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Introduction

The United Nations (UN) Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were initiated in 2000, with a projected achievement date of 2015. Development of the goals involved extensive collaboration between the UN and 193 Member States that were represented at the Millennium Summit in New York in 2000. However, persons with disabilities and their representative organisations were not included in the MDG development process at international levels. As a result, the MDGs and their time-bound targets do not include disability-related priorities and reporting requirements. 

The MDGs are based on several international development processes that took place in the 1990s and also the Millennium Declaration, formulated at the New York Summit and still widely seen as a progressive international declaration. The eight MDGs serve as a shared framework for action and cooperation among the international community in order to address the human development issues of extreme poverty, child and maternal mortality, gender equality, disease and HIV-Aids, hunger and under-nutrition, environmental sustainability, and universal primary education. With the target date of 2015 rapidly approaching, the UN Secretary-General’s MDG review in 2012 indicated significant progress towards achieving MDG targets for poverty reduction, access to improved sources of drinking water, gender equality, and child and maternal mortality. 

In this article, the authors explore current global initiatives of the UN and the international community aimed at establishing a development framework/agenda that will follow the MDGs in 2015. The article highlights the ongoing impact of exclusion of disability-inclusive goals and targets in the initial formulation of the MDGs in 2000, and the importance of ensuring that the design and implementation of the Post 2015 agenda is inclusive of persons with disabilities.

The MDGs: A case of exclusive progress?

Working towards achieving the MDGs has been an important part of international donor development, cooperation, policy and practice. However, as noted by the UN Secretary-General in 2012, progress in achieving the MDGs has been uneven across and within regions and countries, and has not included all sectors of the population. “Most often, it is the poorest and those most marginalised and discriminated against on the basis of, inter alia, gender, age, disability and ethnicity who have seen the least progress” (United Nations, 2012). The perspectives of the UN Secretary-General are shared by ICEVI and its international partner members. As mentioned earlier, persons with disabilities, including those with visual impairments were not included in the discussions leading to development of the Millennium Declaration and MDGs in 2000. As a result, the race to achieve the MDGs, which many donor organisations have embraced wholeheartedly, has not translated into equitable improvements for persons with disabilities (Vision Alliance, 2012). Many of the MDG targets are couched in terms of “halving” or “increasing”, rather than the more universal terms of “extreme poverty eradication”, “universal primary education”. As a result, national progress in achieving MDG targets can be made without changing the situation of the poorest and most vulnerable groups in a country. In some instances, national progress reports mask worsening conditions for the poorest. 

Even where goals and targets are universal, persons with disabilities have been left behind. The second MDG for example, which calls for universal primary education, has led to good progress in many countries, in achieving gender parity in school access. However, being a child with a disability more than doubles one's chances of never enrolling in education in some countries (Filmer, 2008; UNESCO, 2010, p. 181). The World Health Organisation’s World Disability Report (2011, p. 206) highlights the strong correlation between disability and poor education outcomes compared to other exclusionary factors. It is estimated that over 90% of children with a visual impairment in developing countries receive no education at all (Vision Alliance, 2012).

There is now a chance to make this situation right. Currently the UN is engaged in a global consultation process to establish a development agenda and framework that will replace the MDGs when they expire in 2015. 

Post 2015 Development Agenda

The UN has placed a high priority on ensuring that the process to develop the Post 2015 development framework is responsive to the perspectives and priorities of national governments and civil society, including individuals who are directly affected by poverty and injustice. The process has been hugely consultative so far, involving many national and thematic consultations and engaging civil society in a variety of UN initiatives. The UN consultation process is engaging with the private sector, academics, governments, and civil servants through online and print media, and face-to-face meetings. The most notable of these meetings are associated with the High Level Panel of Eminent Persons, discussed in more detail below.

The process of developing the Post 2015 framework is complex and multifaceted. It is important that international organisations representing persons with disabilities understand the process in order to maximise their engagement with it and ensure that the issues and priorities of people with disabilities are included in the framework’s goals and themes. In this context, the International Disability Alliance (IDA) and the International Disability and Development Consortium (IDDC) have jointly developed a position paper recommending an equitable and inclusive Post-2015 agenda for people with disabilities (http://www.internationaldisabilityalliance.org). These two global consortia, which represent more than one billion people with disabilities worldwide, recommend that the Post 2015 development framework should:

· Enable a focus on the poorest, most marginalised groups, for example people with disabilities, ensuring the full and effective participation of people with disabilities and their representative organisations at all stages of the development process and in any new global partnerships and international co-operation efforts;

· Be driven by a human rights approach that is compliant with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, including all projects and programmes, whether mainstream or disability-specific, with equality and non-discrimination as priority themes;

· Include a stand-alone goal of equality and non-discrimination, as well as the obligation to pursue the underlying principles as a cross-cutting theme throughout  the framework;

· Include goals that are inclusive of people with disabilities, with disaggregated progress measures to reveal the impact on and inclusion of people with disabilities within each goal; and

· Promote a shift in current understanding, definitions and data collection from the narrow focus on income, consumption and wealth, to a broader and more inclusive focus on poverty, progress and development (International Disability Alliance, 2013).

ICEVI supports the IDA and IDDC recommendations promoting the full and active participation of persons with disability at all stages of the Post 2015 framework’s development, and equality and non-discrimination as priority themes. Full and active participation includes the preliminary stages of negotiation and planning stages, through to Post 2015 policy design, programme delivery and monitoring at national and local community levels. We support the promotion of equity and non-discrimination as priority themes of the Post 2015 framework, in accordance with the rights-based principles enshrined in the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006).

Key initiatives established by the UN to promote engagement and consultation with the international community include a High Level Panel of Eminent Persons, a web-based consultation platform, a UN Task Team and an Open Working Group. 

High Level Panel of Eminent Persons

The UN Secretary General has established a High Level Panel of Eminent Persons (HLP) to gather government and civil society input on the framework's content and themes, and to provide the UN Secretary General with recommendations that will be tabled at the UN Millennium Review Summit planned for September 2013. The Panel is co-chaired by the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom and Presidents of Indonesia and Liberia. The 27 members of the Panel include the Queen of Jordan and senior government officials from 15 countries. Their work is guided by 24 framing questions and they have already held several meetings, including sessions with civil society, private sector and other interest groups in London, Monrovia and Bali. The World Blind Union (WBU), Sightsavers, and other organisations in the visual impairment field have made a point of attending meetings which have taken place in the margins of the High Level Panel meetings. It is noteworthy and encouraging that the meeting in Monrovia included a round table meeting on disability. However, the failure of the positive outputs from that meeting to make much impact on the communiqué was a disappointment. The main output from the HLP has included a report presented to the UN Secretary General at the end of May 2013. This report serves as a key input document into the Post 2015 section of the UN General Assembly meeting on the current Millennium Development Goals.

Global thematic consultation

In order to support the work of the High Level Panel, the UN launched a web platform in 2012, titled www.worldwewant2015.org. The web platform includes a series of online discussions on Post 2015 themes that are hosted jointly by UNICEF and UN Women, with support from the governments of Denmark and Ghana. Of particular interest to ICEVI and its member organisations is the first online discussion theme, which focussed on education inequalities and disadvantage.

Progress to date in the web consultation process has included contributions from approximately 600 global organisations and countries in Africa, Europe, the Americas and the Asia-Pacific region. As can be imagined, ensuring that any particular message is heard from so many competing claims for attention in such a forum is problematic. Accordingly, Lord Colin Low, as President of ICEVI, has called together a broadly-based group of parliamentarians and stakeholders in the disability field to approach David Cameron, the UK Prime Minister, as one of the co-chairs of the High Level Panel, to drive home the disability message. All indications are that the case for disability to be reflected in the new framework is getting through, but we want to stiffen the Prime Minister’s resolve to ensure that it is not abandoned as part of the inevitable horse trading that will take place at the last minute. So far the Prime Minister has not agreed to a meeting, and time for influencing the High Level Panel is running out. However attempts to influence the position of national governments will continue into 2014.

The UN has compiled a series of reports on the online thematic discussions. These reports are available at www.worldwewant2015.org. Members of ICEVI are invited to consider the outcomes of the global consultation process for international and regional EFA-VI planning and priority-setting.  

UN Task Team

The UN Secretary General has established an internal UN task team to manage the development of both the Millennium Development Goals and the Sustainable Development Goals which were the main outcome of the Rio+20 environmental summit in 2012 (UNCSD, 2012). Members of the Task Team are drawn from across the UN system and to date, the team has produced a report titled “Realizing the Future We Want for All” and several thematic “think pieces”, each led by the relevant UN bodies. The UN Secretary General has appointed a Special Advisor on Post 2015 Development Planning and a Head of Outreach who is responsible for ensuring that the process of developing the Post 2015 framework is more participatory than the process used to develop the MDGs in 2000.

Open Working Group

An Open Working Group has recently been established to progress the process of developing the Sustainable Development Goals, as agreed at the Rio+ Conference in 2013. The Group has approximately 100 member countries, organised into 30 groups. These are still very early days in the life of the Open Working Group. The current plan is that after the High Level Panel reports at the end of May’13 and the UN General Assembly in September’13, the MDG process will move into the Open Working Group’s area of responsibility, with ongoing support from the UN Task Team. This planned process is still a key area of debate as it means developing a single unified framework that brings both the Sustainable and Millennium Development Goals together, the plan being to accomplish this without sacrificing the necessary focus or resources required for either.

Other Post 2015 initiatives

In addition to the official UN Post 2015 initiatives, there are a range of initiatives contributing to the Post 2015 debate. The Beyond 2015 campaign is a global network of 600 or so civil society organisations campaigning for the framework’s development through an inclusive and representative process and also for appropriate content once the process is completed. The campaign has been structured around “essential must haves” for process and a Vision, Purpose, Values and Criteria for content. (Concord Europe, 2013). 

Other initiatives include several academic processes, one being the “Participate” initiative, co-convened by Beyond 2015 and the Institute of Development Studies at Sussex University in the UK (Institute of Development Studies, 2013). This initiative intends to provide high quality evidence on the reality of poverty and bringing the perspectives of people living with poverty into the Post 2015 debate. Another is an online voting system called ‘My World’ that has been initiated by the Overseas Development Institute, UK and the UN Millennium Campaign (United Nations, 2013). The voting system is being used to gather a wide range of votes on the top line issues requiring priority in developing the Post 2015 framework. 

What issues should we focus on in order to make the next framework more inclusive? 

In the upcoming negotiations on a Post 2015 development framework, it will be critical to strike the right balance between setting the agenda and demonstrating the relevance of including disability-inclusive goals and themes in the broader framework. In this context, it is important to remind ourselves that the framework's agenda will largely be determined by the way the process is designed. In other words, the more inclusive and open the process, the more likely it is for persons with disabilities and their representative organisations to be able to make their voices heard and to influence the key issues included in the Post MDG framework. 

One of the key themes that might be addressed in the Post MDG agenda is the fight against inequalities. In recent years, the gap between the rich and poor has not only been widening in developing countries, but is also becoming a global phenomenon. Closing the gap by addressing the root causes underlying inequality will be a key challenge for the Post 2015 framework. This issue is of direct relevance and concern to persons with disabilities across the globe, as they often constitute the marginalised and disadvantaged groups in society. 

Another key issue for the future framework will be environmental sustainability with the threat of climate change and the need to change consumption patterns in parts of the world. In this regard, the Post MDG agenda will have to provide answers to the pressing question of how to live within planetary boundaries. The consequences of climate change and scarcity or inaccessibility of precious resources such as water are already being experienced by people with disabilities in many parts of the world. 

Access to basic services in such areas as education, health and livelihoods will continue to be a key feature of the development agenda after 2015. Despite significant progress in some aspects of this broad agenda, with access to basic education being the most prominent example, many people with a disability lack access to basic health, education and livelihood opportunities. Limited and inequitable access to basic human services perpetuates the cycle of poverty and exclusion for people with disabilities, and limits their chances of living a productive and dignified life, thus having a wider impact on their community and local economy. 

In conclusion, it is crucial that persons with disabilities and other marginalised and disadvantaged groups are given the opportunity to advocate for disability-inclusive approaches to development and implementation of the Post MDG framework. Rights-based and disability-inclusive principles and approaches help to ensure that people, their rights, their development and their participation are situated at the centre of the Post 2015 development process. It is imperative that economic benefits do not become the only measure of national progress in achieving the Post 2015 development goals. The development framework should be an exercise in prioritising, wherever possible, empowerment of the world’s people so that each individual can make informed choices and equitably access development opportunities. Rights-based and disability-inclusive approaches are far from shared by all members of the international community and may prove to be the biggest battle yet to be fought in post MDG negotiations.   
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