THE MILLENIUM DEVELOPMENT GOALS  -  BOB McMULLEN

The AGM seminar in February was addressed by veteran politician Bob McMullen who is now Parliamentary Secretary for International Development Assistance. Bob spoke on Australia’s commitment to the Millenium Development Goals, those Goals agreed to by the world’s developed nations, Goals which are aimed at halving world poverty within a set time frame.  He spoke about ‘Why they mattered’, and ‘What Australia is doing about them’.

He said they mattered because in a time of affluence it was wrong that so many were living in poverty; that there was a moral imperative to address the problem even in a time of economic downturn. There are 640 million people living on less than $1 a day and two billion people living on less than $2 a day.

Also, he stated that aid was necessary because it was in Australia’s national interest to have a stable and successful neighbourhood, so most aid goes to our region.

The programs that Australia supports are paid for by funds acquired from Australian taxpayers so the Government has the obligation to spend it well. As part of this obligation Australia is one of 24 countries that has its programs reviewed every five years.

When Labor came into power the Aid Budget was 0.3% of Gross National Income. Labor intends to increase this to 0.5% by 2015, which will mean a projected increase from $3.2 billion to $8 billion.  This will place Australia in the mid range of developed countries. (However Australia ranks second in donations by private individuals.) Australia has always ranked highly in contributions to food aid.

We have to tailor our aid to the needs of each particular country. In some places the provision of good sanitation enables girls to continue to go to school.  In Bangladesh, a poor low-lying country Australian life savers are helping children learn to swim in order to prevent drownings. In Africa in two years there will be an increase in aid to help them improve their agricultural systems. In our region we are just about to welcome our first guest workers into Australia who will be able to send remittances back to thier own countries.

Even though many have been lifted out of poverty in China and India in recent years, all sub-Saharan Africa will fail to achieve all the Millenium Goals.  South Asia is behind on health and education.  Indeed the only country on track to meet all the Millenium Goals is Samoa.

The economic downturn wil make it harder to reach the Goals and it is estimated that an extra 100 million will die in abject poverty because of it., Tourism to poor countries will drop, making it increasingly difficult for them.to balance budgets and get funds. Also the rising cost of food is pushing more people into poverty. Whereas for people in Australia the downturn will mean they can’t eat out as often, in poor countries it will mean they can’t eat as often.

In Australia the economic downturn could mean there is more pressure to cut aid, so we need to keep advocating everywhere and by every means to maintain our giving goals.      
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