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Compared with the Millennium Development
Goals which preceded the SDGs, there is more
emphasis on richer countries tackling problems
within their own borders as well. So to take the
SDGs seriously, signatory countries have work to
do in terms of their policies on domestic issues. 

Poverty in the Sustainable Development
Goals
As the European Commission put it, the SDGs
and their underlying targets ‘are global in
nature, universally applicable and interlinked’.3

In particular, the perspective on poverty con-
veyed in them goes beyond the context of inter-
national development. Goal 1 focuses on
poverty, reflecting the importance placed on
this, and is headed ‘End poverty in all its forms
everywhere’ – or ‘No poverty’ for short (see Box
1). In addition, ‘leave no one behind’ is meant to
be a cross-cutting aim, informing action on all
17 SDGs, ensuring the most marginalised peo-
ple are included, rather than left out.4

This article focuses on the first two targets
under Goal 1: eradicating extreme poverty (tar-
get 1.1) and, in particular, target 1.2, which chal-
lenges all signatory countries to halve the
proportion of people living in poverty (including
‘in all its dimensions’, by their national defini-
tions) by 2030.5 Although the Department for
International Development (DFID) is overseeing
the UK’s progress towards the SDGs, in co-
operation with the devolved administrations,
the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) is
monitoring performance in relation to Goal 1.

Other SDGs are also relevant to the UK and
other rich countries, including some with partic-
ular significance for poverty. These include Goal
2 (end hunger and achieve food security), and
Goal 5 (achieve gender equality and the
empowerment of women and girls).6
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Box 1: Goal 1: End poverty in all its forms everywhere

1.1 By 2030, eradicate extreme poverty for all people everywhere, currently [when the
SDGs were agreed] measured as people living on less than $1.25 a day [now $1.90].

1.2 By 2030, reduce at least by half the proportion of men, women and children of all
ages living in poverty in all its dimensions according to national definitions.

1.3 Implement nationally appropriate social protection systems and measures for all,
including floors, and by 2030 achieve substantial coverage of the poor and the 
vulnerable.

1.4 By 2030, ensure that all men and women, in particular the poor and the vulnerable,
have equal rights to economic resources, as well as access to basic services, own-
ership and control over land and other forms of property, inheritance, natural
resources, appropriate new technology and financial services, including microfinance.

1.5 By 2030, build the resilience of the poor and those in vulnerable situations and
reduce their exposure and vulnerability to climate-related extreme events and other
economic, social and environmental shocks and disasters.

Note: 1a and 1b (omitted) aim to ensure adequate resources, in particular for ‘developing countries’, and to create

sound policy frameworks at national, regional and international levels.

Source: www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals

THE 17 Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) – also known as the ‘Global
Goals’ – were adopted by 193 member

states of the United Nations (UN) in 2015, as
part of the ‘Agenda 2030 for Sustainable
Development’.1 A total of 169 specific targets
seek to address a wide range of issues, includ-
ing poverty, inequality, climate change, inclusive
societies, and access to health and education.2



Poverty 163 7

feature

comes for consumers (HM Treasury), and lead-
ing the world in efforts to eradicate extreme
child poverty (DFID). A 2017 report from DFID
puts forward welfare reforms, supporting peo-
ple to find jobs, reducing the disability employ-
ment gap and providing security in retirement
as examples of reducing poverty at home.15

The DWP’s 2019 departmental plan does men-
tion the SDGs  by noting which actions will con-
tribute to certain Goals, especially Goal 1 on
poverty.16 But these seem to be more of a post-
script to each area of focus, with no explanation
of a strategic approach, and poverty does not
feature explicitly. The only relevant DWP exam-
ples the official SDGs website can find are about
continuing universal benefits for pensioners and
influencing employers to see the benefits of
having older or disabled (etc) employees.17 On
the other hand, DFID’s departmental plan refers
to the SDGs immediately, on the first page; and
there are several further mentions of how DFID
will help achieve target 1.1 especially. This may
suggest that the government is taking its exter-
nal responsibilities relating to poverty more seri-
ously than the equivalent domestic agenda. It
states that the primary purpose of the SDGs is
to eradicate extreme poverty,18 and links its
‘promise’ about leaving no one behind to that
aim (though without explicitly limiting this to the
global south).19 The Environmental Audit
Committee called this the government’s
‘doughnut-shaped approach’ to the SDGs and
suggested that the Cabinet Office was provid-
ing governance rather than strategic direction.20

Indeed, there has been little debate about how
to meet the target most relevant to the UK itself,
which is 1.2 – halving poverty in the UK by
2030. The fact that the UN’s suggested source
for monitoring data does not include the UK (or
many other global north countries) is not help-
ful.21 With the repeal of the Child Poverty Act in
2016, the UK is no longer signed up to any
domestic targets on poverty – except in princi-
ple contributing to the European Union (EU)-

The UK’s approach and poverty focus
The UK government’s approach to the SDGs
overall focuses on their relevance in the global
context rather than domestically, emphasising
the UK’s role as a world leader in international
development and aid and in influencing the
global community to ensure that the Goals
focus on ‘the issues that matter most: eradicat-
ing extreme poverty…’7

The UK government also seems to be seeing
achieving the SDGs as an effort to which many
different individuals and organisations will con-
tribute, rather than being a government responsi-
bility. It is currently undertaking a (first) ‘voluntary
national review’ of progress to date, as all gov-
ernments are expected to.8 The UK’s review will
be presented to the UN in July 2019, with a
summary in mid-May. This will assess progress
on all 17 SDGs, with more depth on the five
focus Goals set by the UN for the 2019 reviews;
these do not include poverty, which was high-
lighted in 2017.9 Lessons learned from the VNR
process are meant to be fed into national�level
follow�up and review processes, according to the
UN. Some countries are on their second review
already.10 The UK’s review has been criticised by
the International Development Select Committee
for being too little, too late.11 Voluntary organi-
sations and others have said that the govern-
ment’s summary of the review to date does not
relate adequately to the SDG targets, nor con-
vey the urgency of the task, or how it will be
linked to budgetary processes going forward.12

This summary sets out ‘progress so far and key
strengths’,13 including in relation to the domes-
tic element of Goal 1 on poverty (see Box 2). It
argues that in-work poverty is one element of
‘poverty in all its dimensions’. ‘Key areas for fur-
ther work’ include: tackling working patterns
and work intensity, as key drivers of in-work
poverty; completing the implementation of uni-
versal credit; and improving the supply and
affordability of housing. These are commend-
ably relevant policy issues for tackling poverty
in the UK, although the summary of domestic
progress plays down the importance of ‘income
transfers’ (benefits) and indeed emphasises
independence from benefits as a goal.

There currently seems to be no clear SDGs
implementation plan – though there is an imple-
mentation taskforce. The government says that
departmental plans set out how departments
aim to meet the SDGs. The UK’s official SDGs
website14 selects some seemingly rather arbi-
trary examples to showcase how it is tackling
poverty, including enabling effective competi-
tion in financial services and improving out-

Box 2: Goal 1: End poverty in all its forms everywhere

Progress so far and key strengths

Tackling poverty is complex and requires a multi-pronged approach. Income transfers
alone do not move families out of long-term poverty or break the cycle of intergenera-
tional disadvantage. The UK is part-way through the biggest welfare reform programme
for a generation, working together with the tax system and labour market strategies to
support employment and higher pay as the best route out of poverty. These are rein-
forced by the National Living Wage and the Personal Tax Allowance, which work togeth-
er to promote independence from benefits.

Source: www.gov.uk/government/publications/voluntary-national-review-emerging-findings-and-further-

engagement, p21

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/voluntary-national-review-emerging-findings-and-further-engagement
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the UK. The executive summary comments that
embedding action in single departmental plans
does not amount to a co-ordinated strategy. 

The report suggests that for Goal 1 on poverty
the UK’s performance on target 1.1 (proportion
in extreme poverty) is amber, and on 1.2 (pro-
portion in poverty by national definitions) red.
This judgement is based on a study for UKSSD
led by Professor John McKendrick.29 The study
says that meeting target 1.1, on extreme pover-
ty, should not be a challenge for a rich country,
but that in the UK it could mean supporting
those not benefiting from social protection. But
on the national relative poverty measure (target
1.2) progress has stalled recently, and forecasts
suggest future increases. It suggests that there is
now less explicit concern to tackle poverty by the
UK government, and a ‘disregard for the reali-
ties of life for those with least resources’ (p4) –
though it notes the different direction taken by
the Scottish government. These conclusions
are of course borne out by other evidence that
poverty is expected to rise in the UK in the com-
ing years, despite the SDGs.30 As the responsi-
ble DWP civil servant said in oral evidence to
the International Development Committee, ‘on
poverty a lot is pulling in the wrong direction’.31

Official monitoring of progress
The UN is calling on governments in signatory
countries to monitor progress on the SDGs.32

The Scottish government has incorporated the
SDGs into its framework for measuring national
performance.33 It does not map outcomes
against each Goal; but it uses relative income
after housing costs as its poverty indicator.34

The Office for National Statistics (ONS) ‘has the
responsibility for sourcing and reporting UK
data’ to feed into global monitoring.35 It has
been exploring ways to measure poverty for
Goal 1, based on indicators suggested by the
UN.36 Its online platform displays progress to
date.37 For this article, the most relevant sec-
tions are the first three (see Box 3)

The first of these, 1.1.1, refers to target 1.1
about ending extreme poverty by 2030, using
the World Bank’s measure of $1.25 per day
($1.90 since 2015). In the UK, the proportion
under this threshold has remained the same
from 2006 to 2015, at 0.20 per cent.38 This is a
UN measure, and must be internationally com-
parable. But recent work in this country has also
been carried out to develop a measure of ‘des-
titution’. One study using this measure demon-
strated last year that over 1.5 million people in
the UK were pushed into destitution, ‘going
without the bare essentials and locked out of

wide aim of reducing the numbers ‘at risk of
poverty or social exclusion’ by at least 20 mil-
lion by 2020.22 The Welsh Assembly remains
committed to eradicating child poverty, howev-
er,23 and legislation commits the Scottish gov-
ernment to eradicating it by 2030.24

The tools to halve poverty by 2030 are primarily
in the UK government’s hands – though with
recent devolution more of these now belong to
the smaller nations and local authorities. The
UK government has launched a consultation on
meeting the SDGs, called for case studies on
how organisations are contributing to this, and
held meetings with stakeholders about the dif-
ferent Goals. The devolved administrations are
carrying out their own stakeholder engagement.
The evidence from these exercises is not yet
available.

There has been some recent acknowledgment
of the UK government’s less than stellar per-
formance to date on the SDGs, especially target
1.2 relating to poverty at home. The then
Secretary of State for International Development
admitted that the visibility of the SDGs had
been low, but said that had now changed.25 In
her appearance before the International
Development Select Committee, however, the
senior civil servant responsible at the DWP said
that no additional resources had been made
available for work on the SDGs.26

Civil society mobilisation and
monitoring of progress
A cross-sector network known as UK
Stakeholders for Sustainable Development
(UKSSD) aims to mobilise people around all the
SDGs. Most of the 100+ partners, and 1,000+
organisations in the wider network, seem to be
environmental groups, local authority sustainabil-
ity initiatives and green businesses. Their open
letter to The Times in 2016 emphasised that sus-
tainable development was good for business.27

Their most significant initiative to date is
Measuring Up,28 which ranked the UK’s per-
formance on the SDGs, broken down into the
143 targets judged relevant to delivery within

Box 3: Goal 1: End poverty in all its forms everywhere

1.1.1 Proportion of population below the international poverty line, by sex, age, employ-
ment status and geographical location (urban/rural).

1.2.1 Proportion of population living below the national poverty line, by sex and age. 

1.2.2 Proportion of men, women and children of all ages living in poverty in all its dimen-
sions according to national definitions.

Source: https://sustainabledevelopment-uk.github.io
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It can plausibly be argued that living on low
income for longer is more likely to involve dep-
rivation, and is therefore more likely to reflect
poverty ‘in all its dimensions’. But the UK has
not used the material deprivation indicators
from EU SILC, which can also arguably signal
this. Using persistent poverty, however, does
mean that the proportion in poverty on this
basis is shown as under 10 per cent in 2016 (the
latest data) – unfortunately leading the UKSSD,
for example, to say on its website that ‘8 per
cent of people in the UK are in poverty’.44 In
recent years, the UK has had one of the lowest
rates of persistent poverty in the EU.45

The EU, on the other hand,46 suggests a range
of indicators for Goal 1 on poverty, including ‘at
risk of poverty or social exclusion’,47 as well as
severe material deprivation and unmet basic
needs (such as inability to keep the home ade-
quately warm).48 This means both material dep-
rivation and basic needs are included, as well as
income. Thus, looking at the UK in the context
of the EU, results would in fact differ from the
ONS figures, because of these different indica-
tors (Box 4).49 The ONS is, however, committed
to considering alternative data for this measure
if they are available, so does not seem to see
this as the last word.

Conclusion
Anti-poverty organisations in Scotland have
been most active on the SDGs; there is a net-
work,50 and activity on the international and
domestic Goals seems more integrated.51

However, in the rest of the UK the ‘poverty
lobby’ does not seem to have been as engaged
with the SDGs to date as the environmentalists,

the chance of building a decent and secure
life’.39 It might therefore have been useful to
have some reflection on destitution in relation to
the extreme poverty measure; but there is none
here (or elsewhere, as far as is known).

For an indicator for 1.2.1, which refers to target
1.2, on halving poverty by 2030 using national
definitions, the UN’s proposals for relevant data
do not help, as it suggests using the multi-
dimensional poverty index, originally developed
for countries in the global south. An internation-
al study is currently developing an alternative
perspective by using participatory research
methods.40 The ONS uses EU SILC data41 for
international comparability, and thus matches
Eurostat’s description of ‘at risk of poverty’.
This also means measuring income before
housing costs, which usually results in lower
percentages shown as living in poverty. The
UKSSD report criticises this in an appendix to
its recent report.42 Data are up to date to 2017,
and show 17 per cent of the population ‘at risk
of poverty’, meaning those living in households
with disposable income below 60 per cent of
the national median equivalised disposable
household income. EU SILC statistics show this
total in comparison with those in other EU
countries.43

For an indicator for 1.2.2, which refers to
‘poverty in all its dimensions’ for target 1.2, the
ONS is currently using the percentage of the
population in persistent poverty. This seems
rather odd, as this uses only relative income
(below 60 per cent of median income), rather
than multiple dimensions, as this target sug-
gests. Persistent poverty is defined as experi-
encing relative low income in the current year
and at least two of the three preceding years.
The indicator does not specifically identify ‘in-
work poverty’, despite this being highlighted in
the official summary of progress to date. Using
this indicator, however, does show no consis-
tent improvement in recent years in the UK. 

The European context
Again, the ONS argues that the indicator of per-
sistent poverty is taken from EU SILC data, for
international comparability. But target 1.2 is
precisely not intended to be internationally
comparable, instead explicitly stating that
countries should use national definitions. In any
case, as there seems to have been no concert-
ed effort by the EU to adopt similar indicators
for Goal 1 monitoring between countries, other
member states may be using different meas-
ures. (Using information and an indicator from
EU SILC allows comparisons across EU coun-
tries only, in any case.)

Box 4: Goal 1: No poverty

• People at risk of poverty or social exclusion.

• People at risk of income poverty after social transfers. 

• Severely materially deprived people.

• People living in households with very low work intensity. 

• In work at-risk-of-poverty rate.

• Population living in a dwelling with a leaking roof, damp walls, floors or foundation or
rot in window frames of floor by poverty status. 

• Self-reported unmet need for medical examination and care by sex. 

• Population having neither a bath, nor a shower, nor indoor flushing toilet in their
household by poverty status.

• Population unable to keep home adequately warm by poverty status. 

• Overcrowding rate by poverty status. 

Note: Indicators used by Eurostat

Source: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/sdi/no-poverty
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or organisations such as End Hunger UK and
the Food Foundation which have been using
Goal 2 in their work for some time.52

The DWP organised a stakeholder event in
London on 4 March on Goal 1, which included
discussion on the key issues highlighted in the
voluntary national review (in-work poverty,
housing and employment for older and disabled
workers). It is likely that the upcoming spending
review will be used to end the freeze on most
working-age benefits; and the voluntary nation-
al review in July may act as a catalyst for more
strategic and co-ordinated developments on
the domestic front. But the potential of Goal 1
as a powerful instrument for driving forward
positive and co-ordinated action to ensure that
by 2030 in the UK extreme poverty (and desti-
tution) (target 1.1) are eradicated, and poverty in
all its dimensions (target 1.2) is cut by half, has
certainly not been realised to date.  ■
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