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SECTION II: 
TRACKING PROGRESS

is Falling… . .Much Faster than You Think!” by 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) and 
Columbia University/NBER’s Pinkovskiy and Sala-i-
Martin, who suggest that poverty in Sub-Saharan 
Africa is decreasing at a much faster rate than 
conventional wisdom would imply . They argue 
that this is because the benefits of growth have 
been widely distributed across African society as 
income inequality in Africa has declined since 
1995 . This suggests that growth has accrued to 
the poor . Further, they provide evidence that this 
good news is common to the entire region, and 
is not limited to countries endowed with natu-
ral resources or coastal countries . According to 
Pinkovskiy and Sala-i-Martin, Africa will be able 
to achieve the MDG of halving poverty perhaps 
two years earlier than the target date . 

However, the report’s findings and conclusions 
are very controversial, given the methods used . 
Nonetheless, the general direction of the evidence 
is not inconsistent with the findings of Chen and 
Ravallion (2008), who noted that poverty rates in 
Sub-Saharan Africa fell from 59 percent in 1996 
to 51 percent in 2005 . However, while Pinkovskiy 
and Sala-i-Martin concluded that Africa’s poverty 
is falling rapidly and that the continent could meet 
the poverty target earlier than estimated by many, 
Chen and Ravallion concluded that it is not de-
clining fast enough to offset the high population 
growth rate and that Africa is therefore unlikely 
to reach this goal . Chen and Ravallion point out 
that the absolute number of poor people in Africa 

Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and 
hunger

Target 1A: Halve between 1990 and 2015 the 
proportion of people whose income is less than 
USD 1 a day
There has been great progress in reducing pov-
erty worldwide over the last two decades . This 
has been largely due to rapid economic growth 
in Asia, especially China and India . Africa as a 
region, according to the available evidence, has 
not contributed significantly to this success . Some 
countries in Africa are making progress on poverty 
reduction (Ghana has already met the target) but 
for the region as a whole, the goal is unlikely to 
be met without significant additional policy ef-
fort and resources . According to the World Bank 
(2010a), the number of Africans living below the 
poverty line is likely to increase by the target date . 
A significant proportion of the poor in Africa are 
chronically poor . This means that it will require 
much more effort to lift them out of poverty and 
keep them out of it . Similarly, a large number of 
Africa’s poor live in fragile states, which have their 
own special development challenges .

There is considerable debate amongst the inter-
national community about the breadth and depth 
of poverty in Africa and methods of computing 
them . How many Africans fall below the inter-
national poverty line and how fast are they exit-
ing from poverty? This debate has recently been 
invigorated by a paper entitled “African Poverty 
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(excluding North Africa) almost doubled in the 
period 1981–2005 . 

The controversy over methods should not obscure 
the fact that all these authors agree that African 
poverty is declining . Their conclusions provide 
a basis for countries to stay the course in their 
policy choices and to scale up interventions, 
including aid, to accelerate the rate of progress 
to meet the poverty target . This needs to be 
set against the evidence reported on Indicator 
1 .4 – Growth rate of GDP per person employed 
– that over 84 percent of the 48 countries for 
which data are available show positive trends 
in labor productivity growth rate, with some 
countries increasing their productivity levels by 
as much as 38 percentage points . All this lends 
credence to the argument that African poverty 
is falling, due in large measure to improvements 
in governance, the cessation of conflicts in some 
countries, and the positive growth experience of 
the past ten years . 

International cooperation is essential if Africa is to 
maintain the positive trend in poverty reduction . In 
this regard, it is critical that the Doha round of trade 
negotiations be resumed as soon as possible to en-
able African countries not only to take advantage of 
trade to mobilize resources for their development but 
also to lift millions of people out of poverty . Similarly, 
developed countries need to fulfill the far-reaching 
pledges that they made in 2005 to scale up the fight 
against global poverty . At the Gleneagles Summit, 
G8 countries3 agreed to increase aid to Africa and 
improve aid effectiveness . The commitments made 
in the Paris Declaration and the Accra Agenda for 

3 Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia, United 
Kingdom, and the United States of America .

Action on aid effectiveness also have to be met . 
African leaders, for their part, committed to lead 
their own development by improving governance, 
upholding the rule of law, and using their resources 
to fight poverty .

Target 1B: Achieve full and productive 
employment and decent work for all, including 
women and young people
This target, along with its associated indicators, 
was officially adopted in 2007 and was reported 
on for the first time in 2009 . However, due to revi-
sions to the UNSD data, the progress described in 
this report may not necessarily be consistent with 
what was reported last year . 

Indicator 1.4: Growth rate of GDP per person em-
ployed
A necessary condition for poverty reduction is 
output growth per person employed . Sustained 
labor productivity growth is critical for improv-
ing the potential of African economies to reduce 
poverty . This is achieved by increasing output, 
demand for labor, and through higher wages and 
income . The evidence from Africa on the growth 
rate of GDP per person employed is mixed, as can 
be seen in Figure 1 . Labor productivity per person 
employed has been growing in over 84 percent 
of the 48 countries for which data are available . 
Of the countries showing positive trends, Liberia, 
Sierra Leone, Ethiopia, the Democratic Republic 
of Congo, Angola, Mozambique, and Malawi 
were the biggest achievers, as they increased 
their labor productivity from a very low level in 
1992 by some 15 to 38 percentage points by the 
year 2008 . Around 14 countries also showed an 
increment in labor productivity during the same 
period of between 5 to 15 percentage points, while 
another 17 countries witnessed positive changes of  
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Figure 1a: Growth rate of GDP per person 
employed, for selected African countries, 
1992 and 2008 (%)

Figure 1b: Change in growth rate of GDP 
per person employed from 1992 to 2008, 
for selected African countries (%)

Source: ECA computations based on UNSD data, updated in July 2009 . No data for five countries (Djibouti, São Tomé and 

Príncipe, Seychelles, Somalia and Zimbabwe) from 1992–2008 . 
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Source: ECA computations based on UNSD data, updated in July 2009 . 

Notes: No data for five countries (Djibouti, São Tomé and Príncipe, the Seychelles, Somalia, and Zimbabwe) from 1992–2008;  

no data for Eritrea in 1992 . For the composition of the subregional country groupings, see Annex 5 .

Figure 2a: Growth rate of GDP per person 
employed over time by African subregion, 
1992–2008 (%)

Figure 2b: The change in growth rate 
of GDP per person employed by African 
subregion, 1992–2008 (%)
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up to 5 percentage points . However, ten countries4 
showed a decline in labor productivity growth rate 
between 1992 and 2008 . 

For the year 2008, Malawi, the Democratic Repub-
lic of Congo, Rwanda, The Sudan, Congo, Uganda, 
Ethiopia, and Angola reported the highest labor 
productivity growth rates (up by 5–8 percent) in Af-
rica, while in Chad, Comoros, Eritrea, Togo, Kenya, 
Botswana, and Gabon there was a regression . For 
Liberia and the postconflict countries, there has 
been a clear recovery in the growth rate of labor 
productivity . Overall, labor market policies are es-
sential in these postconflict countries to maintain 

4 Comoros, Rwanda, Equatorial Guinea, Chad, Mali, Namibia, Tunisia, Eritrea, Botswana, and Lesotho – see Figure 1b .

the positive trend and to reduce poverty through 
employment, as the lessons emerging from the 
recent global economic and financial crises indicate . 

Collective regional action is essential for improv-
ing the growth rate of GDP per person employed . 
This is because an expansion of intra-regional 
trade could boost employment opportunities, 
while the policies adopted by regional economic 
communities (RECs) – for example convergence 
criteria – could have a significant impact on do-
mestic output decisions of the private sector in 
their member countries . For this reason, further 
analysis of the data by subregion is warranted .
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Table 1: Percentage change in employment-to-population ratio, 1991–2007  
for selected African countries 

Countries >5% increase in employ-
ment-to-population ratio

Countries >5% decline in employment-
to-population ratio

Algeria 28.2 Mauritania -13.8

Ethiopia 12.2 Tanzania -10.6

Lesotho 10.8 Rwanda -8.1

Zambia 7.0 Swaziland -6.1

Libya 6.1 Botswana -5.9

Ghana -5.1

Source: ECA computations based on UNSD data, updated in July 2009 . 

Notes: No data for three countries (the Seychelles, Congo, and Somalia) from 1991–2007 . 

The evidence suggests that GDP per person em-
ployed grew during the period 1992–2008 in all 
African subregions . This is striking, given that all 
subregions, except North Africa, had negative 
labor productivity rates for the base year of 1992 
(see Figure 2a) . The pick-up from 1992 was not 
sustained beyond 2005, except in the East and 
North African subregions . It declined in Southern 
Africa and Central Africa and leveled off in West 
Africa between 2005 and 2008 . In North Africa, 
the rate declined between 2000 and 2005 and 
picked up thereafter . For the period 1992–2008, 
labor productivity growth was significantly greater 
in East and Southern Africa than in the other 
subregions (see Figure 2b) . 

Indicator 1.5: Employment-to-population ratio
While labor productivity has been growing, the em-
ployment-to-population ratio5 stagnated between 
1991 and 2007 in all subregions of the continent . 

5 Employment-to-population ratio may be defined as the proportion of a country’s working age population, aged 15 years and 
older, who are employed . The ratio therefore stands as a measure of an economy’s ability to create jobs (and also of dependency) .

In fact, it declined in 28 of the 50 countries that 
provided data, particularly in Mauritania, Tanzania, 
and Rwanda where the decrease was 13 .8, 10 .6, 
and 8 .1 percent, respectively . Guinea-Bissau did 
not register any changes between 1991 and 2007 . 
Algeria, Ethiopia, and Lesotho are noteworthy 
exceptions to this trend as they increased their 
employment-to-population ratios by 28 .2, 12 .2, 
and 10 .8 percent, respectively (see Table 1) . 

Figure 3 summarizes the performance of Africa’s 
five subregions in creating employment for their 
people and reducing dependency . In absolute 
terms, East Africa has the highest employment-
to-population ratio while North Africa has the 
lowest . However, between 1991 and 2007, North 
Africa and Southern Africa improved on this ratio 
while West Africa regressed and East and Central 
Africa largely stagnated .
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Figure 3: Employment-to-population ratio by African subregion, 1991 and 2007 (%)

Source: ECA computations based on UNSD data, updated in July 2009 . 

Notes: No data for three countries (the Seychelles, Congo, and Somalia) from 1991–2007 . 

A number of factors may be driving the decline 
in employment-to-population ratio not only in 
West Africa but across the region . The large share 
of the capital-intensive extractive industry in do-
mestic output is one causative factor . Another is 
the elevated rate of population growth in most 
countries, as well as the adverse employment ef-
fects of the continent’s many conflicts . East Africa’s 
relative peace provided a conducive environment 
for employment growth . Other causative factors 
include poor labor market and growth policies, 
the shrinking of the state as an employer, and the 
lack of economic diversification . 

Target 1C: Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the 
proportion of people who suffer from hunger 
Many African countries have made progress to-
ward meeting this target, although overall in 
the continent, the number of people who suffer 

from hunger has actually increased . Ghana has 
already met the target, due in large measure to its 
stable good governance, sound macroeconomic 
policies, and increased agricultural investments . 
North African countries have also met the target . 
Nonetheless, efforts need to be scaled up in the 
remaining countries to reduce hunger, because 
of this target’s close interaction with the other 
MDGs, especially in the area of health . Interna-
tional cooperation remains essential in this regard .

International assistance to Africa for meeting this 
target has been positive . In July 2009, G8 countries, 
along with leading international organizations, 
committed USD 20 billion over three years to help 
farmers boost their productivity . In 2006, the Gates 
and Rockefeller Foundations provided a USD 150 
million grant to the Alliance for a Green Revolution in 
Africa (AGRA) to catalyze agricultural transformation 
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Box 1: Sustaining the Green Revolution in Africa
As population growth rates continue to exceed the productive capacity of Africa’s current food reserves, 
agricultural transformation remains a fundamental development challenge, impeding the achievement 
of the Millennium Development Goals. The emergence of alternative users for agricultural products has 
resulted in additional pressure on Africa’s capacity to feed itself; resulting in many millions of Africans 
living on the brink of starvation. In response to concerns over food security and low-performance ag-
ricultural indicators, African countries and their development partners are stepping-up their efforts to 
strategically harness the best science and technology available to increase the continent’s agricultural 
productivity. The Alliance for a Green Revolution in Africa (AGRA) is a major outcome of these efforts. 
AGRA is a coordinated initiative to ensure agricultural development and to promote the importance 
of indigenous science and technology innovation to sustain the Green Revolution within Africa. 

Since its establishment in 2006, with the support of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, AGRA has 
provided local distributors with adaptable, manageable solutions to develop an efficient, competitive 
working environment in rural agriculture, effectively improving output. Targeting small-scale farming, 
AGRA’s programs support rural infrastructure, water management systems, and agro-dealer enterprises, 
as well as facilitating training in efficient farming techniques and the impact of agricultural develop-
ment on the process of climate change. As women are responsible for the majority of food production 
in Africa, they maintain a particular focus in AGRA’s policy framework. 

Investment in innovative agricultural research and development (R&D) to further the capacity of small-
scale farming in Africa is critical for achieving sustainable growth in agricultural output. The International 
Institute of Tropical Agriculture’s (IITA) Research for Development (R4D) has made important contribu-
tions in this regard. Its research has brought about a series of agricultural innovations in high-yielding 
and disease-resistant seedlings in many areas such as banana and plantain plantations, cereals and 
legumes, horticulture and tree plantations. It has also introduced a systemic program of integrated 
pest management with wide applications in many African countries. Similarly, the Africa Rice Centre 
has introduced new rice varieties to many African countries, including Guinea, Côte d’Ivoire, Nigeria, 
and Uganda. The diffusion of this innovation in Guinea resulted in that country producing a record 
1.4 million tonnes of rice in 2007, 5 percent higher than its 2006 output. As a consequence, Guinea’s 
domestic rice production was able to cover 70 percent of domestic consumption. 

Due to investment in indigenous science and technology, the capacity of local seed varieties and crop 
outputs has considerably improved. Malian sorghum breeders have released three new hybrid sorghum 
crops with the capacity to quadruple the harvests of Mali’s staple food crop. The grain is drought-
resistant and essential to food security.

Sources: http://www.agra-alliance.org; http://www.iita.org; and http://www.panapress.com (New Rice Varieties 
Boost African Rice Production). 

in Africa (see Box 1) . The United Nations High Level 
Task Force for food security has also played a very 
important role in driving international efforts to 
address the food crisis . The Global Alliance for 

Improved Nutrition (GAIN), recently established as a 
result of renewed United Nations General Assembly 
Special Session (UNGASS) pressure, has received 
over USD 180 million from donors since 2008 .



SECTION II: TRACKING PROGRESS

Assessing Progress in Africa toward the Millennium Development Goals, 201012

Overall, efforts to boost agricultural production are 
beginning to yield results . Malawi, for example, has 
succeeded in boosting its agricultural productivity . 
However, there is little consensus on the cost of 
ending hunger in Africa . The 2009 World Food 
Summit on Food Security estimated that USD 44 
billion would be required each year to end hunger 
and achieve food security, while the World Bank has 
estimated that such interventions in high-burden 
countries would cost USD 11 .8 billion per year . 

However, the lack of data for the corresponding 
indicators makes it difficult to monitor progress at 
individual country levels . The data for this target 
are drawn from the WHO’s World Health Statistics 
(WHS) 2010 and FAO (2009) . 

Indicator 1.8: Prevalence of underweight children 
under five years of age
Another measure of food deprivation is the preva-
lence of underweight children under five years of 
age falling below minus two (-2) standard deviations 
(moderate to severe) and minus three (-3) standard 
deviations (severe) from the median weight-for-age 
of the reference population . This indicator has the 
potential to capture the combined effects of acute 
and chronic malnutrition . As Figure 4 shows, 30 
out of 38 countries with available data6 reduced 
the prevalence of underweight children over the 
period 1990–1999 to 2000–2009, with the rate 
of progress varying by country . Thirteen countries 
recorded a reduction of over 5 percentage points for 
this indicator, while for the remaining 17 countries, 
the reduction was less than 5 percent . However, 
in eight countries7 the prevalence of underweight 
children increased over the period .

6 The countries without data in Figure 4 are: Burundi, 
Cameroon, Congo, Equatorial Guinea, Ethiopia, Gabon, 
Guinea-Bissau, Mauritius, Sierra Leone, Somalia, South Africa, 
Swaziland, Tunisia, São Tomé and Príncipe, and Cape Verde . 

Figure 4: Prevalence of underweight 
under-five year-olds for selected African 
countries, 1990–1999 and 2000–2009 
(%)

Source: ECA computations based on WHS 2010 . 

Notes: No data for 15 countries for the periods specified .
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Indicator 1.9: The proportion of population below 
the minimum level of dietary energy consumption8

Providing the minimum level of dietary energy 
consumption continues to represent a challenge to 
many African countries . The absolute number of 
undernourished people in the region increased on 
average from 172 .8 million in 1990–1992 to 217 .2 
million in 2004–2006 . However, the proportion 
of population below the minimum level of dietary 
energy consumption fell marginally from 34 to 30  
percent in Africa excluding North Africa . In North 
Africa the situation is much better, with less than 
5 percent of the population undernourished . As 
Figure 5 shows, the proportion of undernourished 

population has been falling steadily in all subregions 
of the continent except Central Africa . West Africa is 
on track to meet the target of halving the proportion 
of the undernourished population by the target date 
if current trends persist . This is largely due to good 
progress in Nigeria and Ghana . However, the pro-
portion of the undernourished population increased 
in Liberia, The Gambia, and Sierra Leone (FAO, 
2009) . Progress in East and Southern Africa has been 
slow on this indicator, and if current trends continue, 
these two subregions will fail to meet this target .9

 
9 In Figure 5, countries are grouped according to WFP/FAO 
subregional classifications . Accordingly, the DRC contributed 
to the overall regress in Central Africa and represents 62 
percent of the subregion’s population . For the composition 
of subregional groupings used elsewhere in this report, see 
Annex 5 .

Figure 5: Percentage of population undernourished according to WFP/FAO subregional 
groupings (excluding North Africa), 1990–2006 

Source: ECA computations based on FAO (2009) . 

Note: North Africa recorded less than 5 percent undernourishment during the entire period .
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7 Djibouti, Burkina Faso, Comoros, Lesotho, Zimbabwe, 
Morocco, Libya, and Madagascar .

8 The analysis of this indicator is based on FAO (2009) .




