
 

  

‘We will make more progress if we take a human rights 
approach”, Mary Robinson, The Elders. 

As the UN reports that only half of countries are on track to achieve the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs), Mary Robinson, Graça Machel, Gro Brundtland, Ela Bhatt 
and Martti Ahtisaari support the Every Human Has Rights campaign and call for 
freedom from poverty as a human right. 

Members of The Elders group of eminent global leaders and activists said today that 
Governments must place a greater emphasis on protecting human rights if there is to be any 
hope of achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and ending poverty. 

Speaking in a series of exclusive interviews released as part of the Every Human Has Rights 
campaign, the members called for stronger commitments and determined action to uphold the 
rights of children, women and all citizens to be free from poverty. The recent UN report on the 
progress of the MDGs “Keeping the Promise” suggests that many critical Goals will be missed 
and that extreme poverty will not be halved by the original target date of 2015.  

The Elders’ call comes during the UN General Assembly’s Informal Interactive Hearings with 
NGOs and the private sector (New York, 14th and 15th June 2010), the findings of which will 
provide input into the ‘MDG summit’ on 20-22 September 2010.  

The “Keeping the Promise” report suggests that whilst a number of countries have had 
success in combating factors of extreme poverty including hunger, school enrolment, access 
to clean water, malaria, tuberculosis, and access to HIV treatment, many major MDGs will not 
be met. 

The report reveals that: just over half of the 117 countries for which there is data available are 
on track to achieve the MDGs; the number of people living in extreme poverty has actually 
risen (when excluding changes in China); the child mortality rate is well short of the MDG 
target of a two thirds reduction (to 33 per thousand live births); and that maternal mortality 
rates have remained largely unchanged.  

Mary Robinson, former President of the Irish Republic and member of The Elders said: “The 
voice of civil society is absolutely essential if we are going to ensure we can deliver on the 
MDGs which are not very ambitious. They are necessary and I would like to go further.”  

Every Human Has Rights, led by South African based civil society alliance CIVICUS, is 
therefore calling for civil society to be given a central role in achieving the MDGs and tackling 
poverty. NGOs, churches, trade unions, youth and other community groups must be able to 
operate securely and have the freedom to express opinions without fear of harassment if they 
are to play their part in ending poverty.  

Ingrid Srinath, Secretary General of CIVICUS said: “The findings of the UN’s “Keeping the 
Promise” report are extremely concerning. Progress is patchy and hampered, not only by the 
fact that donor countries have failed to meet the funding commitments made at Gleneagles in 
2005, but also because citizens right of participation remains defied by governments. Civil 
society space and engagement must be respected and free to operate if together we are to 
have any chance of meeting the MDGs.  Freedom from poverty is a basic human right, one 
that calls for Governments and private sector to work harder to protect.”  

Every Human Has Rights believes that ending poverty can only be achieved through an 
approach that understands the interdependence of human rights, gender equality, 
environmental sustainability and peace and security.  

Ela Bhatt, founder of the Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) trade union said:  
“Women have done more than enough of their duties, let us try to balance it with the rights 



 

approach”. Bhatt’s experiences of working with the 1,000,000 strong SEWA union in India 
have demonstrated that when women organise, they increase visibility and gain a collective 
voice, taking a huge step towards gaining the equal rights and empowerment that help get 
them out of poverty.  “Every human has equal rights because we are all born equals.” 

Graça Machel, renowned international advocate for women's and children's rights, talks about 
the importance of childrens’ rights to eradicate poverty: “Any society will be judged how 
healthy it is by the way it treats its children. We have made so many promises to children 
what we need is to implement.” 

Gro Brundtland, former Norwegian Prime Minister and Director-General of the World Health 
Organisation talks about the vital importance of the universal right to health whilst Martti 
Ahtisaari former President of Finland, UN peace mediator and Nobel Prize winner talks about 
the need for peace and security as conditions for ending poverty.   

- ENDS -  

For further information and interview requests contact Rashmi Mistry, Every Human 
Has Rights, +27 011 833 5959 ext 128, +27 726 430 632, rashmi.mistry@civicus.org  

Full interviews with Mary Robinson, Graça Machel, Gro  Brundtland, Ela Bhatt and 
Martti Ahtisaari can be viewed at www.everyhumanhasrights.org. Sign up for future 

news and to be part of the campaign.    

Notes to Editors  

Every Human Has Rights 
The Every Human Has Rights campaign was launched by the Elders to promote 
understanding of the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Working with partners 
around the world, the message reached an estimated 3 million people, encouraging them to 
know their rights and to work to protect and respect the rights of others.  Now the campaign is 
coordinated by CIVICUS and continues to promote awareness and action on human rights. 
www.everyhumanhasrights.org  
 
CIVICUS 
CIVICUS: World Alliance for Citizen Participation is a global movement of civil society with 
members and partners in over a hundred countries.   
www.civicus.org  
 
Millennium Development Goals  
2010 will be a critical year in determining which development pathways our world will pursue. 
In 2000, UN Member States agreed to the Millennium Declaration and committed 
themselves to achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by 2015.  
The eight goals: 
1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger 
2: Achieve universal primary education 
3: Promote gender equality and empower women 
4: Reduce child mortality 
5: Improve maternal health 
6: Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases 
7: Ensure environmental sustainability 
8: Develop a Global Partnership for Development 
 
On 20-22 September 2010, the General Assembly will hold, in New York, a High-level 
Plenary Meeting, also referred to as the "MDG Summit". The Summit's main focus will be 
to build on what we have learned during the past 10 years since the adoption of the 
Millennium Declaration and how to accelerate progress towards the internationally agreed 
development goals, in particular MDGs. The Summit will take stock of the successes, best 
practices, lessons learned, obstacles and gaps related to the MDGs and other development 



 

goals.  
 
As a part of the process leading to the Summit, the General Assembly will also convene 
interactive hearings with representatives of NGOs, civil society and the private sector 
from 14-15 June. The outcomes of these hearings will provide an input to the preparatory 
process for the Summit and be issued as an Assembly document.  
 
Key findings of “Keeping the promise” a report of the UN Secretary General to promote an 
action agenda to achieve the MDGs by 2015 (released in March): 
• Of the 117 countries for which data is available, 63 are now on track to meet the MDG 

underweight target compared with 46 countries in 2006 with most of the 20 countries 
without any visible progress in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

• According to the World Bank’s “dollar-a-day” international poverty line – revised in 2008 
to $1.25 - the actual number of people living in extreme poverty actually went up between 
1990 and 2005 by about 36 million
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• As a result of the economic and financial crisis, it is estimated that in 2009, the number 
of workers and their families, below the poverty line increased by up to 215 million, to 
848m or 28% of workers worldwide - including 100 million in South Asia and 28million in 
Sub-Saharan Africa. 

• The child mortality rate in developing countries fell from 99 deaths per thousand live 
births in 1990 to 72 in 2008, well short of the target of a two-thirds reduction (to 33 per 
thousand live births) 

• The maternal mortality only declined marginally from 480 deaths per 100,000 live births in 
1990 to 450 in 2005 

• Whilst the number of new HIV infections was 2.7 million in 2008, a decline of 30 per cent 
from the peak of 3.5 million in 1996, for every two persons starting anti-retroviral 
treatment, there are five new HIV infections. 

 
About the Elders 
The Elders include Nobel Peace Laureates Archbishop Desmond Tutu, former UN Secretary 
General Kofi Annan, former Finnish President Martti Ahtisaari and former US President 
Jimmy Carter. 
 
Other members are Norway's first woman Prime Minister Gro Brundtland who was also 
Director General of the World Health Organisation, former Brazilian President Fernando 
Henrique Cardoso and Mary Robinson, former President of Ireland and UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights. 
 
Their fellow Elders, Ela Bhatt and Graça Machel, are globally recognised leaders at the 
forefront of the struggle against oppression and poverty, and Lakhdar Brahimi is one of the 
UN and the Arab world's most respected and effective diplomats. 
 
Nobel Peace Laureates Nelson Mandela and Aung San Suu Kyi, are honorary Elders. Having 
retired from public life, Mandela does not participate in Elders' meetings or activities but is 
kept informed of the group's efforts. Suu Kyi is under house arrest in Burma, imprisoned by 
the military regime that denied her party's election victory in 1990. To highlight her cause - 
and that of thousands of political prisoners in Burma - the Elders always keep an empty chair 
at their table, symbolically draped in Burmese silk. 
www.theelders.org  
 

                                                        

 


