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LEADERS’ FORUM 

UNESCO mobilizing for and contributing to the post-2015 agenda through 
education, the sciences, culture and communication and information 

Background document by the Secretariat 

To set the course of humanity on the path of a sustainable, equitable and peaceful future, the 
United Nations family has launched an unprecedented broad debate at national, regional and 
global levels. As an organization dedicated to building the defences of peace in the minds of 
people and to facilitating the free exchange of ideas, UNESCO has a special responsibility to 
contribute to the preparation of a global development agenda which will, from 2015 on, provide 
governments, civil society, the private sector and other stakeholders with a framework for action 
based on a shared vision. As a meeting of decision-makers at the highest level, the UNESCO 
Leaders’ Forum offers a unique opportunity to formulate innovative messages and guidance to  
contribute to the post-2015 development agenda through interventions in the fields of education, 
the sciences, culture and communication and information with a special focus on the global 
priorities of the Organization, Africa and Gender Equality, as well as the needs of youth, Least 
Developed Countries (LDCs) and Small Island Developing States (SIDS). 

***** 

1.  Setting a universal and pluralist agenda for peace and sustainability in the twenty-first 
century 

With the adoption in 2000 of the Millennium Declaration, the United Nations General Assembly set 
forth a humanist vision for the century ahead – a pledge to craft a different, more just and 
prosperous world, without poverty or violence and where all people live in dignity. The vision took 
shape in the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) with its time-bound and measurable goals 
and targets.  
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This agenda contributed to lifting millions of people out of extreme poverty, bringing millions of 
boys and girls into the classroom, improving women’s lives and fostering access to food, health, 
sanitation for millions of individuals in the poorest places of the planet. There has been remarkable 
progress – but it has been uneven and insufficient.  

As noted by the members of the Secretary-General’s High-Level Panel of Eminent Persons on the 
Post-2015 Development Agenda, the 13 years since the Millennium Declaration have seen the 
fastest reduction in poverty in human history. Bearing those successes in mind, the rise of 
emerging economies and Middle-Income Countries (MICs), as well as the sustained rates of 
growth in many developing countries, including in Africa, expectations are that extreme poverty 
could be completely eradicated within the coming decades. Two years prior to the 2015 finish line 
of the MDGs, the international community has expressed its determination to make all efforts to 
that end with a bold and ambitious post-2015 development agenda. The task is clear: focus where 
needs are greatest, help countries accelerate progress towards the 2015 MDG goals and targets, 
and shape a new long-term agenda to follow. This agenda should build on achievements and 
tackle new challenges. 

UNESCO is an active and committed proponent of the MDGs, fulfilling its mission, which 
“contributes to the building of peace, the alleviation of poverty, sustainable development and 
intercultural dialogue through education, the sciences, culture, communication and information” 
(UNESCO Draft Medium-Term Strategy for 2014-2021). As a laboratory of ideas, a standard setter 
and a catalyst of international cooperation providing policy advice and capacity development to its 
Member States, UNESCO is fully engaged in the global conversation on how the international 
community can channel the energies of humanity on a sustainable course beyond 2015.  

Both the substance and the shape of the agenda will matter. The next agenda is expected to focus 
on the overarching objectives of the United Nations, which are expressed in the UNESCO 
Constitution as “international peace and the common welfare of mankind,” and advancing 
sustainable development, as stipulated at the Rio+20 Summit in 2012. A new development agenda 
will need to be based on universally accepted values and ethical principles, including those 
encapsulated in the Millennium Declaration and the Rio+20 Outcome Document, The Future We 
Want For All, which envisions the goals of the next global agenda as “action-oriented, concise and 
easy to communicate, limited in number, aspirational, global in nature and universally applicable to 
all countries while taking into account different national realities, capacities and levels of 
development and respecting national policies and priorities.” 

Since global environmental challenges, such as climate change, biodiversity loss or ocean 
degradation, are borderless and as societies are increasingly interconnected and interdependent, 
the future global development agenda must be universal, relevant for all countries and for a wide 
range of non-governmental actors. Universal applicability should, however, not preclude the 
formulation of specific goals and targets against which countries can be held accountable. These 
requirements have been clearly acknowledged by the United Nations Secretary-General’s High-
Level Panel which concluded in particular that the development agenda should first and foremost 
encapsulate “A New Global Partnership”, moving beyond the traditional dichotomies of North-
South, East-West, as well as donor-recipient. Pluralism, inclusive participation, intercultural 
dialogue and mutual understanding should be part and parcel of such a new global partnership for 
peace and development. As the MDGs succeeded in catalysing unprecedented collaborative 
efforts, the post-2015 global development agenda must be a reference for all actors engaged in 
development activities, from the international to the local levels, notably governments, civil society 
organizations and the private sector. 

***** 
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2.  Review and renew the current development framework of human development 

The MDGs are an unfinished business. The 2013 edition of the MDG Report underlines that the 
unmet goals remain within reach, but that additional efforts are required to achieve them. The 
MDGs succeeded in convincing world leaders and governments that development cannot be 
narrowly equated with economic growth and rather must aim at improving the conditions of life of 
all.  

The strength of the MDGs is to have translated these universal values into a simple and 
transparent set of concrete and measurable goals and targets aiming at poverty and hunger 
eradication, universal access to primary education, reducing child and maternal mortality and 
improving maternal health, promoting gender equality and empowering women, combating 
HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases, ensuring environmental sustainability and developing a 
global partnership for development. This proved instrumental to allow priority-setting in national 
and international development policies. Significant results have been obtained. The number of 
people living on less than US $1.25 a day has declined by around 700 million, from 1.9 billion in 
1990 to 1.2 billion in 2010. Access to safe drinking water has improved for 2 billion people. Under-
nourishment has decreased from 23.2% of the population in 1990-1992 to 14.9% in 2010-2012. 
About 3 million children’s lives have been saved yearly and the number of children out of school 
declined by almost half, from 102 million to 57 million between 2000 and 2011. 

However, the world finds itself at a pivotal moment, which calls for stronger collective action to 
meet the 2015 promises and shape a bold post-2015 vision as progress has been uneven. For 
instance, most significant advances in poverty reduction have been concentrated in Asia, also due 
to China’s success. In sub-Saharan Africa, despite a relative decrease of poverty rates, the 
absolute number of people living in poverty has increased. In many places, the people suffering the 
most from poverty and discrimination based on gender, age, disability, ethnicity, or otherwise have 
often remained mired in disadvantage. Another challenge lies in the persistence of inequalities in 
many MICs where economic growth has yet to translate into social inclusion. Inequalities are a key 
concern also in many countries as girls and women continue to be denied equal access to 
education, equal representation in economic, social and political decision-making processes and 
are frequently subjected to gender-based violence or excessive maternal mortality risks. 

Deficits remain in access to quality education despite the immense progress of developing 
countries in increasing enrolment and attaining universal primary education. More than 126 million 
children of primary and lower secondary age are out-of-school and some 130 million children in 
primary school are failing to acquire basic literacy skills. Moreover, millions of young people and 
adults, particularly women, are not provided the education and training to develop the skills, 
knowledge and attitudes they need for a successful transition to adult life and decent jobs.  

The world is not on track, because public action on education has been fragmented and 
inadequate. The failure to invest a critical mass of human and financial resources simultaneously in 
access and quality education and learning undermines progress towards providing quality 
education for all.  

Poor learning outcomes, inadequate skills and high levels of unemployment among today’s youth 
call for a stronger national leadership, innovative partnerships and concerted international support 
towards building and strengthening education systems which provide quality and relevant 
education and learning in a lifelong learning perspective, from early childhood development to 
higher education, including technical and vocational education and training (TVET) and skills 
development.  

In addition to intensified efforts at the national level towards accelerating progress of countries that 
are furthest behind in achieving the EFA goals, mobilizing high-level political will should succeed in 
delivering the promise of education for all. The United Nations Secretary-General’s Global 
Education First Initiative (GEFI), created in 2012, reaffirms education as a human right for all and 
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recognizes the central role of education as a basic building block of every society. By focusing on 
three priority areas –  to get every child into school, to improve the quality of learning, and to foster 
global citizenship – this Initiative aims at galvanizing stronger commitment to education among 
global leaders and accelerating progress towards the MDG 2 (universal primary education).   

There should clearly be a convergence, within the post-2015 global development agenda, between 
the six EFA goals, adopted in Dakar in 2000, and the education-related MDGs. Already, the 
discussion on the future education goals has been marked by important landmarks, such as the 
consensus reached at the 2013 Global Consultation on Education in the post-2015 Agenda held in 
Dakar (March 2013)1 for a new education goal, namely “equitable, quality education and lifelong 
learning for all”, especially for girls and women, as a key element in the future development 
framework. 

In 2011, women represented two-thirds of the estimated 774 million adult illiterates worldwide. The 
quest for equality in education must be directly related to gender equality and women’s 
empowerment. In many countries, women and girls are still denied access to education – 
sometimes violently. The MDGs had set a high standard by dedicating a stand-alone goal to 
gender equality but further and renewed efforts will be needed in all development policy areas 
since development cannot be achieved without unlocking the potential of girls and women. Women 
remain underrepresented in many key areas, such as in science, where, globally, women account 
for only 27% of the world’s researchers. As stated in the Rio+20 outcome document, “gender 
equality and women’s empowerment are important for sustainable development and our common 
future.” Through education, the sciences, culture, information and awareness-raising, 
governments, civil society and the private sector have a role to play in changing attitudes and 
behavior, and ending inequitable practices everywhere. Various types of discrimination constitute 
structural causes of gender inequality, along with violence against women, unequal participation in 
private and public decision-making, unpaid work and disregard for their daily concerns, including 
reproductive health and reproductive rights. Gender equality is an objective in and of itself but it is 
also a strategy to achieve all internationally agreed development goals. The next development 
agenda should acknowledge the cross-cutting dimension of gender equality so as to ensure that 
women have equal access to resources and opportunities. 

The focus of the MDGs on a few easily measurable goals and targets led to other key dimensions 
of human development being left out from international attention. Thus, to move forward, the new 
agenda needs to harness the power of cross-cutting multipliers – this is another lesson of the 
MDGs. 

Science, technology and innovation (STI) are such an accelerator largely ignored by the MDGs of 
2000. The galvanizing and dynamic role of STI and its contribution to sustainable development 
should be explicitly reflected in the next agenda for global development. Harnessing this potential 
can prove critical for the achievement of key development objectives, notably as regards increased 
access to relevant knowledge, the promotion of green technologies, including renewable energies, 
and the mitigation of and adaptation to climate change. In her address at the high-level segment of 
ECOSOC 2013, the Director-General of UNESCO reaffirmed that STI is essential for the 
sustainability of all development which requires creating the right innovation ecosystem, adopting 
and implementing integrated STI policies and action plans as well as bridging knowledge divides 
notably by strengthening national STI human and institutional capacities as well as the interface 
between science, policy and society. In particular, there must be more scientists in Africa, 
especially women scientists. There is a need for enhanced scientific cooperation and knowledge-
sharing to improve and sustainably manage ocean resources, as well as freshwater and 
biodiversity resources This will require stronger links between science, research and policy-
making. 

                                                
1  Making Education a Priority in the Post-2015 Development Agenda: Report of the Global Thematic Consultation 

on Education in the Post-2015 Development Agenda. http://www.worldwewant2015.org/node/389575 
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Water is a resource at the epicentre of sustainable development and peace. United Nations 
Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon said at the 2013 Davos World Economic Forum “… to look 
beyond crisis to the far horizon, the shape of the world a decade or two from now, the need to 
provide water, energy, food and health for an expanding human population.” He went on to warn 
that “most of us do not appreciate water and just take it for granted.” The global challenges of 
climate change, population growth and demographic pressures, economic development, and rapid 
urbanization are straining the quality and quantity of the world’s freshwater resources in 
increasingly unpredictable ways that directly impacts food security. Water scarcity already affects 
1.5 billion people in the world today and an estimated 60% of the world’s population will live in 
water-stressed conditions by 2025. Water is equally a security and strategic factor and asset, and 
must remain a source and a tool of cooperation rather than the cause of conflict. It is vital to 
building inclusive, peaceful societies. To that end, water education at all levels through formal and 
informal education will be a critical component for the development of human and institutional 
capacities. Hence the urgency of the water-related Millennium Development Goal (MDG 7c), 
namely to “halve, by 2015, the proportion of the population without sustainable access to safe 
drinking water and basic sanitation.”  

The future of Earth depends on the ocean, as the prime regulator of climate, a key provider of 
economic and social services, as the largest source of protein for humankind. It covers almost 
three-quarters of the Earth’s surface, and yet we protect barely 1% of it. We need to ensure that in 
the post-2015 development agenda, science, technology and innovation will be effectively 
harnessed to improve ocean governance, build early warning systems and improve resilience.  

As freshwater and the ocean, biodiversity is crucial to human life. More than 1.3 billion people 
depend on biodiversity and on basic ecosystems goods and services for their livelihoods. The vast 
estate of Biosphere reserves and natural World Heritage sites are living laboratories for natural 
ecosystems and biodiversity through science, education and participatory approaches while at the 
same time promoting innovative economic development that is environmentally sustainable and 
socially and culturally appropriate. This experience can be factored into target measures when 
shaping future sustainable development pathways. 

Culture is another accelerator not reflected in the MDGs. Over the past decade, however, there 
has been a growing recognition of culture as an integral part of the broader development equation. 
The recent Hangzhou Declaration Placing Culture at the Heart of Sustainable Development 
Policies adopted at the Hangzhou International Congress on “Culture: Key to Sustainable 
Development” (May 2013), explicitly called for “the full integration of culture – through clear goals, 
targets and indicators – into agreed development strategies, programmes and practices at global, 
regional, national and local levels, to be defined in the Post-2015 United Nations development 
agenda. Culture has thus become increasingly acknowledged as both a driver and an enabler to 
realize countries’ development goals, as also emphasized at the United Nations General Assembly 
Thematic Debate on Culture and Development (June 2013) and at the ECOSOC Annual Ministerial 
Review (July 2013). Evidence now shows that the creative economy plays an increasingly 
important role in the development of countries and that its vitality has significantly increased over 
the past decade. Culture has become a strong and viable economic sector, generating income and 
creating jobs as well as being responsible for a growing portion of GDP in emerging economies. 
Culture-led development accounts for a range of non-monetized benefits, such as greater social 
inclusiveness, resilience, innovation, creativity and entrepreneurships for individuals and 
communities, as the use of local resources, skills and knowledge. As the United Nations system as 
a whole has become progressively involved in integrating culture, and is embracing a culture-
sensitive approach in its development work, the post-2015 development agenda should 
accordingly acknowledge and integrate culture at all levels. 

The post-2015 development agenda should ideally recognize the vital role that communication and 
information plays in promoting sustainable development. The MDGs acknowledged the existing 
digital divide and the unequal access to information, including to information and communication 
technologies (ICTs), which have since become more pronounced. As underlined at the World 
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Summit on the Information Society (2003 in Geneva and 2005 in Tunis), and at its 10-year review 
(2013 held at UNESCO Paris), access to ICTs and its pivotal role in the development agenda 
should be clearly articulated so as to allow, in particular, broadband access for all. The 
transformational power of this technology can help expand access to education and knowledge-
sharing, and accelerate social and economic progress. Harnessing the potential of broadband is 
inseparable from the development of quality multilingual content and applications. Underlying this 
theme must also be the focus on governance, accountability and transparency as well as the 
importance of fostering freedom of expression on all platforms in this regard.  

***** 

3.  A new paradigm of development based on sustainability, justice, peace and 
participative cooperation 

The world situation and trends in 2013 are different from those of 2000. The post-2015 agenda will 
need to address such challenges flowing from trends in population and urbanization, environmental 
degradation, climate change, post-conflict and post-disaster situations, increasing inequalities and 
persisting poverty. The new development agenda must both achieve what began in 2000 and spur 
transformative change. A host of recommendations are already surfacing from the global 
conversation on the future development framework over the past year.  

There is a growing recognition that the current patterns of production and consumption are not 
economically, environmentally and socially sustainable. The impact of human activities on the 
environment – climate change, biodiversity losses, oceanic degradation, water shortages, 
desertification, deforestation, unsustainable land uses – are endangering the capacity of the planet 
to host life and promote decent livelihoods. With respect for the needs of the present and future 
generations, the current rates of youth unemployment in many countries as well as the persistent 
inequalities affecting women and minorities are unsustainable. Today the poor and the 
disenfranchised are most exposed to environmental degradation as are people living in vulnerable 
countries, such as the LDCs and the SIDS. Poverty eradication will remain elusive if the 
sustainability of ecosystems and societies is not tackled in earnest. 

As a consequence, the next generation of development goals will need to address and incorporate 
in a balanced way all dimensions of sustainability. The Rio+20 Conference reaffirmed the 
principles of sustainable development and highlighted the need to attain “a green economy in the 
context of sustainable development.” Such an objective can be achieved only in conjunction with 
the emergence of green societies based on and fostering values, attitudes and behaviours of 
responsibility, sufficiency and well-being and being conducive to more sustainable modes of 
production and consumption. Sustainability as a capacity for resilience requires economic assets 
and healthy populations, but it also presupposes a capacity to learn, drawing on one’s cultural 
heritage and pursuing social innovation. The emergence of green societies cannot be separated 
from that of inclusive knowledge societies, the infrastructure of which are education, the sciences, 
culture and communication and information. Human development and sustainable development 
must converge as two fundamental dimensions of human welfare. For such convergence to 
happen across the globe, the post-2015 development agenda must be based on the “common-
and-differentiated responsibilities” principle since developing and industrialized countries share the 
same planet but not the same initial conditions. Because national and local contexts are diverse, it 
will be imperative, in particular, to recognize the indispensable role of social and cultural factors to 
achieve sustainable patterns of production and consumption. 

A paradox of globalization is that the reduction of extreme poverty has often been paralleled by 
increases of inequalities in different regions of the world, causing growing concern for social 
stability and harmony. The world is on an unsustainable course as long as growth is inequitable 
and not inclusive, and, as long as according to recent studies the world’s richest 8% command 
one half of world income. The exclusion of young people as evidenced by the growing numbers of 
joblessness among them, has given rise to social movements in both developing and industrialized 
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countries. Such uprisings are a symptom of disruptive social transformations that affect all 
societies.  

Poverty is both a cause and a result of disenfranchisement. Indeed, the voices of the poor and the 
marginalized are mostly unheard and unheeded, especially if they lack access to education and 
communication tools. Exclusion is never solely an economic phenomenon. It cuts across all the 
dimensions of the life of nations. In the post-2015 development agenda, the objective of social 
inclusion, with its roots in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, should be tied to the 
promotion of pluralism understood, along the lines of the Universal Declaration of UNESCO on 
Cultural Diversity, as the political recognition of the fact that globalized societies are also becoming 
intrinsically diverse societies where majorities and minorities have the same rights. 

Development cannot be separated from peace, security and good governance. Conflicts and 
endemic violence impact the enjoyment of human rights and the safe access to food, water, health 
or education. Since the adoption of the Millennium Declaration in 2000, decision-makers and civil 
society have grown increasingly aware that freedom from violence, fear, injustice and insecurity 
are indispensable prerequisites for any form of progress. It is a fact that no conflict-affected country 
has achieved the MDGs. Violations of human rights are rampant during conflicts, notably in the 
form of intentional violence against women or through the abuse of children as soldiers; human 
and economic development is at risk in times of conflicts. As was affirmed at the previous session 
of the Leaders’ Forum, during the 36th session of the General Conference in 2011, “Peace and 
development are two sides of the same coin” (see document 36 C/INF. 19).  

Peace has long been a hidden dimension of development. Indeed, progress and prosperity are 
jeopardized when fear and insecurity disrupt livelihoods, creating conditions of instability and 
unpredictability, which further hinder sustainable development and well-being. Only peace and 
good governance can lay the foundations of sustainable development, bearing in mind that lasting 
peace and respect for the rule of law are more than freedom from violence or the enforcement of 
formal procedures. As stated by the UNESCO Constitution, “a peace based exclusively upon the 
political and economic arrangements of governments would not be a peace which could secure the 
unanimous, lasting and sincere support of the peoples of the world, and that the peace must 
therefore be founded, if it is not to fail, upon the intellectual and moral solidarity of mankind.” 

Aiming at such solidarity requires decision-makers to work jointly with civil society, placing a strong 
emphasis on values, attitudes and behaviours conducive to a culture of peace and non-violence, 
respectful of cultural diversity and human rights. A renewed commitment of the international 
community to intercultural dialogue, understanding and cooperation for peace is essential, 
especially because conflicts today frequently and insidiously mobilize cultural and religious 
identities.  

It is therefore imperative to promote cultural pluralism at all levels, highlighting thus the close links 
between cultural diversity, dialogue, development, security and peace. A strong call for concrete 
actions was set forward by UNESCO and the United Nations, with the proclamation of the period 
2013-2022 as the International Decade for the Rapprochement of Cultures, with UNESCO 
designated as lead agency for the United Nations system. This Decade offers a timely opportunity 
to instil fresh impetus for intercultural dialogue and a culture of peace. The engagement of relevant 
actors at all levels and in all regions is particularly important, with an emphasis on the role and 
involvement of young women and men in the global conversations for building more inclusive and 
peaceful societies, in this new era of intense interconnectivity and interdependence. 

As the dimensions of sustainability, equality and peace concern all countries, irrespective of their 
income or human development levels, a paradigmatic shift is required in the modalities of 
implementation of the global development agenda, which must be truly universal, as agreed at the 
Rio+20 Summit, because all countries are faced with unprecedented challenges most of which 
ignore borders. All countries should be enabled to participate and collaborate in the design, 
implementation and evaluation of the future development framework. Any such universal agenda 
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must be based on mutual respect and mutual accountability and apply equally to North and South, 
East and West.  

Innovation will constitute an important dimension as the global economic, financial and 
environmental crisis compels governments, civil society and business to resort to new and more 
efficient ways of operating and of channelling funds to the most needed, building on the principle of 
common and differentiated responsibilities.  

While a universal development agenda should be unanimously proclaimed by governments at the 
highest level, it ought to be implemented in the framework of multi-stakeholder partnerships 
involving governments, civil society and the private sector.  

Knowledge and information will represent a core dimension in the global development agenda so 
as to elaborate, apply and review strategies, policies and practices in an evidence-based, future-
oriented, transparent and accountable manner. The monitoring of results and impacts is 
indispensable to ensure the credibility, acceptability and effectiveness of a development agenda, 
as has been demonstrated by the MDGs, which have increased the demand for quality data. In the 
post-2015 period, increased access to and provision of reliable data and knowledge will be crucial 
as sustainable development is intrinsically complex in nature and requires a new approach to 
addressing the interlinked dimensions of sustainable development (economic, social and 
environmental) and their relationship to peace. 

The High-Level Panel of the Secretary-General has called for a “data revolution for sustainable 
development”, to improve the quality of statistics and information available to all development 
stakeholders, including governments and citizens, recommending that any new goals should be 
accompanied by an independent and rigorous monitoring system, with regular opportunities to 
discuss results at a high political level. The Panel recognized also that data are a true public good, 
which, if supported by mainstreamed information and communication technologies, can allow 
people to have more control over their daily lives as well as their representatives.  

UNESCO, as a capacity builder and a knowledge broker, is in a unique position to disseminate 
findings, provide guidelines and serve as a clearing house for governments, intergovernmental 
organizations as well as civil society organizations, which include universities and research 
institutions. As a capacity builder, UNESCO will assist countries, especially in Africa and low 
income countries, to reinforce their science-policy-society nexus and capacity to access, use and 
produce data and knowledge based on solid statistical information and data, which should be 
disaggregated by gender, age and geography, for improved transparency and accountability. A 
data revolution can foster development as a participatory learning process whereby stakeholders in 
their diversity can design, implement and assess strategies jointly for a truly global agenda aiming 
at a future shared by all. 

***** 

In a world of limits, more must be made of the boundless energy of human ingenuity – through 
education, the sciences, culture and communication and information – to craft solutions that are 
just and sustainable. With its experience and capacities, UNESCO has much to contribute to the 
current debate. Conversely, Member States may wish to recognize more explicitly this important 
role when adopting the post-2015 development agenda. 
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