
 

Assessing Progress in Africa towards the Millennium Development Goals, 2013 vii

Foreword
Africa’s impressive economic performance over the 
past decade has rekindled hopes for the continent’s 
future as an important player in the global economic 
landscape. The challenge for Africa is ensuring that 
the gains from growth leverage progress on the Mil-
lennium Development Goals (MDGs). Indeed, most 
developing countries that have seen rapid growth 
have also enjoyed declines in poverty. With growth 
steady at 7 per cent, East Asia has maintained un-
employment at around 4 per cent. China’s rapid 
progress has led to substantial poverty reductions, 
accounting for a large share of the global decline. 

With fewer than 1,000 days until 2015, the impulse 
of policymakers is to strive for the targets without 
considering quality, equality and sustainability. The 
urgency must be tempered by the imperative of 
sustaining progress beyond 2015. After all, the de-
velopment process and its challenges and opportu-
nities will persist long after the MDGs have passed. 
Africa must commit to inclusive, transformative de-
velopment that reduces income poverty, creates 
decent jobs, enhances the quality of and access to 
social services, reduces inequality and promotes re-
silience to climate-related hazards. Achieving these 
objectives will invariably put Africa on a trajectory 
towards sustained and sustainable development. 
The continent must ensure that the outcomes of its 
interventions meet the litmus test of economic, so-
cial and environmental sustainability.  

Failing to address Africa’s inequalities is a recipe for 
social unrest. The stark income, gender and rural–
urban inequalities have implications for social co-
hesion and thus the sustainability of the continent’s 
MDG performance. Inequalities result in part from 
the enclave structure of most African economies, 
which concentrates economic activity in the ex-

tractive and commodity-producing sectors. With 
limited spillover to other sectors, such production 
patterns generate few jobs, concentrate wealth in 
resource-rich sectors, encourage inequality and sow 
the seeds of social unrest. This report demonstrates 
that without concerted efforts to reduce inequali-
ty, growth will have only limited effects on poverty. 
Policymakers must thus pursue inclusive growth 
strategies that promote broad participation of the 
active labour force while ensuring that the returns 
from growth are invested in programmes that en-
hance the productive capacities of broad segments 
of society, particularly women, young people and 
the vulnerable.

The livelihoods of countless African households will 
be imperilled without efforts to improve resilience 
to environmental hazards, including those attribut-
able to climate change. Sustaining progress on the 
MDGs will require strengthening capacities to antic-
ipate and respond to climate-related disasters and 
capitalizing on green growth opportunities. Without 
a doubt, Africa’s (especially the Sahel and the Horn 
of Africa) dependence on climate-sensitive sectors 
makes it more vulnerable than other regions to cli-
mate hazards. Climate-related shocks manifested by 
extreme weather conditions have destroyed liveli-
hoods and exacerbated Africa’s food insecurity, re-
sulting in a high incidence of underweight children, 
widespread hunger and poor dietary consumption 
patterns.

Sustaining Africa’s momentum on the MDGs entails 
adequate, reliable financing. This report shows that, 
adjusted for inflation, official development assis-
tance declined the last two years, partly because 
of the Eurozone’s sovereign debt crisis. This trend is 
worrying, as official development assistance is im-
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portant for helping low-income African countries 
fight HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis and malaria. With de-
clining official development assistance, sustaining 
progress on several MDGs entails identifying alter-
native sources of funding, including through the 
mobilization of domestic resources. Externally, en-
gaging closer with emerging countries like China, 
Brazil and India will be necessary, and such partner-
ships must support the continent’s development 
priorities. Domestically, measures that promote 
accountable and transparent governance, expand 
the middle class and strengthen the capacity of rev-
enue-collecting agencies will be vital. 

Africa will regress on the MDGs unless efforts to 
improve access to social services are matched by 
measures to ensure that these services meet mini-
mum quality standards. Ultimately, it is service qual-
ity that enhances people’s health and expands their 
productive capacities. Neglecting quality will only 
undermine the returns on Africa’s investments in 
its people’s health and education. In this context, 
Africa’s high dropout rates and low-quality educa-
tion and healthcare should be given due attention. 
Increasing primary enrolment will promote devel-
opment only if students complete a full course of 
study, achieve a minimum level of literacy and make 
meaningful contributions to society.

Building Africa’s resilience to food system stresses re-
quires addressing the key drivers of instability, man-

aging the risks associated with the many threats to 
food security and enhancing human capabilities. 
This report thus urges member states to work close-
ly with the private sector, civil society groups and 
development partners to tackle the recurring prob-
lem of food insecurity in Africa. It also admonishes 
African governments to expand the agricultural 
productivity frontier by encouraging policies that 
support the sustainable use of agricultural inputs, 
invest in infrastructure, develop financial markets 
and create and apply local knowledge. The inter-
locking dynamic between food security and health 
indicators suggest that tackling this challenge will 
accelerate progress on the MDGs. 

The report shows that, were MDG progress meas-
ured in effort, Africa would rank among the best. 
Indeed, Africa has made great strides. But the conti-
nent’s low development has required more effort to 
make meaningful progress. And while it might not 
reach the finish line first, its efforts should not be dis-
counted. Perhaps most important, Africa must put 
structures in place to sustain its development well 
beyond the MDG timeline. We hope that this report 
inspires and energizes member states to accelerate 
efforts towards the MDGs. Further, we recommend 
that the post-2015 development agenda consider 
the initial conditions of nation-states and recognize 
countries’ efforts towards the goals, as opposed to 
just measuring how far they fall short.
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