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CHAPTER 8

Sustainable Development Goals on Poverty
and Inequality and Their Relationship
to Social Policy in Mexico

Araceli Damidgn

INTRODUCTION

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), adopted on September
28, 2015 at the summit in the United Nations {UN) General Assembly,
replaced the Millenrium Development Goals (MDGs). As mentioned by
other authors in previous chapters, the road to the SDGs involved different
groups of stakeholders (government representatives, civil society, and pri-
vate sector) who deliberared on the definition of the new goals in the UN
Open Working Group on Sustainable Development Goals between March
2012 and July 2014, when this group released its “Zero Draft.” Among
the aspects that have attracted the most attention are the inclusion of such
issucs as sustainability and inequality. Nevertheless, the aim of eliminat-
ing “uftra-extreme poverty”—the name that the author has given to the
phenomencn calied “extreme poversy” by the World Bank, as it refers to a
population living on less than US $1.90—remains the primary objective. In
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addition to halving ultra-extreme poverty, “ending poverty m all its forms
everywhere” has now become a goal. To better understand the scope of the
SDGs with regard to poverty and inequality, and their possible impact on
social policy in Mexico, this chapter first necessary reviews what the estab-
lishment of such an agenda means in terms of the recognition of socioeco-
nomic rights. Then this chapter discusses the degrec to which the original
MD@Gs, with an emphasis on poverty reduction, have been achieved, both
on a global scale and in Mexico. Based on this reflection, the issues most
relevant to matters of poverty and mequality shall be examined, as well as
their possible link o social policy in Mexico.

From SocioecoxomIc RicHaTs TO THE “RicHT”
10 L1ve oN JusT OveEr ONE DoLrrar

Poverty is not the result of a lack of resources, but of persistent mnequality.
Nonetheless, increasing the resources available to the poorest members of
society is often presented as a great challenge. This was the case with the
establishment of the MDGs. However, this agenda for the new millennium
turned back the clock on commitments regarding issues of socioeconomic
rights by governments who had signed the Universal Declaration on
Human Rights in 1948, The latter had, for example, established the right
to social security (Art. 22), the right to work and a decent wage, which
would ensure a life of dignity for workers and their families and which was
te be complemented by other means of social protection {Art. 23), the
right of all people {(not just workers) to a standard of living that would
guarantee theirs and their families” safety, health and wellbeing, especially
as regards food, clothing, housing, medical attention and necessary social
services; and the right to security in the event of unemplovment, sickness,
disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances
beyond his control (Art. 25) (United Nations Human Rights, Office of
the High Commissioner 1948). By establishing as the main goal (MDG1)
a reduction by halfin the number of people living on less than one dollar,
taking 1990 as the base year, the rights included in the Declaration were
outnght excluded

While the new SDGs are broader in scope, they are still not sufhcient
to overcome the deprivation faced by many in our society, as this chapter
goes 00 to explain, As such, the first objective includes the complete
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eradication of ultra-extreme poverty in the world by 2030 (SDG1.1}; it
also proposes to “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™ (§DG1.2); this objective opens the door for a broader
discussion about what are the dimensions in terms of human needs, which
must be considered, beyond income, when poverty is measured, and to
“implement nationally appropriate social protection systems and measures
for all, including floors, and by 2030 achieve substantial coverage of the
poor and the vulnerable” (SDG1.3). As far as reducing inequality within
and between countries is concerned (SDGL0O), its proposals include rais-
ing income growth for the bottom 40% of the population to a rate above
national income growth by 2030 (SDG10.1), the adoption of fiscal, wage
and social protection policies to achieve greater equality (SDG10.4).
Before examining the new proposals, it should be noted that the MDGs
were set using the World Bank’s (WB) estimates of ultra-extreme poverty
as a parameter. In its first report on world poverty, the WB defined pov-
erty as “the inability to attain a minimal standard of living” and suggested
that this must include “two elements: the expenditure necessary to buy a
mummurn standard of nutrition and other basic necessities and a further
amount that varies from country to country, reflecting the cost of partici-
pating in the everyday life of society” (World Bank 1990, 263, It affirmed
that 1t was “relatively straightforward” to define the first element, as it
was enough to look at the “the prices of the foods that make up the diets
of the poor.” On the other hand, the report declined to establish a nor-
mative parameter for the second element due to its being considered, at
best, “more subjective,” arguing that certain goods, such as indoor plumb-
g, are in some countries “a luxury, but in others [they are] a ‘neces-
sity’” {ibid., 27). By this, the WB implicitly assumed that defining poverty
beyond the determination of nutritional requirements is a prescriptive
exercise, and as such engages in moral debate or a subjective search for the
way things should be (accordingly, questions might be: What should the
contemporary standards be? How do I feel about all this? and so forth).
This position has been criticized by Amartya Sen who argues that social
conventons are hard facts (What are the contemporary standards?) avail-
able to anyone who smdies and measures poverty. This can be achieved
by taking note of the prescriptions made by members of the community,
and in this way Sen affirms that “to describe a prevailing prescription is
an act of description, not prescription” (Sen 1992, 314}, Sen, taking his
lead from Adam Smith and Karl Marx, considers that there is a set of
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goods that are necessary to avedd the shame of being unable to cover the
demands of social convention and to be able to participate in the activities
of a communizy. This set of goods should define the poverty line.

By rejecting the possibility of defining the elements necessary for
basic living by claiming the mability to establish whether the elements
contributing to wellbeing are a “luxury” or a “necessity,” the WB brings
into guestion the very existence of human neced. However, as suggested
by David Wiggins (2002}, the term “need” has an wrreplaceable roie
mn the political-administrative process that forces one to capture the
special content from which 1t obtains its strength. The author explains
that when, in phrases giving vindication of necessity, the word “need” is
substituted by words such as “want,” “wish for” or “prefer,” the result
not only lacks rhetorical force, but even any particular meaning, coher-
ence or contextual logic. Using logic shows the existence of needs by
supposing that a person needs X (absolutely), if and only if any mor-
ally and socially acceptable variations that can be visualized (economi-
cally, technologically, politically and historically), as occurring in a given
period would mecan harm to said person, were they to be deprived of
X, Avoiding harm to human beings 1s the factor that gives strength to
claims of needs.

Additionally, the fixture of the International Extreme Poverty Line
(IEPL) by the WB masks a minimalist ideology regarding how households
“should” satisty their needs under the principle of economic efficiency and
cost minimization. This is because, in practical terms, in 1990, the WB
defined the IEPL by taking the extreme poverty lines of cight of the 33
poorest countries in the world (Pogge and Reddy 2009); in 1993, it mod-
ified the threshold by taking that of the ten poorest countries; Shaohua
Chen and Martin Ravallion (2008} 0 their review chose that of the 15
countries in the same situation. The value of the IEPL was originally set
at US §1.02 per person per day and was modified in 2000 to US $1.08,
and then again in 2005 to US §1.25. The IEPL was upgraded in October
2015 to US $1.90; however, it has practically the same value as that of
2005 in terms of its purchasing power (Ferreira et al. 2015)

But what does 1t mean to live on such a low income? To caiculate
the extreme poverty line, the WB esnmates its worth in national cur-
rencies using the Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) instead of commercial
exchange rates. PPPs show the apparent relationship between the pur-
chasing power of US 81 compared to the purchasing power of local
currencies i their own countries. For example, in Mexico, in 2014 the
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commercial value of one dollar was around 14 pesos, while the PPP
dollar was worth cight pesos. In this way, the PPP equivalency assumes
that eight pesos in Mexico can purchase the same amount of goods as
US $1 in the United States. Therefore, the threshold of US $1.25 was
equivalent to ten pesos in Mexico. The price of one kilo of tortillas in
that same ycar was 13 pesos, which shows the inadequacy of the thresh-
old, even to buy the required foods to obtain adequate, yet minimal,
nutrition,

Even Martin Ravallion himself, in his response to Sanjay Reddy’s criti-
cism {2008} of the WB for using the same IEPL for all the world’s devel-
oping regions, including Latin America, recognizes, with a certain degree
of effrontery, the mability of this threshold to identify the ultra-extreme
poor on a global scale. According to Ravallion (2008):

The §1 a day line was explicitly designed to be representatve of the poverty
lines found in the poorest stratum of countries, none of which are 1n Latin
America. [...] The first MDG is implicitly saying that we should start with
the definition found in the poorest countries, and give priority to bringing
everyone in the world up to that standard. Once thatis (hopefully) done, we
can move to the task of bringing everyone up to the level of living needed
to escape poverty in Latin America, by Latin American standards. We have
a long way to go

By following this procedure, the WB hugely underestimates the amount
of extreme poverty on a global scale, but also, by using the thresholds
of the world’s poorest countries as a baseline, it created its IEPL using
circular reasoning, by taking as a parameter the phenomenon it wished to
observe: extreme poverty. As Sen points out (1984, when minimal-cost
diets are chosen to meet nutritional requirements, the thresholds built are
exceptionally low, and alien to nutritional habits in households, which are
not determined by a cost-minimization exercise.

As such, the WB’s threshold has created a false perception of poverty,
by reducing it te the identification of its most wagic symptom: hunger.
In fact, even if households had just enough income to buy the food
accounted for m the basic foed basket, they would have trouble actu-
ally eating 1t, as they would not have enough income to be able to cook
it, being unable to afford fuel, utensils and other goods necessary for
consumption in humane conditons (dishes, pots, a table, chairs, and so
on), and would therefore have to eat on the ground, with their hands,

YA TR E e
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outdoors and naked. Therefore, the threshold of US $1.90 does not give
recognidon to 2 single human right, by being insufficient even to satisfy
of the need for food

Tur DeGgre: TO WHIcH THE First MILLENNIUM
DevELOPMENT GoOAL HAS BEEN MET, AnD How MucH
Furtoer WE Have 10 Go

In 2012, the World Bank’s report on ultra-extreme poverty was cause for
great surprise, following Chen and Ravallion’s claims using updated data
(2012): “Using the $1.25 a day line, the developing world as a whole
reached the MDGI in 2010.” The incredulousness sparked by these
claims was founded on the fact that in 2008 the Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations (FAQ 2008) had announced thar,
as & result of increases in food prices {in 2006}, 75 million more people
in the world suffered from hunger, a fact that reversed the positive trend
toward the achievement of the MDGs. In 2009, the WB’s own progress
report on the MDGs confirmed this face, the document affirming that the
housing and financial crisis of 2008 made it doubtful that the goal would
be achieved, While it was acknowledged that the increase in the number of
people in ultra-extreme poverty had been less than expected (50 million),
the organization stressed that the crisis “poses serious threats to the hard-
won gains in boosting the economic growth of many developing coun-
tries ... as well as achieving progress toward the Millenmum Development
Goals {MD®Gs),” and that “poor countries are especially vulnerable, as
they have much less cushion to withstand events” (World Bank 2009, x1).
However, only a year later, in its 2010 report, the WB presented a more
optimistic outlock, assuming that the goal would be reached by 2015 in
all regions, except Sub-Saharan Africa (World Bank 2010, 15).

The astonishment was even: greater in 2012, not only because the main
goal had been achieved five vears earlier than expected, bur also because
Chen and Ravallion’s data showed that the food and housing crises had
not deeply affected the poorest people living 1n developing countries, This
“good news” has enabled governments and financial insututions to con-
tinue to express their convictron that the global international economic
order is successful, since it allows for the reduction of ultra-extreme poverty
even at a ime of crists. That triumphalism over the evolution of poverty has
led to a withdrawal of development aid to countries in Latin America, since

—
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they do not show such high levels of poverty any longer. Accordingly, as of
2014 the European Union decided to withdraw bilateral development aid
to 11 countries in the region, leaving only six countries as recipients of this
aid {Bolivia, El Salvador, Honduras, Guatemala, Nicaragua and Paraguay)
(Infolatam 2013). Therefore, it comes as no surprise that now a greater
emphasis is being given to inequality and environmental challenges. But,
how certain can we be that the poor are more immune to crises and there
are fewer poor now than there were 25 years ago?

One of the main problems 1n evaluating the scope of MD(G1 is that the
WB has updated its IEPL, and by extension, the data on ultra-extreme
poverty, on several occasions, also changing the PPP base year (1985,
1993, 2005, and 2011}, This has caused variations in the real value of
ultra-cxtreme poverty lines. When it was updated in 2005, Thomas Pogge
(2008) observed that the first IEPL ($1.02, 1985-dollar) was equivalent
to §2.08, the second {$1.08 1993-dollar) to $1.63 and the third ($1.25
2005-dollar) to $1.40; i other words, the WB 1s currently measuring
nltra-extreme poverty using a lower IEPL in real terms than that used in
its first report on poverty in 1990, which is enough to create doubt as to
the true evolution of ultra-extreme poverty.

Therefore, when departing from the WB’s data on the PPP from
1993, it can be observed that for the period from 1987 to 1999, ultra-
extreme poverty in developing countries was reduced by 75.5 million,
but if the PPP from 1985 1s used, the opposite trend can be observed,
since between 1987 and 2001 the number of poor increased from 1.2 to
1.5 billion {Pogge and Reddy 2009). As such, it is difficult to determine
whether ultra-extreme poverty in the world really has declined, and if so,
to whar degree.

In spite of the apparent success claimed by Chen and Ravallion’s World
Bank report in 2012, the UN pointed out that Africa, the world’s poorest
continent, 1s very far from meeting MDG]1, with ultra-extreme poverty
showing only a small decrease from 56.5 10 47.5% from 1990 to 2008 (UN
2013, 26). Additionally, with regard to Asia, the region which has ben-
efited most from the latest phase in the development of capitalism, charac-
terized by the process of globalization, the UN warns that in spite of the
rapid economic growth seen in the region, the majority of its population
faces critical levels of poverty and vulnerability, caused by the volatility of
food prices and environmental damage {p. vi}. In the case of Latin America,
the report points cut that there have been positive signs surrounding the
incidence of poverty; however, the best results have been scen in Brazil,
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Argentina, Ecuador, Venezuela and Bolivia, countries that embarked on
economic and social reforms which go against the recommendations of
financial institutions such as the WB and the Internatonal Monetary
Fund (IMF}. The report also points out that inequality continues to
be one of the greatest challenges. In the arca of social policy, it points
out that targeted programs are showing signs of exhaustion. The latter
fact 1s relevant considering that the Prospera program {ongmally called
Progresa when launched 1n 1997, and in 2002 its name was changed
to Oportunidades and in 2014 was renamed as Prospera), developed in
Mexico and promoted by the WB as one of the world’s most successtul
conditional cash transfer programs, has spearheaded the transformation of
the country’s social policy, as will be discussed further on in this chapter.

With regard to the number of people living on less than one dollar per
day in Mexico, the MDGI has been achieved according to official figures,
In 1989 (the year closest to 1990 for which information is available),
ultra-extreme poverty was present in 9.3% of the population and, while
this goal was achieved in 20006, the inancial and food price crises of 2008
increased their percentage (to 5.3% in 2008), meaning that the goal was
not officially achieved untl 2012 (at 4%). Official data from 1989 does
not provide information comparing urban and rural settings, but if figures
from 1992 are considered, it can be observed that in rural areas (towns
with less than 15,000] the goal has not vet been achieved, as ulora-extreme
poverty went from 15% in that year to close to 10% 1n 2012 (INEGI 2013,
4), 1n spite of the fact that the Progrese/Oporennidades programs have
been focused on these zones.

While Mexico may claim to have met MDGI, this is very likely to be
true only on paper (Damian 2010). An analysis of the difficulties in mak-
ing comparisons using the National Survey on Income and Expenditure
in Households { Enciesta Nacional de Ingresos v Gastos de los Hogares or
“ENIGH?”), the main source to measure poverty in Mexico, maintains
that its inconsistencies bring into doubt the results on the evolution 1n
Mexico of both ultra-extreme poverty and poverty in general. Even if the
trends identified by the ENIGH are correct {that is, that a reduction in
poverty can be observed), MDGI was reached basically thanks to charity
given to the poorest of the poor, since non-monetary income, especially
in the form of in-kind gifts, explains over 50% of the real increase in the
mcome of the couniry’s poorest decile between 1998 and 2006 (ibid. .
Government transfers (including the Progresa, Oportunidades and Prospera
programs) are another source, which explains, to a lesser extent, the real
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improvement i the income of this decile. This shows that Mexico’s poor-
est populations have become dependent on gifts and handouts.

In order to grasp a historical trend, related to income-based pov-
erty, CONEVAL has defined patrimonial poverty “as having insufficient
income to acquire a certain food basket, as well as to cover the necessary
expenses in health, clothes, housing, transportation and education, even
if the entire houschold’s income were used exclusively for the acquisition
of these goods and services” (Wilson and Silva 2013, 3), which saw only a
smal! reduction from 53.1 to 52,3 percent of the total population between
1992 (the first year for which official data became available) and 2012
(ibid,, 4}. With regard to food poverty (which 1s another term for “extreme
poverty”}, denoting “the incapability to obtain a basic food basket, even if
using the entre household’s available income just in buying the goods in
said basket” (ibid., 3), the decline was alsc meager, decreasing from 21.4
percent in 1992 to 19.7 percent in 2012 (1bid., 4). CONEVAL developed
a new methodology for measuring multdimensional poverty in 2008, but
in order to make long-term comparisons, CONEVAL continzed to report
Income poverty data calculated with the previous method until 2012,
CONEVAL estimated that between 2012 and 2014, the percentage of the
population in poverty increased from 45.5% to 46.2%; in the same period,
the percentage of the population in extreme poverty fell from 9.8% to
9.5% (CONEVAL 2015), What little progress has been made on the issue
of poverty was expressed by representatives from the Specialized Technical
Committee on the Information System of the Millennium Development
Goals { Comité Técnico Especializado del Sistema de Informacion de los
Objetivos de Desariollo del Milenioor “CTESIODM?” ) in Mexico. Thiscom-
mittee, in relation to the presentation of the UN Millennium Development
Goals Report 2014, acknowledged that for Mexico, the Government’s
Progress Reporr 2013 shows that “despite recorded advances in the fight
against poverty, maternal health and quality health services, there are still
many significant challenges to be faced in these areas to be able to meet
national MDG objectives™ (Langner 2014).

Up to this point, this chapter has demonstrated that there is no clar-
ity to be found in the evolution of the data presented by the WB, but
even if ultra-extreme poverty has been reduced over the last 25 years, this
cannot be attributed to the establishment of the MDGs, as the greatest
progress was seent in Asia, which has experienced the fastest economic
growth over the last three decades. It is also necessary to consider Thomas
Pogge’s observation (2014, 7), that any estimate of poverty omits the tally
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of those who have died prematurely due to causes related to the condition.
With information from the World Health Organization (2008), Pogge
estimates that these figures reach over 18 million per year, making up a
third of all total deaths worldwide. In the case of Mexico, the author made
an estimation on the number of preventable deaths in children under one
year of age for the period of 2010-2015, and concluded that two thirds
of these (31,746 deaths) were related to poverty, and therefore they could
be labeled “preventable deaths.”

In sum, it is possible to argue that the limited progress on poverty in
Mexico is a reflection of neoliberal economic policies and a change in the
social policy model, focusing on a mransfer program aimed at the poorest
of the poor, but which have not brought the success that was promised
upon the introduction of these reforms,

New GLogal ComMMITMENTS On Issugs Or POVERTY
AxD THEIR Links WITH INEQUALITY

The above section mentions that the reconfiguration of the new agenda
has been made under the premise thar MDG1 has been met, and there-
fore more ambiticus goals can be set. With regard 1o SDG1.1, “By 2030,
eradicate extreme poverty ...,” this means broadening the time window
for governments and financial organizations to “allow” continued deaths
assaciated with ultra-extreme poverty over the next 15 years, The moral
implication of this cannot be ignored, and rthis kind of poverty should
be eradicated immediately. The cost of doing so is very low, and it does
not imply any substantial changes to prevailing inequality, as it would be
enough to reassign 1.2% of the available income of the planet’s richest
10%. Considering that this is such a small fraction of the richest decile’s
total income, Pogge argues that “it would not be too much to ask those
with the highest incomes to give up such a small fraction of their income
in exchange for protecting the rights of a third of the population™ (T'agge
2014, 7). Similarly, David Gordon (2004, 70) estimates that the magnitude
of resources required to provide basic health and adequate nutrition to the
whole population in developing countries is less than the total cost of pet
food purchased in the United States and Europe. The above reveals that
the elimination of absolute misery on the planet 15 a question of political
will, and not of available resources.
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It should be noted that maintaining the World Bank’s IEPL as a param-
eter for setting the new goal for 2030 is equivalent to assuming that the
requirements for meeting human needs and the social demands placed
on individuals (as workers, citzens, parents, community members and
friends} has not changed in the last 25 years, an erroneous assumption
considering the speed of technological transformation and the fact that
society has become more urbanized, implying far greater prerequisites for
individuals to be able to escape from ultra-extreme poverty. Therefore,
there is a need to increase the threshold used to estimate worldwide ultra-
exXtreme poverty.

Furthermore, those who find themselves living with TS $1.25-$1.90
are forced to endure excessively long workdays, mistreatment, abuse,
forced labor, prosutution, and organized crime. Hence, SDG1.1 does not
contribute to society moving toward the right to a life of dignity by avoid-
ing such sericus abuses to human dignity.

On the other hand, SDGI1.2, which aims to halve poverty in all its
forms in accordance with national parameters, does constitute progress in
the determination of the goals, as it opens the door to recognizing that
poverty is a worldwide phenomenon, and not one exclusive to developing
countries. However, there is a risk that the search for universal parameters
of human dignity will be abandoned. This is because this goal allows the
World Bank’s parameters to continue to be used for the poorest countries,
while middle- and high-income countries set their own thresholds accord-
ing to their level of development and priorities. There is no doubt that in
rich countries, the requirements for not living in nltra-extreme poverty are
greater, but this goal does not contribute to the reduction of inequality
in standards of living between countries, On the other hand, SDG1.2 is
framed along the lines of what Sen called the political definition of pov-
erty, which depends “on a feasibility assessment (‘ought implies can’),”
but which, the author explains, “accepts that although certain depriva-
tons cannot immediately be eliminated, this is not the same as saying that
they should not be considered deprivations” (Sen 1992, 315). This line
of thinking is equivalent to the World Bank and the governments of poor
countries telling their population: “Listen, old man, even though you are
suffering {rom hunger you are not poor, since the way things are, it is
impassible to maintain everyone’s income above the level required to end
hunger” {ibid).

The final topic to be addressed in this section is that of inequality, which
is intimately related to the two already mentioned. Inequality manifests the
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imbalances of power in society, not only within natons but also between
them. This imbalance became exacerbated over the course of the last cen-
tury. According to Pogge (2009), in 1820 there was a ratio of 3 to 1
between the incomes of the richest 20% and the poorest 20%; 1n 1913 the
difference rose to 11 to 1 and, at the end of the last century (1997), it was
74 to 1. The lingering effects of the economic and financial crisis of 2008
have also contributed to the increase in inequality. For example, in 2010,
the 11 million most prosperous of the world’s rich {equivalent to around
0.15% of the world’s population) had recovered the losses caused by the
crisis of 2008 and their fortunes had overtaken what they had been in
2007 (Capgemini and Merrill Lynch: Global Wealth Management 2011,
4). The degree of Income concentration is so brutal that people living in
the world’s poorest households share 1.1% of global income, but repre-
sent 43% of the world’s population; in contrast, those who live in the rich-
est countries hold 80.5% of the world’s income and make up only 16% of
the rotal population (Pogge 2009).

The worsening of inequality under capitalism is confirmed in Thomas
Piketty’s study (2014}, IHe makes it clear that when the returns to capi-
tal are higher than the growth rate of the economy, capitalism generates
unsustainable inequalities that radically undermine meritocratic values
on which democratic societies are based. The two most important ideas
of Piketry are that the dominant tendency of capitalism 1s generation of
income mequality and wealth concentration in 1% of the population.
Piketty brings down both the myth created by Simon Kuznets that mature
capitzlism’s tendency 1s toward lower inequality, and the other, which
maintains that the latter is the fruit of merit (education, cleverness, and so
forth}, since being wealthy depends, predominantly, on inheritances. The
solution to inequality goes beyond the goal of the new global develop-
ment agenda to raise the incomes of the poorest 40% of the population
above the average rate of increase. Importantly, the proposed mechanisms
to achieve this goal (empowerment, equality of opportunines—and not
of results—fiscal, wage and social protection policies, improved regula-
tion of financial markets, and so forth) make no changes to the principles
that govern economic function under a neoliberal approach; for example,
equality of opportunities is sought, rather than cquality of results. As
such, no acknowledgment is given to the fact that a2 majar difference exists
between formal liberty and the application of the law, which is not equal
between rich and poor, as the rich will always be better positioned. Also,
while the 2030 Agenda strives to continue with the mechanisms of the
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free market, it proposes to control the movement of people by way of
ordered, planned migration (SDG Goal 10.7), a factor which inhibits the
leveling of wages between countries, as was recognized by Adam Smith
(Himmelfarb 1988,

Both Paul Krugman (2009) and Thomas Piketry (2014) have shown
that under the current system, the owners of capital are those who have
Increasingly appropriated the fruits of human labor, to the degree that
wages as a proportion of total product earnings have declined dramati-
cally over the last few decades. In Mexico, this phenomenon can also be
observed: while work remunerations represented 43.5% of national income
in 1976, in 2011 their percentage dropped to 30.3%, according to data
provided by INEGI’s National Accounts System (Mdrquez Ayala 2013},

The most specific goal (SDG10.4) aimed at reducing inequality refers ro
the adoption of fiscal, wage and social protection policies, but its formula-
tion lacks content, in the sense that recent years have seen governments and
international bodies establish mechanisms to protect large capital, especially
financial capital, including bailing out companies using public funds, while
scarce resources are allocated for the population facing hunger, and auster-
ity programs are put in place, which risk the lives and wellbeing of signifi-
cant numbers of people. This happened following the crisis of 2008, when
the US government acted on behalf of banks and corporations. A bail-out
package was implemented (Troubled Asset Relief Program-TART) at a cost
of US $700 billion (Reuters y AFP 2009), compared to the emerging aid
program, announced by the World Bank, which provided only US $1.2 bil-
lion in aid to peor countries most affected by the crisis of 2008.

Similarly, in Mexico the laws on social security systems to the pub-
lic and private sector were reformed both in 1997 and 2007, undermin-
ing workers’ rights. These reforms changed the pension system from one
based on a distributive system relying on solidarity between generations
{the young pay fees 1o social security, which keeps the pensions of older)
and with defined benefits, to another pension system based on individual
capitalization accounts, in which the pension depends on the ability of
workers to save for their pension. This arrangement has reduced benefits,
increased contribution rates and risen the retirement age. According to
the International Labour Organizadon (ILO 2014, ix): “These adjust-
ments are reducing state responsibility for guaranteeing income security
in old age and shifting large parts of the economic risks associated with
pension provision on to individuals, thereby undermining the adequacy of
pension systems and reducing their ability to prevent poverty in old age.”
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Changes to economic and social policies proposed to snl)lvc:_ the
repercussions of the 2008 financial crisis show a trend that highlights
the intensification of inequality. In an analysis of adjustment proposals
found in 180 documents created in response to the crisis, Isabel Ortiz
and Matthew Cummins (2013) demonstrate that economy-stabilizing
programs imply an increase i fiscal contraction (lower social spending).
Further, 1n order to “achieve healthy growth,” they note, proposals result
in the elimination of subsidies on the consumpnon of basic products (fuel,
agricultural products and food); wage cuts in cducation, health agd oth.m'
pubtic sectors; an increased rationalization and narrowed focus in soqa]
programs; reforms to pension and health systems (reductions in benefits
and extensions to contribution periods); along with greater workforce
flexibility and the broadening of consumption taxes by way of value-
added taxes (VAT) on basic products disproportionately consumed in the
poorest households. In Mexico, the federal government has made several
attempts to impose VAT on food and medicines, and it is in a process of a
redefinition of pension systems, looking to cut benefits for workers.

INTERNATIONAL AGENDAS AND SociaL PoLicy iIn MExico

The first global agenda for development of the millennium responded
to the process of reconfiguration of economic and social policies, which
started in the 1970s and later intensified following the debt crisis of the
1980s. As can be recalled, deeply indebted countries, including Mexico,
had to accept changes in their economic and social policies in exchange .for
receiving new loans or renegotiating their debt with international bthcs.
These “recommendations” sought ro ensure the functioning of the “free”
markets for goods and financial services, reduce the state’s role and limit
as much as possible its participation in economic activity, “invest in human
capital” and offer minimai social security safety nets for the poor. The new
SDGs contnue with similar proposals, while also expressing concern for
the fragile state of the environment.

Thus, a transition can be observed from a social policy that sought
to reduce social deficit through the promotion of employment and its
associated benefits, toward the implantation of programs targeting the
extremely poor, under a discourse of efficiency in the assignment of pul:?-
lic resources. This action de-linked sociai development from economic
development in favor of imposing a territorial /targeted approach, using
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a condinonal aid scheme, providing education and health services, which
are both precarious and incomplete.

Targeted programs that are promoted by international organizations
are governed by the following principles:

(a} Subsidiarity; that is, the State will only intervene when markets fail.

(b) Targeting; under this principle, extreme poverty, but not poverty
in general, is considered the only failure of the market that mer-
1ts attention by the State, since the extremely poor cannot com-
pete with equality of “opportunities” in the labor market
(Boltvinik 2004).

Itis for these reasons that the identification of the poor, especially the ultra-
extreme poor, has become essential over recent years, For Evelyne Huber
{2004}, among the real reasons behind changes to social policy proposed
by international organizations during the 1980s are the need to protect the
process of economic adjustment from setbacks caused by social protests, as
well as to ensure that developing countries did not present problems with
budgetary stability and fiscal discipline, which could limit their ability to
pay their debts and to mitigate problems of poverty and inequality which,
evidently, were not mitigated by economic recovery {when this occurred).
According to Huber {2004, 207), “in the name of efficiency and social jus-
tice ... (targeted) nutrition and preventive health campaigns were lannched,
aimed at the poorest of the poor.” In this way, Mexico added itself to the list
of countries entered into the “race downwards” on issues of social policy.

The implantation of neoliberal policies was first seen in the economic
sphere, and later in the social one, with the launch of the Progresa pro-
gram, which occurred one year after the World Food Summuit of 1996.
It was during this summit that the Rome Declaration on World Food
Security was established, which includes the following affirmation by sig-
NAtory governments:

We pledge our political will and our common and naticnal commitment to
achieving food security for all and to an ongoing effort to eradicare hunger
in all countries, with an immediate view to reducing the number of under-
nourished people to half their present level no later than 2015, (FAQ 1996)

During the reconfiguration of social policy, “technocrats” acquired greater
power within the public administration. As Huber (2004) explains, these
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new protagonists, educated at foreign universities, were closely linked to
financial organizations and rose to important posts involving decision-
making on economic and social issues. The author indicates that many of
these actors absorbed a neoliberal view of the world and were promoted
on a fast-track, quickly moving from internaticnal bodies to national
governments. For Huber, this process forms an essential part of the way in
which globalization came to Latin America.

On the issue of social policy in Mexico, perhaps the most emblematic
figure in this process was the Mexican economist and politician Santiago
Levy, who produced a study for the World Bank on poverty in Mexico
{Levy 1994), which served as the basis for the design of the Progresa pro-
gram that was one of the first conditional cash transfer programs. While
his work is not directly linked to the Millennium Development Goals, it
was created using very similar premises to the World Bank’s 1990 study
on global ultra-extreme poverty—that is, Levy’s study sought to minimize
poverty. Once the program was launched the WB promoted this same
scheme to other countries in Latin America.

In his work, Levy affirmed that extreme poverty in Mexico was a prob-
lem found mainly in rural areas, which affected only small proportion of the
national population (19% in 1984) (1994, 47). However, Julio Boltvinik
and Araceli Damidn indicate that Levy made the mistake of defining an
extreme poverty line which was too low, assuming that Mexico’s poor-
est households spent 80% of their income on food, a percentage which
is far too high for Mexican parameters, In fact, as Julio Boltvinik and
Araceli Damian showed, in 1996 {one year prior to the launch of the
Progresa program) the country’s poorest decile spent 57% of their income
on food. According to Julio Beltvinile and Araceli Damidn {2001, 23),
because they were based on an error, Levy’s two basic conclusions were
erronecus: (1) that extreme poverty was predominantly rural and (2) that
it affected only a small proportion of the population. His errors had pro-
found implications for 1ssues of social policy, through the creation of the
Progresa and later on Oportunidades program, which for many vears was
targeted at rural areas and, in spite of being expanded to urban areas in
2004, was inadequate in its coverage. The anthors show that using param-
eters more appropriate to Mexico, extreme poverty affected around 50%
of the population in 2000, and that nearly 60% of the poor lived in urban
settings (those with more than 15 thousand inhabitants) (Boltvinik and
Damiin 2001, 24).

One of the aspects which made the launch of the Progresa program so
attractive 1s that its defenders maintained that by targeting the poorest of
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the poor, it was more efficient than other kinds of policies, by preventing
the receipt of benefits by those who were undeserving. Also, these kinds
of programs, with their immersion in Anglo-Saxon ideology, prevent sup-
port being given to the poor unless they do something in exchange, with
shared responsibility being required in order to receive benefits, in other
words, the poor have to meet certain obligations in order to remain in the
program (attend school and talks about health issues at health clinics, and
so forth.).

Several authors (Boltvinik 2004; Cornia and Stewart 2003; Sen 2003)
have pointed out the pernicious effects of targeted benefits; they highlight,
for example, that they create a stigma around beneficiaries, who automat-
ically acquire the label of “poor” as a result of receiving resources; they
lead potential “beneficiaries” to resort to manipulation of information as a
means to show that they need support. But their greatest defect lies in the
argument that targeted programs are more effective in cost-benefit terms
when compared with programs with a universal approach, In a study of
17 countries (including Mexico), Andrea Cornia and Frances Stewart
(2003) indicated that the living conditions of the poor and of the general
population deteriorated when general food subsidies were substituted
by targeted programs. They also warned that cost-benefit analyses can-
not capture the future costs of flaws in targeted programs, They argued
that while programs seek to increase efficiency through greater target-
ing, the objective population s increasingly excluded, leading to losses
in wellbeing and productive efficiency, both present and future, caused
by malnutrition in adults and minors excluded from the program, which
arc not accounted for in this type of study. In Mexico, exclusion errors
have been high; for example, Damidn (2007) showed that the percent-
age of families who were poor in “capacity” (according to suppositions
under which the Oportunidades program operated) and did not receive
income from the program was 63.7% in 2004. The author also points out
that the country’s poorest househelds did not receive the benefit due to
lack of access to health services (clinics) and/or education (primary and
secondary schools), as they were not to be found in their local areas and,
therefore, they were unable to meet their shared responsibility. Exclusion
in urban settings was also high; according to data from the National
Survey on Income and Expenditure in Households ( Encuesta Nacional
de Ingresos y Gastos de los Hogares or “ENIGH™), in 2008, 86.3% of the
“capacity” poor in urban areas (those with more than 15,000) did not
receive the Oportunidades program. A report from the Inter-American
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Development Bank on the Oportunidades program shows that, according
to the ENIGH 2010, 62% of the population below the minimum wellbe-
ing line received no opportunities, considering that this 1s a mistake of
excluding a significant number (around 2.6 million households), The
error of exclusion in urban arcas was 77% and 34% in rural areas (Araujo
and Suérez Buitron 2013).

Even though the Oporsunidades program has been highly praised on
an international level, it has not achieved its main objective: avoiding the
intergenerational transfer of poverty, as demonstrated in evaluations car-
ried out in 2007, ten years following the launch of the Progresa program
(Boltvinik 2012). According to these evaluations, Progresa/Opovtunidades
graduates are no less poor than their parents, and neither do th(:}r show
higher performance than non-beneficiaries of the program—111dc§d,
a significant proportion of these have emigrated due to the lack of job
opportunities in their communities (Boltvinik 2012 and Tetreault 2012).
In the interview by Boltvinik (2012, 20) of Ilyana Yaschine, Director of
Evaluation for the Oportunidades program from 2002-2006, the latter
suggested that 1t was limited in its impact due to the fact that good quality
education and health services were outside 1ts reach. She also expressed
the view that the program went into decline due to being used as an
instrument for solving a diverse range of political problems, through the
inclusion of new components that broke down the coherence in its onigi-
nal design, It is worth here to remember that the original intention of the
Oportunidades program was to improve food habits, health and educa-
tion, but only for children 7-17 years of age enrolled in school programs.

FiNnAL REFLECTIONS

The question put forward in the beginning about the degree to which
the first Millennium Development Goal has been met, and how much
further we have to go to end poverty in all its forms, is of acute relevance
in Mexico. Sadly, it is highly improbabie that the new indicators pertain-
ing to the first objective of the SDGs will produce changes in the current
social policies, since they are likely to be aligned to the same neohberal
principles on economic and social issues that govern all public policies
This is in spite of a lack of progress on the issue of overcoming the pov-
erty seen in Mexico. In fact, the creation of the People’s Health Plan
(Se;gm“o Popuiar or “SP”) in 2004, anticipated the SDG1.3, which pro-
poses providing systems of social protection and minimum coverage for
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the poor and vulnerable by 2030. The SP offers very limited health ser-
vices to the population with the least resources. Although the government
has affirmed that it provides universal coverage, this has been brought
into question, and the program has even been criticized by Santiago Levy
himself, who has noticed that it encourages increased informality in the
cconomy by encouraging employers to shirk their obligation to register
their workers in the formal social security system.

After all that has been discussed above, it becomes desirable and neces-
sary to address the problems of the current economic model in a different
way. For this to be achieved, social policy must once again be linked to
economic development. With regard to economic policy, the internal mar-
ket must be strengthened by using progressive wage increases above rates
of inflation, and by taking cerrain other containment measures against
economic and financial crises, such as unemployment insurance.

Furthermore, taking into account the economic and social costs of fail-
ing to improve the living conditions of the poorest members of the popu-
lation and the problems arising from the exclusion errors of targeting, it is
essential that we return to the promotion of universal human rights, which
guarantee 2 life of dignity, with or withour employment. But the design
of a new social policy must start with different principles from those that
guided the construction of the welfare state in Europe, which presupposed
the existence of full employment and, as a result, made social benefits con-
ditional on obtaining employment. There is no longer any reason to con-
tinue assuming that work is the basic dimension of citizenship, that wages
are the basis for workers’ vital and moral autonomy and that the latter can
give them access to a system of protections for themselves and their families
throughout their whole lives (Bustelo 2004). Capitalism has the tendency
to reduce the global demand for employment and, as a result, a reduction
i our countries’ social deficit cannot be achieved using employment as its
solc basis. Onc of the proposals gaining strength in international debate
on this topic is the establishment of basic universalism, a concept which, in
addition to unemployment insurance, would provide a guaranteed income
to citizens and universal social services {Molina 2006), the cost of which
has been calculated at 10% of gross domesnic product (GDP) by Boltvinik
(2009}, who suggests that it could be financed by austerity programs (a
reduction in the highest incomes among the bureaucracy), a reduction in
tax evasion and progressive tax reform.

It should also be highlighted that a modification to the parameters
used to measure poverty is essential to improving the living conditions of
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individuals, basing them instead on prescriptions of what constitutes aﬁn
optimal satisfaction of human need, which goes beyond the World Bank’s
idea of minimal satisfaction, the absence of which people find themselves
anable to live and act like humans, This is in view of the fact that people’s
ability to give their best efforts and develop to the fullest ‘T”H only be pos-
sible to the degree that they are given a fair portion of available resources.
Therefore, it is necessary not only to OVErcome extreme poverty, but al_so
to make substantial changes to the social foundations that sustain the exis-

tence of extreme sociceconomic inequalities.
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