
	  
	  

Fig 1. Millennium Development Goals 
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Introduction 
 
In September 2015, the UN General Assembly will replace 
the expiring Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) with a 
new set of goals and targets: the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). The SDGs are an ambitious attempt to tackle 
the root causes of poverty, deprivation, and inequality 
worldwide. The project aims to establish a policy framework 
with universal goals that will cover all countries and all 
people. UN member states will be expected to use the SDGs to 
frame their policy agendas for the next 15 years. 
 
The eight MDGs (see Fig. 1) form a blueprint agreed to in 
2000 by all governments and leading development 
institutions, signifying an effort to eradicate poverty in the 
poorest countries of the world. In Asia, the MDGs led to 
successful projects in a number of areas, including improved 
food security and nutrition, increased access to reproductive 
and maternal health services, and improved access to primary 
education, among other positive outcomes.2 
 
Despite gains in some areas, poverty, inequality, and 
deprivation remain at crisis levels across Asia and globally. 
Notably, the MDGs failed to include consideration of migrants 
and the links between development, human rights, and 
migration—a significant omission, particularly in the Asian 
context, as the Asia and Pacific region is home to more than 
30 million migrant workers,3 too many of whom endure the 
struggles of poverty and inequality daily. 
 
From MDGs to SDGs 
 
At the UN Conference on Sustainable Development (Rio+20) 
in June 2012, governments and other stakeholders decided to 
establish an Open Working Group (OWG) of the United 
Nations General Assembly to organize a process to propose a 
new set of goals to replace the MDGs. In July 2014, the OWG 
presented 17 goals with 169 targets to measure progress (see 
Fig. 2). Specific indicators to accompany the goals and targets 
will also be developed. 
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Between January and July 2015, governments will 
continue to deliberate on the proposed goals and 
targets, determining how they will be implemented 
and financed and what indicators will be used to 
determine progress. The UN General Assembly will 
adopt the final goals and targets for the SDGs at 

the Special Summit on Sustainable Development in 
New York, 25-27 September 2015. Thus, it is 
important for us to act now, as civil society only has 
until July to influence these deliberations and to 
encourage a strong human rights focus for the 
SDGs. 

 
Fig 2. OWG Draft SDGs 

•   End poverty in all its forms everywhere1

•   End hunger, achieve food security & improved nutrition, and promote sustainable agriculture2

•   Ensure healthy lives & promote well-being for all at all ages3

•   Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education & promote lifelong learning opportunities for 
all4

•   Achieve gender equality & empower all women and girls5

•   Ensure availability & sustainable management of water and sanitation for all6

•   Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for all7

•   Promote sustained, inclusive, and sustainable economic growth, full and productive 
employment, and decent work for all8

•   Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization, and foster 
innovation9

•   Reduce inequality within and among countries10

•   Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable11

•   Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns12

•   Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts13

•   Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas, and marine resources for sustainable 
development14
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Including Migrants in the SDGs:  
The Stockholm Agenda 
 
Since June 2014, 309 civil society organizations 
and networks around the world have signed the 
“Stockholm Agenda on the Inclusion of Migrants 
and Migration in Post-2015 Global and National 
Development Agendas” (see Fig. 3)4. The 
Stockholm Agenda emerged from civil society 
meetings at the Global Forum on Migration and 
Development and parallel civil society processes 
in Sweden in May 2014. The agenda is a set of 9 
migration-related goals and 21 related targets 
that contribute to the development of migrant 
countries of origin and destination. 
 
Realizing Human Rights through the SDGs 
 
While the MDGs focused almost entirely on 
developing countries, the draft SDGs recognize 
that there is a role for all countries in bringing 
about sustainable development. States have 
acknowledged that poverty and inequality are 
not only problems of the developing countries of 
the Global South; they are universal phenomena, 
and international solidarity and collaboration are 
necessary for sustainable solutions. 
 
The SDGs mark an important moment for a 
deeper realization of what human rights are 
about. Many of the draft goals are aligned with 
human rights obligations and key elements of the 
human rights-based approach to development, 
including attention to root causes, gender 
equality, non-discrimination, and accountability,  

 
among others. However, civil society remains 
concerned that the OWG proposal looks to the 
private sector to finance development, affirming 
a neoliberal model that commodifies people and 
nature. The SDGs may, in the end, reinforce an 
economic model by which very often migration 
becomes a necessity rather than a choice.  
 
It is imperative that the SDGs include explicit 
human rights language to ensure that they live 
up to their potential of being truly 
transformative and human rights-centred. The 
SDGs must: 
 

• Be people-centred, upholding the human 
rights commitments of all governments 
 

• Address the root causes of labour 
migration and the oppression of migrant 
communities 
 

• Uphold the ILO’s labour standards, 
affirming decent work for all without 
discrimination 
 

• Guarantee the right to social protection, 
including basic services such as 
healthcare, housing, and social security 
irrespective of country of origin or 
immigration status 
 

• Ensure that labour migration is a choice 
rather than a necessity brought about by 
a lack of opportunity at home.

•   Protect, restore, promote sustainable use of terrerstrial econsystems, sustainably manage 
forests, combat desertification, & halt/reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss15

•   Promote peaceful & inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice 
for all, and build effective, accountable, and inclusive institutions at all levels16

•   Strengthen the means of implementation & revitalize the global partnership for sustainable 
development17
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Fig 3. Highlights of the Stockholm Agenda 

 

•   Create/preserve decent work opportunities in countries of origin which make migration 
and re-migration an option instead of a necessity and mitigate brain drain  

•   Ensure migrants enjoy decent working conditions and social protection that conform to 
human rights and labour standards and ensure portability of skills and benefits  

Create Jos, 
Sustainable 

Livelihoods, & 
Equitable Growth

•   Reduce costs of labour migration, with priority to abolishing debt bondage & 
recruitment fees and reducing the cost of sending remittances 

•   Protect and promote the private use of remittances for family and community 
development  

End Poverty

•   Provide access to social and legal protection and decent work to migrant women and 
girls, including domestic workers  

Empower Girls & 
Women, Achieve 
Gender Equality

•   Ensure migrants’ access to education, particularly for children who are migrants 
themselves or the children of migrants  

Provide Quality 
Education & 

Lifelong Learning

•   Ensure that all migrants have access to adequate and quality healthcare  Ensure Healthy 
Lives

•   Ensure migrants have access to justice and due process equal to nationals 
•   End policies /practices that criminalize and detain migrants based upon their migration 
status 

•   Increase participation and contribution of migrants in public policy planning & 
implementation 

Ensure Good 
Governance & 

Effective Institutions

•   Increase public awareness of cultural, social and economic contributions of migrants 
and diaspora  

•   Institutionalize mechanisms that embrace and integrate or reintegrate migrants and 
their families into their countries of origin, heritage and destination  

Ensure Stable & 
Peaceful Societies

•   Ensure that migrants and diaspora are fully engaged as partners in development  
•   Expand collaboration on and access to migration and development data  

Create a Global 
Enabling 

Environment for 
Development with 
New Partnerships

•   Prevent and address human trafficking and violence against migrants 
•   Improve systemic responses to forced migration, migrants uprooted by crisis 
•   Facilitate safe, orderly, regular migration through enhanced international cooperation  
•   Reduce inefficiencies that result in migrants lacking proper documentation  

Enlarge Human 
Security & Human 

Development 
Benefits of 
Migration
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The SDGs mark an important opportunity for the 
world to move towards a genuine realization of 
Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, which states: “All human beings are born 
free and equal in dignity and rights.”  
 
As civil society, when we discuss development we 
emphasize the need for people-centred 
development, not just economic development—
which is too often the primary focus of states.  
 
As the UN Declaration on the Right to 
Development (1986) states:  
 

 
 
The Declaration places people at the centre. It 
emphasizes that development requires 
guarantees of equal opportunity without 
discrimination and “access to basic resources, 
education, health services, food, housing, 
employment and the fair distribution of income” 

(Art. 8). To achieve sustainable, people-centred 
development, the root causes of injustice and 
inequality must be understood and addressed, 
and the right to self-determination must be 
upheld. 
 
Why Migration Matters  
 
The need for meaningful progress towards 
sustainable, people-centred development is 
exemplified in the experiences of many migrant 
workers. Migrants’ remittances are often seen as 
drivers of economic development, but the social 
and personal costs associated with migration are 
often sidelined from development discussions. As 
stated in the civil society reactions to the Post-
2015 Development Agenda discussions as 
articulated at the People’s Global Action on 
Migration, Development, & Human Rights, 
“Migrants’ remittances are neither an answer to 
development nor an appropriate policy for 
poverty reduction.”5  
 
As the SDG discussions move forward, migrants 
and migration must be specifically included and 
referenced (see Fig. 4). So far, civil society has 
actively advanced the Stockholm Agenda during 
the OWG processes and with other regional and 
intergovernmental agencies and leaders. These 
efforts have resulted in a number of references in 
the final document of the OWG, presented on 19 
July 2014 (see Fig 5).5 In addition, on 4 
December 2014, UN Secretary General Ban Ki-
Moon presented a synthesis report entitled “The 
Road to Dignity by 2030,” which highlights 
migration in several places. Despite this 
recognition of the importance of migrants and 
migration, much work remains to be done 
between now and July to advance our advocacy 
on the SDGs. 

 

Article 1
1.   The right to development is an inalienable 
human right by virtue of which every human 
person and all peoples are entitled to 
participate in, contribute to, and enjoy 
economic, social, cultural and political 
development, in which all human rights and 
fundamental freedoms can be fully realized.

2. The human right to development also 
implies the full realization of the right of 
peoples to self-determination, which 
includes ... the exercise of their inalienable 
right to full sovereignty over all their natural 
wealth and resources.

Article 2
1. The human person is the central subject of 
development and should be the active 
participant and beneficiary of the right to 
development.



	  6 

Fig 4. Reasons to include migration in the SDGs 

 
 

•   There are 232 million international migrants in the world, and one 
billion people live and work outside of their place of birth. Migrants 
in a mobile world are everywhere, move everywhere, and contribute 
in manifold ways to development everywhere.

Demographics

•   Migrants work and create jobs. For example, migrants start 1 in 7 
companies in the US and the UK. They send half a trillion dollars 
annually in remittances to their families and communities in their 
countries of origin—more than three times official development 
assistance. Migrants spend and save another four times that amount 
in their countries of destination.

Economics

•   Human rights and diversity are not only positive social goods, but 
also contribute considerably to sustainable development. The SDG 
negotiations present an opportunity to examine the role of 
development in realizing the civil and political and economic, social, 
and cultural rights of all people, including migrants and their families, 
as enshrined in the UDHR, the ICCPR, the ICESCR, and the full body 
of international human rights law and ILO standards.

Human Rights

•   Whereas the MDGs predominantly targeted developing countries, 
the SDGs concern all countries. They mark a common effort to ensure 
global well-being for current and future generations. If the SDGs are 
to be truly universal, then migrants should be included in the 
considerations of each goal—e.g., access to education, healthcare, 
decent work, human security, etc.

Universality
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Fig 5. OWG Goals & Targets Including Migrants & Migration 

  

Target 4b (under Goal 4 on Education) includes reference to expanding number of 
scholarships from developing countries, in higher education

Target 5.2 (under Goal 5 on Gender Equality) refers to women and girls’ 
trafficking and other forms of exploitation

Target 8.8 (under Goal 8 on Economic Growth) refers to rights of all 
workers, including migrant workers and particularly women migrants

Target 10.7 (under Goal 10 on Inequality) calls for the facilitation of 
orderly, safe, regular and responsible migration – including through the 
implementation of planned and well-managed migration policies

Target 10-10c (also under Goal 10) refers to the reduction in transaction 
costs of remittances and specifically addressing corridors with very high 
costs. It specifies the reduction to less than 3% of transaction costs, and 
elimination of remittance corridors with costs higher than 5%

Target 16.2 (under Goal 16 on Peaceful and Inclusive Societies) refers to 
combating child trafficking. It calls for ending exploitation, abuse, trafficking and 
all forms of violence against children

Target 17.18 (also under Goal 17) and chapeau text par. 17 refer to data disaggregation, 
including by migratory status
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Time to Act! 
 
This year will be crucial for our continued efforts 
to integrate migrants and migration into the 
post-2015 SDG framework. Every month, post-
2015 negotiation sessions are held at the UN in 
New York: 
 

• February 17-20 
• March 23-27 
• April 20-24 
• May 18-22 
• June 22-25 
• July 20-24 and 27-31 
• September 28-30, UNGA meeting 

 
In addition, the President of the UNGA is 
organizing thematic events on Means of 
Implementation (February), Gender (March), 
Peace (April-May), and Climate Change (June). 
 
These negotiations will coincide with the final 
stages of the ongoing negotiations on 
development finance, culminating in the Addis 
Ababa Summit, 13-16 July 2015. This summit 
will discuss the Means of Implementation and 
funding for SDG policies and programs. In 
addition, the ongoing climate change 

negotiations will impact the outcome and 
implementation of the new SDG framework. 
 
Talk to Governments. Find out who is 
representing your government in the SDG 
negotiations. Approach them to find out their 
priorities and make the link with migrants, 
migration, and human rights. Also, contact your 
Member of Parliament to discuss how 
parliamentarians can monitor and influence the 
negotiations. Ask your parliamentary contacts 
how your government intends to implement the 
SDGs at the national level. 
 
Work on Indicators to Measure Progress. 
The SDG goals and targets will be accompanied 
by indicators to measure progress in 
implementation. Recommend indicators for the 
goals and targets related to migration. 
 
Work in Partnership and Solidarity with 
other Civil Society Groups. Many civil society 
groups are advocating for a human rights focus 
for the SDGs. Reach out to others committed to 
working on this to share ideas and analysis and 
to strengthen our calls for people-centred 
development.
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