD, had significant negative effects for consumers
and the economy - but obviously positive effects for
Slim’s fortune.?

Particularly alarming for the implementation of SDG
2 are the concentration processes and mega-merg-
ersin the agrifood industry - in all phases along the
value chain.?” The global trade of agricultural com-
modities, from wheat, corn and soybeans to sugar,
palm oil and rice, is dominated by only five compa-
nies. Meanwhile, if all of the currently planned merg-

26 Oxfam (2018), p. 11.

27 See: IPES-Food (2017) and the comprehensive Agrifood Atlas,
published by Heinrich B6ll Foundation/Rosa Luxemburg Foundation/
Friends of the Earth Europe (2017).
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ers in the seed and agrochemical sector are allowed,
the new corporate giants will together control as
much as 70 percent of the market for agrochemical
products and more than 60 percent of the global seed
market.?

Market concentration and the growing role of a few
global players are also evident in other areas relevant
to the SDGs. Relatively small groups of transnational
corporations dominate, for instance, the mining sec-
tor, the global oil and gas market, and the car indus-
try. They influence, and often undermine, effective
measures against climate change and the transfor-
mation towards sustainable energy systems (SDGs 7
and 13). The extractive industries play a similar role
in unsustainable consumption and production (SDG
12), particularly with the rush to mine in the deep
sea (SDG 14). Corporate concentration has also been
shown to cost jobs and reduce wages, with implica-
tions for SDG 8.2

Transnational banks, institutional investors and
asset management firms, who are major drivers of
these trends, have themselves experienced massive
concentration in recent years. Research has found a
growing concentration of ownership in the hands of
finance capital over the past three decades.?® A differ-
ent investigation of the relationships between 43,000
transnational corporations has identified a group of
companies, mainly in the financial industry, with
disproportionate power over the global economy.
According to the study, “transnational corporations
form a giant bow-tie structure and [...] a large portion
of control flows to a small tightly-knit core of finan-
cial institutions.”*! At the centre of the bow tie, a core
of 147 companies control 40 percent of the network’s
wealth, while just 737 companies control 80 percent.
One of the most influential is the world’s largest

asset management company BlackRock. At the end of
2017, the value of the assets managed by BlackRock
was US$ 6.288 trillion, higher than the GDP of Japan

28 IPES-Food (2017), pp. 21ff.

29 Covert (2018).

30 Peetz/Murray Nienhiiser (2013).
31 Vitali/Glattfelder/Battiston (2011).
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or Germany.*? Large institutional investors such as
pension funds, insurance funds and sovereign wealth
funds are also the drivers of a new generation of
public-private partnerships (PPPs) in infrastructure,
forcing governments to offer ‘hankable’ projects that
meet the needs of these investors rather than the
needs of the affected population.

Which policy choices have led us here?

The policy choices that have produced this extreme
market concentration and socio-economic inequality
are the same fiscal and regulatory policies that led

to the weakening of the public sector and enabled
the unprecedented accumulation of individual and
corporate wealth. Some governments have actively
promoted these policies, in other cases they have
been imposed from abroad, notably by the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF) and powerful public and
private creditors.

The cutbacks in public services and other ‘austerity
measures’ governments claimed were necessary to
keep them solvent in the aftermath of the financial
crisis of 2008-9 led to a wave of privatization, particu-
larly in public service provision and infrastructure.
The first pieces of ‘family silver’ sold into private
hands were such things as water supply, schools,
hospitals, railways, roads, harbors and airports. For
example, among the measures Greece was forced to
adoptin order to meet the terms of its financial assis-
tance packages was a 40-year concession to operate,
manage, develop and maintain 14 regional airports
in Greece to Fraport, a German transport company.
According to a Transnational Institute study, of the
37 regional airports owned by the Greek state, only
the 14 that were profitable have been included in

the privatization programme, leaving taxpayers to
subsidize the unprofitable rest. The study concluded:
“Privatisation often means loss of income to the state
as valuable public assets are sold for bargain prices
to corporations. Profitable state companies that pro-
vide annual revenue are sold off, while unprofitable
subsidy-consuming assets remain in state hands.”s?

32 http://ir.blackrock.com/file/4048287/Index?KeyFile=1001230787
33 Vila/Peters (2016), p. 12.
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The global financial crisis also exacerbated the
ongoing erosion of labour rights, which has been a
major factor in rising income and wealth inequal-
ity. Historically, unions have played a crucial role
in the protection of economic and social rights, and
have helped to close gender® and racial® wage gaps.
There is now strong evidence that lower unioni-
zation has been associated with an increase in top
income shares in advanced economies. Contrib-
uting policies included the cessation of national
general agreements, roll-backs in policy support for
multi-employer bargaining and legislative changes
that favoured corporate rights over labor rights, for
example introducing the possibility for companies in
trouble to opt out of sectoral agreements.*’

Increasing inequality has also been fueled by the
financialization of sectors such as housing. In Spain,
for example, the housing bubble has been identified
as the main cause of the unprecedented rise in the
personal wealth to national income ratio.?® In Argen-
tina, there are 750,000 unoccupied and speculative
housing units, while excessive speculation in the real
estate sector has pushed up prices to the point where
many people (especially in urban areas) are not able
to enjoy their right to safe and secure housing.?* In
Buenos Aires, the amount of people in situations of
homelessness rose by 20 percent in 2016.%° Current
zoning laws and tax policies have been identified as
enabling property speculation practices.*

Existing competition and anti-trust laws at national
and international level have evidently been too weak
to prevent mega-mergers and to curtail the massive

34 See: https://statusofwomendata.org/women-in-unions/.

35 See: http://cepr.net/press-center/press-releases/benefits-of-union-
membership-narrow-racial-wage-inequality-for-black-workers.

36 Jaumotte/Osorio Buitron (2015).

37 Visser/Hayter/Gammarano (2015).

38 Alvaredo et al. (2017), pp. 230ff.

39 CELS(2017).

40 www.cels.org.ar/web/2017/07/ciudad-de-buenos-aires-mas-de-4000-
personas-estan-en-situacion-de-calle/

41 CELS (2017).
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Figure 1.3

Cross-cutting policy areas
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growth of financial conglomerates with dispropor-
tionate influence on the global economy. During

the financial crisis of the late 2000s, bailouts and
stimulus programmes rescued the global banking
system but failed to curtail the growth of large banks
and insurance companies. On the contrary, financial
mergers and acquisitions were an integral element of
the response.

But perhaps the most important factor in driving the
concentration of wealth and economic power has
been the adoption of more regressive tax policies in
most regions of the world, with increased reliance on
indirect taxes such as value-added tax (VAT) to raise
revenue, declining corporate and personal income
tax rates on the highest earners, and low revenue
from property and inheritance taxes (if any). Mean
statutory corporate income tax rates have declined by
13 to 18 percentage points over the past 25 years

(see Figure 1.3).%

42 Crivelli et al. (2015), p. 11.

2005 2010 2015

Meanwhile, expenditures on public services and
social protection — which represent a crucial form
of wealth redistribution and play an essential role
inrealizing human rights - have been cut back in
many countries.** Despite all the rhetoric around
belt-tightening and austerity being the only option,
more progressive alternatives such as raising tax
rates on higher earners, eliminating tax incentives
for multinational corporations, or better enforcing
the collection of property taxes, have typically been
ignored or dismissed as unfeasible.

Even those countries which bucked this trend in
recent decades, such as Brazil, are now experiencing
a shift towards more punitive, regressive policies,
particularly with regards to public spending, with
potentially severe impacts on marginalized and
disadvantaged communities.** Indeed, the negative

43 See for instance www.cesr.org/factsheet-brazils-human-rights-
advances-imperiled-austerity-measures.
44 \bid.
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impact of these trends in fiscal policy has fallen
disproportionately on those who can least afford
to pay; the gendered impacts of austerity meas-
ures and regressive taxation are, for example,
well-documented.*

The lack of political will or at least effective con-
certed action to tackle the cross-border dimension of
tax evasion and tax avoidance has further facilitated
the accumulation of wealth and economic power. As
most recently revealed in the so-called Panama and
Paradise Papers, a large proportion of the profits
and wealth of transnational corporations and rich
individuals is held offshore in tax havens. This
exacerbates inequalities as it deprives countries of
revenue that could be used to finance social protec-
tion systems and quality public services essential
for universalizing enjoyment of economic and social
rights. It also leads to a significant under-estimation
of the scale of inequality. According to recent esti-
mates, the super-wealthy are hiding at least US$ 7.6
trillion from the tax authorities.*¢

There are alternatives

Crucially, there are robust and progressive alter-
natives to these policy trends which would help to
redistribute wealth and power, and thereby begin to
tackle one of the fundamental structural obstacles
to the fulfilment of sustainable development and
human rights commitments.

Governments urgently need to implement fiscal and
regulatory policies which respond to the massive
accumulation of individual wealth, and to generate
and redistribute resources in a way more aligned
with human rights principles and standards®’,

45 See www.brettonwoodsproject.org/2017/09/imf-gender-equality-
expenditure-policy/ and www.brettonwoodsproject.org/2017/04/
imf-gender-equality/.

46 Oxfam (2018), p. 11.

47 See for example Article 2 of the International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights, in which each State party undertakes “to
take steps, individually and through international assistance and
co-operation, especially economic and technical, to the maximum of
its available resources, with a view to achieving progressively the full
realization of the rights recognized in the present Covenant”.
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including through the provision of quality public
services accessible to all. It is important to recognize,
however, that tackling inequality is not just a techno-
cratic matter. Extreme inequality is deeply connected
with power hierarchies, institutions, culture and
politics. As the Society for International Develop-
ment (SID) notes regarding East Africa, efforts to
address inequality are “unlikely to be successful in
the absence of a committed attempt to dismantle and
recreate the institutions that distribute power and
the networks that have emerged to extract benefits
from them”.*® Hence, policy reform is necessary but
not sufficient, and a sectoral approach is likely to
address only the tip of the iceberg. Meaningfully
tackling economic inequality requires more holistic
and more sweeping shifts in where and how power is
vested, including through institutional, legal, social,
economic and political commitments to realizing
human rights.

Human rights standards — particularly those related
to substantive equality and non-discrimination, to
the progressive realization of economic, social and
cultural rights, and to the duty of states to cooperate
internationally in the fulfilment of these rights - pro-
vide detailed and comprehensive normative guid-
ance to states on the action they must take to reduce
economic inequality within and between countries,
and how it intersects with gender, racial and other
dimensions of inequality.*

As governments pursue the reforms that are neces-
sary, inter alia, in the areas of national tax and budget
policies, international tax cooperation, competition
laws and anti-trust regimes, and financial market
regulation, human rights principles and standards
should guide the policy choices, implementation and
the outcomes sought. Essential elements of a reform
package are:

48 Society for International Development (2016).

49 For more on the role human rights standards can play in guiding
efforts to tackle economic inequality, including as part of efforts to
implement the SDGs, see Center for Economic and Social Rights (2016).
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Figure 1.4

Cross-cutting policy areas

Redistributive impact of taxes and transfers in advanced economies
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