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Studies conducted have revealed that the global distribution of poverty has shifted from low 

income to middle income countries. This ‘new bottom billion’ identified by Sumner (2012) is 

not the same as the ‘bottom billion’ earlier explained by Collier (2007) and is composed of five 

large MICs namely Pakistan, India, Nigeria, China and Indonesia. In these countries as well as 

the MICs with high poverty incidence, the average income increased whereas the absolute 

number of poor people fell negligibly. The majority of the world’s poor by income and multi-

dimensional poverty measures live in countries categorized by the World Bank as middle-

income countries. However it is important that the discussion of poverty in MICs does not 

distract the reality that LICs typically have higher rates of poverty incidence. A closer analysis 

indicates a ‘double bottom billion’ of poor people in MICs which implies a ‘bottom billion’ 

living on under $1.25 per day and a further billion poor people living on between $1.25 and $2 

per day per capita. This compares with about 300 million living on under $1.25 and a further 

200 million living on between $1.25 and $2 per day in LICs. Given that some present day LICs 

will move into the MICs bracket by 2020 or 2030, this suggests that the structure of world 

poverty will remain split between LICs and MICs for the years to come.  

 

Another established trend closely related to the poor in LICs is that 18.4 percent of the world’s 

poor live in ‘fragile states’ in comparison to 60.4 percent in MICs while only 7 percent of world 

poverty remains concentrated in ‘traditional’ developing countries such as Tanzania. 

Fundamentally, the new geography of poverty amid high levels of average per capita income 

raises questions about the types of economic growth that leads some countries to reduce the 

number of people in extreme poverty and other countries not to. The good news in general is 

that as countries get richer, the cost of poverty as a proportion of GDP should fall particularly 

for MICs.  

 

For countries which are currently LMICs, the average cost of ending $1.25 poverty is estimated 

to be in range of 0.2-0.6 percent of GDP in 2020 and at a similar level to end $2 poverty by 

2030. However, the approximated cost of ending $1.25 poverty in the present day LICs may 



remain high even in 2020 and 2030 which implies that for about 20 countries on the moderate 

growth, external support for poverty reduction will remain absolutely essential. When data for 

the 20 countries with 90 percent world poverty is considered, LICs such as Bangladesh, the 

DRC, Tanzania, Kenya, Uganda, Mozambique and Malawi have the particularly high costs of 

ending $1.25 and $2 poverty. MICs like Nigeria, Angola and Nepal also have high costs of 

ending poverty.  

 

The discussion on the Post-2015 development agenda in the context of a new development 

paradigm, has also engaged various stakeholders such as governments, international 

institutions and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) to provide views on this topic. The 

United Nations (UN) under the stewardship of the Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon has set up a 

UN System Task Team which is supported by the High-level Panel appointed by Ban Ki-Moon 

himself. The proposals from a recent UN publication ‘Realizing the Future We Want for All’, 

inform the position of the UN that the future MDG framework should rest on human rights, 

equality and sustainability i.e. a holistic approach which also draws lessons from Rio+20. 

African priorities on post-2015 following the MDG Report 2012, indicate that the equity 

narrative or MDG-plus is the preferred option. The opinions of the G20 on development 

advocate for Strong, Sustainable and Balanced Growth as articulated in the six principles in the 

Seoul Development Consensus for Shared Growth. Where governmental perspectives are 

concerned, Japan proposes a set of new goals for new challenges guided by the principle of 

‘Achieving well-being for all’. Whereas the Dutch government insists on measuring progress 

every five to ten years instead of setting new targets and also limiting the current eight goals 

to a maximum of four or five clusters and under each goal lay out the roles and responsibilities 

of the various actors. The Dutch government therefore is more inclined to the zero narrative. 

The 2013 European Report on Development to be released in 2013, will provide 

comprehensive proposals from the European Union. However the proposals thus far are for 

inclusive and sustainable development. Proposals from the Civil Society vary in content but 

most stress the need for an expansion of the goals i.e. a human-rights base to development, 

crisis management and political rights and most importantly, want an inclusive, participatory 

partnership process between the North and South in framing post-2015.  

 

A review of academic views on the post-2015 agenda reveals that three key positions have 

emerged from the ongoing debate; zero narrative, equity narrative and the sustainability 

narrative. These perspectives take into account the dynamics of international politics as well as 

the new geography of poverty and ongoing research on the effect of MDGs.  

 

The zero narrative proposes an elongation of the MDG deadline to 2030 in order to ‘finish the 

job’ but with minor adjustments to the indicators measuring the goals and targets. Under this 

approach, there would be no new structures or institutional arrangements but the aspiration 

to end extreme poverty would remain even if the agreement lacks ‘teeth’.  

 

The equity narrative or MDG-plus on the other hand, advocates for the revitalization of MDGs 

in order to address emerging issues from the previous set of objectives such as inequality or 

the quality of outcomes. This view emphasizes incorporating new goals such as human rights 

or rooting development onto a human security approach and exploring the possibility of MDGs 

relaying a policy to achieving these goals as well. This implies greater interventionist policies 

and thus far greater levels of national ownership in any structures or institutional 

arrangements.  

 



The sustainability position looks at the relationship between man and the environment and 

accentuates the notion of holistic development in which goals (social, economic and 

environmental) address poverty without contributing to further environmental degradation. 

This outlook would be bolder and more ambitious and involve the creation of new structures 

which stress global public goods and can build on MDG 8 on global partnerships to drive a new 

multilateralism to address global development and ignore the North-South dichotomy. 

 

Against the backdrop of the changing context in which post-2015 framework is being 

deliberated, the strengths and limitations of the narratives also vary. In terms of addressing 

the deficiencies of the MDGs and changing context of poverty ‘problem’, the ‘zero’ narrative 

may argue that the deficiencies of the MDGs are not so bad given the political trade-offs of 

agreeing a new framework. The ‘equity’ narrative on the contrary, is likely to address the 

weaknesses because it re-examines the indicators, adds local ownership which might better 

address the missing poor or poorest. The sustainability goes beyond and looks at global 

mechanism in order to mobilise resources and policy. Where addressing the changing context 

and pattern of global poverty is concerned, the ‘zero’ approach is unlikely to attend to the 

emerging challenges. The ‘equity’ approach would expand ownership and accountability to the 

national level and thus make ending world poverty more of a shared effort between donors 

and governments of MICs. The sustainability tackles the changing context. With the shifting 

global politics and emerging powers and donors, some say the ‘zero’ approach is possibly the 

easiest way to political consensus and it also pressures rich countries to honour commitments 

and stand by their pledges. However, it also misses the opportunity to improve targets and 

indicators. The ‘equity’ narrative in contrast, complicates the simplicity of MDGs due to the 

introduction of new targets especially if they are not in tune politically at the national level. 

They risk being labelled again as donor led and reductionist. Through the ‘sustainability’ 

approach, a political agreement would be harder to reach despite the strength of being 

futuristic in outlook, addressing wider and intergenerational causes of poverty and 

vulnerability and incentivising behaviour change through mutual self-interest and solidarity.  

 

The shifting global poverty from the poorest countries to MICs portends that new approaches 

are needed in tackling extreme poverty. MICs for example will need and want “traditional aid” 

less and less as domestic resources expand. However concessional loans will still be useful 

even if grants are less appropriate given that resources are growing.  

 

In view of these dynamics, aligning a joint EU strategy with the changing distribution of global 

poverty a post-2015 agreement is necessary and could include the following components: 

 

i) Developing a new focus on the chronic, long-term poor, wherever they live and a new 

priority of ensuring the benefits of growth and public spending are equitably 

distributed; 

ii) Focusing new resources to support the building of domestic taxation systems and the 

regulation of tax havens and untaxed capital flight from MICs; 

iii) Supporting and expanding inclusive policy processes with the poor by donor-

government joint working with civil society; 

iv) Co-financing global public goods including knowledge sharing on public policy between 

MICs and LICs; and 

v) Ensuring coherence across donors’ development policies such as trade and migration. 

 
 


