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The EU 
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Programme is an 
ODI initiative 
funded by DFID  

The European Commission published its 
Communication on post-2015, ‘A decent life 
for all: from vision to collective action’, in 
June 2014. The EU Council is expected to 
agree ‘Conclusions’ in December.  

When the previous Communication was 
published in February 2013, our advice to the 
Council was to limit their Conclusions to six 
words: ‘thank you very much, we agree’.  

Even though they stretched their response to 
five pages instead, the Council did manage to 
remain on-message, especially regarding the 
universality of the goals and the importance 
of linking human development and 
environmental aspects. 

The process surrounding the Council 
Conclusions is more complicated this time, 
primarily because its publication was 
followed almost immediately by the 
publication of the final report of the UN’s 
Open Working Group (OWG) on Sustainable 
Development Goals. My detailed review can 
be found here. 

The OWG report is a game-changer that sets 
up the final stage of the negotiations in 2015. 
Before the Council meets in December, there 
will be a debate in the General Assembly as 
well as a report by the Secretary General of 
the United Nations. Thus, the Council cannot 
simply respond to the Communication. 
Instead, it will need to take heed of other 
developments and chart a path for the EU’s 
contribution to the negotiations, which will 
begin in 2015.  

This gives the Member States more room for 
manoeuvre than they can normally hope to 
expect. Perhaps the Commission should have 
held the Communication over until after the 
OWG released their report, to avoid the risk 
of losing control of the process. Might it be 
sensible for them to prepare another one 

after the UN Secretary General’s report has 
been published? 

Nonetheless, the new Communication is 
useful as an update of the 2013 
Communication and Conclusions, and 
provides a test against which to measure the 
OWG Report. It is worth pointing out that 
many Member States participated in the OWG 
and are therefore party to its report. The 
Commission, however, was not a formal 
member. 

The Commission maintains the core 
principles of earlier work, and identifies 17 
‘priority areas’ and some 77 ‘target topics’. 
These are not goals and targets per se, but a 
move in that direction. They compare with 
the 17 goals and 170 targets in the OWG 
document.  

The Communication has a useful paragraph 
on the need to cluster the goals and targets 
into fewer priority areas during the next 
stage, as well as a section emphasising the 
importance of a new global partnership 
(covering trade, finance, technology and other 
aspects of what the EU calls Policy Coherence 
for Development).  

A comparison between the Communication 
and the OWG Report reveals a broad 
consistency at the level of goals or priority 
areas. Poverty, inequality, hunger, health, 
education, gender and human rights appear 
in both, along with a variety of environmental 
goals, including climate change. The most 
significant difference is probably in the area 
of human rights and peace.  

The EU makes stronger statements than the 
OWG, with particular reference to ‘social 
dialogue, peaceful protest [and] meaningful 
public participation’, as well as to small arms 
and illicit financial flows (see full text in the 
box below). 
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“The prize for 
the Council is to 
be united, 
constructive and 
realistic in how it 
approaches the 
formal 
negotiation – 
and to work with 
a wide range of 
interests in 
Member States, 
as well as the 
new team of 
Commissioners 
across the range 
of issues.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

These topics are controversial, and even 
though the Council may want to emphasise 
the areas in which its own language is 
stronger than that of the OWG, they will be 
well aware that they have been discussed 
extensively and that the OWG wording 
reflects compromise.  

More generally, the Council will want to think 
about how to take the conclusions of the OWG 
forward – and, more particularly, by 
December, the Report of the Secretary 
General, which will be the negotiating text. 
Some Member States are said to think of the 
OWG as a final act which needs further 
discussion, while others see it as a point of 
departure.  

It is to be hoped that the latter group prevail, 
since the OWG leaves much business 
unfinished.  

In my abovementioned review of the OWG 
report I conclude that 

‘progress has been made, but . . . there 
are too many goals, a ragbag of targets, 
and work still to do on ‘means of 
implementation’ and climate change. It is 
true that the best may be the enemy of 
the good. However, there is surely scope 
to rationalise, simplify and strengthen in 
the year remaining to the process.’ 

The prize for the Council is to be united, 
constructive and realistic in how it approaches 
the formal negotiation – and to work with a 
wide range of interests in Member States, as 
well as the new team of Commissioners across 
the range of issues. This topic cannot be left to 
Development Ministers and the Development 
and Humanitarian Commissioners alone. 

 

 

Extract from Commission Communication  

Human rights, the rule of law, good governance and effective institutions 

A rights based-approach, encompassing all human rights, will decisively contribute to the improvement of 
the quality of governance, to reducing inequality and exclusion and realizing the envisaged targets and 
actions of this agenda through participation, transparency and accountability. Key requirements are to 
strengthen participatory political systems that give people, especially marginalized and vulnerable groups, 
a say in policy choices and decision-making that affect them and to ensure that those responsible can be 
held accountable. Such an approach becomes increasingly important in an interconnected world. This will 
enable people to build up their lives, capitalize on economic opportunities and, hence, participate 
productively and peacefully in political, economic and social life. Potential target topics could be: 

• Ensure free and universal civil registration and improve vital statistics systems 
• Ensure freedom of expression, association, social dialogue, peaceful protest, meaningful public 

participation 
• Ensure transparency and guarantee the public’s right of access to information, government data, 

independent media and the open internet 
• Adoption of the appropriate legal framework to protect the human rights of the most vulnerable 

groups and individuals, including refugees and internally displaced persons 
• Ensure the adoption and implementation of an appropriate legal framework and national policies 

to reduce corruption 
• Ensure justice institutions are accessible, impartial, independent and respect due process rights. 

Peaceful societies 

Peace is a prerequisite for sustainable development and lasting poverty eradication. The root causes of 
conflict and violence are strongly linked to poor governance, political and social exclusion, inequalities, 
corruption and the non-provision of basic services. Priorities include decreasing the incidence of violence 
and violent deaths and tackling cross border threats such as organised crime and illicit trade. Building 
adequate institutions to address these challenges is critical. Potential target topics could be: 

• Reduce violent deaths and the number of people affected by violence 
• Improve the capacity, professionalism and accountability of policy, justice and security 
• institutions 
• Reduce illicit flows of small arms and lethal weapons 
• Reduce international organised crime, including illicit financial flows and trafficking of drugs, 

people, wildlife and natural resources. 

Source: European Commission (2014) ‘A decent Life for all: from vision to collective action.’ COM(2014) 
335 final. Brussels: European Commission. 



  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This and other EU 
Development 
Programme opinions 
can be found at 
http://international-
development.eu 

 

It is too early, I think, to detail the negotiating 
priorities and red lines. That task would better 
be carried out when the Secretary General’s 
text is ready.  

Instead, the Council, led by the Italian 
Presidency, can do a great deal to prepare the 
ground, consulting widely and preparing 
options. There will probably be a scramble to 
finalise a position in December, so preparation 
now will definitely pay off. A joint mandate for 
this important process will be worth the 
investment.  

________________ 
The views presented in this paper are those of the 
authors and do not necessarily represent the views 
of ODI. 
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