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Overview

U.N. member states and a range of other actors are currently engaged in discussions 
regarding the contours of the post-2015 global development agenda. This agenda will 
serve as the successor to the Millennium Development Goals, or MDGs, agreed to in 
2000. The MDGs were a 15-year plan of global goals and targets in areas such as health 
and education. The eight MDGs—which range from halving the rate of extreme poverty 
to reducing the rate of under-5 mortality by two-thirds—have formed a blueprint to 
help the world’s poorest people. The MDGs were agreed to by all of the countries and 
leading development agencies in the world.1

The theory behind the MDGs was simple: By establishing a shared set of priorities in 
crucial areas, setting measurable targets to achieve those goals, and creating transpar-
ency around data to track progress, the goals can catalyze resources and action, driving 
a race to the top. In general, the MDGs were designed to accelerate progress in areas 
where the world was already making headway, hoping that with more resources, atten-
tion, and energy, even more could be achieved. This same emphasis on setting goals 
and targets that are both aspirational and achievable has also been a guiding principle of 
discussions on the post-2015 agenda. 

The original Millennium Development Goals were targeted exclusively at the developing 
world and were largely donor driven. The MDGs represented a traditional North-South 
view of the world, with Northern-dominated donor countries and institutions agreeing 
on a framework prioritizing how they should assist the developing world, i.e., the South.

However, there have been major changes in the global economic and social landscape 
since 2000. Countries such as India, China, and Brazil have achieved rapid growth and 
middle-income status as they have become donors themselves, while still addressing 
major pockets of extreme poverty within their own countries. Concerns over global pat-
terns of consumption and production have grown acute against the backdrop of accel-
erating climate change. Continued fallout from the 2008 global economic crisis has left 
even wealthy countries worried about employment, inequality, and access to economic 
opportunities in their own societies. In short, the tidy North-South view of the world 
from 2000 has very little to do with modern realities.
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Thus, there has been an emerging consensus that the post-2015 agenda should be uni-
versal. By making the new framework universal, every nation would make commitments 
to embrace specific goals and targets that would make the world less impoverished, 
more environmentally sustainable, and more equitable. It is important to stress that like 
the original MDGs, the post-2015 goals and targets are nonbinding commitments. 

The issue of how universality will be applied in practice has not yet received the level of 
discussion it deserves, particularly given that universality has the potential to consider-
ably complicate final member-state negotiations on the post-2015 agenda over the next 18 
months. Some see universality as a central component of the emerging political agreement 
to make the new set of goals relevant for all countries and a natural reflection of a world 
where development exists on a continuum rather than as a simple dichotomy between 
“developed” and “developing.” Others have expressed worry that universality and an 
expanded global agenda could potentially undermine the existing focus on the poorest.2

This report begins with the assumption that universality will be a feature of the next 
agenda. It takes the “illustrative goals and targets” provided in the U.N. High Level Panel 
report submitted to the secretary-general in June 20133 as a logical starting point for 
exploring what universality might mean in very practical terms for a given member state, 
in this case the United States.4 

The High Level Panel report adopted a different style than the MDGs when it came to 
setting its targets, embracing a mixture of global and nationally determined targets. For 
example, by setting targets that called for no one to live on less than $1.25 a day and aim-
ing to reduce all preventable under-5 deaths, the panel set minimum global standards in a 
majority of its focus areas. But in other cases, the panel called on each country to establish 
its own level of ambition toward a defined target. For example, one nationally determined 
target was to “reduce by X percent the share of people living below the poverty line,” 
with national governments and civil society called on to determine what the “X percent” 
should be within their specific country context. (All targets within this report are marked 
as to whether they are globally or nationally determined, or a mix of the two.) 

This careful blend of globally and nationally established targets was seen as adding 
an essential element of flexibility to make it so that the framework could be applied 
universally. 

This report mirrors the structure of the High Level Panel report; it is divided into sec-
tions by goals and then by the targets under each goal. There is a discussion under each 
target regarding its implications in the United States. Could the United States achieve 
such a target? What is the current status of our progress, or lack thereof, related to the 
issue? Is this an area where the United States has a vested interest in making progress? 
Is the target framed in such a way that it is measurable, realistic, and achievable? If the 
panel target were one where the level of ambition is to be set nationally, what might an 
appropriate range of ambition look like in the United States? 
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It is important to emphasize that the original MDGs and the emerging post-2015 global 
development goals are aspirational and target-setting exercises designed to galvanize 
greater levels of support and action on commonly identified challenges. This report does 
not discuss the action plans and means of implementation required to achieve each of 
these targets. However, both the analysis regarding the realism of achieving these targets 
and efforts to set appropriate levels of ambition for nationally determined targets were 
broadly shaped by expert opinion and feedback in these areas. 

What is perhaps most striking when looking at how the United States stacks up against 
the High Level Panel targets is that almost all of these areas are already domestic priori-
ties where the United States has significant vested interest in making more rapid progress. 
It is hard to formulate a cogent argument as to why the United States would not want to 
reduce maternal mortality, improve educational and learning outcomes, increase youth 
employment, cut food waste, or make businesses more energy efficient and profitable.

In a number of cases, research suggested that some of the High Level Panel targets were 
not workable in their current form and will require substantial sharpening and specific-
ity if they are to be of use in setting agreed-upon international aspirations. Targets that 
are not measurable or informed by mutually agreed-upon data will be either ignored 
or ineffective; it would be unfortunate if targets around critical issues such as peace, 
governance, and global partnership are not fully realized because aspirations are not put 
in concrete, measurable terms. 

It is our hope that this report, rather than being the definitive analysis of a broad and 
complicated set of issues, instead represents the beginning of a broader national and 
global conversation regarding the practical implications of universality in the post-2015 
agenda. Our findings were refined and much improved thanks to the constructive feed-
back we received from partners in the think tank, NGO, academic, and international 
institutional community in preparing this report, and we thank the many individuals 
we called upon for their support and feedback. We urge experts in each of these areas, 
in the United States and abroad, to rigorously debate our findings and provide sugges-
tions as a means to further refine them.
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U.N. High Level Panel illustrative goals and targets5 

Goal 1: End poverty 

Target 1a. Bring the number of people living on less than $1.25 a day to zero and reduce  

by X percent the share of people living below their country’s 2015 national poverty line

*[Mix of a global and nationally determined target]

Discussion: This target obviously has two different elements. The first, ending 
extreme poverty so no one lives on less than $1.25 a day, is set as a global aspiration. 
Data on $1.25 a day poverty in the United States are not as readily available as one 
might think. Researchers at the National Poverty Center, however, released data in 
May 2013 that suggested that by mid-2011, “1.65 million households with 3.55 mil-
lion children were living in extreme poverty in a given month, based on cash income. 
This constituted 4.3 percent of all non-elderly households with children.”6 (While 
these families have very little cash income, many of them may be receiving other 
forms of support, such as Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, or SNAP, for-
merly known as food stamps, and the World Bank’s definition of extreme poverty is 
based on consumption rather just income.) There is no reason that the United States 
should not be able to achieve zero people living in extreme poverty by 2030. 

The second part of this target encourages countries to move even further beyond 
the aspiration of ending extreme poverty by reducing their populations living below 
the national poverty line by a nationally determined percentage. Unlike the extreme 
poverty data, which are pegged to $1.25 consumption, national poverty levels are 
calculated using widely differing sets of measures and methods across U.N. member 
states. In the United States, the official poverty rate for 2012 was 15 percent, repre-
senting some 46.5 million people living at or below the poverty line.7 These rates are 
determined by the Census Bureau, with the poverty threshold representing the annual 
amount of cash income minimally required to support families of various sizes. The 
methodology for calculating the thresholds was established in the mid-1960s and has 
not been changed, although periodic adjustments have been made for inflation. A fam-
ily is considered “poor” if its pretax monetary income is below its poverty threshold; 
again, however, income does not consider noncash benefits such as public housing, 
food assistance, or employer-provided health insurance. Some have suggested that 
measuring poverty through consumption rather than income, as is the case in most 
low-income countries, may be a more accurate way to gauge the conditions in which 
people live.8 By pursuing policies that promote more equitable economic growth, sup-
port households’ economic security, and strengthen the social safety net, the share of 
people living below the poverty line can be reduced by at least 30 percent by 2030.
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Target 1b. Increase by X percent the share of women and men, communities,  

and businesses with secure rights to land, property, and other assets

*[Nationally determined target]

Discussion: This is a target with limited relevance in the United States given that 
equal legal access to land, property, and other assets are well enshrined in both law 
and practice.

Target 1c. Cover X percent of people who are poor and vulnerable  

with social protection systems

*[Nationally determined target]

Discussion: Social protection systems, such as safety nets or social assistance programs, 
obviously can include a broad array of different programs and interventions in a devel-
oped country such as the United States. The World Bank currently defines “safety nets” 
or “social assistance” to include the following programs targeted at the vulnerable:9

• Cash transfers or food stamps, whether means tested or categorical as in child 
allowances or social pensions

• In-kind transfers, with food via school feeding programs or mother/child supple-
ment programs being the most common, but also of take-home food rations, 
school supplies and uniforms, and so on

• Price subsidies meant to benefit households, often for food or energy
• Jobs on labor-intensive public works schemes, sometimes called workfare
• In-cash or in-kind transfers to poor households, subject to compliance to specific 

conditionalities on education or health
• Fee waivers for essential services, health care, schooling, utilities, or transport

As noted, the official poverty statistics are based solely on income and do not include 
the cash and voucher transfers that federal anti-poverty programs provide, such as 
SNAP and the Earned Income Tax Credit, or EITC. As noted in a recent analysis by 
Alan Pyke for ThinkProgress, the Census Bureau began calculating an alternative set 
of statistics that include those transfers, as well as costs of living that are not captured 
by the official data.10 The alternative statistics are called the Supplemental Poverty 
Measure, or SPM, and they offer a sketch of who and how many people are served by 
safety net programs. 

Translating the SPM data into raw totals of Americans rescued from poverty is com-
plicated, but the Census Bureau reports that Social Security kept 15.3 million people 
out of poverty, unemployment insurance kept 1.7 million people out of poverty, and 
SNAP kept 4 million people out of poverty in 2012.11 Without the EITC, 3.1 million 
more children would have lived in poverty in 2011. A total of 40 million individuals 
were lifted out of poverty by federal benefits programs in 2011.12 The overall poverty 
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rate under SPM calculations is significantly higher than the official measure at 16.1 
percent for 2011. Child poverty is far lower under the alternative statistics, but pov-
erty is far higher among senior citizens using the new measure. 

So, in essence, the United States does already have very broad access for poor and 
vulnerable populations to social safety nets, although the adequacy of protection 
afforded by those social safety nets is often hotly debated, suggesting that a target 
comprised of “percentage covered by social safety nets” probably deserves some 
measure of the quality of safety nets if it is to be meaningful. 

Target 1d. Build resilience and reduce deaths from natural disasters by X percent

*[Nationally determined target]

Discussion: The United States, given its large geographic size and sometimes extreme 
weather patterns, faces a range of challenges related to natural disasters, and is cur-
rently listed among the five countries in the world most frequently hit by national 
disasters.13 The National Weather Service reported that 528 Americans were killed 
by weather-related events in 2012, a number higher than recent historical averages, 
with extreme heat by far the leading cause of fatalities in this number.14 Natural 
disaster damage in 2012 was $110 billion according to the National Climatic Data 
Center, the second costliest year for natural disasters in the United States since 1980.15 
Hurricane Sandy was the most expensive natural disaster in the world in 2012, with 
an estimated $50 billion in economic damage, and the drought in the Southwest and 
Midwest amounted to some $20 billion in damage that same year.16 

The United States generally takes disaster planning seriously, and a number of 
systemic improvements have been made since Hurricane Katrina in 2005. However, 
the increasing severity of weather linked to climate change, rising sea levels, and the 
large percentage of the population living in coastal areas suggests that far more work 
remains to be done in the areas of disaster preparedness, planning, and mitigation.17 
As extreme weather events are growing in intensity and frequency, it has become 
apparent that there needs to be increased investment in weather forecasting capabili-
ties.18 There have been frequent critiques of the National Weather Service in recent 
years for failing to provide adequate warning of coming storms and the expected 
severity. However, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, or 
NOAA, has received increased funding in recent years to upgrade its aging weather 
satellites.19 There is also a great need to increase investment in both green and gray 
infrastructure, such as protecting and restoring coastal wetlands, and wastewater 
treatment and recycling. 

Public education campaigns about the risk of heat-related health problems may have 
the greatest impact in lowering the annual fatalities in the United States, and an effort 
should be made to cut natural disaster fatalities by 40 percent by 2030, although the 
financial costs of such disasters will likely continue to rise and reflect the urgent need 
to more effectively address climate change. 
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Goal 2: Empower girls and women and achieve gender equality 

Target 2a. Prevent and eliminate all forms of violence against girls and women

*[Global target]

Discussion: This target is specifically formulated as a rights-based target to 
strengthen the commitment to the rights of women around the world. It also can 
and should be actionable, however. Although eliminating all forms of violence 
against girls and women by 2030 is perhaps unrealistic, significant progress can and 
should be made, including in the United States. 

Recent data from the Bureau of Justice Statistics highlights some encouraging trends. 
For example, from 1995 to 2005, sexual violence against U.S. female residents aged 12 
or older declined 64 percent from 5 per 1,000 females to 1.8, and remained unchanged 
through 2010. The report also notes that in 2010, females in the United States expe-
rienced 270,000 rape or sexual assault victimizations at a rate of about two victimiza-
tions per 1,000 females aged 12 or older, a 60 percent reduction from 1995.20 

However, while the rate of rapes and sexual assaults in the United States have 
declined significantly, there continues to be an alarming reluctance, driven by a 
complex array of factors, to report rape as a crime in the United States. In 1995, 29 
percent of rape or sexual assault victimizations against females were reported to 
the police. This percentage increased to 56 percent in 2003 before declining to 35 
percent in 2010.21 The Bureau of Justice Statistics reported a similar arc in the trends 
for domestic violence in the United States more broadly.22 Intimate partner violence 
declined from about 2.1 million victimizations in 1993 to around 907,000 in 2010, 
a 64 percent decline in the rate of intimate partner violence over the 18-year data 
collection period.23 The statistics for child abuse of girls continue to be appalling, 
with the Department of Justice reporting that as many as one in three girls may be 
abused at some point in their childhood, with only 30 percent of these cases reported 
to authorities.24 Public education that all forms of violence against women and girls 
are unacceptable will continue to be a powerful tool, and creating a climate where 
victims of such violence have confidence that the justice system will respond appro-
priately to such charges is essential. As a practical step toward this target, the United 
States should look to significantly improve reporting rates for these crimes, and 
reduce domestic violence rates and rapes by 40 percent. 

Target 2b. End child marriage

*[Global target]

Discussion: This target depends in part on how age and other parameters are set for 
the target. UNICEF defines child marriage as any union—whether it is formal mar-
riage or sexually active cohabitation—where either person involved is less than 18 
years old.25 While U.S. laws vary widely by state, as a rule of thumb, individuals in the 
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United States may marry or cohabit with express parental and/or court approval if 
they are between the ages of 16 and 18, although there are a number of states where 
even younger marriage remains permissible.26 The most recent data from the Census 
Bureau’s 2012 American Community Survey show a significant drop in marriages for 
15- to 19-year-old women, with 1.3 percent of women and girls in this cohort married, 
and 0.7 percent of men in this cohort married. This amounts to some 136,557 15- to 
19-year-old girls married in the United States. This is a significant drop from 2000 
when 4.5 percent of all 15- to 19-year-old women were married.27 Considering the 
continuing drop in teenage pregnancies in the United States, however, the decrease in 
young marriages is not too surprising, although teen pregnancy is not the sole factor 
in underage marriages.28 For effective tracking of such a potential target in the United 
States, there would need to be data more effectively disaggregated by age. Setting tar-
gets in this area is further complicated by the fact that marriage eligibility in the United 
States is set at the state and not the federal level. In general, this target could be better 
defined as attempting to end early and forced marriage. 

Target 2c. Ensure equal right of women to own and inherit property,  

sign a contract, register a business, and open a bank account

*[Global target]

Discussion: Again, this is a target with limited relevance in the United States given 
that these rights are well enshrined in both law and practice.

Target 2d. Eliminate discrimination against women in political, economic, and public life

*[Global target]

Discussion: This is another rights-based target, but again one that can and should 
be actionable. Although currently poorly defined, it likely will be better refined in 
any final intergovernmental agreement. Some likely indicators around such a target 
might include: 

• Representation. Women currently hold 98—or 18.3 percent—of the 535 seats in 
the 113th U.S. Congress: 20 seats (20 percent) in the Senate and 78 (17.9 percent) 
in the House. Five of the 50 governors are currently women (10 percent), and 10 of 
the 50 lieutenant governors are women (20 percent). About 25 percent of the more 
than 7,000 state legislators in the United States are women.29

• Employment. According to Bureau of Labor Statistics data released on October 22, 
2013, the share of women employed in the nonagricultural sector is 49.4 percent. 
However, only 18.5 percent of those employees are in supervisory positions. 
Currently, the female unemployment rate (6.7 percent) is lower than that of males 
(7.7 percent).30 



9 Center for American Progress | Universality in Focus

• Women in nongovernmental leadership positions. There are currently 22 female 
CEOs of Fortune 500 companies, a 4 percent increase between 2011 and 2012. In 
2012, women held 14.3 percent of executive officer positions at Fortune 500 com-
panies and 8.1 percent of executive officer top-earner positions. In both 2011 and 
2012, one-fifth of companies had 25 percent or more women executive officers, yet 
more than one-quarter had no women.31

• Educational leadership. In 2011, 26.4 percent of college and university presidents 
were women.32

Goal 3: Provide quality education and lifelong learning 

Target 3a. Increase by X percent the proportion of children able to access  

and complete pre-primary education

*[Nationally determined target]

Discussion: According to the World Bank, as of 2010, some 69 percent of U.S. pre-
primary aged students were able to utilize education services compared with a 2011 
figure of 97 percent in the European Union.33 Given the significant social and educa-
tional gains associated with pre-primary education,34 the United States has a deeply 
vested economic and social interest in achieving universal pre-primary education in 
the United States. Indeed, President Barack Obama recently announced universal 
pre-primary education as a goal of his administration, and the United States should 
aim to achieve 100 percent pre-primary access by 2030.35

Target 3b. Ensure that every child, regardless of circumstance, completes primary education  

able to read, write, and count well enough to meet minimum learning standards

*[Global target]

Discussion: Primary school completion rates in the United States remain essentially 
universal, with the World Bank putting this figure at approximately 100 percent.36 
However, as in many countries, the quality of this education remains widely variable. 
For example, the United States is often reported as having 99 percent of those aged 
15 and older able to read and write, although this figure falls sharply with more rigor-
ous testing, and estimates of people lacking functional literacy skills in the United 
States have been found to be close to 20 percent in some studies.37 Currently, 45 
states and the District of Columbia have adopted the Common Core State Standards, 
which aim to provide a uniform, minimum standard for primary and secondary 
school students.38 While these are contested standards, American fourth and eighth 
graders showed incremental gains in reading and math in 2013.39 There remain, 
however, significant achievement gaps between different racial and ethnic groups 
and income classes. An ambitious target for the United States in this area would be to 
achieve functional literacy and numeracy for 95 percent of 15 year olds by 2030. 
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Target 3c. Ensure that every child, regardless of circumstance, has access to lower  

secondary education and increase the proportion of adolescents who achieve  

recognized and measurable learning outcomes to X percent

*[Mix of a global and nationally determined target]

Discussion: The first half of this target has limited relevance in the United States given 
that it provides free universal access to secondary education. The second half of the 
target—increasing the proportion of adolescents who achieve recognized and measur-
able learning outcomes to X percent—appears to be a nationally determined target, but 
without a clearer statement of what exactly is being measured, it is impossible to deter-
mine both where the United States stands today and what it should aim for by 2030. 

Target 3d. Increase the number of young and adult women and men with  

the skills, including technical and vocational, needed for work by X percent

*[Nationally determined target]

Discussion: While this target could be better defined, appropriate workplace skills 
are obviously a key consideration in reviving economic growth. As the October 
2013 Survey of Adult Skills by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development, or OECD, argued, the workforce skills most needed are rapidly evolv-
ing in a place such as the United States: 

With manufacturing and other low-skill tasks in the services sector becoming 
increasingly automated, the need for routine cognitive and craft skills is declining, 
while the demand for information-processing skills and other high-level cognitive 
and interpersonal skills is growing. In addition to mastering occupation-specific 
skills, workers in the 21st century must also have a stock of information-processing 
skills, including literacy, numeracy and problem solving, and “generic” skills, such 
as interpersonal communication, self- self-management, and the ability to learn, to 
help them weather the uncertainties of a rapidly changing labour market.40

Unfortunately, this same report found that the United States compared poorly to other 
major developed countries in terms of technology, math, and literacy, with the results 
indicating an unusually high level of stratification: the United States usually had more 
people in the highest and lowest percentiles than other major industrial countries. 
Addressing this skills gap and embracing support for lifelong learning will be abso-
lutely essential if the United States hopes to compete economically over the long term, 
although considerably more work needs to be done to best capture the emphasis on 
appropriate technical and vocational skills in a viable post-2015 target. 
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Goal 4: Ensure healthy lives

Target 4a. End preventable infant and under-5 deaths

*[Global target]

Discussion: “Preventable” child deaths is generally understood to imply a rate of 
no more than 20 child deaths per 1,000 births under the age of five, and the World 
Bank places the United States rate at 7 per 1,000, well within this range.41 Yet this is 
an area where substantial improvement can still be made. According to World Bank 
data, both Norway and Sweden have under-5 mortality rates less than half that of 
the United States.42 The United States should aim to bring its under-5 mortality rate 
down to 3 child deaths per 1,000 births by 2030. 

Target 4b. Increase by X percent the proportion of children, adolescents,  

at-risk adults, and older people that are fully vaccinated

*[Nationally determined target]

Discussion: As the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention notes, “High vaccina-
tion coverage in children by age 2 years has resulted in historically low levels of most 
vaccine-preventable diseases in the United States, but coverage must be maintained 
to reduce the burden of disease further and prevent a resurgence of these diseases, 
particularly in populations with lower vaccination coverage.”43 Aiming for a 40 per-
cent reduction in those not covered by immunizations by 2030 seems a reasonable 
goal in the United States. 

Target 4c. Decrease the maternal mortality ratio to no more than X per 100,000

*[Nationally determined target]

Discussion: The most likely numerical value for this target if set at a global level 
would be 100 deaths per 100,000 people, although a number of different proposals 
are currently being considered.44 According to the latest U.N. Human Development 
Report, the United States currently has a maternal mortality rate of 21 per 100,000.45 
While this number is already below whatever would likely be established in the 
post-2015 agenda, it is clear that considerable improvements could be made in this 
area. Norway, Australia, and Germany have all achieved maternal mortality rates of 7 
per 100,000—exactly one-third of the rate in the United States. At a minimum, the 
United States should try to halve its maternal mortality rate by 2030. 
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Target 4d. Ensure universal sexual and reproductive health and rights

*[Global target]

Discussion: This target will be difficult to measure unless member states can agree to 
what “ensure” means and the best way to measure it. At its core, this target seeks to 
provide both the fundamental assurance that each person may make his or her own 
sexual and reproductive decisions, and that the practical institutions and materi-
als to deliver on any such decisions are available, whether they be family planning 
options or better rural clinics in which a woman may give birth. According to the 
World Bank, 99 percent of births in the United States are attended by a skilled health 
worker,46 and the World Health Organization finds 6 percent of women in the United 
States have an unmet need for family planning.47 

However, there is much to be desired in the access and quality of sexual and repro-
ductive services. The rate of unintended pregnancies in the United States remains 
high—approximately one-half of births—suggesting a lack of access to contracep-
tion and or education, and family planning clinics are under constant threat due to 
burdensome laws and regulations, driven by the politics over sexual and reproductive 
health options.48 The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ Healthy People 
2020 campaign aims to reduce unintended pregnancy by 10 percent—from 49 per-
cent of pregnancies to 44 percent of pregnancies—over the next 10 years, and a drop 
of 15 percent by 2030 seems attainable.49 

Target 4e. Reduce the burden of disease from HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, malaria,  

neglected tropical diseases, and priority noncommunicable diseases

*[Global target]

Discussion: Although this target is meant to allow for national-level differences, it is 
overly broad as currently constructed. The focus on noncommunicable diseases, or 
NCDs, goes to the greatest health challenges facing the United States, such as cardiovas-
cular disease, obesity, cancer, respiratory illnesses, and diabetes; chronic NCDs are the 
number one cause of death and disability in the world.50 Encouragingly, most NCDs 
are largely preventable by limiting risk factors such as alcohol and tobacco use, lack 
of exercise, and unhealthy diets. The World Health Organization noted in 2011 that 
87 percent of all deaths in the United States are due to NCDs, some 16 percent of the 
population smokes, and 43 percent are physically inactive.51 On average, blood pressure 
has decreased since 1980, but body mass index has increased, as have glucose levels.52 
Getting a handle on these long-term trends will be essential for the United States to 
promote health and contain a major drain on productivity and public budgets. 
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A target aimed at NCDs could be crafted around increasing healthy life expectancy, 
a population health measure that combines mortality data with morbidity or health 
status data to estimate expected years of life in good health for persons at a given 
age. The United States should aim to achieve the OECD average prevalence for obe-
sity of 18 percent,53 and reduce the percent of smokers by 20 percent and increase 
the rate of those regularly engaging in physical activity by 20 percent, as these are all 
factors in preventing NCDs. 

Goal 5: Ensure food security and good nutrition

Target 5a. End hunger and protect the right of everyone  

to have access to sufficient, safe, affordable, and nutritious food

*[Global target]

Discussion: The World Food Programme estimates that less than 5 percent of the U.S. 
population is undernourished.54 However, the U.S. Department of Agriculture, or 
USDA, points out that the larger problem of food insecurity is disturbingly prevalent 
in the United States. A September 2013 USDA report estimated that 14.5 percent of 
American households were food insecure at least at some point during the year in 
2012, meaning that “they lacked access to enough food for an active, healthy life for 
all household members.”55 This number was relatively flat from the previous year, and 
the prevalence of very low food security was 5.7 percent. In keeping with the post-
2015 agenda, the United States should strive to eliminate very low food security by 
2030, and halve periodic food insecurity during that same time frame. 

Target 5b. Reduce stunting by X percent, wasting by Y percent, and anemia  

by Z percent for all children under the age of 5

*[Nationally determined target]

Discussion: Stunting (chronic malnutrition) and wasting (low weight for height) 
among children under the age of 5 is not a pervasive problem in the United States; 
the World Health Organization finds that 3 percent of children are stunted56 and only 
0.6 percent of children under 5 experience wasting. As such, a potential target for 
the United States for these two conditions might be to eliminate stunting and wast-
ing. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, however, anemia 
remains a serious concern in the United States.57 Some 14 percent of American 
children aged 1 to 2 suffer from iron deficiency, with this figure dropping to 4 percent 
among children aged 3 to 5. Anemia is linked to more than 4,000 deaths in the 
United States annually, with 1.6 deaths per 100,000 .58 A goal of reducing anemia by 
30 percent by 2030 seems realistic. 
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Target 5c. Increase agricultural productivity by X percent, with a focus  

on sustainably increasing smallholder yields and access to irrigation

*[Nationally determined target]

Discussion: U.S. agriculture has a long history of steady improvements in efficiency 
although some of these efficiencies have at times brought with them clear environ-
mental costs. U.S. agricultural growth has been driven in a very large part by steady 
innovation, best practices, and improved technologies. One area for increased invest-
ment and innovation is in aquaculture. While the United States imports 90 percent 
of its seafood, half of that is farm raised59—an efficient means of production, but also 
destructive to the environment. The United States could take the lead on research 
into more sustainable practices to be shared with other member states.

Although access to irrigation and smallholder yields are less of an issue in the United 
States, the country should aim for a 20 percent increase in productivity by 2030.

Target 5d. Adopt sustainable agricultural, ocean, and freshwater fishery  

practices, and rebuild designated fish stocks to sustainable levels

*[Global target]

Discussion: Although much will depend on the definition of “sustainable” in this 
target, the United States has made important strides in adopting sustainable agricul-
tural, ocean, and freshwater fishery practices. The 1996 Magnuson-Stevens Fishery 
Conservation and Management Act required that overfished ocean fish stocks be 
rebuilt in as short a time period as possible, not to exceed 10 years, with limited 
exceptions.60 In 2013, the Natural Resources Defense Council, or NRDC, completed 
an evaluation of those fish stocks that were subject to these requirements and for 
which sufficient information was available, a total of 44. The evaluation found that 
28 fish stocks—or 64 percent—had been designated rebuilt or met their rebuilding 
targets, or had made significant rebuilding progress; 21 stocks had been designated 
rebuilt or met rebuilding targets and have not been designated as again approach-
ing an overfished condition. Seven had made significant progress, at least 50 percent 
of the rebuilding target and a 25 percent increase in abundance since the start of 
its rebuilding plan.61 Progress, however, has been spotty, with some regions falling 
behind in rebuilding, and continued overfishing a concern, depleting stocks faster 
than they can be rebuilt. Additionally, there are gaps in rebuilding, especially with 
stocks that are not federally managed. The United States should aim to rebuild all 
designated stocks, including the 16 that have not yet met existing federal require-
ments, and to ensure that those stocks that have been rebuilt remain that way. 
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As for sustainable agriculture, there is growing concern about the excess fertilization 
of farm land, which creates runoff oversaturated with nutrients known as “hypoxia,” 
creating “dead zones” at the mouths of rivers, killing all marine life.62 NOAA’s 
National Ocean Service has found that the frequency and duration of nutrient pol-
lution has increased exponentially, affecting more than half of U.S. estuaries—the 
biggest at the mouth of the Gulf of Mexico is the size of the state of New Jersey.63 The 
National Ocean Service is currently running programs to combat hypoxia under the 
Harmful Algal Blooms and Hypoxia Research and Control Act, originally enacted in 
1998 and up for renewal in 2014.64 In 2008, the Environmental Protection Agency 
established a goal of reducing “the five-year running average size of [Gulf of Mexico 
hypoxia] zone to less than 5,000 square kilometers by 2015,”65 which by 2013 was 
evaluated as an attainable goal. Similar programs could be set for other major dead 
zones throughout the country. 

Target 5e. Reduce postharvest loss and food waste by X percent

*[Nationally determined target]

Discussion: According to the United Nations, roughly one-third of the food pro-
duced for human consumption every year simply gets wasted, and it is estimated 
that close to 40 percent of agricultural production is lost post-harvest in the United 
States.66 The impact of such inefficiency is enormous, costing billions of dollars, 
wasting millions of gallons of water, and helping accelerate climate change due to 
the increased fuel and other resources required to produce extra food.67 The United 
Nations estimates that the cost of wasted food in the United States surpasses $43 bil-
lion a year,68 and the Natural Resources Defense Council places an even higher price 
tag on this waste, estimating $165 billion of food waste in America every year, or 240 
pounds of food per American annually.69 In fact, U.S. grocery stores alone discard $10 
billion to $15 billion in food that is close to its sell-by date or damaged.70 Yet sell-by 
dates are something of a myth; they are designed to measure optimal quality rather 
than food safety. 

Similarly, the pressure for perfect-looking food also contributes to a great deal of 
waste in more developed countries. Farmers in the United States also tend to plant 
extra crops in case yields are lower than expected, and then many of these crops are 
simply discarded if yields are higher or market prices are not competitive. Aggressive 
advocacy campaigns in the United Kingdom have already helped cut food waste in 
that country by 21 percent since 2007,71 and the USDA and EPA launched a similar 
effort in the United States in June.72 The goal should be to reduce post-harvest loss 
and food waste in the United States by 35 percent by 2030.
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Goal 6: Achieve universal access to water and sanitation

Target 6a. Provide universal access to safe drinking water at home  

and in schools, health centers, and refugee camps

*[Global target]

Discussion: The United States can currently be seen as meeting this target. 

Target 6b. End open defecation and ensure universal access to sanitation  

at school and work, and increase access to sanitation at home by X percent

*[Mix of a global and nationally determined target]

Discussion: The United States can currently be seen as meeting this target.

Target 6c. Bring freshwater withdrawals in line with supply and increase water efficiency  

in agriculture by X percent, industry by Y percent, and urban areas by Z percent

*[Mix of a global and nationally determined target]

Discussion: According to a March 2013 article published in the journal Water 
Resources Research, “Projected freshwater withdrawals in the United States under a 
changing climate,” drawn from U.S. Geological Survey data, the United States has 
made considerable progress in managing its water resources more efficiently.73 The 
report notes that withdrawals for industry and thermoelectric plants have become 
significantly more efficient per unit of output over the past 45 years, and per-capita 
public and private usage in most regions of the west have also dipped: “If these 
efficiency trends continue and trends in water use drivers proceed as expected, in the 
absence of additional climate change the desired withdrawals in the United States 
over the next 50 years are projected to stay within 3 percent of the 2005 level despite 
an expected 51 percent increase in population.” That would be an impressive accom-
plishment. However, climate change could substantially undermine this progress by 
forcing increases in irrigation and home and work-space cooling. While the impact of 
climate change on water use varies significantly by model employed, it underscores 
the highly linked nature of the post-2015 goals and targets. The aim should be to 
increase water efficiency in all three areas by 25 percent. 

Target 6d. Recycle or treat all municipal and industrial wastewater prior to discharge

*[Global target]

Discussion: This target is not as obviously applicable to the United States, as it 
addresses the problem of wastewater being discharged untreated directly into rivers, 
lakes, or the oceans.74 1972 Amendments to the Federal Water Pollution Control 
Act—commonly known as the Clean Water Act, or CWA—established the founda-
tion for wastewater discharge control in the United States. The CWA established a 
control program for ensuring that communities have clean water by regulating the 
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release of contaminants into the country’s waterways. More than 75 percent of the U.S. 
population is served by centralized wastewater collection and treatment systems, with 
the remaining population using septic or other onsite systems.75 The CWA requires 
that all municipal wastewater treatment plant discharges meet a minimum of “second-
ary treatment.”76 (Secondary wastewater treatment is the second stage of wastewater 
treatment that takes place after the primary treatment process and consists of remov-
ing or reducing contaminants or growths that are left in the wastewater from the pri-
mary treatment process.) More than 30 percent of the wastewater treatment facilities 
today produce cleaner discharges by providing even greater levels of treatment than 
secondary.77 An appropriate target might be to raise the level of discharge above that of 
secondary treatment for 100 percent of wastewater treatment facilities. 

Goal 7: Secure sustainable energy

Target 7a. Double the share of renewable energy in the global energy mix

*[Mix of a global and nationally determined target]

Discussion: It is important to note that this target is aimed at the overall mix of global 
energy use rather than set percentages for any one given country. Renewables made 
up about 20 percent of the global energy mix in 2011, according to data from the 
International Energy Agency.78 Although with a global target, the United States—as 
a disproportionately large consumer of energy—will have considerable impact on 
whether such a goal could be achieved. According to the U.S. Energy Information 
Administration, renewable sources of energy accounted for about 9 percent of total 
U.S. energy consumption and 12 percent of electricity generation in 2012.79 In 2011, 
the Obama administration set a goal to double clean energy use over the next 25 
years, suggesting that doubling clean energy use by 2030 would be an even more 
ambitious but potentially realizable target.80 

Target 7b. Ensure universal access to modern energy services

*[Global target]

Discussion: The United Sates is broadly considered to have universal access to mod-
ern energy services. 

Target 7c. Double the global rate of improvement in energy efficiency  

in buildings, industry, agriculture, and transport

*[Global target]

Discussion: Energy efficiency has economic as well as environmental benefits. 
However, because gains in energy efficiency tend to require large upfront costs for 
long-term return, they tend to suffer from underinvestment. In 2010, the United States 
consumed 40.3 quads of energy in both residential and commercial buildings.81 The 
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United States building sector alone accounted for 7 percent of global primary energy 
consumption and 41 percent of U.S. primary energy consumption in 2010, indicating 
that U.S. action on energy efficiency in buildings would be globally significant.82 

With that said, the United States has already put into practice a target around energy 
efficiency in buildings that aligns with the above target. The U.S. Department of 
Energy, or DOE, has set itself the task of reducing energy use in American buildings 
by 50 percent compared to a 2010 baseline.83 The department has also proactively 
spearheaded the Better Buildings Challenge, a public-private partnership to reduce 
commercial building energy use by 20 percent by 2020. The United States is also cur-
rently the leader in LEED-certified projects, a green building certification program, 
with 44,270 projects as of May 2013.84 The next closest country, Canada, has 4,212 
LEED-certified projects.85 The president’s Climate Action Plan, announced in 2013, 
also calls for a reduction in carbon pollution by at least 3 billion metric tons by 2030 
through new efficiency standards for appliances and federal buildings.86

Agriculture-related activities comprise a substantial portion of CO2 emissions, and 
the United States is the fourth-highest contributor to agricultural emissions. However, 
progress is being made through initiatives such as the Rural Energy for America 
Program, which improved efficiency in 4,000 small businesses in fiscal year 2010 
alone, producing enough energy to power 390,000 American homes for one year.87 

The Department of Energy estimates that more energy is lost as wasted heat in 
power generation in the United States than the total energy use of Japan, and it has 
announced a plan to use combined heat and power, or CHP, to increase 40 gigawatts 
of new, cost-effective CHP by 2020.88 Achieving this goal would save American manu-
facturers and companies $10 billion each year in energy costs. 

Target 7d. Phase out inefficient fossil-fuel subsidies that encourage wasteful consumption

*[Global target]

Discussion: The United States joined in reiterating in 2012 the G20 group of coun-
tries’ 2009 pledge to “phase out inefficient fossil fuel subsidies that encourage waste-
ful consumption over the medium term.”89 And during his January State of the Union 
address, President Obama called for the phasing out of an estimated $4 billion in tax 
breaks and incentives—many dating back a century to when oil exploration was dan-
gerous and far more expensive—that U.S. companies enjoy every year.90 Freeing up 
money from inefficient fossil-fuel subsidies—a very small portion of which actually 
benefit the poor, such as subsidies for heating oil for poor families in the winter—
could free up enormous resources for other priority investments around the globe. 
The International Monetary Fund estimates that global fossil-fuel consumption and 
production subsidies are more than half a trillion dollars annually.91 However, elimi-
nating fossil-fuel subsidies both in the United States and abroad remains politically 
contentious, with powerful interest groups aligned against such changes. That said, 
the merits of eliminating such subsidies remain overwhelming. 



19 Center for American Progress | Universality in Focus

Goal 8: Create jobs, sustainable livelihoods, and equitable growth 

Target 8a. Increase the number of good and decent jobs and livelihoods by X

*[Nationally determined target]

Discussion: The International Labour Organization, or ILO, is currently examining 
definitions for good and decent work; in an advanced economy such as the United 
States, decent jobs are the standard that should be sought.92 The ILO broadly defines 
decent work as “productive work for women and men in conditions of freedom, 
equity, security and human dignity.”93 An often-cited measure of a “decent wage” in 
the United States is equal to two-thirds the median hourly wage, which is currently 
$11.25.94 In his January State of the Union address, President Obama called for a raise 
in the minimum wage to $10.10, which has been cited as the wage required to lift a 
family of three above the federal poverty line.95 As of 2012, 75.3 million Americans 
over the age of 16 were paid at an hourly rate, with 1.6 million of those employees 
earning the federal minimum wage of $7.25 per hour, but many states have signifi-
cantly lower minimum wages.96 In addition, women and minorities hold the majority 
of minimum-wage positions.97 There is also a push to ensure paid sick days in the 
workplace and institute paid maternity leave for all women and parents. 

A larger issue with this target for the United States, and for all countries, is how 
“good and decent jobs and livelihoods” is defined and thus measured. Without such 
a definition, the United States might be better served using this target to focus efforts 
on an increase in federally mandated minimum wage. An emphasis on greater income 
equality would also be welcome, and a major 2014 report by the International 
Monetary Fund found that rising levels of income equality around the globe threaten 
to undermine prospects for long-term growth.98

Target 8b. Decrease the number of young people not in education,  

employment, or training by X percent

*[Nationally determined target]

One way to improve and increase educational and vocational training would be 
through the science, technology, engineering, and mathematics, or STEM, program. 
Currently, the United States is not lacking for postsecondary students—in 2013, 
there were approximately 19.9 million postsecondary students—but the United 
States consistently ranks low in producing graduates for jobs in the math and science 
industries, which are the fastest growing.99 Proposals for apprenticeship programs for 
American workers have gained traction in recent years; opportunities to “earn while 
you learn” have been shown to increase lifetime earnings and the number of oppor-
tunities available to individuals.100 Not only do apprenticeships provide opportuni-
ties for individuals to upgrade their own skills, but also employers experience less 
turnover and earn a greater return on investment in the workers they train.101
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Another area to consider in addressing this goal would be to focus on ensuring post-
secondary education affordability. This could be done through increased education 
subsidies, President Obama’s college affordability plan, or capping college tuition. 
According to the OECD, the United States has averaged just more than 15 percent 
of young people not in education, employment, or training in recent years, which is 
roughly average for OECD countries.102 The target should be to cut this rate by 40 
percent by 2030, a realistic effort given the sharp spike in these numbers caused by 
the 2008 global financial crisis. 

Target 8c. Strengthen productive capacity by providing universal access  

to financial services and infrastructure such as transportation and  

information and communications technology, or ICT

*[Global target]

Discussion: This target comprises many sectors that have varying levels of applicabil-
ity within the U.S. context. 

The United States provides near-universal access to financial services, however, the 
quality and predatory nature of those services can differ quite dramatically. As a first 
step, the United States must tackle affordability and access to basic bank services; 
currently 17 million Americans do not have a bank account.103 The United States could 
pledge to reach these people with basic financial services by 2030. 

While universal access to infrastructure has been met in the United States, afford-
ability is an issue, as housing and transportation costs outpace incomes. Under 
an expanded definition of affordability prepared by the Center for Neighborhood 
Technology—in which housing and transportation costs consume no more than 
45 percent of income—only 28 percent of communities in the United States are 
affordable.104 Thus, the United States has more work to do to invest in infrastructure, 
in particular to reduce transportation costs and to ensure home affordability for low- 
and middle-income families.105 

While the United States is broadly considered to have universal coverage of ICT 
services, affordability of these services also remains an issue. Currently, 60 million 
Americans are unable to afford Internet in their own homes.106 Telephonic coverage 
and usage is nearly universal across the United States.107 
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Target 8d. Increase new startups by X and value added from new products by Y  

through creating an enabling business environment and boosting entrepreneurship

*[Nationally determined target]

Discussion: The U.S. economy thrives on the strength of entrepreneurship, and 
fosters an excellent enabling environment, ranking fourth on the World Bank/
International Finance Corporation Ease of Doing Business Index.108 However, 
ensuring equal access to small-business loans would improve the business climate 
and prospects for broader growth.109 That said, while the aims of this target are to be 
applauded, the target’s design is not particularly sound. Simply increasing the sheer 
number of new startups is an isolated statistic that does not seem indicative of a 
country’s overall health or even its dynamism. Increasing new startups by 20 percent 
is not of particular utility if they all fail, for example. The post-2015 agenda should 
capture efforts to invigorate growth and entrepreneurship, but this target is probably 
not the best means to do so. 

Goal 9: Manage natural resource assets sustainably

Target 9a. Publish and use economic, social, and environmental accounts  

in all governments and major companies

*[Global target]

Discussion: The theory behind economic, social, and environmental accounts is not 
new, and draws upon a vast body of economic literature about the need for efficient 
economic outcomes to better capture activities that may fall outside market activities. 
For example, pollution affects health and well-being, yet these costs are not included 
in current accounting systems.110 However, designing an accurate system to integrate 
such external activities into the standard national accounts is complex, as is agree-
ing on the terms of its use. The U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis made an effort to 
build a system of environmental accounts in 1994—the Integrated Economic and 
Environmental Satellite Accounts, or IEESA—but little progress has been made on 
implementing the system. The U.N. System of Environmental-Economic Accounting, 
or SEEA, along with the complementary World Bank partnership of Wealth 
Accounting and the Valuation of Ecosystem Services, or WAVES, has been developed 
recently and is being piloted in several countries, though not in the United States. The 
United States could work toward greater efficiency by focusing on one or two priority 
areas, for example, water resources or air pollution, using either the IEESA or SEEA.111 
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Target 9b. Increase consideration of sustainability in X percent of government procurements

*[Nationally determined target]

Discussion: As with other targets in this goal, better precision is needed so that 
countries might measure and track progress. In this case, both sustainability and 
consideration would need to be defined. With that said, the Executive Order on 
Federal Leadership in Environmental, Energy, and Economic Performance, or EO 
13514, committed the U.S. government to leading by example, making ambitious 
improvements in the overall sustainability of the federal government. Because of the 
enormous purchasing power of the government, steps to increase the sustainability 
of acquisitions can have enormous economic, social, and environmental benefits. The 
U.S. government’s General Services Administration is currently undertaking a pro-
gram of work to implement more sustainable procurement, including looking at new 
tools and technologies to facilitate the shift. A target of increasing the sustainability 
consideration in 95 percent of federal government contracts seems reasonable, and is 
supported by the executive order.

Target 9c. Safeguard ecosystems, species, and genetic diversity

*[Global target]

Discussion: As of May 2014, 1,527 animal or plant species are listed as endangered or 
threatened in the United States; there are 1,147 listings with active recovery plans—
or about 75 percent of listed species.112 Moving active recovery plans to 90 percent of 
these species seems a reasonable target by 2030. 

Target 9d. Reduce deforestation by X percent and increase reforestation by Y percent

*[Nationally determined target]

Discussion: The U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization, or FAO, provides a Global 
Forest Resources Assessment every five years, with the most recent having taken place in 
2010.113 The United States has a solid record with regard to deforestation and reforesta-
tion broadly. The FAO estimates that the United States added 383,000 hectares of total 
forest cover annually between 2005 and 2010. Aiming for double that figure by 2030 
would be a suitably ambitious target. 

Target 9e. Improve soil quality, reduce soil erosion by X tons, and combat desertification

*[Mix of a global and nationally determined target]

Discussion: The United States is a signatory of the 2001 Convention to Combat 
Desertification.114 However, as of 2006, the United States was losing soil 10 times 
faster than the natural replenishment rate, leading to $37.6 billion in production 
losses.115 As well, the World Economic Forum predicts that the world has only 
60 years of topsoil left.116 There is little recent data on soil quality in the United 
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States—most dates back to the mid- to late-1990s—and international bodies such 
as the United Nations and the World Bank have no data on soil degradation or 
desertification for the United States. The initial step for the United States would 
entail establishing better baseline data and a concrete action plan with specific tar-
gets to reduce soil erosion and desertification. There is also concern for the United 
States that desertification in developing nations could trigger increased migration 
pressures across the globe. Establishing a realistic target with regard to the United 
States would require the collection of clearer baseline data and the formulation of an 
appropriate target based on those data. 

Goal 10: Ensure good governance and effective institutions

Target 10a. Provide free and universal legal identity, such as birth registrations

*[Global target]

Discussion: The United States currently meets this target.

Target 10b. Ensure people enjoy freedom of speech, association,  

peaceful protest, and access to independent media and information

*[Global target]

Discussion: While improvement can always be made in these areas, the United States 
already broadly meets all of these criteria. 

Target 10c. Increase public participation in political processes  

and civic engagement at all levels

*[Global target]

Discussion: While obviously desirable to increase public participation, participation 
is difficult to define, and there are challenges in drawing out more specific definitions 
at the multilateral level. For example, the Economist Intelligence Unit’s Democracy 
Index is the favored indicator for the Open Government Partnership, and by this 
measure, the United States has work to do, ranking 21st in 2012 due to political 
infighting and declining civil liberties in the face of national security concerns.117 One 
could use overall voter turnout as a measure of civic engagement, but voter turnout 
is a very imperfect indicator. (There are numerous examples of highly repressive 
countries reporting 100 percent electoral participation.) This target will likely require 
further refinement. 
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Target 10d. Guarantee the public’s right to information and access to government data

*[Global target]

Discussion: The United States’ general budget practices and the Freedom of 
Information Act, or FOIA, guarantee the public’s right to information and access to 
government data, but there is always more work to do to bridge the gap between law 
and practice. The United States is also an active signatory to the Open Government 
Partnership to create a more transparent, effective, and accountable government.118 
Specifically, the United States has taken steps to modernize FOIA by simplifying pro-
cesses to increase citizen participation and by actively releasing information before 
requests are made.119 It is now working to standardize and streamline FOIA processes 
across government agencies and foster dialogue between the public and the federal 
government on improving disclosures and administration of the FOIA. 

Target 10e. Reduce bribery and corruption and ensure officials can be held accountable

*[Global target]

Discussion: Measures for instances of bribery and corruption are largely based on 
perception surveys, the use of which will likely be controversial diplomatically within 
the post-2015 negotiations among member states. The United States currently ranks 
89th according to the Worldwide Governance control of corruption indicator120 (on 
a scale of 1 to 100, 1 indicating the total presence of corruption and 100 indicating 
the total absence). According to Transparency International, the United States ranks 
19th out of 176 countries in corruption perceptions, garnering the same rank as 
Uruguay.121 The United States could pledge to make progress on these measures or 
commit to collecting more systematic data on the instances of petty bribery, grand 
bribery, and corrupt practices that occur. Through its Open Government Partnership 
National Action Plan, the U.S. government has committed to increase the transpar-
ency of legal entities formed in the United States. These legal entities can mask the 
identity of illicit actors, facilitate financial crime, shelter assets, and evade taxes; 
improving their transparency is important to reducing corruption. The United States 
can currently be seen as meeting the latter half of this target to ensure officials can be 
held accountable through its justice system. Although this target poses some chal-
lenges in measurement, cooperative agreements across member states to reduce illicit 
financial flows and corruption would greatly help facilitate the post-2015 agenda. 
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Goal 11: Ensure stable and peaceful societies

Target 11a. Reduce violent deaths per 100,000 by X and eliminate  

all forms of violence against children

*[Mix of a global and nationally determined target]

Discussion: According to a 2010 analysis by the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, “Each year, about 55,000 violent deaths occur in this country and cost 
the United States $60 billion in medical care and lost productivity. Tragically, more 
than 38,000 people die by suicide in the United States each year. Homicide claims 
another 16,000 people in this country annually.”122 Approximately 7,500 children are 
admitted to the hospital for the treatment of injuries sustained from guns each year 
in the United States, and more than 500 children die during hospital admission from 
these injuries.123 The U.S. target should be to reduce violent deaths by 20 percent and 
violence against children by 35 percent by 2030.

Target 11b. Ensure justice institutions are accessible, independent,  

well resourced, and respect due-process rights

Discussion: Some parts of this target, such as asking that justice institutions be 
“well resourced,” are poorly defined, and generally targets within the Millennium 
Development Goals have avoided a focus on budget inputs, instead and rightly 
focusing on outcomes. The United States can be seen as broadly meeting this 
target, though some vulnerable groups still suffer from discrimination and are not 
able to fully realize their rights and equality in the eyes of the law. Given the impor-
tance of justice and the rule of law in successful development, it is hoped that this 
target is better refined over time. 

Target 11c. Stem the external stressors that lead to conflict,  

including those related to organized crime

*[Global target]

Discussion: While the United States may be broadly considered to have met this target 
with respect to its own borders, it can play an integral role in stemming global external 
stressors including small arms and narcotics trade and criminal elements. According to 
the Congressional Research Service, the United States is the top small arms exporter, 
exporting $220.6 billion worth of weapons to developing nations from 2004 to 
2011.124 In addition, U.S. consumption of narcotics has long helped fuel narcotraffick-
ing in Latin America. However, to be a meaningful target, specific external stressors 
would need to be clearly enumerated and defined so as to be measurable and account-
able, and such a process will pose a number of keen diplomatic challenges. 
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Target 11d. Enhance the capacity, professionalism, and accountability  

of the security forces, police, and judiciary

*[Global target]

Discussion: Without a sharper definition of this target and its measurement, mem-
ber states, including the United States, will be challenged in determining if they are 
meeting it. 

Goal 12: Create a global enabling environment and catalyze long-term finance

Target 12a. Support an open, fair, and development-friendly trading system,  

substantially reducing trade-distorting measures, including agricultural  

subsidies, while improving market access of developing country products

*[Global target]

Discussion: The United States is a member of the World Trade Organization and 
currently supports a number of development-friendly trade measures including the 
African Growth and Opportunity Act, or AGOA, the Andean Trade Preference Act, 
the Caribbean Basin Initiative, and the Generalized System of Preferences, or GSP. 
AGOA and GSP—a U.S. trade program designed to “promote economic growth 
in the developing world by providing preferential duty-free entry for up to 4,800 
products from 129 designated beneficiary countries and territories”125—accounted 
for roughly $91 billion in U.S. imports in 2012.126 With that said, the United States 
could commit itself to promote more development-friendly trade practices, including 
adding more countries and products to preference programs and reducing quotas and 
duties of developing-country imports. An important step in this direction would be 
to offer developing-country firms stability by ensuring that preference programs such 
as GSP, which legally expired in July 2013, receive timely re-authorization. In addi-
tion, the United States might use AGOA reauthorization and/or the pending Power 
Africa legislation as vehicles with which to place special emphasis on ending extreme 
poverty and achieving the post-2015 agenda.

The United States also provides significant agricultural subsidies, paying roughly 
$14.9 billion in 2012 in direct subsidies to domestic farmers.127 Recent efforts 
included in the 2014 Farm Bill take some steps to curb these subsidies and could be a 
significant contribution to the United States meeting this area of the target, although 
far more work obviously needs to be done.128 

The United States should also help lead the effort to reduce the global transmission 
costs of remittances—the costs faced by migrants when they send money home 
to their country of origin—a vital source of revenue for millions of people in the 
developing world. In 2009, the G8 adopted a pledge to reduce the global average 
cost of remittance transfers from 10 percent to 5 percent within five years.129 There 
already existed a number of consortiums between American and foreign banks that 
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partnered to undercut traditional transfer companies such as Western Union and 
reduce transfer costs; Citigroup and Banamex partnered in 2004, and as a result, 
the cost of remittances from the United States to Mexico is only 2 percent.130 As 
of December 2013, the average cost of sending money from the United States is 
below both the global and G8 averages.131

Target 12b. Implement reforms to ensure stability of the global financial  

system and encourage stable, long-term private foreign investment

*[Global target]

Discussion: Almost all member states agree that after the 2008 global financial crisis, 
far more work needs to be done in promoting the stability of the global financial 
system and protecting the most vulnerable from sharp fluctuations in prices for key 
commodities such as food and energy. This target needs much more work to be cred-
ibly concrete and sufficiently measurable. 

Target 12c. Hold the increase in global average temperature below 2⁰ C  

above pre-industrial levels, in line with international agreements

*[Global target]

Discussion: No one country can ensure that this goal is met. Yet, as the world’s high-
est per-capita carbon producer, the United States has a pivotal role to play in deter-
mining if this target can be met. The Obama administration’s Climate Action Plan, 
which includes a suite of executive actions to curb U.S. emissions, is a promising step 
in this direction, but will not be sufficient in and of itself.132 Embracing targets similar 
to those in the High Level Panel report, helping forge a new international climate 
change agreement, and fundamentally reassessing patterns of production and con-
sumption in the United States will all be vital steps forward in meeting this target. 

Target 12d. Developed countries that have not done so to make concrete efforts toward  

the target of 0.7 percent of gross national product, or GNP, as official development  

assistance to developing countries and 0.15 percent to 0.20 percent of GNP of developed 

countries to least-developed countries; other countries should move toward voluntary 

targets for complementary financial assistance

*[Global target]

Discussion: The United States is the largest donor of bilateral development assistance in 
the world, and support for international development has been reaffirmed many times, 
including by President George W. Bush, who pledged in 2002 to increase official devel-
opment assistance, or ODA, by 50 percent over 2000 levels by 2006, a goal that was 
achieved by 2003.133 The United States focuses more on the quality and effectiveness 
of aid rather than its quantity, especially when ODA can complement other sources of 
financing for development. Part of this stance reflects dissatisfaction with the method 
by which ODA is calculated. For example, private charitable international giving in 
the United States, which is larger than government spending and a substantial portion 
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of worldwide flows, is not reflected in ODA. This philanthropy is facilitated by the 
U.S. government’s favorable policies toward charitable giving.134 And while countries 
continue to see ODA levels as a bellwether of commitment to development, ODA com-
prises only 13 percent of total global funds directed toward development.135 

Perhaps more importantly, the United States and other member states should strive 
to develop a fuller and more robust concept of financing for development that 
includes but goes beyond traditional ODA, and these discussions should comple-
ment ongoing negotiations regarding climate finance.

Target 12e. Reduce illicit flows and tax evasion and increase stolen asset recovery by $X

*[Nationally determined target]

Discussion: The United States signed on to the Lough Erne declaration, stemming 
from the G8 meetings in June 2013, agreeing to end corporate tax evasion and tax 
havens; the post-2015 agenda presents a welcome opportunity to spell out how 
best to make such commitments more concrete.136 The United States could work 
with partner countries to ensure that all trusts and limited liability corporations 
are required to publicly disclose their stakeholders, and that these stakeholders are 
responsible for meeting their appropriate tax burdens. A target of reducing illicit 
flows connected to the United States by 25 percent seems realistic. 

Target 12f. Promote collaboration on and access to science, technology,  

innovation, and development data

*[Global target]

Discussion: As currently constituted, this target risks inaction due to a lack of specific-
ity and measurability. It might be interesting to explore if it is possible to create a global 
hub for development innovation and research, ideally located in the global South, to 
facilitate cutting-edge research, promote North-South and South-South cooperation 
(the sharing of development expertise by developing countries themselves), and help 
bring new technologies to scale in partnership with the private sector. 

The United States currently promotes technology innovation, dissemination, 
and transfer through multiple agencies from the U.S. Agency for International 
Development to the U.S. Trade Representative to the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention. It has also embarked on a number of public-private partnerships 
such as the New Alliance for Food Security and Nutrition and the Private Capital 
Group for Africa. These partnerships transfer not only technology but also new mod-
els of business and systems delivery. 

The United States has committed to publishing all development data to the 
International Aid Transparency Initiative, or IATI, and currently publishes its devel-
opment data to the Foreign Assistance Dashboard quarterly.  
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Concluding discussion

The goals and targets set out in the next development agenda will comprise a global 
to-do list, a roadmap for a better world in 2030. Like the MDGs, they would be aspira-
tional rather than binding, but should be comprehensively monitored through improved 
statistics and increased citizen engagement. They are practical steps to move an ambi-
tious vision into action for a more just, prosperous, and sustainable world. 

This report is meant to provide a starting point for discussion of some potential practi-
cal steps for the United States. Agreeing to the post-2015 targets entails complex public 
policy, as well as economic, social, and political considerations, but seems well worth 
the investment. 

Several key points appear when reviewing the data in this report.

• First, the post-2015 agenda will need to embrace a careful balance between targets 
set at the national level and those at the global level. Allowing some targets to be set 
nationally allows for greater flexibility and is important in shaping an agenda that can 
be truly universal. However, if the agenda excessively relies on national targets, it may 
quickly lose its broad aspirational and mobilizing qualities—the features that made 
the MDGs a success in the first place.

• Second, an important element not covered in this report is the High Level Panel’s 
vision for implementing an agenda to “leave no one behind” by specifying that no 
target can be met until it is met for all relevant income and social groups. To realize 
true equality of opportunity, the High Level Panel suggested that “relevant indica-
tors should be disaggregated with respect to income (especially for the bottom 20 
percent), gender, location, age, people living with disabilities, and relevant social 
group.”137 These data are mostly available in the United States, though some efforts 
to improve data will be needed. There is much work to be done to ensure that every 
person is able to realize her full potential.

• Third, good data are crucial in setting effective targets and progress toward them. A 
transparent, evidence-driven, consultative process of gathering, analyzing, and report-
ing on progress is needed. Such a process necessarily will involve multiple government 
departments and agencies, and could be coordinated effectively at the highest level, 
for example, by the National Security Council.

• Lastly, it is clear that achieving these goals and targets ultimately would serve the inter-
ests of the United States well at both home and abroad. Healthier, more prosperous, 
productive, and stable societies make for good trading partners and reliable allies. 
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