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Sixty years after the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the 
concepts of Freedom from Want and Freedom from Fear have been 
recognized as inextricable. They are mutually reinforced and essential 
to the causes of development, peace and security. 

The concepts of Freedom from Want and Freedom from Fear have 
gone a long way since they were first introduced by Roosevelt when he 
pronounced his famous “Four Freedoms” speech in 1941.  

This early definition of Freedom from Want delineated an 
“economic understanding which would secure to every nation a healthy 
peacetime life for its inhabitants, everywhere in the world.” Similarly, the 
early Freedom from Fear meant a “worldwide reduction of armaments to 
such a point and in such a thorough fashion that no nation will be in a 
position to commit an act of physical aggression against any neighbour 
anywhere in the world.” 

But where are we now? Sixty years later, the wording might have 
changed a little, the concepts have been further elaborated, but their 
essence remains the same.  

We find that essence reflected in the words of a Foreign Minister of 
Sierra Leone, who described Freedom from Want as “the collective 
responsibility, national and international, to eradicate extreme poverty, 
to ensure that people in all regions of the world enjoy, first and 
foremost, their human right to food, basic health care, education, clean 
water and basic amenities to sustain life.”  

Freedom from Fear is described instead as the “collective 
responsibility of all States to remove and eliminate the instruments that 
threaten the safety and security of people everywhere, such as the illicit 
traffic and use of small arms, and the accumulation of weapons of mass 
destruction.” Peace is threatened by conflicts, national and international, 
by terrorism, organized crime and civil violence; but human security is 
also menaced by the life-threatening consequences of poverty, 
infectious diseases and environmental degradation. 
                                                 
1 Written by Olivia Jung, UNICRI Junior Fellow 
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Nowadays, these concepts of basic human, economic and 
traditional security have been widely recognized as necessary for 
everyone to enjoy a dignified life. They have led to the development of 
human rights declarations; they have become the cornerstone in the 
elaboration of humanitarian law. But, while rhetorically speaking, these 
concepts are still vibrant and commonly agreed upon, the facts portray 
quite a bleak picture.  

Those words that were uttered in horror at the end of World War II, 
never again, were repeated more than once in the twentieth century: 
there were “never again”s after the genocides in Cambodia, in Rwanda, 
and in Srebrenica. The Cold War disseminated real wars by proxy 
around the globe, and even the world after 1989 hasn’t been exactly 
peaceful. 

In particular, if we look at the state of Freedom from Fear in the 
world, Africa stands out from other developing regions, overwhelmed by 
the sheer number of conflicts that it has experienced on its soil, and by 
the massive impact these have had on the lives and livelihoods of its 
inhabitants.  

The causes are manifold, ranging from historic legacies to modern 
convulsions, with endogenous roots as well as exogenous sources. The 
aggregated legacies of colonialism and its artificial borders, the Cold 
War’s conflicts by proxy, its arbitrary support of not-necessarily-
democratic leaders and modern geopolitical interests have all 
contributed to undermining the political and social stability of this region. 
Their economies have been further crippled by structural adjustment 
programs, overall comparative disadvantage, unequal or exploitative 
trade and corporate interests. And all of this has been compounded with 
political corruption and weak rule of law. 

The result is that, since the 1950s, there have been 88 different 
conflicts in Africa. Thirteen of them only since 2000! More than half of 
those 88 fall under the category of civil wars, ethnic conflicts, or socio-
political instabilities. 
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Given the critical mass of the circumstances, the UN Department 

of Peacekeeping Operations has been devolving most of its resources 
to Africa; now it is also supported by (and in support of) the African 
Union, in attempting to stabilize this region. 

Since 1948, there have been a total of 63 UN peacekeeping 
missions; about half of these took place in Africa.  
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Sixteen are currently ongoing, eight of which are deployed in Sub-

Saharan Africa:  
• MINURSO (UN Mission for the Referendum in Western Sahara, 1991),  
• MONUC (UN Organization Mission in the Democratic Republic of Congo, 

1999),  
• UNMIL (UN Mission in Liberia, 2003),  
• UNOCI (UN Operation in Côte d'Ivoire, 2004),  
• UNMIS (UN Mission in Sudan, 2005),  
• UNAMID (UN/AU Hybrid operation in Darfur, 2007),  
• MINURCAT (UN Mission in the Central African Republic and Chad, 2007),  
• and BINUB (UN Integrated Office in Burundi, a peacebuilding mission, 

2007). 
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These eight missions alone draw 73.2% of the 2008-2009 budget; 
they employ nearly 75% of the UN peacekeepers deployed worldwide, 
of which 40% are drawn from African troop contributors.  

Distribution of DPKO personnel untso
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Even as armed conflicts are resolved (such as those in Angola, 

Sierra Leone or Liberia), their consequences endure. They affect 
human rights; they aggravate economic, social and political 
development. They leave behind a trail of violent struggles for power, 
tensions, corruption and weak rule of law. All of these undermine a 
country’s stability, but also its capacities to escape the conditions of 
conflict and poverty. 

Without a certain level of security we cannot progress much in the 
attainment of development. War and poverty are interlinked in a 
dynamic and mutually reinforcing relationship, so it’s not surprising that 
when Freedom from Fear is threatened, the state of Freedom from 
Want also lags behind.  
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Despite recent increases in economic growth in many African 
states, the effects of these are limited to geographic and social pockets. 
Over two-fifths of the population lives in conditions of extreme poverty. 
They don’t have access to the basic requirements for a dignified life, 
such as food, clean water, adequate housing, education or health care. 

We get a cleared picture of the state of Freedom from Want in 
Africa by looking at state of implementation of the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs). These provide a globally endorsed 
framework to address the crises facing Africa through the pursuit of 
sustainable development.  

They epitomize development aspirations aimed at addressing the 
many dimensions of extreme poverty (like hunger and disease); but 
they also encompass the universally accepted basic human rights, 
promoting equality, education and security, as well as environmental 
sustainability and global partnership. 

 
The Millennium Development Goals campaign was launched in 

2000; the goal was to fulfil these dimensions by the year 2015. Today 
we find ourselves at the halftime, a good moment to draw some 
conclusions on the progress of this admirable and ambitious campaign. 

Nonetheless, the Millennium Development Goals Report of 2008 
indicates that, while other parts of the world have experienced some 
headway in the MDG arenas, we are still short of fulfilling those 
commitments. Particularly so in Africa. The UN Secretary General Ban 
Ki-moon has recognized that,” while most of Africa’s economies are 
growing more rapidly than in the past, the continent remains off-track in 
its quest to achieve the MDGs and other development targets.” [MDG 
maps & charts with statistics] 
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The MDG campaign is comprised of eight key dimensions:  
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(1) Eradicating extreme poverty and hunger. 

Africa is the only region in the world where food production per 
capita has actually fallen in the last 30 years. Agriculture and food 
security have suffered from demographic pressures, climate change 
and rising food and fuel prices; lately, the financial crisis and the global 
economic slowdown are slashing the already low incomes and, overall, 
millions of people have been pushed further into poverty. 
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(2) Achieving universal primary education:  
In the field of primary education, there has been some remarkable 

progress in certain areas.  Enrolment rates have gone from 57% in 
1999, up to 70%, largely in response to policies such as free primary 
education, school feeding programmes and capitation grants. This, 
however, is not that widespread: many African countries still lag behind 
in primary education quality and standards, outreach, infrastructure and 
resources. 
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(3) Promoting gender equality and empowering women,  

Women’s involvement in political decision-making has risen from 7 
to 14%. However, the share of women in non-agricultural wage 
employment has only gone from 25 to 31%. 
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(4) Reducing child mortality, and (5) Improving maternal health,  

Progress has also been slow in reducing the high rates of maternal 
and child mortality. Child mortality rates have gone from 184:1000 (in 
1990) to 157:1000 in 2008; noteworthy, but short of the 2/3 reduction 
envisaged by the MDG, and still alarming when compared to the other 
regions’ mortality rates.  

This also applies to maternal mortality. If in the developed world 
1:3800 women dies from complications during pregnancy or childbirth, 
in Africa this happens to 1:16 women.  
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(6) Combating HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases,  

This region still has the most HIV/AIDS and malaria related deaths. 
Here we can find 65% of all HIV/AIDS cases in the world: that means 
that  there are between 21 and 24 million people, with 1.7 million new 
infections every year.  
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(7) Ensuring environmental sustainability 

Here we can look at the proportion of population with access to 
improved sanitation facilities and safe drinking water. Both of these 
percentages ought double according to MDG targets. However, basic 
sanitation went from 26 to 31% (target: 63% by 2015), and access to 
clean water went from 49 to 58% (target: 75%). 
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(8) Developing a global partnership for development. 

The United Nations and its agencies, the African Union, the New 
Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), along with many other 
international and non-governmental organizations, have all been 
working hard to achieve sustainable development and MDGs targets.  

At the end of December, Romano Prodi presented a special report 
to the UN General Assembly highlighting the need for close cooperation 
between the UN and the African Union, and suggested establishing two 
panels. The first would be a panel analysing case-by-case financing and 
support of UN-AU peacekeeping operations; the second would be a 
voluntarily funded multi-donor trust fund focusing on comprehensive 
capacity-building to attract new (as well as existing) donors, while 
fostering African ownership. 

NEPAD has also been encouraging close cooperation in order to 
progress further in the MDGs. Working with the AU and the UN, it has 
been insisting that African countries devote 10% of their national 
budgets to agricultural and rural development (as formally agreed upon 
by them in the 2004 Maputo Declaration) and that they should embark 
on a peer-review exercise on their MDGs and governance status as a 
way to also encourage peer learning and expertise sharing among 
African countries. 

In the past we used to think that foreign aid would have sufficed to 
induce development and break that vicious cycle between war and 
poverty. Over the past few years, however, we have come to realize 
that it isn’t so. Aid programmes are often uncoordinated and are only 
partially directed to the national development priorities and needs of the 
recipient countries. Furthermore, aid cannot possibly be sustainable if it 
lacks a solid base of governance in which it can root itself solidly, 



 15

develop and bear fruits. Unless these prerequisites are there, there 
cannot be any advances in the road towards Freedom from Want. 

Those African countries which have experienced some progress 
towards the achievement of the MDGs have been able to do so only by 
building upon the foundation of sound domestic policies and national 
programmes, matched with substantial technical assistance and 
adequate financial support from the international system. 

But Freedom from Fear must be taken just as much into 
consideration, or Wants will never be quelled. And, unfortunately, the 
reality on the ground indicates that there haven’t been major 
developments in this sector. 

Through my personal past experiences in Ethiopia (as Executive 
Director of the WHO Pan-African Centre for Disaster Reduction) and in 
Congo-Brazzaville (as Assistant Director of the WHO African Regional 
Office), I have come to realize how, over the past thirty years, what has 
changed in the continent is still not enough.  

Progress is thwarted by the threats of weak governance and 
accountability, feeble rule of law, lack of transparency and rampant 
corruption. State failures are not uncommon; dysfunctional governments 
and democracies are also familiar to the region. As for a more strictly 
security-related level, the area is still crippled by widespread violence, 
organized crime and availability of small arms.  

All of this has exacerbated the complexities and heightened the 
obstacles along the road of development, peace and security, setting 
Africa off-track. 

The bottom line is that aid is not enough: we need state capacity 
and human rights, along with sustainable development and security. 
The crucial element to Freedom from Want and from lies in 
safeguarding and promoting just and equitable systems: societies 
where people’s basic civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights 
are respected.  

In other words, in order for the people to be able to take their future 
back in their own hands, governance is the key. There must be a 
system of shared rules, just legal systems, effective crime prevention 
and control; there has to be greater accountability and transparency, as 
well as a strong civil society. 
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Contextualizing Governance and Development 

Determinants               ⇒ Governance Realm      ⇒ Development Outcomes 
Historical context 
Previous regime 
Socio-cultural context 
Economic system 
International environment 

Civil society 
Political system 
Government 
Bureaucracy 
Economic society 
Judiciary system 

Political freedoms&rights 
Human security&welfare 
Economic growth 
Human capital 
(health&education) 
Trust & social capital  

As Kofi Annan said, “good governance is perhaps the single most 
important factor in eradicating poverty and promoting human 
development.”  

Governance is instrumental to improving socio-economic 
performance; it’s associated with better investments and growth rates, 
as well as improved government effectiveness, more efficient 
bureaucracy and rule of law. It helps in the fight against corruption, 
therefore increasing the government’s legitimacy and participation in the 
decision-making process. Furthermore, as less money is siphoned 
away from corrupt pockets, more of the budget can be devolved to the 
education and health budgets, to development programs and for the 
quest to achieve the MDG targets. 

Working in close cooperation with other UN agencies in promoting 
the Millennium Development Goals, UNICRI is paying special attention 
to matters concerning security, governance and rule of law; but we are 
also working on eliminating gender discrimination, supporting 
environmental sustainability and building a global partnership for 
development. 

We recognize that the concepts of Freedom from Want and 
Freedom from Fear are inextricably linked, mutually reinforcing and 
must go hand in hand to promote human development; they imply the 
responsibility of accepting without reservation of the relationship 
between disarmament, development and good governance.  

We must tackle the issues of development, governance and 
security together. Without security, humanity cannot benefit from the 
fruits of development. But these fruits cannot grow unless they can dig 
their roots in the fertile soil of good governance. Similarly, without 
development we cannot enjoy security, which can also be safeguarded 
with the shelter of governance and respect for human rights to complete 
the picture. 

 
Africa is awating a new dawn of security, justice, human rights and 

development. We can contribute in making a difference towards the 
change that African people expect. 


