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Abstract

In this article we examine the commitment to eradicate extreme poverty through global 
partnerships within the framework of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) and the 
controversial question of the right to development (RTD) under international law. Through an 
in-depth profiling of the concept of poverty, we establish that extreme poverty, which results 
from global injustices, is largely localised in developing countries and therefore begs the 
question whether its eradication could realistically be achieved through global partnerships. 
In making this determination, we interrogate why, despite its potential for poverty 
eradication as illustrated with the Chinese experience, developed countries remain reticent in 
recognising the RTD as a model for creating an international economic order that guarantees 
global equity for development. We conclude with the argument that if poverty eradication 
is to be achieved, it necessitates recognising the RTD, which imposes an obligation on 
stakeholders that perpetuate global inequalities to make reasonable efforts to eliminate the 
unfair practices that generate and sustain extreme levels of poverty in developing countries. 

Introduction

In this article we question the prospect to achieve Goal 1 of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), which aims at the eradication of extreme poverty by the year 2030 through global part-
nerships for development. With the reticence from developed countries in recognising the right 
to development (RTD) as a paradigm for redressing issues relating to poverty and underdevelop-
ment, the arguments we advance in this article are intended to dispute the rationale for promoting 
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global partnerships, which we contend are counterproductive to developing countries’ aspirations 
for development. Interestingly, the now obsolete Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) set an 
even more realistic target to reduce poverty by half within a time frame of 15 years, but as Kamga 
rightly points out, the MDG targets were largely not achieved, especially in developing countries.1 
While most of the MDGs ended up unfulfilled, the expanded SDGs set far greater ambitious targets, 
creating the expectation that what could not be achieved by the 2015 MDGs cut-off-date, would 
dramatically be accomplished by 2030. 

This poses a fundamental question as to why the MDGs failed to achieve their targets in de-
veloping countries. Historically, the world has evolved quite disproportionately into a Balkanised 
configuration, composed of a highly developed and industrialised concentration of countries, on 
the one hand, and developing countries, on the other. The developed countries are referred to as 
the Global North, while the developing group of countries, for no apparent reason, is called the 
Global South. The disparity in levels of development in relation to the responsibilities that states 
are imputed with under international law has given birth to the principle of differentiation, which 
by implication necessitates a variance in applicable development models in dealing with the is-
sues at stake.2 However, developed countries have consistently advanced an imperialistic agenda 
that unfairly lumps the world together as a global project. Accordingly, successive global actions, 
including the prevailing SDGs, have been designed to deal with the amplifying levels of poverty, 
among other issues, that are believed to constitute global problems.

Among the 17 time-bound SDGs, we highlight Goal 1, which has as sub-target to, ‘[b]y 2030, 
eradicate extreme poverty for all peoples everywhere, currently measured as people living on less 
than US$1.25 a day’.3 The eradication of extreme poverty, when interpreted literally, implies that by 
the close of 2030, extreme levels of poverty would have been wiped out. While we do not doubt that 
the eradication of extreme poverty is achievable, we remain apprehensive of the modality by which 
its realisation is envisaged. The concern draws from the fact that poverty is not only relative, it 
is also multi-dimensional, which means that the perspective from which it is perceived ought to 
determine the strategies for its eradication.4 

It is stated in the Declaration on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development that the for-
mulation of the SDGs is informed by the Declaration on the Right to Development, among other 
instruments, relating to human rights and international development.5 Our reasoned interpretation 
of this affirmation is that if sustainable development is to be achieved, a human rights-based 
approach, and more precisely, the RTD ought to be prioritised. It is even more important to do so, 
considering that the central focus of the SDGs has to do with issues that seriously affect develop-
ing countries unfavourably. The fundamental challenge, however, stems from the opposed stance 
among developed countries, marked by the uneasiness that a legal recognition of the RTD may 
impose positive duties, compelling them to fulfil this right in developing countries.6 

Contrary to the more liberal character by which the RTD is understood, and in accordance with 
the account that it derives from, which is of the same conceptual nature as the right to self-deter-
mination,7 it is important to further clarify that the RTD was conceived by developing countries 
as a revolutionary paradigm to combat imperial domination. Statistically, as indicated below, the 
bulk of global poverty is identified to be mainly situated in developing countries, even though 
governments of the world have jointly committed themselves to ensure its eradication. While it 
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is straightforward to admit that the SDGs as a whole are achievable, the exceptionally ambitious 
commitment to eradicate extreme poverty raises important concerns about the modality for its 
realisation. This enquiry looks at the mechanism of global partnerships by which extreme poverty 
is envisaged to decline, and, in relation, poses the question why priority is rather not granted to 
developing countries to exercise the RTD as a model for poverty eradication? 

The article is structured into four sections, including this introductory section and a conclusion, 
to provide a comprehensive response to the above question. In the section that follows, we do an 
in-depth analysis of the principal determinants of poverty, which begs for answers as to whether 
extreme poverty is a global problem necessitating a universal paradigm for its eradication. We go 
further in section three to look at global partnerships – identified more as a globalisation project 
– in comparison with the RTD as an alternative model for developing countries, which has mostly 
been ignored in the global development discourse. Contrary to the reading of poverty as a global 
problem, which we contend is largely only concentrated in developing countries, we argue that its 
eradication cannot possibly be achieved through global partnerships, but rather through a model 
by which to eradicate extreme poverty in developing countries. In conclusion, we state the claim 
that the eradication of extreme poverty can only be accomplished through recognition of the RTD 
for developing countries in formulating their own development policies and in setting their own 
development priorities without constraints or undue external influences. 

Extreme Poverty and its Principal Determinants

Profiling extreme poverty 
At the core of the global agenda for development, the world identifies extreme poverty as a daunting 
challenge that must be eradicated by the year 2030 if other aspects relating to sustainable develop-
ment are to be achieved. Unconvinced about the straightforward manner in which the realisation 
of this ambitious project is envisaged, we find reason to do a more in-depth scrutiny of the dimen-
sions of extreme poverty for three purposes. The first purpose is to define and situate extreme 
poverty within the context as a phenomenon that is predominantly only common in developing 
countries. By so doing, we dispute the barometer by which extreme poverty is measured as being 
inherently inaccurate. Secondly, the purpose is to contest the manner in which extreme poverty 
is portrayed as a global problem according to conventional standards for measuring poverty, and 
thirdly, to draw attention to the primary determinants that create and sustain extreme levels of 
poverty in developing countries. 

To begin with, the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights defines poverty in very 
general terms as ‘a human condition characterised by sustained or chronic deprivation of the 
resources, capabilities, choices, security and power necessary for the enjoyment of an adequate 
standard of living’.8 The World Bank’s measurement of poverty, which has been adopted as the 
conventional standard, establishes that a person would be considered poor if such a person is 
unable to make a nominal sustainable livelihood income of US$1,25 a day. Accordingly, extreme 
poverty is explained to mean living below the daily income baseline, in relation to which the lives 
of ‘the millions who have been denied the chance to lead decent, dignified and rewarding lives 
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and to achieve their full human potential’ is defined.9 Apart from the income benchmark by which 
poverty is measured, extreme poverty is known to manifest as a severe deprivation of the most 
essential necessities for human survival. These essential necessities include food, shelter, portable 
water, education, basic health care, proper sanitation, without subjection to slavery-like conditions 
of work. Hundreds of thousands, especially vulnerable groups like women and children, die of 
poverty-related causes on a daily basis as a result of lack of these essential necessities.10 

Conversely, it is acknowledged that the income barometer alone does not constitute a true meas-
urement of poverty, not to mention extreme poverty. The latter is characterised by a combination 
of life-threatening factors, including the inability to sustain a dignified livelihood, the reality of 
discrimination and stigmatisation, as well as structural barriers to access to and participation in 
mainstream society.11 Global statistics point to the fact that about 42 per cent (close to half) of the 
world’s total population of over 6,5 billion people live in extreme conditions of poverty, which in 
absolute numbers translate into an estimated 2,7 billion people.12 To say that extreme poverty will 
be eradicated by 2030 means the lifestyle of want and misery, to which the 2,7 billion extremely 
poor people are subjected to, would dramatically be transformed by 2030. It also literally suggests 
that by 2030 extreme poverty will be extinct, meaning completely eradicated. 

Calculated in terms of the US$1,25 per day income baseline by which poverty is commonly 
measured, Pogge suggests that eradicating extreme poverty would entail raising the income levels 
of the poor, which he says stands at two to three per cent, to an average of four per cent.13 Based on 
calculations of this nature, the SDG blueprint enjoins developed and developing countries to engage 
in greater cooperation within the framework of global partnerships. This arrangement obtains from 
the perception by which poverty is ascribed a universal character, requiring the shared responsibil-
ity of the international community to ensure its eradication by forging some form of income or 
resource redistribution through the shipment of development assistance from the industrialised to 
the developing countries.14 While these concerted actions may appear strategic, we find the catego-
risation of poverty as a global problem, and, in relation, the envisaged strategy for its eradication 
through global partnerships, particularly problematic. We frame our disagreement in this regard 
with the argumentation that such generalisation tends to dilute the magnitude of extreme poverty, 
which in our perception ought to be approached from a more pragmatic angle rather than based on 
the false expectation that the problem is being redressed through global partnerships. 

Pogge draws attention to the fact that global partnerships lack clarity on the allocation of re-
sponsibilities, especially with regard to concrete commitments by developed countries in ensuring 
the eradication of extreme poverty in developing countries.15 It is worth highlighting in substantia-
tion of Pogge’s scepticism that the undertaking by developed countries to provide 0,7 per cent of 
their GDP as development assistance to developing countries has never been fulfilled.16 In addition, 
despite the volume of development aid that has over the decades been pumped into developing 
countries through various forms of development cooperation, extreme poverty has, oddly enough, 
remained on the increase or has only experienced a downward turn at an exceptionally sluggish 
pace. The defiance of extreme poverty in the face of increased development assistance has ac-
curately been summarised in the narrative on aid ineffectiveness and therefore challenges the ra-
tionale for continuous reliance on such a model, which is acknowledged to be mostly unproductive. 
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It is important to note that the MDGs were designed along the model of global partnerships to 
reduce poverty by half, but unfortunately failed to achieve that purpose. We argue that reinventing 
the model of global partnerships constitutes a serious setback to the poverty eradication project in 
the sense that developed and developing countries experience poverty quite differently. In reality, 
the geographic pattern of poverty distribution situates the extremely poor mainly in developing 
countries, with an estimated 48 per cent living in Sub-Saharan Africa and 36 per cent in South 
East Asia, while 16 per cent are scattered in parts of Latin America and the Caribbean, the Middle-
East and North Africa.17 On the contrary, poverty in developed countries is often only described in 
relative terms and does not impact on the quality of life within those communities as compared to 
the extreme levels of poverty in developing countries that pose a real threat to livelihood. These 
significant differences necessitate a proper reading of extreme poverty within the context where it 
manifests. 

Relatively, poverty, according to Brand et al., is perceived from three different angles, namely: 
the ‘empirical’, the ‘functionalist’ and the ‘dialectical’.18 The empirical dimension of poverty por-
trays poor people as the architects of their own misery and therefore in need of external support. 
In this regard, the solution is seen to lie in the form of development assistance, requiring the sys-
tematic transfer of development aid from wealthy countries to the ‘needy’ in developing countries. 
From a functionalist point of view, poverty is explained to mean economic or social regression, 

which, following a modernist approach, may only be redressed through economic growth strategies 
that envisage wealth to trickle down to the poor.19 These perceptions, which are mostly drawn 
from the imperialist analysis, attribute poverty to social constructs that see the behavioural and 
socio-cultural patterns of the poor as a dysfunctional factor to the capacity to survive within the 
globalised market economy in relation to which poverty is measured.20 

It stands to reason, as highlighted earlier, that strategies for the eradication of poverty can 
only appropriately be formulated to the extent that extreme poverty is given a contextual reading. 
As opposed to the generic and sometimes misinformed perceptions of poverty as the product of a 
cultural or behavioural deficiency, poverty in developing countries is portrayed from a dialectical 
point of view. It is viewed as an incarnation of injustice, both in the manner in which it is generated 
and the extent of the burden it inflicts on the extremely poor.21 To describe poverty as an injustice, 
as Brand et al. do, means that it is engineered more by structural than behavioural factors, which 
make the communities of the poor in developing countries victims rather than architects of their 
own plight. 

South Africa for instance, has one of the highest poverty configurations in the world, not be-
cause the people opted for a lifestyle of want and misery but because 300 years of imposed colonial 
and apartheid policies have constrained a significant proportion of the population to remain in 
abject poverty.22 Aliber rightly describes poverty in South Africa as a ‘straightforward outcome of 
colonial and apartheid engineering’, characterised by ‘large-scale land dispossession’.23 Unlike in 
developed countries where poverty is understood only relatively in terms of income disparity as 
explained earlier, poverty in developing countries has evolved into a cyclical multi-dimensional 
phenomenon. The latter includes a lack of income or resources, with deprivation of capabilities, 
exclusion from mainstream society and alienation of the poor from the opportunities that are es-
sential to get them out of poverty.24 
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Thus, because poverty is conceived rather too narrowly according to conventional standards, 
the defining characteristics of extreme poverty are overlooked., These include massive exploitation, 
land dispossession, cultural genocide and the unfair economic-growth-driven global policies that 
systematically exclude the poor. In essence, the dominant narrative tends to depict the poor as 
vulnerable victims lacking the potential to take moral action and, therefore, having to look up to 
the haves in developing countries for subsistence. This challenges the very purpose of the SDG 
framework within which poverty eradication is envisaged, which, by nature, is supposed to be a 
mechanism for expanding the productive capabilities of the poor rather than creating dependency. 
Looking at extreme poverty in context and, most importantly, from the perspective of aiming to 
achieve sustainable development, it is apparent that the specific components relating to extreme 
poverty identified above cannot be redressed through global partnerships. 

Unfortunately, the nature of poverty in developing countries does not straightforwardly respond 
to the income poverty definition and, therefore, cannot be redressed through mathematical solu-
tions that aim at beefing up the income of developing countries through increased development 
assistance. However, although development assistance is not recommended as a strategy for pov-
erty eradication, some extremely impoverished countries have little choice other than to stick to 
global partnerships, which, as a short-term measure, may be relied on. However, as experience has 
shown, this is largely unsustainable.25 The global inequality trend that actually shapes the world 
into developed and developing countries, as Khan makes clear, is such that a reversal in the preva-
lence of extreme poverty is unlikely to happen simply as a result of the transfer of development aid 
to impoverished countries through global partnerships.26 

This assertion is justified by the fact that in spite of the flow of development aid in the last cou-
ple of decades, Melo notes that the narrative in developing countries has rather meant programmed 
poverty, shaped by global politics and a structured world order that is designed to deprive develop-
ing countries of the capability to compete on a fair and equitable basis with the rest of the world.27 
Pogge28 and Salomon29 further explain that the unjust world order not only violates fundamental 
human rights but also hijacks opportunities for advancement through diverse forms of domination 
by which the poor are dispossessed of their proportional share in the allocation of resources. As a 
result, poverty in developing countries becomes evident in the large-scale deficits in human well-
being. Deprivations of this nature hinder the development process and thus contravene the right to 
participate in a manner consistent with universally accepted human rights standards.30

Contrary to the misconstruction of poverty as a global problem, we have endeavoured to il-
lustrate that extreme poverty is in reality primarily located in developing countries. Owing to the 
fact too, as we have endeavoured to highlight, that poverty eradication cannot be achieved through 
dependence on the benevolence of rich countries, we make the proposition for looking at extreme 
poverty from an utterly different angle, which should enable us to make an informed argument in 
favour of a functional model for its eradication. In line with this proposition, without discounting 
the fact that behavioural patterns may contribute to the amplifying levels of poverty, we reiter-
ate the reasoning that if the eradication of extreme poverty is to be actualised, it is important to 
meticulously examine the structural factors that generate and sustain its prevalence in developing 
countries. 
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Structural determinants of extreme poverty
By structural determinants, we refer to the internal and external factors that fuel poverty in de-
veloping countries. The internal factors include aspects such as corrupt and inefficient leadership, 
democratic deficits, general corruption and governance malpractices, which normally are within 
the capacity of every state to fix in order to redress the poverty situation at the domestic level. We 
shall not dwell on these internal factors for the reason that if external factors are not adequately 
dealt with, an accurate assessment cannot be made as to the extent to which poverty is sustained 
by the internal factors. The external factors thus include aspects that are beyond a state’s ability to 
influence and therefore limit efforts at redressing the internal dimensions of poverty. The focus on 
the external factors is further explained by the fact that the poverty eradication project is concep-
tualised to incorporate an external dimension, requiring developed countries to assist developing 
countries in their poverty eradication efforts. It is crucial to highlight that poverty in developing 
countries, as illustrated in the previous section, is generally not caused by a lack of material or 
financial resources but is largely engineered by the development injustices created by the global 
system.31 Diez identifies these external poverty-generating mechanisms as including the financial 
systems that developed countries operate and the trade agreements that they broker.32 

These factors, among the many other dehumanising and imperialistic practices dating back to 
the times of slavery and colonialism, are recorded to have worked against prospects for advance-
ment in developing countries. Slavery, on the one hand, enabled the massive extraction of the pro-
ductive populations of the invaded countries, leading to a severe deterioration in human potential, 
which therefore also retarded progress in the area of socio-economic development.33 On the other 
hand, colonialism created the opportunity for wanton and abusive exploitation and, thus, dispos-
sessed the colonies of valuable natural resources, which were then used to develop the capitalist 
economies of Western societies.34 Although one cannot accurately say to what extent the countries 
affected by slavery and colonialism would have advanced, Nunn provides a pointer to the effect 
that the countries from which the largest number of slaves were extracted have to this present day 
remained the least developed.35

Thus, the injustices of slavery and colonialism not only caused the world to develop dispropor-
tionately in favour of the industrialised countries that committed the malpractices, the legacies 
of their actions undeniably also laid the foundation for the extreme levels of poverty that have 
haunted developing countries to this day. In fact, although colonialism, according to the perpe-
trators, was intended to bring civilisation to the supposedly underdeveloped parts of the world, 
the colonisers actually did not accomplish that mission but rather plundered the colonies and set 
them on a path of sustained poverty. Decolonisation and the acquisition of independence on the 
platform of self-determination would have significantly reversed the imbalances and, of course, 
reset the poverty levels in the decolonised states. Unfortunately, the contrary rather became the 
reality. In granting independence to the colonies, which in reality has remained nominal, the colo-
nisers shrewdly institutionalised a neocolonial mechanism by which they retained control over the 
economies of those countries. 

For instance, poverty levels leave French-speaking countries in Africa the least developed, not 
necessarily because they lack the resources to eradicate poverty. International law guarantees to 
states the right to formulate domestic policies and to exercise sovereignty over their natural wealth 
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and resources.36 In spite of these guarantees, the colonial accords entered into between France 
and its African colonies before independence cede to France unencumbered control over the fis-
cal reserves and economic policies as well as the right to ownership over the natural resources 
of those French African ‘colonies’.37 The RTD standards guarantee first priority to the peoples of 
every country in setting their own development priorities. In contrast, the colonial pact compels 
the African ‘colonies’ to prioritise French interests over their own national interest, a policy which, 
as Koutonin points out, France enforces through coercion, including the use of military force.38 
Evidence of this is contained in the series of French-backed or orchestrated coup d’états that have 
taken place in almost all francophone African countries since independence.39 

Besides francophone Africa, developing countries as a whole have as part of the globalisation 
project increasingly been pulled into the competition for economic growth and global capitalism. 
In spite of the historical injustices to which developing countries have been subjected, they are 
constrained through the clearly biased globalisation policies and international trade rules to com-
pete unfavourably and are thus systematically disadvantaged in their relations with industrialised 
countries. Under the circumstances, we posit, without fear of contradiction, that a genuine com-
mitment to poverty eradication requires not a universal paradigm as envisaged through the global 
partnership model, but at minimum a revolutionary transformation in the policies and systems 
that limit the capacity of developing countries to make progress. Throughout history, developing 
countries have, through aspirations for an equitable global system, demonstrated the need to 
eliminate the inequalities that generate extreme poverty. This has manifested through the cross-
cutting concept of the RTD, which, despite its potential as a model for poverty eradication, has met 
with resistance from developed countries.40 

In spite of the excessively competitive global environment, sustainable development is estab-
lished to be achieved through the mostly paternalistic mechanism of global partnership, which, 
despite its foundation in international law, often only induces developing countries to remain 
permanently subordinate to developed countries. Although poverty eradication also entails exercis-
ing the right to self-determination against external domination, this guarantee has consistently 
been thwarted by a global system that does not guarantee sufficient legal protection to developing 
countries.41 To acknowledge the need for a universal commitment to combat poverty and yet deny 
legal recognition of the RTD advanced by developing countries, leaves us with the scholarly duty 
to question the potential of the global partnership model to achieve the eradication of extreme 
poverty.

Based on the profiling of extreme poverty as a phenomenon that is more localised in develop-
ing countries, and considering the fact that a one-size-fits-all model cannot adequately ensure its 
eradication, it is recommended that an alternative model be considered to address the problem. 
In this vein, we suggest the use of the RTD model for poverty eradication in the place of global 
partnership for combating poverty in developing countries. 
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Conflicting Approaches to Eradicating Extreme Poverty

Global partnership paradigm
Both the MDGs and the SDGs emphasise, in Goals 8 and 17 respectively, the need to strengthen 
global partnerships as the framework paradigm for the realisation of the global development 
agenda. The global partnership paradigm derives from the principle of international cooperation 
established under international law as a mechanism for resolving problems of a socio-economic 
and cultural nature, among others.42 Unfortunately, it ignores the principle of differentiation that 
has been advanced by developing countries to the effect that ‘states cannot [reasonably] bear 
the same responsibilities in the fulfilment of international obligations’.43 To this end, we look 
at the global partnership paradigm in this article specifically in terms of its potential to ensure 
the eradication of extreme poverty. In principle, the High Commission for Human Rights sees the 
global partnership as a collective framework structured to create an enabling environment free of 
structural impediments where developing countries are granted opportunities for advancement.44 
From an operational point of view, global partnerships represent established global financial pools 
and resource-based mechanisms through which funds are mobilised, especially from developed 
countries, and allocated to deal with specific challenges in developing countries. 

Considered in broad terms, Sengupta describes global partnerships as a global compact that 
guarantees mutuality of obligation among all stakeholders ‘so that the obligations of developing 
countries to carry out [...] rights-based programmes are matched with reciprocal obligations of 
the international community to co-operate to enable the implementation of the programmes’.45 
Sengupta’s definition is of interest on account of the idea of mutual obligation requiring developed 
countries to respond with equal commitment to the efforts by developing countries to eradicate 
extreme poverty. What is uncertain about the global partnership model is whether the provision of 
development assistance, which has become like the principal modus operandi, actually responds in 
a rights-based manner to the requirements that need to be met for the extreme levels of poverty in 
developing countries to be wiped out.

Although Sengupta highlights that global partnerships have the advantage to guarantee equi-
table justice in development policymaking, economically advanced countries often use the partner-
ship framework as a system of patronage to exert hegemony over developing countries.46 While 
partnership is supposed to provide the framework for redressing global structural imbalances, 
as Salomon has noted,47 Alemazung points out that for developed countries, partnerships rather 
provide the opportunity to dominate weaker developing countries.48 Apart from French hegemony 
over francophone Africa, as shown above, China’s involvement in Africa under the framework of 
South-South cooperation is also reported to be not in Africa’s development interest but function-
ing ‘primarily as a source of natural resources and market opportunities to fuel China’s domestic 
growth’.49 This has increasingly grown into the globalisation phenomenon that imposes an even 
greater threat to economically weak countries, which, because they cannot compete on an equita-
ble basis, are constrained to become dependent on advanced capitalist economies.50 

Besides falling short of their obligations under international law, developed countries also 
abusively exploit developing countries, causing the unprecedented levels of inequalities and under-
development that impact adversely on poverty eradication initiatives.51 The eradication of extreme 
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poverty, it must be emphasised, is inextricably connected to the inalienable right to an adequate 
standard of living enshrined in the International Bill of Human Rights, which has often been in-
terpreted to embody the RTD.52 Instead of sustained shared commitment to make the RTD a reality, 
developed countries have rather complicated its realisation, owing on the one hand to the lack of 
genuine commitments and on the other hand to the reluctance in acknowledging that developing 
countries are legitimately entitled to the RTD.53 In this regard, former UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights, Navi Pillay sees extreme poverty not as an act of nature but the outcome of the 
denial of the inalienable RTD.54 

Accordingly, the Declaration of the RTD highlights that ‘the refusal to recognise the fundamen-
tal right of peoples to self-determination’, which also implies the RTD, constitutes an obstacle to 
development and therefore, must be eliminated.55 It means that global partnerships that aim at the 
eradication of extreme poverty, instead of focusing on providing development assistance, should 
rather seek to eliminate those factors that generate and sustain poverty. In this instance, it entails 
taking positive action by adopting a treaty, for example, granting legal recognition to the fact that 
the peoples in developing countries are indeed entitled to set their own development priorities and 
to legislate domestic policies to deal concretely with issues relating to extreme poverty. 

Relevant to this, the High Commission for Human Rights sees global partnerships as provid-
ing the medium where development priorities and the RTD become mutually reinforcing.56 The 
Commission estimates that focusing on the RTD can strengthen global partnerships and thus draw 
attention to the fact that countries that formulate their development strategies accordingly, are 
more likely to achieve greater development gains. The suggestion from the Commission for Human 
Rights is that developing countries are more likely to achieve higher benefits in poverty eradica-
tion by asserting the RTD. It equally means, in accordance with Sengupta’s conception of global 
partnerships as stated above, that developed countries ought to reciprocate by acknowledging the 
RTD as a poverty eradication model applicable to developing countries. 

If the SDGs are formulated with the RTD in mind as it is established, there is a valid reason 
to require that the poverty initiative and the global partnership mechanism for its eradication be 
seen not necessarily from an economic growth point of view that informs the approach of devel-
oped countries but from a human rights point of view. The Canadian Council for International 
Cooperation holds that the universal crusade to eradicate poverty is inherently associated with 
claims for the realisation of the composite of human rights to live in dignity.57 The depiction of 
extreme poverty as injustice, as explained earlier, means that it infringes on the human rights of 
the peoples in developing countries who are impacted by the problem.58 The significance of framing 
poverty in human rights terms is, as Sibanda reasons, to attribute to it a reading that is not only 
political but also legal.59 According to McInnes, converting political demands relating to poverty 
into the language of rights is intended on the one hand to expose the gravity of states’ failure in 
fulfilling their obligations and on the other hand,to radically change the way poverty is perceived.60 

Looking at poverty from a human rights point of view provides a normative framework within 
which the poor are seen not as victims deserving of charitable assistance but are recognised as 
the principal actors in poverty eradication programmes.61 Entitlement to active participation as 
subjects rather than objects of development constitutes one of the principal components of the RTD, 
which is acknowledged to have informed the formulation of the SDGs. The motivation to examine 
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poverty eradication from this angle thus also draws on the fact that the continuum of human rights 
that combine to aggravate poverty in developing countries has adequately been conceptualised as 
a claimable RTD. The latter is to be explored with the aim to determine to what extent it could be 
applied as a substitute functional model for the eradication of extreme poverty.

On the contrary, the scenario has rather been one of reluctance on the part of developed coun-
tries owing to the apprehension that the legal recognition of the RTD would impose an obligation 
on developed countries to provide development assistance to developing countries.62 It is true that 
established systems and institutions of global governance and international cooperation have 
consistently demonstrated a lack of political will to deal coherently and effectively with the major 
development challenges confronting the world.63 Otherwise, there is no justification as to why, 
since the Declaration on the Right to Development was adopted in 1986, its recognition under inter-
national law has remained unnecessarily politicised.64 With this analysis, we proceed to examine 
the RTD as an alternative model to poverty eradication, not only because the global partnership 
mechanism lacks the potential to do so, but because developing countries have consistently advo-
cated for the recognition of such a right by the rest of the international community. 

The right to development model
It has been appropriate for Whyte, although cynical in his approach, to question whether pursuing 
the RTD can actually bring about development, which in this context is understood to include 
poverty eradication.65 According to Gawanas, development should aim to enhance peoples’ capabil-
ity to overcome poverty, social and economic challenges and human rights violations.66 For Melo, 
poverty eradication constitutes the primary essence of development, meaning that every develop-
ment effort must first and foremost aim to eradicate poverty.67 Accordingly, Sengupta posits that 
the prevailing global development discourse requires conceptualising development in terms of the 
RTD.68 This has evolved over the years into claims by developing countries to development as a 
human right entitlement, envisaging on the most part access to equitable opportunities for the 
poor, the freedom to make development choices and the liberty of action in setting development 
priorities.69 Because extreme poverty constitutes one of the most daunting development challenges, 
we look at the RTD in terms of how entitlement to such a right could facilitate the eradication of 
extreme poverty in developing countries. 

In making this determination, it is worth emphasising that the RTD cuts across aspirations for 
self-determination, which guarantees the right of choice in policy formulation. Broadly speaking, 
the RTD is explained to represent the process of development in which the composite of human 
rights and fundamental freedoms can progressively be achieved in a genuinely participatory man-
ner to ensure equitable distribution for improved human well-being.70 The basis for considering 
the RTD as a model for poverty eradication is established by the Millennium Declaration, which 
highlights the resolve to free humanity from the ‘abject and dehumanising conditions of extreme 
poverty’ through a commitment to ‘make the RTD a reality for everyone’.71 On this account, two 
important interconnected considerations, namely legal recognition of the RTD and a robust rights-
based policy framework, need emphasising, without which it is unlikely that the challenges of 
extreme poverty would be adequately redressed.
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With regard to the first consideration, legal recognition of the RTD imposes an obligation for the 
respect, protection and fulfilment of the full range of universally recognised human rights guar-
anteed to the peoples in developing countries as they are to those in developed countries. Poverty 
has rightly been described as a violation of human rights, which constitutes a major obstacle to 
progress in developing countries.72 The reasoning here is that the impoverished peoples in develop-
ing countries are not poor because they are incapable, but rather because they are rendered poor by 
political design that robs them of the human right to live in dignity. If strategies aimed at poverty 
eradication are to become effective, it entails that within the sustainable development framework, 
focus is not only placed on poverty eradication but, as a matter of priority, that the peoples in 
developing countries are granted the liberty to exercise the RTD, which by nature embodies the 
range of all other human rights. 

By conceptualising development in the language of human rights as point out, poverty eradica-
tion is set apart, not only as a moral obligation, but importantly as a legal imperative.73 Although 
the human rights and development context allows a plurality of models, Perry identifies the RTD 
as constituting a novelty in the sense that it guarantees the simultaneous achievement of develop-
ment objectives, poverty eradication and the realisation of human rights.74 It implies, as Sengupta 
also indicates, that by asserting the RTD, sustainable development can be achieved with equity 
and justice.75 Accordingly, the extremely poor – no matter that they may not have the capacity to 
make the US$1,25 livelihood support income – can equally be recognised as active participants in 
shaping the processes of sustainable development rather than as objects of charity to be assisted 
and cared for. 

By recognising the human person and all peoples as the central subject of development, Article 
2 of the Declaration on the Right to Development affirms that through their purposeful participa-
tion, the challenges posed by poverty and human rights violations can be overcome. Thus, theoreti-
cally, the RTD is supposed to translate into practical assurances of freedom from want and fear of 
socio-economic deprivation as underscored in the preamble to the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights. This thinking is explained by Sen’s definition of poverty as a deprivation of the capacity to 
advance the human potential, which requires the freedom to make an informed choice.76 According 
to Sen, development should amount to the removal of the various ‘unfreedom[s]’ that limit sensible 
action, which in this instance involves poverty eradication within the framework of sustainable de-
velopment.77 Poverty eradication, thus, ought to be seen as a process of expanding actual freedoms 
and human capabilities for sustained human well-being and improved standards of living. 

Relating to the second consideration, the eradication of extreme poverty necessitates a more 
assertive human rights-based policy framework to regulate and to ensure equitable distribution 
of the resources that are essential for improved well-being. Intrinsic in the RTD is the entitlement 
to resource ownership, which in spite of its indispensability for the eradication of poverty, the 
peoples remain deprived of in developing countries. Dispossession, as it is noted, amounts to a 
‘denial of [the] fundamental human right to development’.78 As a practical illustration, the African 
Commission recounts in the SERAC case how Africa’s resources were abusively exploited to the 
benefit of European colonisers who deprived the African peoples of their birth right of ownership 
and alienated them from their ancestral lands.79 This, the Commission notes, has left the African 
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continent vulnerable to continuous foreign exploitation and, therefore, also limits the capacity of 
the peoples of Africa to shape a livelihood free of poverty. 

To achieve equitable distribution entails that in the face of global competition, the peoples in 
developing countries take legal ownership to freely dispose of their natural wealth and resources 
in accordance with the policies they have freely opted for and in a manner that is satisfactory and 
beneficial to the poor. A rights-based policy framework for the eradication of extreme poverty in 
the form of the RTD is indeed envisaged by law. As one of the prerequisites for the realisation of 
the RTD, states are entitled under international law to formulate appropriate national develop-
ment policies to ensure improved well-being for their peoples.80 With this guarantee, the RTD is 
established to represent a policymaking tool that is informed by aspirations to maximise human 
well-being.81 

As a policy mechanism, the RTD also envisages both legislative and regulatory measures to 
ensure accountability against abuse, injustice and impunity, a participatory process that is people-
driven, an integrated system that guarantees equitable redistribution of development gains and 
a context within which new ways of advancing human productive capabilities can be sought. If 
developing countries were to enjoy the liberty to determine their own development policies without 
constraint, as envisioned within the context of the RTD, we submit that extreme poverty would be 
redressed without much difficulties. 

However, faced with increasing globalisation, including in the area of sustainable development, 
the policy choices of developing countries have remained constrained owing to the commitment 
to flow with the tide of the global development agenda and, of course, to dance to the rhythm of 
global partnerships. Sengupta affirms the fact that globalisation limits the capacity of developing 
countries to make their own development choices because domestic policies and practices in most 
of these countries are often controlled and regulated by external actors.82 Because of their patronis-
ing influence, developed countries tend to dominate global development processes in terms of for-
mulating policies, setting the development agenda and determining the rules for implementation, 
and, in that process, leave developing countries unfairly disadvantaged.83

Poverty eradication in this instance entails, as envisaged in Article 5 of the Declaration on the 
RTD, eliminating such structural obstacles and systemic policies that retard progress in developing 
countries. While the commitment to eradicate extreme poverty requires the concerted efforts of 
every country around the world, it is crucial to state that it does not benefit developing countries 
to be treated as dependants on the benevolence of developed countries. More relevantly, the ex-
pectation is rather in terms of requiring developed countries to change their imperialistic policies, 
which, instead of curbing the extreme levels of poverty, rather breathes new dimensions. Despite 
the well-crafted aspirations for a better world as contained in the SDGS, we contend that the idea of 
global partnerships for the realisation of those goals is skewed in favour of developed countries to 
continue to exert dominance, and therefore, is only likely to drive developing countries into more 
deplorable levels of poverty.

Although emphasis is placed on global partnerships, the realisation of the SDGs does not 
preclude recourse to alternative models, especially because universal paradigms often are not 
uniformly applicable to every situation. It is thus fair, based on the need to apply equity in interna-
tional law as Pauw et al. bring to the spotlight, to consider other options in redressing the problem 



52 AfricA insight   Vol 47(3) – December 2017 © Africa Institute of South Africa

Poverty Eradication through Global Partnerships and the Question of the Right to Development under International Law | Carol Chi Ngang and Serges Djoyou Kamga

of extreme poverty.84 The sustainable development framework, as Bonanomi also rightly indicates, 
allows for differentiated responsibilities in dealing with issues of global concern.85 Differentiation 
implies that, even though states are guided by the principle of sovereign equality under inter-
national law, because of the significant differences that exist between developed and developing 
countries, they cannot practically incur equal responsibilities.86 

It is undeniable that international law, in its current form, is more protective of developed coun-
tries than it is for developing countries.87 In this instance, because developing countries are largely 
rendered poor through exploitation,88 and because extreme poverty weighs more on developing 
countries than it does on developed countries, equity demands that the RTD be recognised as a 
model for poverty eradication applicable to developing countries. Consequently, developed coun-
tries are enjoined with the moral obligation to acknowledge that developing countries are legiti-
mately entitled to the RTD, which guarantees the right to make the policy choices that are relevant 
to their specific development priorities, objectives and circumstances. 

We argue that the RTD allows developing countries the liberty to choose between pursuing 
global partnerships, which unnecessarily yoke developing countries into relationships of depend-
ency on the one hand and asserting the RTD as a differentiated model for poverty eradication on 
the other hand. It makes perfect sense, therefore, for developing countries, if they hope to stem the 
tide of poverty, to become more assertive in their claim on the RTD rather than pursuing charity-
based development assistance promised through global partnerships. Contrary to the civilisation 
ideology, the donor/recipient approach and, as Bilal puts it, the ‘we will help you’ mindset that 
informs partnerships between developed and developing countries,89 the RTD conveys the ‘leave us 
alone’ thinking, which deserves to be given particular attention. This stance is supported by the 
often unfulfilled expectations resulting from the inconsistencies in global arrangements that aim 
at poverty eradication.90 

If injustice and oppression perpetrated by developing countries are accepted to constitute the 
primary determinants of extreme poverty, as we have argued, it is illogical to think that these 
fundamental causes of poverty can be removed through the same systems that create them. 
Understandably, in our view, the context of international development, which is characterised by 
the politics of conflicting interests, demands a fair measure of equity in international relations 
and cooperation. However, developed countries have indeed demonstrated time and again, that 
under the prevailing context of international law, a global order characterised by genuine equality 
between states, necessitating the same measure of responsibility and commitment, is not feasible. 

Nobbe draws attention to the fact that on several occasions during the working sessions of the 
Open Working Group on the SDGs, developing countries insistently advocated for the incorporation 
of the principle of common but differentiated responsibilities to guide the realisation of the SDGS.91 
Based on this understanding, instead of forging ahead with global initiatives intended to create an 
enabling environment for poverty eradication, which Pogge says is unattainable,92 the eradication 
of extreme poverty ought to employ a more radical approach to transform the global systems that 
sustain its existence. It requires developing countries to restrain and drastically curb the privileges 
that allow developed countries patronage and dominance over their economies and, for the most 
part, to appropriate the RTD as a differentiated model for poverty eradication. 
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As a practical illustration, China has emerged as a leading proponent of the RTD with unprec-
edented achievements in reversing the trend of poverty, which has been phenomenal and which 
has motivated other developing countries to adopt the RTD model in combating poverty.93 With a 
population of over 1,3 billion people, China remains the world’s largest developing country in the 
world. In 1949, over 80 per cent of the Chinese population was illiterate and average life expectancy 
stood at only 35 years.94 However, a World Bank Report of 2005 indicates that in the period be-
tween 1981 and 2005, China’s poverty rate dropped significantly from 85 per cent to 15 per cent.95 

In accordance with Paragraph I(10) of the Vienna Declaration, which states that ‘development 
facilitates the enjoyment of all human rights’, China takes cognisance of the fact that ‘[p]overty is 
the biggest obstacle to human rights’ and that ‘[d]evelopment is a means of eliminating poverty’.96 
China’s scientific outlook on economic growth-oriented development as a means to eradicating pov-
erty and therefore also as a mechanism for the realisation of human rights sets a value objective 
for the RTD, which the people of China distinguish as the most important of all human rights.97 
Based on its affinity to the ideologies of Chinese socialism and the promotion of communitarian 
values, China believes that sustainable livelihood for its predominantly impoverished population 
entails prioritising socio-economic and cultural rights and the RTD.98 

The imperative to raise living standards constraints China to create an enabling environment 
through appropriate domestic policies that allow the poor to navigate out of poverty. In accordance, 
China has within 40 years effectively ‘lifted 700 million [of its] people out of poverty’, account-
ing for ‘more than 70 per cent of the global reduction in poverty’,99 which, as the World Bank 
acknowledges, represents the largest poverty eradication project in human history.100 China alone 
contributes immensely to meeting the global targets for reducing poverty, without which the pov-
erty population of the world would rather have increased remarkably.101 It is worth pointing out 
that contrary to the quest for global partnerships, China’s gains in poverty reduction have been 
mainly achieved through exercising the RTD in their poverty eradication programming. 

Regardless of the recorded achievements, as a direct consequence of China’s tremendous eco-
nomic growth, the level of pollution is increasingly posing a serious threat both to the environment 
and to human survival. In addition, China’s human rights record raises important concerns, par-
ticularly with regard to civil and political rights and the inequalities resulting from the imbalances 
in economic growth, as a result of which it has often been criticised for human rights violations. 
China acknowledges that over 500 million of its people, particularly in the rural areas, are cur-
rently still living in extreme poverty, that is, unable to sustain a livelihood, which means that 
development gains in that country are yet to be redistributed equitably. The standards for the reali-
sation of the RTD require that conditions are made favourable for the awareness of the composite 
of universally recognised human rights. If China is to sustain its poverty eradicating campaign by 
guaranteeing the RTD to its people, both civil and political rights and socio-economic and cultural 
rights, as well as the collective right to a healthy and conducive environment, must be given equal 
preference. 

Reassuringly, by adopting the White Paper on the Right to Development, China reaffirms its 
commitment to ensure that the target outlined in the SDGs to eradicate extreme poverty by 2030 
is achieved and sustained.102 The White Paper theorises the Chinese philosophy on the RTD and 
elaborates the practical measures for its realisation. It incorporates in the right to a development 
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model for poverty eradication the idea of intergenerational equity, which is based on the notion of 
equitable allocation of the resources necessary for development, to ensure sustainable eradication 
of poverty for the present generations as a guarantee that future generations will not have to live 
in poverty. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, it is relevant to reiterate the fact that extreme poverty in developing countries results 
primarily from global injustices. The appropriate means to deal with these injustices, as we argue, 
cannot be through bailout in the form of development assistance through the counterproductive 
mechanism of global partnership. If the eradication of extreme poverty is to be achieved by 2030, 
we concur with Khan in suggesting that the stakeholders that generate and sustain global in-
equalities have an obligation to make reasonable efforts to prevent a recurrence of those unfair 
practices.103 It is noted in the Declaration on the Right to Development that foreign domination, 
which we argue is embedded in global partnership arrangements as a generating factor of extreme 
poverty, constitutes an obstacle to the realisation of the RTD.104 Pragmatically, instead of aim-
ing narrowly at poverty eradication, attention should rather focus on promoting the quest for a 
reformed global economic system that guarantees fair treatment and equity in opportunities for 
development, which developing countries have consistently propagated. 

Unfortunately, these ‘Third World’-driven campaigns, which are rooted in the right to self-de-
termination against the global systems of domination that sustain extreme levels of poverty, have 
never appealed to the rest of the international community. The campaign for a New International 
Economic Order championed in the 1970s by the group of developing countries, for example, which 
specifically aimed at a restructured system of global governance to reflect prospects for the ad-
vancement of developing countries was punctured by developed countries and, therefore, never got 
to achieve its intended objective.105 It, however, helped to spotlight the fact that the unfettered eco-
nomic growth ambitions of developed countries unnecessarily hinder progress and thus escalates 
poverty to extreme proportions in developing countries. 

If the rest of the world is genuinely concerned about poverty eradication, sound reasoning de-
mands that consideration is given to the persistent quest by developing countries for the radical 
structural transformation of how the global system is designed to operate.106 It entails, as Ewanfoh 
explains, an enabling environment where existing obstacles to development are eliminated and the 
global system is restructured to avert the breeding of new obstacles.107 Contrary to this perception, 
developed countries have demonstrated, as Ngang observes, that they are not particularly inter-
ested in seeing a shift in power relations in favour of greater leverage for developing countries.108 In 
spite of the rationale for such a balance in power relations, the quest for global equity is shunned 
by developed countries, and efforts to secure universal legal recognition of the RTD remain unrea-
sonably politicised. 

From the preceding, it is clear that the interests of developing countries are neither guaranteed 
nor sufficiently protected within the global framework, leading to the conclusion that the eradi-
cation of extreme poverty cannot be achieved through global partnerships, which we contend is 
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designed to keep developing countries under patronage. The argument obtains from the evidence 
put forth by Pogge to the effect that global partnerships have not succeeded in creating the context 
for poverty eradication.109 In keeping with the global agenda for development, which highlights the 
relevance of the RTD, and drawing from the Chinese experience, we conclude that because extreme 
poverty is more localised, its eradication requires developing countries to take the initiative by 
asserting the RTD as a model for poverty eradication.
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