What do the differences between the UN’s Millennium Goals (adopted in 2000) and their updated Sustainable Development Goals (2015) reveal about any significant changes in the UN’s understanding of the importance of women’s roles in development in the poorer countries of the world?
Kofi Annan, Secretary-General of the United Nations wrote the foreword for the UNICEF book, The State of the World’s Children 2007, he wrote; “Eliminating gender discrimination and empowering women are among the paramount challenges facing the world today. When women are healthy, educated, and free to take the opportunities life affords them, children thrive, and countries flourish, reaping a double dividend for women and children.”(UNICEF, 2006) 
 The United Nations' Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), adopted in 2000, and the subsequent Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015, reflect the evolving understanding of the importance of women's roles in the development of poorer countries. The transition from the MDGs to the SDGs signifies a shift in focus and approach towards gender equality and women's empowerment. This essay aims to analyse the differences between the two sets of goals and their implications for the UN's understanding of women's roles in development. By examining the specific targets, criticisms, and omissions of the MDGs, as well as the broader and more inclusive agenda of the SDGs, this essay will shed light on the significant changes in the UN's perspective on the importance of women's roles in global development. Now, with under 10 years left to meet it, the world is not on track. Amid the intersecting and cascading crises of COVID-19, the climate emergency, and rising economic and political insecurity, progress on gender equality has not only failed to move forward but has begun to reverse. Around the world, a growing backlash against women’s rights is threatening even well-established freedoms and protections. Without heightened commitment from the global community, gender equality will remain nothing more than an unrealized goal. The time to act and invest in women and girls is now. (In focus: Sustainable Development Goal 5, 2022)
The Millenium Development Goals were created in response to various financial crises that had sent shockwaves around the world after the Cold War in the 1990s. The former Eastern Bloc countries were struggling to regain economic footing, sub-Saharan Africa was suffering after the two lost decades of economic growth due to the HIV/AIDS pandemic, and the deepening global mistrust of international economic institutions. People in many countries were developing an intensified mistrust in globalisation, seeing it as the will of the rich imposed upon the disempowered poor. (McArthur, 2014)
The United Nations established the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), in the year 2000 with a target year set for 2015. The primary objective of the MDGs was to combat extreme poverty and its global impacts. Eight goals were developed to address the most pressing issues. These eight goals had twenty-one targets, and sixty-three indicators that were to “form a blueprint agreed to by all the world’s countries and all the world’s leading development institutions. They have galvanized unprecedented efforts to meet the needs of the world’s poorest”. (United Nations, 2015). The eight goals were MDG1: To Eradicate extreme hunger and poverty, MDG2: To achieve universal primary education, MDG3: To promote gender equality and empower women, MDG4: To reduce child mortality, MDG5: To improve maternal health, MDG6: To combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases, MDG7: To ensure environmental stability, and MDG8: To establish a global partnership for development.
These eight goals were designed to promote global development by addressing key areas such as education, gender equality, and environmental sustainability. Experts from diverse fields, including economics, public health, and international development, collaborated to create the MDGs, aiming to provide a framework for international development efforts over the subsequent 15 years. During 2000-2015 significant, and substantial progress was made in meeting many of the eight Millennium Development Goals, including visible improvements in all health areas as well as primary education, and halving the number of people living in extreme poverty. However, progress was uneven, particularly for women and girls, and in many areas far from sufficient. (UN Women, 2014).
The MDGs were recognised for their revival of international focus on these critical global issues, yet at the same time were criticized for focusing too narrowly on development. For using only a few measures and sending a too simplified message that took attention away from what countries had already promised to do. Also, the MDGs set goals that didn't help reduce inequalities within countries, but instead put resources into specific targets. The goals were directed from a developed and Western perspective and placed the responsibility to reach the targets and goals on the developing countries themselves with vastly inadequate funding. There were significant issues left out such as peace, human rights, good governance, and security. In MDG3, which aimed to promote gender equality and empower women, a single target was set. To remove differences between males and females in primary, secondary, and higher education by 2015. However, feminists have debated that “While indicators are valued for their simplicity, at the same time they decontextualise and de-historicise the information they convey.” (Dalby et al, 2019. p.55). Critics have also argued that the targets overlooked essential issues necessary to achieve gender equality and empowering women, these issues included ending violence against women, acknowledging the unequal burden of unpaid care work that mostly affects women, women's restricted access to assets and resources, safeguarding women's sexual and reproductive health rights, and putting an end to harmful traditional practices such as early and forced marriage, and female genital mutilation (FGM). (Odera and Mulusa, 2019).
The transition to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015 marked a significant shift in the UN's approach to gender equality and women's empowerment. Unlike the MDGs, the SDGs encompass a broader and more inclusive agenda that addresses various dimensions of gender inequality and women's roles in development. Feminist groups such as the Women’s Major Group (WMG) and the Feminist Alliance for Rights (FAR), “shifted the scope from the MDGs focus on monitoring the South to encompass the whole of the globe. This helps to make visible the persistence of gender inequalities in the North as well as the South.” (Dalby et al., 2019. p.60).
The Sustainable Development Goals now comprehensively cover SGD1: No poverty, SDG2: Zero hunger, SDG3: Good health and well-being, SDG4: Quality education, SDG5: Gender equality, SDG6: Clean water and sanitation, SDG7: Affordable and clean energy,  SDG8: Decent work and economic growth, SDG9: Industry, innovation and infrastructure, SDG10: Reduced inequality, SDG11: Sustainable cities and communities, SDG12: Responsible consumption and production, SDG13: Climate action, SDG14: Life below water, SDG15: Life on land, SDG16: Peace, justice and strong institutions, SDG17: Partnerships for the goals. Within these goals are 169 targets and 7,808 actions. (United Nations, 2024). Gender equality for women and girls has been incorporated throughout and embodies a “roadmap for progress that is sustainable and leaves no one behind. Achieving gender equality and women’s empowerment is integral to each of the 17 goals. Only by ensuring the rights of women and girls across all the goals will we get to justice and inclusion, economies that work for all, and sustaining our shared environment now and for future generations.” (UN Women, 2024).
For instance, in Sustainable Development Goal 5 it specifically focuses on achieving gender equality and empowering all women and girls. (In focus: Sustainable Development Goal 5, 2022). The SDGs recognize the interconnectedness of gender equality with other global challenges such as climate change, economic insecurity, and political instability, emphasizing the need for a comprehensive and integrated approach to address these issues. Implementing and succeeding the Sustainable Development Goals requires a far superior financing action plan than those of the MDGs. The securing and mobilising of funding from multistakeholder partnerships such as states as well as civil society partnerships will help secure the financing of the goals and will constitute as another enabling action instead of keeping the goals as aspirational. (Dalby et al, 2019. p.64).
Since the launch of the MDGs and the SDGs real progress has been made with numerous female led organisations spearheading the way to gender equality with initiatives that not only address the inequalities that lie within societies, but are additionally addressing energy poverty and to become agents of change within their communities. One such organisation is The Barefoot College International which runs a program called The Solar Program. The Solar Program is designed to advance clean energy and socio-economic progress in rural areas, with a focus on empowering women without formal education through training in solar technology installation and maintenance. By imparting essential skills and knowledge, this initiative nurtures self-sufficiency, livelihood development, education, and environmental sustainability. Consequently, communities gain enhanced access to renewable energy, reduced carbon emissions, economic empowerment, and an improved quality of life. This program focusses its applications in SDG1, 5, 7 ,8 ,10 ,12, and 13. It has trained 3,500 women as solar engineers in 93 countries around the world and has given 2.5 million people access to light. The Solar Program effectively addresses energy poverty and enables participants, especially women, to become catalysts for change within their communities. By training women as Solar Engineers, rural resilience is fostered one village at a time, ensuring that the acquired knowledge remains within communities to benefit future generations. (Barefoot College International, 2021).
However, while some areas of the world have made advances towards a positive future and taking strides towards reaching the SDGs, other areas are concerningly lacking in progress. In 2021 the World Health Organisation (WHO) released a fact sheet detailing the consequences of unsafe abortions. It states that “around 73 million induced abortions take place worldwide each year. Six out of 10 (61%) of all unintended pregnancies, and 3 out of 10 (29%) of all pregnancies, end in induced abortion……when people with unintended pregnancies face barriers to attaining safe, timely, affordable, geographically reachable, respectful, and non-discriminatory abortion, they often resort to unsafe abortion.” (World Health Organisation, 2021). The absence of proper care and resources pose threats to the physical and mental well-being of women and girls throughout their lives. Annually, unsafe abortions contribute to a substantial proportion of maternal deaths, with estimates ranging from 4.7% to 13.2% globally. The mortality rates associated with unsafe abortions vary significantly between developed and developing regions. In developed regions, approximately 30 women per 100,000 unsafe abortions lose their lives. In contrast, developing regions experience a much higher mortality rate, with 220 deaths per 100,000 unsafe abortions. (World Health Organisation, 2021).
In conclusion, the global community's commitment to gender equality remains a critical yet unrealized goal. The progression from the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) reflects a growing understanding of the importance of women's roles in development, particularly in poorer countries. The MDGs, while a great first step, were correctly criticized for their narrow focus and inadequate attention to gender equality. The SDGs, with their broader and more inclusive agenda, aim to address the interconnectedness of gender equality with other global challenges, such as climate change, economic insecurity, and political instability. However, despite these advancements, progress on gender equality has not only stagnated but is regressing in parts of the world. The consequences of unsafe abortions, which contribute to maternal deaths and threaten women's physical and mental health, underscore the urgent need for action. With 4.7–13.2% of maternal deaths attributed to unsafe abortion, and mortality rates varying significantly between developed and developing regions. To ensure equal rights for all, regardless of gender, the global community needs to support women and girls in a far more comprehensive manner. This includes providing safe, affordable, prompt, and respectful care while dealing with sensitive subjects such as abortions, as well as addressing issues like gender discrimination and helping women become globally empowered. The investment in women and girls will not only benefit them but will also contribute to building a stronger, more inclusive society at a global level and to the stabilising of the many crises the world faces today. Without heightened commitment, gender equality will remain an unrealized goal, and the world will suffer the consequences of our collective inaction, the time to act is now.
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