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Much of the discussions on attaining the MDGs 
in Africa assume the existence of proven inter-
ventions, mediating institutions, and practices 
essential for success . This assumption has in some 
cases led to an overemphasis on the financing 
(or resources) gap and an overly narrow focus on 
the adoption of new models for service delivery, 
scaling up interventions that work, enhancing aid 
effectiveness, and better development outcomes . 
While this focus is not misplaced, it is important 
to recognize that the institutional and governance 
context in which MDGs interventions are under-
taken also matters .

Today, no one questions the central role that in-
stitutions play in economic and social develop-
ment . The difference between success and failure 
of many interventions depends on how policies, 
processes, and relations are structured, organ-
ized, and refined . However, African institutions 
for planning, statistics, policy coordination, and 
governance, though growing in strength, remain 
relatively weak to respond effectively to the chal-

lenge of meeting the MDGs . Hence, creating such 
institutions where they do not exist, and nurturing 
and deepening them where they do exist, is fun-
damental to achieving and sustaining the MDGs .

In recognition of the central role that institutional 
innovation plays in development management, 
many African countries are now addressing the 
institutional challenges that are impeding progress 
on the MDGs . This section discusses the progress 
made firstly through goal-specific innovations, 
and secondly through broad-based institutional 
innovations.

3 .1 Goal-specific innovations
This section discusses and highlights the goal-
specific innovations that account for the progress 
on various indicators discussed above . Its purpose 
is to bring these innovations to a wider audience 
in the hope that they can be adopted and adapted 
by countries where they are not already part of 
the policy portfolio . Some of these innovations 
predate the MDGs in some countries . Nonetheless, 
their potential contribution to the achievement of 
the MDGs has deepened their significance, sign-
aling their potential value in the context of peer 
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30 Institutions are much more narrowly defined here as 
organizations that “implement rules and codes of conduct to 
achieve desired outcomes” .
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learning and experience sharing . Among these 
innovations are social protection schemes, which 
are essential to support the vulnerable segments 
of the population, virtual poverty funds (VPFs), 
decentralized service provision, innovative funding 
of the social sector, etc . 

Innovations for MDG 1:  
Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger
African countries have adopted a number of in-
novations or reinforced existing interventions in 
order to accelerate progress toward achieving MDG 
1 . A number of governments have increased their 
support to the agricultural sector . They have ad-
dressed difficulties in the agricultural input market 
and have reaped good results . Zambia introduced 
the Farmer Input Support Program (FISP) to assist 
its small-scale farmers . According to government 
estimates, 500,000 farmers are benefiting from this 
support . The Zambian government also expanded 
and intensified extension services to farmers . As a 
consequence, the country is anticipating a bumper 
maize harvest in 2010 of 2 .7 million tonnes, 48 
percent above the 2009 output . Malawi began 
in 2006 to subsidize the distribution of chemical 
fertilizers and hybrid maize varieties to its farm-
ers, who responded by substantially increasing 
output . This has had a positive impact on food 
prices, household incomes, and should help to 
reduce malnutrition .

A major development that occurred in the wake of 
the food crisis of 2007–2008 is the unprecedented 
increase in the rate, size, and number of acquisi-
tions of large tracks of prime agricultural land by 
foreign governments, investment banks, pension 
funds, and other companies . This was seen by 
many African governments as an innovation that 
would enable them to expand their fiscal space by 

taking advantage of rising food and commodity 
prices, acquiring new technologies and improv-
ing infrastructure, including rural infrastructure . 
Such acquisitions were also intended to expand 
employment and raise agricultural productivity, 
thereby addressing MDG 1 . The uptake of this 
innovation has been staggering . Ethiopia alone 
has approved 815 foreign-financed agricultural 
projects since 2007 .31 The government of Djibouti 
acquired 55,000 hectares of irrigated land from 
the Government of Malawi in 2009 . China signed 
a contract with the Democratic Republic of Congo 
to grow 2 .8 million hectares of palm oil for bio-
fuels . Madagascar and the South Korean company 
Daewoo came close to finalizing a lease agree-
ment that would have included nearly half of the 
country’s arable land .32 Tunisia recently adopted 
a decision to lease its agricultural land to foreign 
investors . According to a recent report published 
by the FAO, IIED and IFAD,33 2 .49 million hectares 
of land were allocated to foreign investors in five 
African countries – Ethiopia, Ghana, Madagascar, 
Mali, and The Sudan – between 2004 and 2009 . 
Although this innovation presents opportunities 
for accelerating progress on MDG 1, it has also 
raised concerns about its impact on poor people, 
who are at risk of losing access to and control of 
land on which they depend, especially as they have 
no property rights over such land .34

A major innovation in some countries is the Virtual 
Poverty Fund (VPF) . Nigeria and Uganda, for ex-
ample, have VPFs designed to track MDG-specific 

31 http://www .taipeitimes .com/News/editorials/ar-
chives/2010/03/12/2003467789 .

32 See von Braun and Meizen-Dick (2009) .

33 Cotula et al . (2009) .

34 This is a key argument for advocacy for the legal empow-
erment of the poor .
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expenditure . In Nigeria, the VPF, otherwise known 
as the Debt Relief Gain (DRG), was created using 
the USD 18 billion debt relief that the country 
had negotiated with the Paris Club in 2005 . 
This has enabled the country to dedicate USD 
1 billion annually to the achievement of the 
MDGs, focusing on health, education, water 
and sanitation, environment, energy, housing, 
women’s empowerment, HIV/AIDS, and social 
safety nets . Lesotho, in addition to public works 
programs on soil and water conservation and 
household food security, also provides pensions 
to senior citizens aged 70 years old or above at a 
monthly stipend that started at M150 (maloti) per 
person but since April 2009 has risen to M300 
(about USD 40) . Swaziland introduced a bursary 
scheme for orphaned and vulnerable children, 
thus improving the school enrollment rate for 
this underprivileged segment . Ghana’s social 
intervention programs, such as the Livelihood 
Empowerment Against Poverty (LEAP), Capita-
tion Grant, fertilizer subsidy to smallholders, 
and the school feeding and nutritional sup-
plementary initiatives, are primarily targeted at 
productivity enhancement . The Central African 
Republic’s Social Insurance Scheme provides the 
following: old age pensions for men at age 55 
and women at age 50; a disability pension; a 
survivor pension; sickness and maternity; and 
a family allowance for employees with one or 
more children . 

Innovations for MDG 2:  
Achieve universal primary education
Three key institutional innovations drive the 
substantial progress made by many African coun-
tries on MDG 2: namely, increased resources, 
alternative educational service models, and the 
adoption of decentralized systems . Coupled 

with a growing emphasis by governments on 
the centrality of education to the development 
process, there has been a steady increase in the 
allocation of public resources to the sector in 
many countries . 

Further, countries such as Nigeria, Ethiopia, 
and The Gambia have adopted non-traditional 
models of primary education delivery to boost 
primary enrollment, educational parity, and 
adult literacy . Using escrow accounts or spe-
cial funds, such as the Education Tax Fund in 
Nigeria and the Girls’ Education Trust Fund in 
The Gambia, these countries have facilitated 
access to schooling for a large number of chil-
dren in coastal, pastoral, semi-pastoral and 
some remote areas beyond the reach of the 
formal school system . Further, various funds 
have helped to bridge education financing 
gaps in many states . Countries like Rwanda 
have resorted to the intensive use of facilities 
and teachers through double shifts for lower-
grade pupils to cope with a demand that was 
higher than the rate of expansion . 

Many countries have also launched compulsory 
and free universal primary/basic education (e .g ., 
Benin, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Nigeria, 
Namibia, Uganda, and Mauritius) and comple-
mented these with additional policies such as 
School Feeding Programs . Ethiopia introduced 
in 2005 a productive safety net program, spe-
cifically targeting food-insecure and asset-poor 
households to increase enrollment rates for this 
group, and to extend the months they spend 
in school and the time they accord to studies 
at home . Burkina Faso introduced its BRIGHT 
(Burkinabe Responses to Improve Girls’ Chanc-
es to Succeed) program in 2005, and in 2009 
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launched the second phase of the program . 
BRIGHT provides daily meals for all children and 
take-home rations for girls, to reduce the time 
they spend on household chores and increase 
the time they allocate to studies at home .

Innovations for MDG 3:  
Promote gender equality and empower women
Political commitment, cultural factors, and advo-
cacy are driving forces to attain MDG 3 on gender 
empowerment . Political commitment to national 
gender policies has contributed to appreciable 
progress on gender parity in education and in-
creased women’s participation in decision-making 
processes (in Rwanda, the Seychelles, Swaziland, 
and South Africa) . Explicit recognition of women’s 
right to land in Tanzania and affirmative actions 
such as direct land allocation to female-headed 
households combined with credit assistance to 
develop such lands in Tanzania, Zambia, and 
Eritrea have provided some impetus to women’s 
rights and active participation in decision-making 
processes . A few countries have promulgated 
legislation dealing with property and inheritance 
rights of HIV/AIDS orphans and equal inheritance 
rights for widows/widowers on a country-wide 
basis (Kenya) .35

Innovations for MDGs 4, 5, and 6:  
Improving health (reducing child and maternal 
mortality rates and combating HIV, AIDS, 
malaria, and other major diseases)
The health MDGs are proving to be the most 
challenging in Africa . Evidence suggests that 
countries that demonstrate strong collaboration 
among government, non-state actors (private 

sector and CSOs), and development partners 
tend to make faster progress on MDGs 4, 5, 
and 6 . For example, São Tomé and Príncipe, 
the Seychelles, Malawi, Eritrea, and Mauritius 
leveraged their success through strong collabora-
tion with development partners and committed 
political leadership . An integrated sector-wide 
approach, with clearly demarcated roles and 
responsibilities for each actor, has innovatively 
and advantageously positioned these countries 
vis-à-vis the health MDGs . Eritrea and São Tomé 
and Príncipe as a consequence recorded the 
fastest reduction in the infant mortality rate in 
the region .36 Mali, Togo, and Senegal are on 
track with respect to the HIV/AIDS target, due 
to firm leadership, a coordinated multisectoral 
approach, a strong emphasis on building the 
capacity of the public sector and CSOs, increased 
sensitization of the population, the introduc-
tion of voluntary anonymous testing and free 
antiretroviral therapy (ART), and heightened 
mobilization of international support .

Innovations for MDG 7:  
Ensuring environmental sustainability
Performance on MDG 7 on environmental sus-
tainability is highly uneven across the continent, 
although limited documentation of good practice 
does exist . Mauritius offers a very good example 
for several targets of Goal 7, with substantial re-
ductions in carbon emissions, and almost universal 
access to safe drinking water and sanitation . In 

35 See Augustinus and Deininger (2005) for more informa-
tion on innovations about women’s land ownership in Africa .

36 This was possible in Eritrea through increased access 
to healthcare services by investing in the reconstruction of 
destroyed facilities, training for health workers, and increased 
provision of drugs and equipment, as well as proactive and 
maximum coverage of immunization against the major killer 
diseases (UNDP Background document on Eritrea, 2010) .
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Ghana and Angola, innovative and locally driven 
pilot projects on safe water and sanitation aim to 
increase access to these basic facilities in deprived 
areas . 

A number of countries are also applying inno-
vative policies to provide low-cost housing to 
the poor (e .g ., Namibia and South Africa) . Land 
management is receiving some attention in a 
number of countries . Decentralized land man-
agement in Ethiopia has allowed a more flexible 
approach and a transfer of skills to the local level . 
Housing schemes for slum dwellers in Namibia 
is producing tangible benefits for historically 
disadvantaged groups . Similarly, the partner-
ship between New Rest (an informal settlement 
in Cape Town) and the City of Cape Town in 
South Africa uses a phased approach to land 
ownership and neighborhood management . The 
scheme is considered to be user-friendly, flexible, 
affordable, and accommodates local land tenure 
practices while meeting the needs of the formal 
system (Kingwell et al ., 2006) . However, issues 
relating to carbon emissions are yet to receive 
commensurate attention .

3 .2 Broad-based institutional innovations
In addition to the goal-specific innovations dis-
cussed above, a number of broad-based institu-
tional innovations have also contributed to the 
reported progress in Africa toward the MDGs . 
These innovations are important because the 
MDGs need to be “whole-of-government and 
whole-of-society” initiatives . They cut across 
ministerial, departmental, and agency portfolios . 
They also cut across jurisdictional boundaries and 
tiers of government – national, state, provincial, 
district, and municipal . Strong institutions are es-
sential for deploying all the resources of a state to 

achieve the MDGs . The discussion below focuses 
on some of these broad-based institutional in-
novations in the areas of: (i) social protection, 
(ii) MDG-based planning, (iii) decentralization 
– cascading the MDGs to lower tiers of govern-
ment, (iv) policy and program coordination, and 
(v) accountability and results-based performance 
management .

Social Protection37

A key innovation for assisting the poor and 
excluded groups is social protection, which 
enjoys a long history in many African countries . 
However, a number of countries scaled back 
these schemes or curtailed plans to introduce 
them during the structural adjustment programs 
of the 1980s . The urgency of meeting the 
MDGs, combined with the social consequences 
of the recent food price, fuel, and financial and 
economic crises, have provided a new impetus 
for African countries to expand the scope for 
social protection as an additional instrument 
to achieve MDG 1 and to safeguard gains al-
ready made .

The positive experience of Latin American coun-
tries in providing for their poor has informed 
current efforts in Africa to reintroduce social 
protection . Consequently, a large number of 
the “new” social protection schemes have been 
initiated by donors to demonstrate their appli-
cability in the context of Africa . There has also 

37 Social protection as used in this report is “the set of pub-
lic and private policies and programs undertaken by societies 
in response to various contingencies to offset the absence or 
substantial reduction of income from work; to provide assist-
ance for families with children as well as provide people with 
healthcare and housing” (UN, 2001) .
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been endogenous growth of social protection 
as a concept, with the African Union at the 
forefront of this initiative .38

The approach and scope of these schemes vary 
from country to country . In the Seychelles, pro-
tection of the poor and the marginalized is a 
fundamental right enshrined in the country’s 
Constitution . The diligent implementation of this 
constitutional requirement explains the absence of 
abject poverty in that country . Mauritius, Tunisia, 
Libya, Egypt, and South Africa are all countries 
with significant social protection systems . South 
Africa probably has the most extensive social pro-
tection in Africa, encompassing a broad spectrum 
of their disadvantaged population . It provides a 
raft of assistance, from child support and youth 
unemployment support to old-age pensions, with 
a coverage as at March 2009 of over 13 million 
people .

There are three broad social protection instruments 
in Africa: (i) contributory social protection instru-
ments (contributory pension schemes, national 
health insurance schemes, private health insurance 
schemes, community-based insurance schemes, 
weather/ agricultural insurance schemes); (ii) non-
contributory social protection instruments (condi-
tional cash transfers/ cash for work, fee waivers for 
health and education, food transfers; unconditional 
cash/voucher/in-kind transfers, unconditional cash 

transfers for poor households, old age pensions, 
child allowances, disability allowances); and (iii) 
minimum standards and regulations (minimum 
wages) to protect the livelihoods of individuals 
and households .

Many African countries have already designed 
and implemented social protection and safety 
net regimes to minimize the impact of the recent 
crises, and to serve as a pathway out of poverty . 
Many others are in the process of designing and 
implementing such schemes . The diverse examples 
given here show how widespread the adoption 
of social protection has become in Africa in re-
cent times . Burkina Faso adopted a Plan National 
d’Action Sociale (PNAS) in April 2007 and is now 
drafting a three-year implementation plan . Cape 
Verde adopted a National Social Protection Strat-
egy in 2006 and has instituted a social pension 
scheme . Equatorial Guinea created a Fund for 
Social Development to support policies in 2005 
aimed at improving the well-being of its citizens, 
and achieving the MDGs . It signed a Memoran-
dum of Understanding with the United States 
to mutually cooperate in managing the “Social 
Needs Fund” that it put in place . Ghana in 2008 
launched its Livelihood Empowerment against 
Poverty (LEAP) Program in response to the food 
price crisis . This was based on the National Social 
Protection Strategy finalized in 2007 . Malawi de-
veloped and adopted a Social Protection Policy 
Framework in 2006, while Namibia introduced the 
Basic Income Grant (BIG) pilot project, a universal 
unconditional cash transfer program, in 2007 . Ni-
geria developed and adopted a social protection 
strategy in 2004 . Sierra Leone’s Social Safety Net 
Program was launched in 2007 and aims to reach 
16,000 extremely vulnerable households . Senegal’s 
National Social Protection Strategy aims to extend 

38 In 2005, the AU drafted the African Union Social Policy 
Framework . In 2006, the AUC organized the Inter-govern-
mental Conference on Basic Social Protection in Livingstone, 
Zambia, which resulted in the Livingstone Call for Action . In 
2008, the AU organized the first African Union Conference 
of Ministers in charge of Social Development in Windhoek, 
which discussed and agreed to submit  the Social Policy 
Framework for approval by AU Heads of State and Govern-
ment; this was adopted in 2009 . 
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health insurance to 50 percent of the population 
by 2015 and also establish a system to insure rural 
populations from the risks of natural disasters . 
These are the green shoots that will need to be 
nurtured to fruition .

However, there are risks – the most pressing being 
fiscal sustainability . The base of African economies 
is narrow (compared to that of Latin American 
countries, for example), and therefore may prove 
inadequate to sustain these schemes once coverage 
is expanded . Further, social protection schemes 
could create dependency and potentially distort 
the labor market by altering the trade-off between 
leisure and work . For these reasons, governments 
should be prudent in regard to coverage expansion .

MDG-based planning
Development planning has undergone a surge of 
popularity, after retreating in the 1980s and 1990s . 
The return of national development planning was 
affirmed by world leaders in the Outcome Docu-
ment of the 2005 United Nations World Summit 
and Mid-term Review of Progress toward the 
MDGs . There is an explicit recognition that the 
MDGs are global aspirations, not national planning 
targets, and that countries should tailor them in a 
manner consistent with their own realities . For the 
MDGs to become planning targets, they have to be 
endogenized through national development plans 
and/or poverty reduction strategies39 and con-
verted into concrete national targets . Since 2005, 
over 40 African countries have prepared and are 
implementing MDG-based national development 
plans and/or strategies . National development 

plans are essential to avoid or minimize the risk 
of a “Kerala conundrum” (see Box 5) .

Two countries illustrate this trend . In 2005, Tan-
zania adopted its National Strategy for Growth 
and Reduction of Poverty (known by its Swahili 
acronym as MKUKUTA) to provide a development 
framework for 2005–2010 . MKUKUTA forms part 
of Tanzania’s efforts to deliver on its national Vi-
sion 2025, the goals of which are aligned to the 
MDGs . It is organized around three broad clusters 
of outcomes: (i) economic growth and reduction 
of income poverty; (ii) improved quality of life and 
social well-being, and (iii) improved governance 
and accountability . Key to the successful implemen-
tation of MKUKUTA is government budgeting . The 
Tanzanian government has linked MKUKUTA to 
the national budget through its Strategic Budget 
Allocation System (SBAS) . Successful implementa-
tion of MKUKUTA has required the strengthening 
of the Public Expenditure Review/Medium Term 
Expenditure Framework (PER/MTEF) process to 
ensure that resource allocations reflect the fol-
lowing three areas of focus: poverty reduction 
priorities; reforming the monetary and financial 
sectors to ensure macroeconomic stability and 
an investment-friendly environment; and initiat-
ing programs to scale up access to finance for 
disadvantaged communities . 

Similarly, Ethiopia adopted its Plan for Acceler-
ated and Sustained Development to End Pov-
erty (PASDEP) to guide its strategic framework 
for poverty eradication for 2005/06 through to 
2009/10 . PASDEP is outcome-oriented and de-
fines Ethiopia’s overall development strategy and 
vision to bring about accelerated and sustained 
development and so reach the status of a middle-
income country . This is to be effected through an 

39 There was a heated debate in 2005 and 2006 around 
whether or not the World Bank’s Poverty Reduction Strategy 
Paper (PRSP) was an appropriate framework for the MDGs . 
For a summary of this debate, see Nwuke (2006) .
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aggressive program, focusing on the growth of the 
agricultural and industrial sectors and on private 
sector development, and by scaling up efforts to 
achieve the MDGs . To this end, the government 
has undertaken institutional reforms and intensified 
the decentralization process . Institutional reforms 
include strengthening the regulatory framework, 
simplification of the fiscal system, financial sec-
tor reform, reduction of bureaucratic bottlenecks 
through Business Process Re-engineering (BPR), 
and the privatization of state entities .

Decentralization: cascading the MDGs  
to lower tiers of government
The implementation of MDG interventions has 
been proven to be more effective when under-
taken at the local level . This makes decentralization 
of governance in terms of administrative and eco-
nomic responsibilities a key component of recent 
institutional reforms in Africa . The forms of decen-
tralization vary, ranging from strengthening the 

autonomy of federating units (in those countries 
with federal constitutions), to deepened decentrali-
zation of government structures in countries with 
unitary constitutions, and to fiscal decentralization 
irrespective of the type of constitution in place . 
Decentralization is used not only for promoting 
and advancing national unity in the context of 
multi-ethnicity but also as a means of remedy-
ing “government failure” and of improving the 
provision of public goods and services to improve 
citizens’ welfare .

The growing emphasis on decentralization in Africa 
is resulting in significant changes in the economic, 
administrative, and political landscape in many 
countries . It is also determining and shaping the 
modalities of service delivery . In most countries, 
there is a geographical dimension to achieving the 
MDGs . For example, within Nigeria, some states are 
on track to meet most of the targets of the MDGs . 
Intra-country variations in the rate of progress 

Box 5: Planning for the MDGs – lessons from Kerala in India
Kerala is India’s most socially developed state, with many of its human development indices on a par with 
those of the developed world. In all of India, Kerala’s social indicators outshine the rest of the country 
as it has the highest literacy rate, the highest life expectancy, the lowest infant mortality rate, the 
lowest school dropout rate, a low population growth rate, and higher life expectancy for women, etc.

However, even though Kerala has attained most of the MDGs, its economy is heavily dependent on 
tourism and remittances, and unemployment is rife. Social development has not led to economic de-
velopment, making the sustainability of the state’s social programs precarious. For example, Kerala’s 
highly educated and literate workforce is forced to seek employment outside the state.

Economists believe that Kerala is facing a “second-generation problem” of growth, as following mas-
sive investments in social development, the state has little money left to capitalize on achievements 
and take the economy forward. 

The Kerala conundrum offers African states an invaluable insight on the need to balance social develop-
ment programs with economic development measures. Watching how the situation in Kerala unfolds 
will offer important lessons and best practices to African development experts.

Source: BBC News (March 17, 2010) “Conundrum of Kerala’s struggling economy.”
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can be attenuated by devolving responsibilities to 
lower tiers of government . According to Gupta et 
al . (2005), local governments account for almost 
70 percent of poverty-reducing spending in some 
countries, hence empowering them is critical for 
progress . In Nigeria, subnational governments 
now account for more than 50 percent of total 
government expenditure . 

In addition to Nigeria, which constitutes the old-
est federation in the region, there are at least five 
other countries with federal constitutions: Ethiopia, 
Eritrea, Comoros, Somalia, and The Sudan . South 
Africa has a unique semi-federal system insofar as 
its constitution mandates significant devolution of 
powers to the regions and to local governments . 
Countries such as Kenya and the Democratic Re-
public of Congo are exploring how best to de-
centralize in order to “bring development closer 
to the people” and to assuage political tensions . 
In the rest of Africa, where decentralization is not 
constitutionally mandated, subnational jurisdictions 
such as regional, provincial, urban, and district local 
governments have been created through legislation . 

Countries are exploring how best to enhance the 
role and contribution of these subnational units 
to accelerate progress toward achievement of the 
MDGs . For instance in Tanzania, the adoption of the 
MKUKUTA development initiative required devolu-
tion of power to the local level to achieve better 
service delivery . This led to the Local Government 
Reform Program (LGRP) which involved five main 
areas: (i) political decentralization (strengthening 
local institutions); (ii) fiscal decentralization (de-
volving more finances to local governments); (iii) 
administrative decentralization (restructuring of 
local government organizations); (iv) service func-
tion decentralization (localizing service provision 

and management); and (v) changes to central– local 
relations .

Similarly in Ethiopia, the decentralization of power 
and authority from federal to regional govern-
ments, and from city administrations to zones, 
has enabled faster and better targeted delivery of 
essential services at the local levels . This can be 
seen in an increase in the construction of low-cost 
housing, new and maintained roads, public health 
centers, and employment generation schemes, 
among other outcomes . 

Policy and program coordination
In spite of the advantages of decentralization, 
its implementation is associated with some chal-
lenges . Decentralization requires the transfer of 
administrative and fiscal responsibilities and thus 
involves a large number of public actors, both 
local and central . This may give rise to horizontal 
and vertical coordination problems among agen-
cies and tiers of government, and between public 
and private sectors . This is all the more likely if 
there are no systemic, multi-tiered coordination 
mechanisms in place, or if those mechanisms do 
not function effectively . In such circumstances, 
the center tends to retain a greater control over 
revenue and expenditure decisions . The situation is 
very different in countries with a federal system of 
government, where there is a constitutional deline-
ation of responsibilities among tiers of government . 

Vertical regulation mechanisms are essential for 
monitoring and ensuring that different levels of 
government fulfill their responsibilities and exert 
appropriate authority . Such mechanisms bring 
greater clarity to different tiers of government 
and help to align local policies and interventions 
to national ones . Such mechanisms also allow 
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the priorities set out in MDG-consistent national 
development strategies to be translated into sub-
national planning and budgeting . Coordination 
mechanisms help to build a consensus on current 
and emerging issues, on the setting of priorities 
and on shared program execution, and on the 
monitoring of development outcomes .

A number of countries have introduced mechanisms 
to coordinate action on the MDGs across ministries 
and tiers of government . Nigeria, for example, has 
an MDGs Office in the Presidency, headed by a 
Senior Special Assistant to the President . The Of-
fice (OSSAP), which serves as the Secretariat to the 
Presidential Committee on MDGs, is charged with 
funding, tracking, and monitoring MDG-specific 
interventions to inform annual budget allocations . 
Each ministry at the federal level has an MDG desk 
that works very closely with OSSAP-MDGs . The 
country also has an MDG Committee in the national 
parliament, as well as the legislature of the 36 states 
of the Federation . A national Joint Planning Board, 
with the National Planning Commission as Secre-
tariat, coordinates planning among all 36 states of 
the Federation, thereby ensuring coherence . 

South Africa recently created a National Planning 
Commission to coordinate the activities of its min-
istries/departments and agencies . In addition to this, 
South Africa introduced a horizontal coordination 
mechanism . The Cabinet Lekgotla, which meets 
annually to coordinate strategy, charts the plans of 
action for the following year, and appraises past 
performance . Similarly, all government ministries/
departments are clustered into five groups, com-
prising: social, economic and employment, justice 
and security, governance, and administration . This 
arrangement fosters policy coherence, coordina-
tion of plans and strategies, and improved service 

delivery . Also in many countries (e .g . Nigeria, Kenya, 
and Senegal), an MDG desk has been established in 
critical ministries and departments . These institutional 
innovations are helping to reduce the transaction 
costs of MDG-critical interventions, in addition to 
helping to build a national consensus on the MDGs . 

Accountability and results-based  
performance management
A number of government documents, including 
national MDG reports, have singled out the need for 
improvements in absorptive capacity40 as key factors 
in achievement of the MDGs . This is necessary to 
redress problems associated with poor accountabil-
ity and transparency in the use of public resources . 
Weak absorptive capacity and wastages have con-
tributed to slow progress . The increasing resort to 
extra-budgetary and supplementary expenditures 
suggests weak adherence to budgetary discipline . 

Many African countries measure performance 
based on resources spent rather than on out-
puts and impact on the target beneficiaries . Re-
sults-based management strategies call for the 
separation of the implementing units from the 
oversight and monitoring institutions and for the 
non-involvement of beneficiaries in the monitor-
ing and evaluating (M&E) of MDG programs . The 
institutionalization of an effective M&E frame-
work will facilitate the process of achieving the 
MDGs . Evidence suggests that a major factor 
differentiating high-performing countries from 
low-performing countries on human development 
indicators is adherence or otherwise to transparent 
and accountable governance .

40 Absorptive capacity in this context is the ability to use 
additional aid without pronounced inefficiency of public 
spending and without induced adverse effects .




