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RESCUING THE SDGS: PLENTY OF RESOURCES, LACK OF WILL 
“The Sustainable Development Goals represent a bold vision: a commitment to a better, healthier, safer and more prosperous and 
sustainable future. But the Goals are facing massive headwinds. More than 4 out of 5 SDG targets are off track. On top of the impacts from a 
global pandemic, many countries are being crushed by massive debt burdens, limited liquidity and sky-high borrowing costs. Conflicts, 
hunger, inequalities and the climate crisis are all intensifying. The world has the wealth, the technology, and the know-how to achieve the 
SDGs… there is no excuse.”  António Guterres, UN Secretary General1 

“We cannot afford a retreat from multilateral cooperation. These global challenges far exceed the capacity of any single state to respond. 
They can only be effectively addressed through a strong commitment to multilateralism, international cooperation and global solidarity based 
on mutual respect, shared responsibility, and collective action.” Draft FfD4 outcome document, para 42 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

The world is beset by multiple crises including widescale humanitarian emergencies and increasing global inequality both 
between and within countries exacerbated by the United States’ decision in April 2025 to impose severe global tariffs, with 
more threatened, many hitting some of the poorest and most vulnerable countries hardest.3  
The cataclysmic impacts of the climate crisis are being felt across the planet often in those low-income countries which 
have contributed the least to the carbon emissions driving global warming.  

The global rise of authoritarian practices is undermining previous commitments to multilateralism and international 
cooperation and eroding the potential for collective action towards a common good.  

Yet precisely at this moment when the world needs to come together to address these myriad disasters, we are witnessing 
higher-income states reneging on their international human rights obligations and other international commitments such 
as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). For example, the recent decisions by the USA and other governments to 
slash vitally needed international development assistance stands to have catastrophic consequences on human rights.4  

Such retrenchment could not come at a worse time. Years of underinvestment by all states mean the majority of the SDGs 
are way off track from their 2030 targets. For example, it is estimated that 585 million people will still face hunger at the 
end of the decade,5 despite commitments by governments to ensure there is zero hunger by this date.6 

 
1 UN, “Secretary-General's remarks at the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) Moment Event”, 24 September 2024, 
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2024-09-24/secretary-generals-remarks-the-sustainable-development-goals-%28sdgs%29-moment-
event-bilingual-delivered-scroll-down-for-all-english-and-all-french 
2 UN, First Draft: Outcome Document of the Fourth International Conference on Financing for Development, 
https://financing.desa.un.org/sites/default/files/2025-03/FFD4%20Outcome%20First%20Draft.pdf, para 4.   
3 Guardian, “Asian countries riven by war and disaster face some of steepest Trump tariffs”, 3 April 2025, https://www.theguardian.com/us-
news/2025/apr/03/donald-trump-tariffs-us-administration-countries-biggest-rates-china-myanmar-mandalay  
4 Amnesty International, “Myanmar: Recklessly abrupt US aid stoppage poses existential threat to human rights”, 13 February 2025, 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2025/02/myanmar-recklessly-abrupt-us-aid-stoppage-poses-existential-threat-to-human-rights; Amnesty 
International, “Yemen: US abrupt and irresponsible aid cuts put millions at risk”, 10 April 2025, 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2025/04/yemen-us-abrupt-and-irresponsible-aid-cuts-compound-humanitarian-crisis-and-put-millions-at-
risk; New York Times, “Health programs shutter around the world after Trump pauses foreign aid”, 1 February 2025, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/01/health/trump-aid-malaria-tuberculosis-hiv.html (paywall)  
5 FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO, The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2024 – Financing to End Hunger, Food Insecurity and 
Malnutrition in All its Forms, 24 July 2024, Rome,  https://doi.org/10.4060/cd1254en  
6 UN, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Goal 2 End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable 
agriculture, https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal2 (accessed on 4 April 2025). 

https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2024-09-24/secretary-generals-remarks-the-sustainable-development-goals-%28sdgs%29-moment-event-bilingual-delivered-scroll-down-for-all-english-and-all-french
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2024-09-24/secretary-generals-remarks-the-sustainable-development-goals-%28sdgs%29-moment-event-bilingual-delivered-scroll-down-for-all-english-and-all-french
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/apr/03/donald-trump-tariffs-us-administration-countries-biggest-rates-china-myanmar-mandalay
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/apr/03/donald-trump-tariffs-us-administration-countries-biggest-rates-china-myanmar-mandalay
https://oneamnesty-my.sharepoint.com/personal/stephen_cockburn_amnesty_org/Documents/tax/Rome,%20https:/doi.org/10.4060/cd1254en
https://doi.org/10.4060/cd1254en
https://oneamnesty-my.sharepoint.com/personal/stephen_cockburn_amnesty_org/Documents/tax/Goal
https://sdgs.un.org/goals/goal2
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The Fourth Financing for Development (FfD4) Summit to be held in Seville between 30 June and 3 July 2025 provides a 
significant opportunity to both re-commit to the SDGs and ensure the resources are provided to achieve them. The 
gathering, which last took place a decade ago, will be attended by government leaders, together with international and 
regional organizations, financial and trade institutions, businesses and civil society.     

Beginning in Monterey, Mexico in 2002 the conferences aim to address the financing of global development and key 
related issues. The outcome of the first conference resulted in a landmark global agreement between developed and 
developing countries, in which both recognized their responsibilities in key areas such as trade, aid, debt relief and 
institution building.7 

As elaborated in its draft outcome document,8 this Summit has bold ambitions to bolster financing at all levels, including 
reform of international financial architecture. The current system is rooted in historical inequalities and the continuing 
legacy of colonialism, which leaves many low-income countries with unsustainable debt and without the resources they 
need to progress towards the SDGs.9  

 
“We commit to reform the international financial architecture, enhancing its resilience and effectiveness in responding to present and future 
challenges and crises. To better reflect today’s realities, we commit to make global governance more inclusive and effective. We 
acknowledge the important role of the United Nations in global economic governance, recognizing the complementary mandates of 
international organizations, that make the coordination of their actions crucial.” Draft FfD4 outcome document para 610 

 
These ambitious aims cannot be met without real commitments, concrete action and sufficient resources from both states 
and others including international financial institutions. 

All governments attending the Summit, including those that benefit from the current unfair and unequal global economy, 
must confront both the immediate crisis linked to the cutting of international assistance by major donors, as well as 
commit to structural reforms that could provide sustainable sources of financing for the longer term – from advancing 
international tax cooperation and addressing the debt crisis, to reforming international financial institutions to promoting 
more inclusive systems of financing and development.  

If governments step up, FfD4 has the potential to be a springboard for salvaging the SDGs and averting climate 
catastrophe. In turn, this will guarantee the human rights of billions of people currently being denied socio-economic and 
climate justice. This briefing sets out the need to significantly increase spending on the SDGs and proposes different 
measures to achieve this through fiscal reforms and responsible development financing. 

 

THE SDGS ARE WAY OFF TRACK WITH ONLY FIVE YEARS LEFT TO 2030 
 
"Our failure to secure peace, to confront climate change and to boost international finance is undermining development.  We must 
accelerate action for the Sustainable Development Goals - and we don’t have a moment to lose.” António Guterres, UN Secretary General11 
 
The 17 SDGs with their 169 targets were agreed by governments in 2015 to replace the Millenium Development Goals 
(MDGs) with an implementation deadline of 2030.12 In aspiring to “leave nobody behind” their ambitious aims include 
eradicating poverty, ending world hunger, sustainable management of water and sanitation for all, and reducing inequality 
within and among countries. All of these are inextricably linked to states’ human rights obligations to guarantee economic, 
social and cultural rights. In addition, the Goals, particularly through Goal 16, also address governance and related civil 
and political rights issues such as the rule of law, access to justice and freedom of information emphasizing the 
interdependence and indivisibility of all rights.13  

 
7 UN, “Monterey Consensus on Financing for Development 18-22 March 2002”, 2003, https://www.un.org/esa/ffd/wp-
content/uploads/2014/09/MonterreyConsensus.pdf 
8 UN, First Draft: Outcome Document of the Fourth International Conference on Financing for Development (previously cited).  
9 UN, “UN Secretary General addresses the FfD4 1st PrepCom Session”, 6 August 2024, https://financing.desa.un.org/ffd4   
10 UN, First Draft: Outcome Document of the Fourth International Conference on Financing for Development (previously cited), para 6. 
11 UN, ”Secretary-General launching Sustainable Development Goals Report 2024”, 28 June 2024,  
https://press.un.org/en/2024/sgsm22290.doc.htm  
12 UN, The 17 Goals, https://sdgs.un.org/goals (accessed on 18 April 2025).  
13 UN, Goal 16: Peace, justice and strong institutions, https://www.globalgoals.org/goals/16-peace-justice-and-strong-institutions (accessed on 18 
April 2025). 

https://financing.desa.un.org/ffd4
https://press.un.org/en/2024/sgsm22290.doc.htm
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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Yet two thirds of the way towards 2030, the SDGs are widely off track. At the mid-way point of the SDGs, in July 2023, the 
UN reported that progress on more than half of the SDGs was “weak and insufficient,” while for another 30% it had 
“stalled or gone into reverse”.14 These include key targets on poverty, hunger and climate. According to the latest report 
by the UN Secretary General, in May 2024 only 17% of SDGs targets were on track to be achieved, nearly half were 
showing minimal or moderate progress, and progress on over a third had stalled or even regressed.15 

Based on these current trends, by 2030 585 million people will be chronically undernourished,16 575 million people will 
still be living in extreme poverty, 84 million children will be out of school, 300 million attending school will leave unable to 
read and write and 660 million people will remain without electricity.17 

MASSIVE FUNDING SHORTFALLS 

 
Despite their critical importance, it is not surprising that progress towards the SDGs has been so slow when recent 
estimates by the UN Agency for Trade and Development (UNCTAD) are that the annual SDG investment gap in low- and 
middle-income countries – from public and private sources – now stands at about US$4 trillion, compared to US$2.5 
trillion before the Covid-19 pandemic exacerbated the deficit.18 While a huge sum, according to research by UBS bank, 
this equates to less than 1% of the estimated total global private wealth of US$454 trillion – over 45% of which is 
controlled by the richest 1.1% of the world’s population.19  

UNCTAD estimates that over half of the US$4 trillion needed - US$2.2 trillion – is required to invest in clean energy, while 
US$500 billion is required for water and sanitation, US$400 billion in non-energy infrastructure, US$300 billion for food 
and agriculture, US$300 billion for biodiversity and between US$100 billion and US$600 billion for health and 
education.20  

Recognizing this investment gap, in February 2023 the UN Secretary General launched the SDG Stimulus21 to try and 
boost progress by: 

 
▪ Tackling the high cost for many countries, particularly middle- and low-income, of servicing state sovereign debt 

and being in debt distress (the inability to meet debt obligations)  

▪ Scaling up affordable and long-term financing for development 

▪ Expanding contingency financing to countries in need 

 
Yet over two years later, and despite subsequent initiatives such as the Summit and Pact of the Future at the 2024 UN 
General Assembly,22 there is a chronic lack of progress – and even reversals in some of these areas, which stands to be 
exacerbated by abrupt and sweeping development aid cuts and tariff hikes which could disproportionately harm the 
poorest countries.23 

  

 
 

 
14 UN, The Sustainable Development Goals Report Special Edition 2023, 18 April 2024,, https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2023/The-Sustainable-
Development-Goals-Report-2023.pdf   
15 UN Secretary General,  Report: Progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals, 2 May 2024, UN Doc. A/79/79-E/2024/54, 
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/report/2024/SG-SDG-Progress-Report-2024-advanced-unedited-version.pdf  
16 FAO, “Chapter 2: Food security and nutrition around the world”, The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2024, , 24 July 2024, 
https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/39dbc6d1-58eb-4aac-bd8a-47a8a2c07c67/content/state-food-security-and-nutrition-
2024/ending-hunger-food-security.html#gsc.tab=0 
17 UN, The Sustainable Development Goals Report Special Edition 2023 (previously cited).  
18 UN, “Halfway to 2030, world ‘nowhere near’ reaching Global Goals, UN warns,” 17 July 2023, https://news.un.org/en/story/2023/07/1138777  
19 UBS, “Global Wealth Report 2023,” 15 June 2023, https://elements.visualcapitalist.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/global-wealth-report-
2023-en.pdf   
20 UNCTAD, “SDG investment is growing, but too slowly: The investment gap is now $4 trillion, up from $2.5 in 2015”, SDG Investment Trends 
Monitor (Issue 4), 14 Sep 2023, https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/diaemisc2023d6_en.pdf     
21 UN, “UN Secretary-General’s SDG Stimulus to Deliver Agenda 2030”, February 2023, https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/wp-
content/uploads/2023/02/SDG-Stimulus-to-Deliver-Agenda-2030.pdf   
22 UN, “Summit of the Future”, September 2024, https://www.un.org/en/summit-of-the-future    
23 Guardian, “UN calls on Trump to exempt poorest countries from ‘reciprocal’ tariffs”, 14 April 2025, 
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2025/apr/14/un-calls-on-trump-to-exempt-poorest-countries-from-reciprocal-tariffs  

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2023/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2023.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2023/The-Sustainable-Development-Goals-Report-2023.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/report/2024/SG-SDG-Progress-Report-2024-advanced-unedited-version.pdf
https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/39dbc6d1-58eb-4aac-bd8a-47a8a2c07c67/content/state-food-security-and-nutrition-2024/ending-hunger-food-security.html#gsc.tab=0
https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/39dbc6d1-58eb-4aac-bd8a-47a8a2c07c67/content/state-food-security-and-nutrition-2024/ending-hunger-food-security.html#gsc.tab=0
https://oneamnesty-my.sharepoint.com/personal/stephen_cockburn_amnesty_org/Documents/tax/Halfway%20to%202030,%20world%20‘nowhere%20near’%20reaching%20Global%20Goals,%20UN%20warns,
https://news.un.org/en/story/2023/07/1138777
https://elements.visualcapitalist.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/global-wealth-report-2023-en.pdf
https://elements.visualcapitalist.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/global-wealth-report-2023-en.pdf
SDG%20investment%20is%20growing,%20but%20too%20slowly:%20The%20investment%20gap%20is%20now%20$4%20trillion,%20up%20from%20$2.5%20in%202015
SDG%20investment%20is%20growing,%20but%20too%20slowly:%20The%20investment%20gap%20is%20now%20$4%20trillion,%20up%20from%20$2.5%20in%202015
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/SDG-Stimulus-to-Deliver-Agenda-2030.pdf
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/SDG-Stimulus-to-Deliver-Agenda-2030.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/summit-of-the-future
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IMPACT OF FREEZING AND CUTTING DEVELOPMENT AID  
 
“In the past, we had to cut food aid to people who were hungry but not yet starving. Now we’re forced to cut assistance even for those facing 
starvation. That means people will die.” Carl Skau, UN World Food Programme Deputy Executive Director24 
 
Against this backdrop, the recent decisions of the US and other governments to significantly cut overseas development 
aid is particularly shocking.25  

In February 2025, the US government announced it would be cutting  83% of USAID contracts sending a shockwave 
through the humanitarian and aid world.26 In 2024, the US government spent US$59 bn in overseas aid.27 The UK 
government quickly followed suit by deciding in February to cut its overseas aid budget by £6.1 billion (US$7.9 billion) in 
order to increase defence spending, reducing its spending from 0.5% of GDP to 0.3% by 2027.28 France also slashed €2 
billion (US$2.27 billion)29 of development aid from its 2025 budget while the outgoing German government had planned 
to cut €900 million (US$1.02 billion)30, though this has yet to be confirmed. Other governments that have either cut or 
planning to do so include Belgium, Denmark, the Netherlands, Norway and Sweden.31 The impact of those cuts that have 
been implemented is already putting the health and lives of millions of people in vulnerable situations across the world at 
risk.32  

The impact of hollowing out USAID has been particularly consequential given that the United States is historically the 
biggest donor of humanitarian aid by far, especially in terms of food provision.33 The UN World Food Programme (WFP) 
has stated that cuts in its food aid to Somalia will push an estimated 4.4 million people into malnutrition because of 
drought, global inflation and conflict with many literally starving to death.34 The WFP has already had to halve food rations 
for Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh35 with similar cuts for refugees in Kenya.36 

 
24 Politico, “People will die’: UN food aid agency warns Trump-led Western donor cuts will see millions starve”, 21 March 2025,  
https://www.politico.eu/article/united-nations-world-food-programme-aid-cuts-food-insecurity-starvation  
25 Chatham House, “First USAID closes, then UK cuts aid: what a Western retreat from foreign aid could mean”, 5 March 2025,  
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2025/03/first-usaid-closes-then-uk-cuts-aid-what-western-retreat-foreign-aid-could-mean, Amnesty International, 
“Mass termination of US foreign assistance awards devastating for global human rights and humanitarian efforts”, 27 February 2025, 
https://www.amnestyusa.org/press-releases/mass-termination-of-u-s-foreign-assistance-awards-devastating-for-global-human-rights-and-
humanitarian-efforts     
26 Guardian, “Rubio says 83% of USAID programs terminated after six- week purge”, 10 March 2025, https://www.theguardian.com/us-
news/2025/mar/10/marco-rubio-usaid-funding; France 24, “US funding freeze is ‘bombshell’ for world aid sector”, 11 February 2025, 
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20250211-us-funding-freeze-is-bombshell-for-world-aid-sector  
27 AP, “Trump administration says it’s cutting 90% of US AID foreign aid contracts”, 27 February 2025, https://apnews.com/article/trump-usaid-
foreign-aid-cuts-6292f48f8d4025bed0bf5c3e9d623c16; for 2024 disbursements see https://foreignassistance.gov; for the broader context see 
Pew Research Center, “What the data says about US foreign aid”, 6 February 2025, https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/02/06/what-
the-data-says-about-us-foreign-aid    
28 UK Parliament, “UK to reduce aid to 0.3% of gross national income from 2027”, 28 February 2025, https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/uk-
to-reduce-aid-to-0-3-of-gross-national-income-from-2027  
29 Using the exchange rate  from www.xe.com of 1 EUR = 1.13495 USD on April 25, 2025. 
30  Using the exchange rate  from www.xe.com of 1 EUR = 1.13495 USD on April 25, 2025. 
31 Guardian, “EU will struggle to fill gap left by USAID as European countries cut their budgets”, 15 April 2025, 
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2025/apr/15/eu-struggle-fill-gap-usaid-european-countries-cut-budgets; Dhaka Tribune, “Who is 
slashing development aid?”, 15 March 2025, https://www.dhakatribune.com/world/376350/who-is-slashing-development-aid  
32 See, for example, Amnesty International, “Myanmar: Recklessly abrupt US aid stoppage poses existential threat to human rights,” 13 February 
2025, https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2025/02/myanmar-recklessly-abrupt-us-aid-stoppage-poses-existential-threat-to-human-rights; New 
York Times, “U.S.A.I.D. memos detail human costs of cuts to foreign aid”, 2 March 2025, https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/02/health/usaid-cuts-
deaths-infections.html (paywall); New York Times, “Health programs shutter around the world after Trump pauses foreign aid”, 1 February 2025, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/02/01/health/trump-aid-malaria-tuberculosis-hiv.html (paywall); UN World Food Programme, “Tens of millions at 
risk of extreme hunger and starvation as unprecedented funding crisis spirals”, 28 March 2025, https://www.wfp.org/news/tens-millions-risk-
extreme-hunger-and-starvation-unprecedented-funding-crisis-spirals   
33 Statista, “Largest donors of humanitarian aid worldwide in 2023”, 4 July 2024, https://www.statista.com/statistics/275597/largers-donor-
countries-of-aid-worldwide; Pew Research Center, “What the data says about US foreign aid”, 6 February 2025, https://www.pewresearch.org/short-
reads/2025/02/06/what-the-data-says-about-us-foreign-aid     
34 WFP, “Somalia: Drought, conflict and high food prices risk pushing 4.4 million people into hunger, The Federal Government of Somalia and UN 
warn,” 26 February 2025,  https://www.wfp.org/news/somalia-drought-conflict-and-high-food-prices-risk-pushing-44-million-people-hunger-federal  
35 Guardian, “World Food Programme halves food rations for Rohingya in Bangladesh”, 6 March 2025, https://www.theguardian.com/global-
development/2025/mar/06/world-food-programme-food-rations-rohingya-bangladesh   
36 Guardian, “Aid workers warn ‘people are dying and they’re going to continue dying’ as funding cuts hit”, 14 March 2025,  
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2025/mar/14/aid-cuts-humanitarian-united-nations-usaid-trump-uk-malnutrition-starvation-
deaths-wfp-fao-defence-spending  

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2025/feb/26/trump-usaid-cuts
https://www.wfp.org/news/somalia-drought-conflict-and-high-food-prices-risk-pushing-44-million-people-hunger-federal
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2025/mar/06/world-food-programme-food-rations-rohingya-bangladesh
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2025/mar/06/world-food-programme-food-rations-rohingya-bangladesh
https://www.politico.eu/article/united-nations-world-food-programme-aid-cuts-food-insecurity-starvation/
https://www.politico.eu/article/united-nations-world-food-programme-aid-cuts-food-insecurity-starvation
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2025/03/first-usaid-closes-then-uk-cuts-aid-what-western-retreat-foreign-aid-could-mean
https://www.amnestyusa.org/press-releases/mass-termination-of-u-s-foreign-assistance-awards-devastating-for-global-human-rights-and-humanitarian-efforts
https://www.amnestyusa.org/press-releases/mass-termination-of-u-s-foreign-assistance-awards-devastating-for-global-human-rights-and-humanitarian-efforts
https://apnews.com/article/trump-usaid-foreign-aid-cuts-6292f48f8d4025bed0bf5c3e9d623c16
https://apnews.com/article/trump-usaid-foreign-aid-cuts-6292f48f8d4025bed0bf5c3e9d623c16
https://www.xe.com/
https://www.xe.com/
https://www.dhakatribune.com/world/376350/who-is-slashing-development-aid
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2025/02/myanmar-recklessly-abrupt-us-aid-stoppage-poses-existential-threat-to-human-rights
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/02/health/usaid-cuts-deaths-infections.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/03/02/health/usaid-cuts-deaths-infections.html
https://www.statista.com/statistics/275597/largers-donor-countries-of-aid-worldwide
https://www.statista.com/statistics/275597/largers-donor-countries-of-aid-worldwide
https://www.wfp.org/news/somalia-drought-conflict-and-high-food-prices-risk-pushing-44-million-people-hunger-federal
https://www.wfp.org/news/somalia-drought-conflict-and-high-food-prices-risk-pushing-44-million-people-hunger-federal
https://www.wfp.org/news/somalia-drought-conflict-and-high-food-prices-risk-pushing-44-million-people-hunger-federal
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2025/mar/06/world-food-programme-food-rations-rohingya-bangladesh
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2025/mar/06/world-food-programme-food-rations-rohingya-bangladesh
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2025/mar/14/aid-cuts-humanitarian-united-nations-usaid-trump-uk-malnutrition-starvation-deaths-wfp-fao-defence-spending
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2025/mar/14/aid-cuts-humanitarian-united-nations-usaid-trump-uk-malnutrition-starvation-deaths-wfp-fao-defence-spending
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USAID cuts to HIV and AIDS programmes will also be devastating. UNAIDS estimates that globally by 2029, there could 
be 8.7 million people newly infected with HIV, a tenfold jump in AIDS-related deaths – to 6.3 million – and an additional 
3.4 million children made orphans.37 It is estimated that the cuts could result in more than 500,000 deaths over the next 
10 years in South Africa alone.38 

Beyond the impact of the HIV programme, funding for labs and emergency-response preparedness in more than 30 
African countries has been affected by USAID cuts. The decision could result in – a worst-case scenario – 28,000 new 
cases of infectious diseases such as Ebola and Marburg.39 Other predictions based on a leaked internal USAID memo 
include 18 million more cases of malaria with 166,000 deaths and 200,000 children paralyzed with polio.40 

Such decisions by higher-income states are in breach of their obligations and commitments to provide international 
cooperation and assistance to other states to meet their own human rights obligations.41  

 

UNLOCKING INVESTMENT IN THE SDGS AND CLIMATE ACTION 
 
There are numerous options available to states and international financial institutions to significantly scale up funding and 
unlock greater investment where it is most needed to tackle global poverty, meet climate goals and progress the SDGs. 
These funds, if unlocked, must be accompanied by robust means of distribution to ensure that they are accessed by low-
income countries.  

Meeting existing commitments would be a start. States have long committed to providing 0.7% of gross national income 
(GNI)42 for Overseas Development Assistance (ODA), including 0.15% - 0.2% of GNI to least developed countries (LDCs), 
as stated in the 2015 Addis Ababa Action Agenda and elsewhere.43 If donor states met their ODA commitments, they 
would generate at least an additional US$197 billion aid assistance, between US$120.9 billion and US$150 billion of 
which would be destined for least developed countries.44 
 
Of course, while meeting ODA commitments is essential, there are other opportunities available to have an even greater 
impact. Pursuing measures to promote alternative sources of finance would be critical in reducing countries’ dependence 
on increasingly precarious and unpredictable ODA flows.  

Debt relief, including cancellation and restructuring, is critical to enable lower-income countries to meet their social 
spending needs and related SDG targets. Many low-income countries continue to experience unsustainable levels of debt, 
with 48 countries spending more on debt repayments than on health and education.45  
 
The Debt Relief for a Green and Inclusive Recovery (DRGR) Project estimates that public and private creditors should 
grant debt relief of up to US$ 520 billion to 61 countries in or at risk of debt distress, in order to achieve debt 
sustainability. There is a precedent for this as in 2000, following the Jubilee Debt Campaign, debts of US$130 billion were 
cancelled for 36 countries in debt distress.46 Civil society organizations advocate for a UN Framework Convention on 

 
37 PBS, “If US support is dropped and not replaced, UNAIDS chief says HIV infections could jump over 6 times,” 10 February 2025,  
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/if-us-support-is-dropped-and-not-replaced-unaids-chief-says-hiv-infections-could-jump-over-6-times;  UN 
News, “UN agency warns of ‘surge’ in AIDS deaths without US funding”, 24 March 2025,  https://news.un.org/en/story/2025/03/1161416 
38  Aditya R Gandhi and others, “Potential clinical and economic impacts of cutbacks in the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief Program 
in South Africa: A modeling analysis”, 11 February 2025,  Annals of Internal Medicine, Volume 178, Number 4, 
https://www.acpjournals.org/doi/10.7326/ANNALS-24-01104; STAT, “Estimating the overwhelming impact of abrupt PEPFAR cuts”, 1 March 
2025, https://www.statnews.com/2025/03/01/pepfar-usaid-funding-cuts-trump-hiv-aids   
39 New York Times, “U.S.A.I.D. memos detail human cost of cuts to foreign aid” (previously cited).  
40  New York Times, “U.S.A.I.D. memos detail human cost of cuts to foreign aid” (previously cited).  
See International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), Article 2(1); Takhmina Karimova, “The nature and meaning of 
‘international assistance and cooperation’ under the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights',  in Eibe Riedel, Gilles Giacca 
and Christophe Golay (editors), Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights in International Law: Contemporary Issues and Challenges, 22 May 2014), 
Oxford Academic, https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199685974.003.0006 
42 The total income earned by a country's residents, including income from both domestic and foreign sources. 
43 The Addis Ababa Action Agenda used the term least developed countries referring to over 40 low-income countries defined by the UN. Addis 
Ababa Action Agenda of the Third International Conference on Financing for Development, adopted on 27 July 2015, UN Doc. A/RES/69/313. 
44 Olivier De Schutter, Financing Social Protection Floors, Contribution to the Fourth International Conference on Financing for Development 
(FfD4), 7 February 2025, https://www.srpoverty.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/Financing-social-protection-floors_Olivier-De-Schutter_07-Feb-
25.pdf  with data from Official Development Assistance (ODA). 
45 UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), A World of Debt, Report 2024, 6 June 2024, https://unctad.org/publication/world-of-debt 
46 Debt Relief for Green and Inclusive Recovery, Report: Guaranteeing Sustainable Development, April 2023,  https://drgr.org/our-proposal/report-
guaranteeing-sustainable-development/ 
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Potential%20clinical%20and%20economic%20impacts%20of%20cutbacks%20in%20the%20President’s%20Emergency%20Plan%20for%20AIDS%20Relief%20Program%20in%20South%20Africa:%20A%20modeling%20analysis
https://www.acpjournals.org/doi/10.7326/ANNALS-24-01104
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199685974.003.0006
https://data.one.org/analysis/official-development-assistance
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https://drgr.org/our-proposal/report-guaranteeing-sustainable-development/


  

www.amnesty.org 
6 

Sovereign Debt to address some of the systemic drivers of unsustainable debt. The Convention could provide for 
transparency, predictability, efficiency and cooperation among all countries around debt sustainability ensuring human 
rights are considered as primary over debt servicing.47 
 
Similar to debt relief in terms of providing liquidity, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) has issued special drawing 
rights (SDRs), an international reserve asset to supplement member countries’ official reserves. It last did so during the 
Covid-19 pandemic when it issued US$650 billion.48 However, SDR allocations are currently distributed to IMF member 
countries relative to their IMF quotas, which are based on the relative size of their economies rather than need. Most of 
the 2021 allocation went to high-income countries, while just US$2 billion (3.2%) went to lower-income countries. 

 There have been multiple calls to issue SDRs annually and to allocate them more fairly.49 The UN Special Rapporteur on 
extreme poverty uses O’Hare and Hall’s estimates that US$175 billion of SDRs would have been allocated to low-income 
countries if distribution had been weighted by both population and need in 2021.50  

 
Significant amounts of money could also be generated to finance the SDGs from eliminating illicit financial flows which 
cost states US$492 billion annually - US$347.6 billion of which is lost to multinational corporations shifting profits to 
underpay taxes, while US$144.8 billion is lost to wealthy individuals hiding their wealth offshore.51 Nearly half of these tax 
losses are enabled by just eight countries opposed to a UN Tax Convention (Australia, Canada, Israel, Japan, New 
Zealand, South Korea, UK and USA).52 In doing so, these states are violating their extra-territorial obligations to enable 
other states to generate the resources required to realize the human rights of their populations and meet the SDGs as well 
as undermining their own tax bases.  
 
The world’s richest continue to benefit from inadequate taxation of their wealth and calls have been made including by the 
G20 for a wealth tax of 2% on the net wealth of billionaires and centimillionaires (wealth measured in US dollars).53 If this 
were to be realized, economist Gabriel Zucman, included in a paper commissioned by the G20 presidency, estimates that 
between US$300 billion and US$390 billion could be generated annually.54 
 
Similarly, significant amounts to finance the SDGs could be generated if states were to tax windfall profits – one-off taxes 
on companies or industries when economic conditions result in large, unexpected profits for those businesses.55 In 2022, 
for example, Oxfam and ActionAid estimated that US$941 billion in revenue could have been generated from taxes on the 
windfall profits of 722 mega-corporations. 56  
 
Given that the above tax measures would disproportionately generate revenues in higher-income countries, they would 
have to be accompanied by robust revenue-sharing mechanisms to ensure investment in low- and middle-income 
countries.  
 
In terms of climate finance, states at COP29 agreed to provide only US$300 billion annually towards climate action, 
despite civil society groups and lower-income countries advocating for a target of US$1.3 trillion – based on assessments 

 
47 Eurodad, Why Do We Need A Framework Convention on Sovereign Debt?, November 2024, https://www.eurodad.org/un-debt-qa 
48 International Monetary Fund (IMF), "IMF governors approve a historic US$650 billion SDR allocation of Special Drawing Rights", August 2 
2021, Press Release No. 21/235, https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2021/07/30/pr21235-imf-governors-approve-a-historic-us-650-billion-sdr-
allocation-of-special-drawing-rights 
49 Commission of Experts of the President of the General Assembly on Reforms of the International Monetary and Financial System, Report of the 
Commission of Experts of the President of the United Nations General Assembly on Reforms of the International Monetary and Financial System, 
11 June 2009, UN Doc. A/CONF.214/CRP.1, https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/657634?ln=en  
50 Olivier De Schutter, Financing Social Protection Floors, Contribution to the Fourth International Conference on Financing for Development (FfD4) 
(previously cited). 
51 Tax Justice Network, The State of Tax Justice 2024, 19 November 2024, https://taxjustice.net/reports/the-state-of-tax-justice-2024/ 
52 Tax Justice Network, The State of Tax Justice 2024 (previously cited). 
53 G20, “G20 Rio de Janeiro Leaders’ Declaration”, November 2024, https://www.gov.br/planalto/pt-br/media/18-11-2024-declaracao-de-lideres-
g20.pdf 
54 Gabriel Zucman, A Blueprint for a Coordinated Minimum Effective Taxation Standard for Ultra-high-net-worth Individuals - Commissioned by the 
Brazilian G20 Presidency, June 25, 2024, https://gabriel-zucman.eu/files/report-g20.pdf 
55 Tax Foundation Europe, "Windfall profit taxes in Europe, 2024", 10 September 2024, https://taxfoundation.org/data/all/eu/windfall-tax-europe-
2024/ 
56 Action Aid and Oxfam, “Big business’ windfall profits rocket to ’obscene’ $1 trillion a year amid cost-of-living crisis; Oxfam and ActionAid renew 
call for windfall taxes”, 6 July 2023, https://actionaid.org/news/2023/big-business-windfall-profits-rocket-obscene-1-trillion-year-amid-cost-living-
crisis 
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of what is required.57 Yet in addition to ODA, taxes and debt relief, there are other sources of finance available that are 
incompatible with the SDGs.58 Investments in fossil fuel industries from the world’s 60 biggest banks for instance totaled 
US$705.8 billion in 2023.59 These investments clearly breach the aim to phase out fossil fuels and SDGs 7, 13, 14 and 
15 related to affordable clean energy, climate action, life below water and life on land respectively. Were such levels of 
finance invested in clean energy, it could have a major positive impact. 
 
Similarly, explicit subsidies by governments to fossil fuel producers comprised US$1.3 trillion in 2022. Such subsidies 
include, for example, tax breaks for fossil fuel companies, which boost the fossil fuel economy and decrease government 
tax revenue.60  States should phase out fossil fuel subsidies, with due attention to ensure social protection for those 
subsidies that help lower income communities to afford energy and heat. They must conduct periodic reviews of revenues 
foregone by governments as a result of subsidies and of the justifications for their continued use including by applying 
human rights impact assessments to evaluate any continued use.  
 
While there will never be one single solution to close the climate and SDG financing gaps, there are many options 
available that states can and must commit to at the Financing for Development Forum in Seville.  
 

WHY THE SDGS MATTER TO HUMAN RIGHTS 
 
The SDGs acknowledge the responsibilities for all states as well as institutions (Goal 16) towards achieving inclusive, 
equitable and sustainable development.  

In relation to global economic reform, creditors, corporates, international financial institutions and states have duties and 
responsibilities. These actors should stop facilitating tax losses including through tax competition or illicit financial flows 
among others.61  

It is crucial that the SDGs and their respective targets are fully aligned with relevant human rights law and standards. Both 
are designed to be universal and to provide the same socio-economic guarantees to everybody regardless of status or 
circumstances.62 This is reflected in the fact that the SDGs explicitly state they "seek to realize the human rights of all",63 
with more than 90% of the targets directly reflecting elements of international human rights and labour law and 
standards.64  

Fundamental human rights principles such as good governance, accountability, rule of law, transparency, participation, 
inclusion, equality are critical for successful SDGs implementation. At the same time, the legally binding nature of human 
rights law and standards, and their supervisory systems can help to fill accountability gaps in SDG implementation and 
monitoring whilst conversely, the SDGs framework is an important means by which human rights can be realized.65 

 

 
 
 

 
57 Climate Action Network (CAN), “COP29 expectations document (annual policy document): Achieving fair climate finance to deliver resilience, 
ambition and a just transition”, November 2024, https://climatenetwork.org/resource/cop29-annual-policy-document-achieving-fair-climate-
finance-to-deliver-resilience-ambition-and-a-just-transition/ 
58 See Amnesty International, “Plenty to go around: Mobilizing finance for climate justice” (Index: POL 30/8850/2025), 16 January 2025, 
https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/pol30/8850/2025/en/ 
59 Reclaim Finance, Banking on Climate Chaos: Fossil Fuel Finance Report 2024, 16 May 2024, 
https://reclaimfinance.org/site/en/2024/05/16/banking-on-climate-chaos-report-2024/ 
60 IMF, IMF Fossil Fuel Subsidies Data: 2023 Update, August 2023, WP/23/169, https://www.imf.org/-
/media/Files/Publications/WP/2023/English/wpiea2023169-print-pdf.ashx 
61 Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN), ”Target 16.4 by 2030 significantly reduce illicit financial and arms flows, strengthen 
recovery and return of stolen assets, and combat all forms of organized crime”, , Indicators and Monitoring Framework, 
https://indicators.report/targets/16-4/ (accessed on 18 April 2025). 
62 UN Environment Programme (UNEP), Why do the Sustainable Development Goals matter?,  https://www.unep.org/topics/sustainable-
development-goals/why-do-sustainable-development-goals-matter (accessed on 18 April 2025). 
63 OHCHR, About the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and Human Rights”, https://europe.ohchr.org/human-rights/sustainable-
development-goals (accessed on 18 April 2025).  
64Danish Institute for Human Rights, Integrated Review and Reporting on SDGs and Human Rights, 3 July 2019, 
https://www.humanrights.dk/publications/integrated-review-reporting-sdgs-human-rights  
65 Danish Institute for Human Rights, Integrated Review and Reporting on SDGs and Human Rights (previously cited). 
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URGENT ACTION IS NEEDED NOW 
 
As demonstrated above, options exist to generate and allocate significantly greater resources to rescue the SDGs and 
avoid further climate catastrophe. There is an immediate need to reverse cuts in ODA and meet longstanding aid 
commitments, as well as an imperative to advance reforms that would provide much greater and more sustainable forms 
of finance to states. The FFD4 Summit provides an opportunity for states to act in line with their existing binding human 
rights obligations and demonstrate the political will necessary to translate these obligations into concrete action. 

The current draft outcome document should be supported by states whilst ensuring that they work to strengthen it in 
certain areas in particular, the outcome document should clearly delineate the responsibilities of developed countries with 
regard to public financial resources, namely that they provide finance to developing countries as per their previous ODA 
and climate finance commitments and legal obligations.  In relation to progress towards enhanced international tax 
cooperation, the outcome document needs to respond to the diverse needs, priorities and capacities of all middle- and 
low-income countries. Finally, there is need for strengthened mechanisms for monitoring and follow up of the FfD4 
national and global commitments in order to ensure sustained progress on financing for inclusive, participatory and 
sustainable development. 

In order to rescue the SDGs and address the climate crisis, States must: 

 

▪ Defend aid – the US and other governments should reverse cuts to aid budgets, and abide by commitments to 
allocate 0.7% of GNI to ODA 

▪ Tax the net wealth of billionaires and centimillionaires and windfall profits of companies, investing the revenues in 
poverty reduction, guaranteeing public services and climate finance 

▪ Provide debt relief including consideration of debt restructuring and/or cancellation for countries in or at risk of 
debt distress  

▪ Support a robust UN Framework Convention on International Tax Cooperation and a UN Framework Convention 
on sovereign debt 

▪ Redirect subsidies of fossil fuels towards investment in clean energy 

▪ Phase out investments in fossil fuel industries and invest adequately in a just transition  

▪ Support the issuance of SDRs based on needs instead of IMF quotas 

 

 

 
 

 


