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Urgent action is required in Central Africa, nota-
bly in the Democratic Republic of Congo which 
accounts for most of the undernourished of this 
subregion, and also in the Eastern and Southern 
Africa subregions . 

Overall success will depend on a combination 
of policies – economic, social, and relating to 
science and technology . As already discussed in 
Box 1, an African Green Revolution is urgently 
needed . However, as highlighted by Conway and 
Waage (2010), for the revolution to succeed, it 
must develop technologies that will “deliver for 
relatively small farmers in more diverse, poorly 
endowed, risk-prone environments .” This will re-
quire technologies to be targeted to meet specific 
needs . Conway and Waage further suggest five 
broad areas of focus: (i) new crop varieties, (ii) 
improvements in soil fertility, (iii) more efficient 
water usage, (iv) better pest, disease and weed 
control, and (v) cropping and livestock systems that 
combine the above in ways that bring benefits to 
both small and large farmers . 

Goal 2: Achieve universal primary 
education
African countries continue to perform well on most 
of the education targets . Net primary education 
enrollment has increased in all countries and the 
majority of African countries are likely to achieve 
this goal by the target date . However, the rate 
of progress made in primary enrollment has not 
been matched by a commensurate increase in the 
primary school completion rate . Ensuring a good 
quality of primary education across many African 
countries has become a major challenge . 

Target 2A: Ensure that by 2015 children 
everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to 
complete a full course of primary schooling 
Indicator 2.1: Net enrollment in primary education
African countries continue to show overall progress 
in net enrollment in primary education . Of the 27 
countries with data for 1991 and 2007 (see Figure 
7), seven countries (Ethiopia, Guinea, Malawi, Mali, 
Madagascar, Mauritania, and Morocco), scored a 
significant improvement of 30 to 50 percentage 

Box 2: Measuring the state of hunger – the Global Hunger Index
In the context of a composite measure of hunger across regions, the International Food Policy Research 
Institute (IFPRI) introduced the Global Hunger Index (GHI) by combining three indicators: (i) the pro-
portion of undernourished as a percentage of the total population, (ii) the prevalence of underweight 
children under the age of five, and (iii) the under-five mortality rate. 

Overall, the GHI shows a declining trend in the developing world (see Annex 4). However, the reduction 
in GHI was uneven across regions. Africa, excluding North Africa, registered the lowest reduction in 
the hunger index at 13 percent, compared to Latin America and the Caribbean where GHI fell by over 
40 percent. Furthermore, nine out of the ten countries worldwide which saw the greatest rise in the 
GHI over the period 1990–2009 were in Africa (the Democratic Republic of Congo, Burundi, Comoros, 
Guinea-Bissau, Zimbabwe, Liberia, Sierra Leone, Swaziland, and Zambia). On a more positive note, some 
African countries improved their GHI by more than ten percentage points (Angola, Ethiopia, Ghana, 
Malawi, and Mozambique).

Source: Grebmer et al. (2009).
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points . Burkina Faso, Burundi, Djibouti, The Gambia, 
Ghana, Niger, Rwanda, Senegal, Swaziland, and 
Togo also succeeded in improving primary net enroll-
ment by some 10 to 30 percentage points during 
this period . Relative to 2005, there was a marginal 
regress on this indicator in Algeria, Cape Verde, 
Eritrea, Malawi, Togo, South Africa, and Tunisia in 
2007 . This regress could be an artifact of the data 
and should not raise any significant policy concerns 
in these countries, especially in Tunisia and Algeria, 
which boast near 100 percent net enrollment rates .

The Republic of Congo and Equatorial Guinea 
reveal the sharpest reversal for 2007 relative to 
1991 on this indicator . In Congo, net primary 
enrollment fell from slightly more than 85 per-
cent in 1991 to about 60 percent in 2007, having 
recovered from a low of 44 percent in 2005 . In 
Equatorial Guinea, the net primary enrollment 
fell from about 98 percent in 1991 to about 70 
percent in 2007 . This is a serious concern because 
as a matter of policy, public education is free and 
compulsory in both countries . However, very low 
expenditure on primary education as a share of 
the total education budget in both countries (see 
Figure 6), combined with civil unrest and conflicts, 
have resulted in a significant degradation of the 
educational infrastructure .

Increasing primary education expenditure is criti-
cal for raising the primary enrollment rate . This 
will permit the building of new schools and new 
classrooms, the hiring of additional teachers, rais-
ing teachers’ salary, and the provision of school 
meals and books . These increase the attractiveness 
of schooling and encourage retention . Figure 7a 
shows that the countries which (according to Figure 
6) allocate at least 50 percent of their education 
budget to primary education reported the fastest 

Figure 6: Expenditure on primary 
education (as % of total educational 
expenditure)

Source: UNESCO (2009) .

Note: Years in parentheses indicate latest available data .
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rate of progress on this target in 2007 relative 
to 1991 . Mauritania, for example, increased its 
primary enrollment rate from about 38 percent 
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in 1991 to 81 percent in 2007, Niger from about 
28 percent in 1991 to 46 percent in 2007, and 
Burkina Faso from about 30 percent in 1991 to 
53 percent in 2007 . These countries show that 
increasing expenditure on primary education is 
a necessary condition for accelerating progress 
toward achievement of this indicator .

track to meet this target provided they maintain 
the rate of progress they achieved from 1991 to 
2007 . If current trends persist, about 27 countries 
will reach the net primary enrollment goal by the 
target date .

However, a large number of countries are more 
than 11 percentage points away  from the target . 
In 2007 seven countries (Burkina Faso, Central 
African Republic, Congo, Djibouti, Eritrea, Mali, 
and Niger) reported a net primary enrollment 
rate ranging from 37 to 58 percentage points 
off-target (see Figure 7b) . If current trends persist, 
about 22 countries will fail to reach this target by 
2015 . Urgent action is therefore required to scale 
up interventions to improve primary enrollment in 
these countries, especially in the seven countries 
recording the least progress . International aid 
accompanied by increased budgetary allocation 
to the primary education sector will be essential 
for success .

Many primary schools impose fees and levies which 
may have a detrimental impact on the net enroll-
ment rate, especially in the poorer segment of 
the population . 

International aid has played an important role in 
scaling up expenditure on primary education . There 
was a considerable focus on education in 2005 by 
international donors . The UK government, through 
DFID, committed GBP 8 .5 billion on international 
aid for primary education in the 10 years to 2015, 
most going to Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia . 
To have access to this additional funding, countries 
were required to prepare well-costed education 
plans . Many countries did so and most of the 
countries that reported increased expenditure on 
primary education received additional funding 
from this source .

The criterion for achievement on this indicator is 
that countries reach a net enrollment rate of at 
least 95 percent . According to this criterion, as of 
2007, Algeria, Egypt, Madagascar, Mauritius, São 
Tomé and Príncipe, Tunisia, and Zambia achieved 
the target or were less than 5 percentage points 
adrift, while Morocco, Rwanda, South Africa, and 
Uganda were some 5 to 10 percentage points 
off target . Thirteen other countries10 are also on 

Indicator 2.2: Primary completion rate
While the news on net primary enrollment is heart-
ening, progress on the primary completion rate 
remains very slow . Although the completion rate 
is not an official MDG indicator, it has nonetheless 
been used as a measure of the quality of the edu-
cation system . It helps to gauge the success of an 
education system in curbing dropouts and improv-
ing retention, thereby keeping children in school 
to complete their primary education . Moreover, 
a scaling-up of investments – both public and 
private – in the provision of primary education is 
more clearly justified when the children enrolled 
at school stay on to complete their studies . 

10 Burundi, Cape Verde, Ethiopia, The Gambia, Ghana, 
Guinea, Kenya, Malawi, Mauritania, Namibia, Senegal, Swazi-
land, and Togo .
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Figure 7a: Progress in net enrollment in 
primary education for selected African 
countries, 1991, 2005, and 2007(%)

Figure 7b: Gap to net enrollment target 
in primary education in selected African 
countries, 2007 (%)

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

Notes: No data for 26, 24, and 21 countries for the years 1991, 2005, and 2007, respectively .
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Figure 8: Primary completion rates for 
selected African countries with data for 
1991, 2005, and 2007 (%)

Source: ECA computations based on UNSD data, updated in 

July 2009 . 

Notes: No data for 29, 20, and 17 countries for the years 

1991, 2005, and 2007, respectively . 

Figure 8 presents the evidence on the primary com-
pletion rate for countries where data are available for 
1991, 2005 and 2007 . Of the 24 countries listed,11 
92 percent show a significant improvement in their 
primary completion rate . Thirty-one percent of these 
countries had improved within the range of 25 to 47 
percentage points while another 30 percent reported 
improvements of between 10 and 25 percent . The 
remainder reported an improvement of less than 10 
percent . Relative to 1991, Guinea, Morocco, Mauri-
tania, Tunisia, Malawi, Madagascar, Mali, Mozam-
bique, Chad, Madagascar, Tanzania, and Togo have 
made significant progress in improving their primary 
completion rates . Mauritius and Burundi were the 
only countries to register a decline in primary comple-
tion rates during the 1991–2007 period of 13 and 6 
percent respectively . To gauge more recent progress 
(2005–2007), Figure 8 shows that Algeria, Chad, 
Eritrea, Malawi, Mauritius, Namibia, São Tomé and 
Príncipe, the Seychelles, Senegal, South Africa, and 
Togo regressed on their primary completion rates, 
whereas Tanzania improved its primary completion 
rate by more than 50 percent . Ethiopia, Congo, 
Zambia, the Central African Republic, Guinea, The 
Gambia, Swaziland, Mali, Equatorial Guinea, Niger, 
and Mauritania improved their primary completion 
rate by between 5 and 13 percentage points over 
the same period .
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It is important to note the growing importance of 
the private provision of primary education in Africa, 
even in countries where free primary education is 
constitutionally guaranteed, and the contribution 
that this is making to the net primary enrollment 

11 Algeria, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, the Central 
African Republic, Chad, Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, the Democratic 
Republic of Congo, Guinea, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mauri-
tania, Mauritius, Morocco, Mozambique, Niger, South Africa, 
The Sudan, Swaziland, Tanzania, Togo, and Tunisia .
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target . Table 2 shows the trend in enrollment in 
private primary schools for a subset of African 
countries and aggregate (national) primary com-
pletion rates .

Table 2: Enrollment in private primary schools (% of total enrollment and aggregate 
primary completion rates), 1999 and 2007

1999 2007

Enrollment 
rate**

Completion rate* 
(private & public)

Enrollment 
rate**

Completion rate* 
(private & public)

Mali 22 32.8 (2000) 38 52.2

Togo 36 53.2 42 57.4

Tunisia 0.7 87.9 1 99.9

Tanzania 0.2 56.8 1 85.4

Chad 25 20.1 34 30.4

Egypt N.A 100 8 98.5

Nigeria 4 5 72.4 (2004)

Mozambique N.A 14.0 2 46.3

Malawi N.A 67.2 1 55.4

Morocco 4 53.8 8 83.4

Mauritania 2 52.6 (2000) 9 59.4

Sources: *UNSD data updated in July 2009; **UNESCO EFA Global Monitoring Report

In the year 2007, the private primary school sector 
accounted for 42 percent of total primary enroll-
ment in Togo, while in Chad and Mali this sector 
accounted for over 30 percent . Private provision 
is growing in countries where in the recent past 
the government held a monopoly on the provision 
of education and guaranteed free compulsory 
primary education . It is clear that enhanced and 
expanded private provision can be a positive fac-
tor for scaling up and accelerating progress on 
this indicator .

Indicator 2.3: Literacy rate of 15–24 year olds
Progress in youth literacy across African countries 
(see Figure 9a) continues to be commendable and 
closely tracks progress in those countries with high 
primary completion rates . In 2007, eight countries12 
were less than five percentage points away from 
achieving this target, while another four countries 
were less than ten percentage points away . In 
contrast, seven out of the 28 countries for which 
data are available fell short of the target by a wide 
margin (by 28 to 60 percentage points) . 

12 São Tomé and Principe, South Africa, Tunisia, Mauritius, 
Gabon, Cape Verde, Zimbabwe, and Libya .
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Figure 9: Literacy rate of 15–24 year olds, for selected African countries, 2007 (%)

Figure 9a: Literacy rate, both sexes (%) Figure 9b: Literacy rate disaggregated  
by sex (%)

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

Notes: No data for 25 countries in 2007 . 
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Literacy by gender is mixed . Disaggregation of data 
by sex (see Figure 9b) revealed a gap between men 
and women in literacy rates for 28 countries with 
available data . Literacy rates in seven countries13 
were 10–22 percentage points higher for men 
than for women in 2007 . A further 12 countries 
also showed higher literacy rates for the male 
population, but within the lesser range of 1 to 
7 .5 percentage points . Although young men are 
generally more likely to be literate, in a number 
of countries the situation is reversed, for example 
in Liberia, Namibia, Swaziland, and Botswana, 
where the literacy rate is from 2 to 7 .7 percentage 
points higher for women than for men . In Liberia 
and Namibia, this could be a manifestation of 
the consequences of conflict, while in Botswana 
and Swaziland, this could be due to the relative 
attractiveness of low-skilled mining work in South 
Africa . While this provides positive evidence on 
the empowerment of women, the social implica-
tions (for crime and violence, including violence 
against women, and conflict) of a large pool of 
illiterate young men needs to command significant 
policy attention . To secure the empowerment of 
women, it is also important to ensure that men 
are not disempowered in the process .

Goal 3: Promote gender equality  
and empower women
Latest available data indicate that in 2007, Af-
rican countries showed overall progress in gen-
der equality and the empowerment of women . 
Gender parity in primary education is likely to be 
achieved by most countries . Unfortunately, parity 
decreases in secondary education, and the gap 
is widest in tertiary education . In primary and 

secondary education, the West African countries 
of The Gambia, Guinea, Mauritania, and Senegal 
made the greatest progress in achieving gender 
parity . In tertiary education, although data are 
scant, North Africa continues to lead the continent, 
as Tunisia and Algeria have significantly surpassed 
gender parity, to the extent that they now have 
more women than men enrolled in universities and 
colleges . Data remain scant for indicator 3 .2, ren-
dering it problematic to track and analyze progress 
in the share of women in wage employment in 
the non-agricultural sector . 

The year 2009 witnessed a continuing upward 
trend in the proportion of women in African na-
tional parliaments, as was also the case in last 
year’s report . Rwanda, Angola, Mozambique, and 
South Africa lead the continent on this indicator . 
Rwanda, which has been the best performer over 
the past couple of years, increased its share of 
women parliamentarians by 7 .8 percent between 
2008 and 2009 . Angola, which held elections in 
September 2008, improved women’s represen-
tation in its national parliament by 22 .8 percent 
from its last election in September 1992 . Similarly, 
between 1990 and 2009, the share of women 
in Mozambique’s parliament increased by 19 .1 
percent . Good progress was also made on this 
indicator in South Africa between 1994 and 2009 . 

Target 3A: Eliminate gender disparity in 
primary and secondary education preferably by 
2005, and at all levels of education no later 
than 2015
Indicator 3.1: Ratios of girls to boys in primary, 
secondary, and tertiary education 
The analysis of the gender parity index at primary 
education level between 1991 and 2007 (see 
Figure 10) shows that of the 38 countries with 

13 Burkina Faso, Chad, Benin, Mozambique, Sierra Leone, 
Morocco, and Zambia (see Figure 9b) .




