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This is a critical time for humanity and development, and an 
opportunity for UNDP to play a leadership role. The environmental 
crisis and the pandemic represent great threats to human 
development after decades of progress. 
 
UNDP is best known for its leadership in Human Development in 
many places and communities, particularly through the annual 
Human Development Reports Yet in many ways, this is a headline 
grabbing annual publication, not a guideline for UNDP’s 
programmes.   
 
The Strategic Plan is a real opportunity to place Human Development 
at the centre linked, of course, to the SDGs and focused on goals and 
targets for 2030. But the Human Development paradigm needs to be 
adjusted in two ways to allow for the threats humankind now face. 
On the one hand, sustainability must be placed at the at the centre – 
as the 2020 HDR does; on the other, we must incorporate the need 
for human security -itself a UNDP HDR innovation in 1993- in all 
analysis and policies towards Human Development – to protect 
people against the many environmental, health, economic and 
political insecurities.  
 
We believe the strategic plan should and could be built round 
supporting sustainable and secure Human Development nationally, 
regionally and globally, to a greater extent than so far. This would 
give a unity of purpose to UNDP programmes which has sometimes 
been lacking.  In our view, this would involve: 
 
1 Issuing the strategic plan with regional sections explicitly making 
sustainable and secure HD the central core in every section- in terms 
of vision, approach, long and short term objectives, implementation, 
monitoring and proposals for evaluation. 
 



2 At headquarters, this focus should be signalled in UNDP and far 
beyond, by several innovative steps:  

a) A much sharper focus on Sustainable Human Development 
in all UNDP’s interactions with other parts of the UN. 

b)  A much sharper focus on Sustainable Human Development 
in UNDP’s country programmes and in its leadership at 
regional and country levels. The key point here is to develop 
new ways to ensure other UN funds and agencies identify 
with the Sustainable Human Development approach. This 
will require new efforts and initiatives  showing how the HD 
approach provides a frame for the objectives and interests 
and programmes of other UN funds and agencies, more 
closely and fully than any version of current economic 
orthodoxy, let alone of neo-liberal economics. (There is a 
new opportunity to make this case since support for neo-
liberal orthodoxy is fading, after the eras of austerity and 
structural adjustment and the challenges of Covid-19). 

c) Regular reporting on HD in action- with country examples.  
d) Organizing a series of regional and global seminars on 

sustainable and secure HD 2000-2030 and links with the 
SDGs. 

e) The creation of an Amartya Sen prize for Human 
Development to be awarded internationally (and perhaps 
also every five years regionally) for an innovative project, 
country programme or other creative activity, possibly a 
university programme. UNDP country offices could submit or 
seek proposals. 

f) One or more of the prize-winners should be asked to give a 
well-publicised lecture, again regionally as well as in New 
York.  

3. UNDP should also consider a more sensitive and challenging 
proposal. The HD Report needs to issue an HDR explicitly, analytically 
and persuasively focused on the narrowness and often failures of 
neo-liberal economic approaches to tackle major problems since the 
1980s. From 1980-2000, the neo-liberal approaches applied in the 



name of structural adjustment were a disaster in sub-Saharan Africa 
and Latin America, where education and health were cut back and 
economic growth per capita was stagnant in Latin America and fell by 
15% in sub-Saharan Africa, compared to the 20 year achievements 
from 1960-1980 of 80% and 36% respectively1. Austerity in the UK 
and some other European countries has not been much better when 
applied after the financial cash of 2008-9. The failure of orthodox 
economics becomes all the more acute when considering the 
widening agenda of sustainability and human security. Perhaps one 
or two distinguished economists could write well-publicized papers 
making these points. 
 
     Richard Jolly and Frances Stewart 
 
 

 
1 Details and sources in R.Jolly et, UN Ideas that Changed the World (Bloomington, Indiana University Press) 
2009, p101 


