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2013–2014

• The Open Working Group (OWG) is established and tasked 
with developing a set of Sustainable Development Goals.5 
This group of 70+ UN Member States meets several times 
from 2013-2014 to design and debate the SDGs.6  

• Through national consultations and the My World survey by 
the OWG, 11 million people share their views and priorities. 
All countries list an honest and responsive government as 
one of the top priorities of the new agenda.7

2014

• The Justice 2015 Campaign is launched to advocate for 
including justice, the rule of law and legal empowerment in 
the SDGs.8 The campaign begins with an open letter to Ban 
Ki Moon and the UN General Assembly that is endorsed by 
more than 300 legal empowerment organisations and a 
number of notable individuals.

• In July 2014, the OWG concludes its work with an outcome 
document, The Future We Want, which proposes 17 SDGs 
and 169 targets. Goal 16 supports “access to justice for all.” 
The SDGs build upon the MDGs and seek to correct their 
failures. They are more ambitious9 than the MDGs and apply 
to both developed and developing countries alike.

• In December 2014, the Secretary General’s Synthesis Report 
brings together the results of the different work streams on 
the SDGs and identifies justice as one of the six essential 
elements for achieving sustainable development.

2015

• Throughout 2015, the UN Member States hold a series of 
Intergovernmental Negotiations to debate the Declaration, 
Preamble, and Means of Implementation for the 2030 
Agenda.

• In August 2015, the 2030 Agenda, including the SDGs, is 
formally adopted by 193 UN Member States.
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2016

• In January 2016, the 2030 Agenda is formally launched.

WHY JUSTICE NEEDED TO BE IN THE SDGS 

MDGS FAILED TO ADDRESS THE LINK BETWEEN 

JUSTICE AND DEVELOPMENT

Sustainable development can only be realised when people are 
able to understand and use the law to defend their rights, secure 
justice and ensure that their basic needs are met. Yet, today, 
approximately 4 billion people live outside the protection of the 
law.10 For these people, the law is broken. It’s an abstraction—or 
worse, a threat—but not something they can use to protect their 
basic rights. 

Access to justice was not included in the MDGs. During the fifteen 
years governments worked to achieve the MDGs, it became clear 
that injustice was a major reason why many development interven-
tions failed to bring people out of poverty. Studies have shown that 
MDG commitments would have been better met had there been a 
focus on the needs of the most vulnerable and on increasing their 
access to justice.11 

The development of a new, post-2015 agenda was an opportunity 
for governments, civil society, and the UN to address the failures of 
the MDGs. It was chance to affirm the crucial role of access to jus-
tice and legal empowerment in achieving sustainable development. 
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