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Abstract 

In 2000 the largest gathering of world leaders in history met at the United Nations to endorse 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and these goals have received wide-spread 
attention since then. This paper examines these goals and also considers the larger issue of 
economic growth and development. For sub-Saharan Africa’s economies to grow, we need to 
recognize the role and functions of the informal ruling sector and also acknowledge the 
incentives involved. Equally important perhaps, we need to rethink the development agenda: 
today that agenda is dictated by and large by the Western donors. In the future that agenda 
must be driven by the realities of the combination of the mix of informal and formal 
governing structures. If rulers continue to commit to meeting the objectives at the formal 
level while at the same time prioritize the demands of the informal sector then they will not 
be able to escape the poverty trap and underdevelopment nor move toward true, sustained 
economic and social development for all of their people. At the end of the day, what really 
matters is not if Africa reaches the Millennium Development Goals, since goals, while 
important in measuring welfare success, do not really address the more urgent need for 
stimulating productive and sustained economic growth that in the long term will translate into 
higher welfare. 

Keywords: sub-Saharan Africa; millennium development goals; economic development; 
economic growth; formal sector; informal sector 
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1. Introduction 

In economics we learn about scarcity that leads to the choices we must make as individuals 
and as a society. By making any choice we are left with the opportunity cost of the value of 
the next best alternative forgone. While leaders anywhere must constantly make such choices, 
this paper argues that the range of choices is more limited in sub-Saharan Africa. 
Complicating these daunting social challenges is the type of governing structure, as in many 
states the formal and informal political orders overlap (this is an example of what is known in 
the literature as a patron-client relationship or neo-patrimonialism). This paper will examine 
some of these limitations and offer an explanation as to why no state in sub-Saharan Africa 
will meet all of the United Nations Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by the 2015 
deadline and suggest that it may not matter if the goals are not met. 

 

2. Meeting the Goals 

In 2000 the largest gathering of world leaders in history met at the United Nations to endorse 
the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and these goals have received wide-spread 
attention since then. Initially the goals were to be universal but now they are used at the 
regional level (and can be used at the country level). Viewed globally there has been 
significant progress over the past 13 years. For example, according to the UN’s Millennium 
Development Goals Report 2012, extreme poverty is falling in every region and the poverty 
reduction target has been met; the world has also met the target of halving the proportion of 
people living without access to improved sources of water and has achieved parity in primary 
education between boys and girls, and the world is on track to achieve the target of halting 
and beginning to reverse the spread of tuberculosis. Indeed, it should be noted that as these 
goals are being met, at least in most areas of the world, there now plans for a “Post 2015 
Development Agenda”.  

The MDGs were established to act as a motivator to increase development in poor countries 
and to act as a measure of performance. Here is where the problem begins: the way in which 
the measurements themselves were stated may have resulted in a bias against Africa’s 
likelihood of achieving the goals. A number of studies (Easterly 2009, Attaran 2005, Clemens 
2005, Vandemoortele 2007) argue the MDGs targets were essentially a set up (for reasons 
unclear) for the region to fail and in fact Africa has and is making significant progress in a 
number of areas. 

Sub-Saharan Africa is highly unlikely likely to meet all of the MDGs(Note1): numerous 
reports from the World Bank, the UN, the World Economic Forum, the Blair Commission 
and many others all have said that Africa is behind in progress and will not meet the goals by 
the 2015 deadline. The World Bank’s 2011 Global Monitoring Report indicates that 
sub-Saharan Africa has the largest amount of “progress insufficient to reach target if 
prevailing trends persist” (see Figure 1). However, if one examines the seven goals 
individually one can see that how the goals are measured can actually bias the conclusions. 
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Figure 1: Progress Made Toward MDGs in Selected Indicators by Region, 2011 

Source: UNCTAD secretariat calculations based on United Nations, Millennium Development Goals: 2011 

Progress Chart. 

Goal Number One: Halve, between 1990 and 2015, the proportion of people whose incomes 
is less than $1 a day. 

On average, sub-Saharan Africa has made progress in reducing poverty, at least in a relative 
sense: in 1990 57% of its population lived at or under $1 per day, now it is 47.5%. However, 
as Easterly correctly asked: which more desirable, for Latin America to halve its poverty rate 
from 10% to 5% or Africa to cut it from 50% to 35%? (Easterly, 2009). The absolute change 
(and the percent of the population affected) would be three times greater in Africa than in 
Latin America, although the proportional cut is less. Because of its high poverty rate, Africa 
needs higher economic growth than other regions to reach the first MGD. And, as Easterly 
(2009) notes, “… a goal of reducing poverty rates places great value on growth that moves an 
individual from below to above the absolute poverty line, while it places zero value on 
growth that increases incomes of those who still remain below the poverty line.”  

In addition, one should consider economic growth rates: in 2007 the Africa Progress Panel 
suggested that the region needs an annual GDP growth rate of 7%, up from its existing 5.4% 
if it is to make “…substantial inroads into poverty reduction” (Clemens, 2007). In fact, an 
annual growth rate of 5.4% in itself is impressive: should it last until 2015 it would be in the 
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top 1/5 of GDP growth rates during the period 1965-2005 for all regions. To get to 7% would 
put the rate in the top 10% of all growth rates during the same time. Indeed, the actual growth 
of 5.2% between 2000-07 is the highest recorded for a seven-year period in Africa’s history. 
It should be noted, however, that much of this growth has been driven by a commodity boom 
and is based on fragile underpinnings. Since Africa started out with the lowest per capita 
income it has the furthest to go and accordingly MDG goal number one is rated a failure.  

Goal Number Two: Ensure that, by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be 
able to complete a full course in primary schooling. 

This is an important goal for the region since 44% of the population is below the age of 15 
and education is key to development. Today about 75% of the primary school aged children 
are enrolled in school. Here again the standards put Africa at a disadvantage. This goal is an 
absolute one, not a relative one, and as since Africa has the lowest primary enrollment of any 
region it has the furthest to go to meet the goal of 100% primary enrolment. Many countries 
in the region have made remarkable strides in increasing enrollments, yet again the region is 
rated as a failure. Had the goals been one of proportional increases then Africa would be 
rated as a success. Another important indicator might include literacy: the region’s adult 
literacy rate has nearly doubled from 38% in 1980 to 65% today.  

Nonetheless, with an ever-increasing number of children, to meet the growing demand for 
education, thousands of news school must be built, tens of thousands new teachers hired, 
increased funding for school lunches and more. Countries in the region (on average) currently 
spend about $160 million annually on education, equal to 4.3% of its total budget (or 1.4% of 
GDP). It will need to double that amount in order to meet the needs listed above.  

Goal Number Three: Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education, 
preferably by 2005, and in all levels of education no later than 2015. 

Countries in the region are coming close to meeting this goal at the primary school level 
where the percentage of boys is 80.6% and girls 88.1%. However, in secondary schools the 
percentage of boys is only 25% and girls 22%. Here again is an absolute goal to attain 100% 
ratio of girls to boys. However, this goal is almost a re-statement of goal number 2, because if 
all children are in school the ratio is meaningless. In any case, the region is making strides in 
female to male primary enrollment in terms of percentage changes. Paradoxically, as Africa 
makes these strides it is still rated as a failure in achieving the 100% goal.  

Goal Number Four: Reduce by two thirds, between 1990 and 2015, the under-five mortality 
rate. 

Since 1960 Africa has shown improvement here, from child mortality declining from 260 per 
1000 to 140 in 2005. Nonetheless, recent data shows the region unlikely to meet this goal. 
According to Easterly (2009), how the goal is measured matters: “…a goal of proportional 
reduction is more likely to be met by initially low mortality countries , while a goal of 
absolute reduction in child mortality rate would more likely to be met in the initially high 
mortality countries. Since the goal was stated in proportional terms and Africa was the 
highest mortality region, the goal as stated was less likely to be met in Africa”.  
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Goal Number Five: Reduce by three quarters, between 1990 and 2015, the maternal mortality 
ratio.  

Today the under-five mortality rate is 109 per 1,000, down from 178 per 1,000 in 1990 
(incidentally, the rate in Slovenia is 2.6 per 1,000). While that is a 39% decline, it is nowhere 
near the 75% reduction called for in goal number five and the MDG target is unlikely to be 
met. There are many reasons why this rate remains the highest in the world (indeed 49% of 
all under-five-year-old deaths occur in sub-Saharan Africa): less than half of those mothers 
will have access to a qualified health worker and the infant will be subject to a variety of 
illnesses such as diarrhea and malaria that could easily be prevented by cheap and simple 
medicines and bed nets.  

Here the problem is also reliable data: Attaran (2005) makes the convincing point that 
trustworthy data, especially on maternal mortality, is scare and unreliable and thus any 
measurement should be take with caution.   

Goal Number Six: Have halted by 2015, and begun to reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS.  

Of course AIDS is the region’s biggest killer (about a quarter of all deaths) followed by 
malaria, respiratory infections and diarrhea diseases. About five percent of Africa’s 
population in infected by HIV/AIDS. Unfortunately not enough suffers have access to 
antiretroviral drugs (which can reduce mother-to-baby transmissions). As is the case 
elsewhere on the continent, AIDS has had a huge negative impact on productivity as it has hit 
the working age population worst, although tragically, many, too many, children are infected 
as well. Here the region is making progress as the HIV infection rate has declined by some 20% 
compared to 2004. Again, having the furthest to go, sub-Saharan Africa will find it difficult 
to reach this goal.  

Goal Number Seven: Halve, by 2015, the proportion of the population without sustainable 
access to safe drinking water and basic sanitation. 

Interestingly, again the success here depends on how the goal is measured. The region is 
indeed behind all other regions in reducing the percentage of its population without access to 
clean water, as only 61% of the population has access (compared to over 90% in Latin 
America). However, in fact it is doing better if the measurement were to show the percentage 
with access to clean water. Consider this very simple example: if a country went from one 
person to two people who have access to clean water, that would represent a 50% increase. 
However, if another country with a population of 100 people increased by one person, that 
would represent only a 1 percent increase. If the measurement were to increase the 
percentage of people with clean water then Africa would have succeeded.  

The point here is that, for whatever reason, the MDG measurement tools set in 2000 has 
made it impossible for any country in sub-Saharan Africa, to meet them all, or indeed even 
most. On the other hand, much of the region has shown improvement in all areas over the 
past decade, especially noteworthy given the considerable constraints discussed above.  
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3. Complications of Formal vs Informal Rule 

Complicating the daunting social agenda described above is the type of governing structure in 
most African countries. In many states the formal and informal political orders overlap. The 
formal orders are the internationally recognized governments and attendant bureaucracies and 
trappings of a “modern” nation state. The informal order rests around the national ruler, and 
this is sometimes known as the neo-patrimonial state (Chabal, 2010). The patriarch derives 
his legitimacy from his ability to deliver to his followers. This system differs from what we 
know in the West where the state is there to serve all of its citizens and the well- being of the 
state as a whole. The rulers who have been successful in staying in power have been able to 
use the apparatus of the modern, formal state to deliver to the largest number of supporters.  

Note that success in this context does not imply economic development nor growth, only 
maintenance of power. Indeed, the measure of “success” differs between those looking from 
the inside (did the ruler deliver the bounty to his followers?) vs those from the outside (in the 
terms of the criteria established by the Western governments’ bureaucracies). In the past, and 
especially during the Cold War, viewers from the outside were fairly content if the ruler met 
a minimum of basic criteria and ignored the informal practices. There of course numerous 
examples here, including Zaire’s Mobutu, Kenya’s Kenyatta or Ivory Coast’s 
Huophet-Boigny.  

Nonetheless, for the long-term the mix of the informal and formal governance styles was and 
is not always compatible. As Chabal notes, “…neo-patrimonial governments cannot invest or 
promote the self-sustaining economic growth that the country requires because they need 
continually to spend in order to placate their clients” (Chabal, 2010). 

Because of this incompatibility, country after country witnessed economic stagnation during 
the 1980s and 1990s. Of course there were many other causes of this stagnation: declining 
international terms of trade, poorly developed physical infrastructure, lack of educated 
workforce and a poor enabling environment for the private sector, as discussed above. 
Nonetheless, as economies entropied during the 1980s, rulers had to seek ever- increasing 
support from the international donor community. After the Cold War donor states began to 
impose increasing conditions on assistance. With the intense pressures from both the formal 
and informal support groups, corruption increased and ruling became a negative sum game 
where the costs of power began to outweigh the benefits. In effect, the aim of the rulers was 
to grab as much of the states’ resources before his rivals did.  

At one end of the spectrum now one finds a Somalia or a Democratic Republic of Congo 
where the state no longer serves an effective administrative function, i.e., a “failed state”. 
This is where the informal takes over the formal structures of the state, and the result is the 
plundering of the state’s resources for the ruler’s purpose of maintaining power at any price. 
When this is in full force it results in a reinforcing downward spiral of state decline. During 
this period the ruling party ignores their formal duties and start to exploit the state’s resources 
for their own gain.  

Despite promising growth during the past five years, the region still faces tremendous 
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obstacles in matching these governing structures, especially in deciding how to allocate their 
scarce resources.   

 

4. Conclusion 

Given the above, how will Africa’s leadership make the decisions not only to meet the MDGs 
but to move the country forward in all important areas? To meet the MDGs the government 
of the average country in the region has a budget of approximately $3.62 billion annually, 
equal to about $262 per person. This of course does not include servicing debt, about $219 
million (and even this amount would be larger had it not been for significant re-scheduling 
and debt forgiveness during the past decade or so). If this payment is deducted then the 
annual funding available is closer to $240 per person.   

The UN calculated how much it would cost a sample group of African countries (Ghana, 
Tanzania and Uganda) to meet the MDGs (Bolton, 2012). According to that UN study, about 
7% of Gross National Income per capita would have to be spent on health costs, coming to 
about $53 per person (the region’s average GNI per capita is about $757). For education 
(mostly to achieve 100% primary enrolment) spending would be equal to 4.5% of GNI, or 
$35 per person. Infrastructure would come to 3.8% and energy 3.5%, equal to $29 and $27 
per person respectively. Other related sectors that would need to be address would include 
sanitation, water supply, public facilities, universities, etc which equal 6.1% of GNI, or $47 
per person. When totaled, the sum comes to nearly $200, compared to a total budget of $262 
per person. 

However, in addition to meeting the MDGs, countries in the region have other obligations to 
meet with the remaining $60 per person. Military spending is much less than in other parts of 
the world about 2% of GNI (in the US it is closer to 4%) but the risk of war with neighbors is 
high. In addition, countries continue to face natural disasters such as almost annual flooding. 
These countries have to maintain a legal structure, diplomatic representation abroad, 
sanitation, agricultural extension services, housing, transportation and a variety of normal 
“day to day” obligations.  

Even if the leader make the right choices, is not corrupt, is efficient and instills his integrity 
throughout his government, it is impossible for most countries in the region to meet all of 
these needs given its budget, and foreign assistance (about $65 per capita) is not sufficient to 
bridge the gap. Indeed, a UNDP study suggests that for a typical low income country, 
external financing will be required on the order of 10-20% of GDP (UN Millennium Project, 
2005). 

We conclude with several questions directed to sub-Saharan Africa: If it is this difficult for an 
“average” country, how can the poorest countries expect to perform? Will governments be 
able to find a way to foster growth and obtain the resources necessary? Can African 
governance be improved so that this economic growth and development can really take root? 
Will leaders make the right choices given their almost impossible constraints? 
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For this to happen we need to recognize the role and functions of the informal ruling sector 
and also acknowledge the incentives involved. Equally important perhaps, we need to rethink 
the development agenda. Today that agenda is dictated by and large by the Western donors. 
In the future that agenda must be driven by the realities of the combination of the mix of 
informal and formal governing structures. If rulers continue to commit to meeting the 
objectives at the formal level while at the same time prioritize the demands of the informal 
sector then they will not be able to escape the poverty trap and underdevelopment nor move 
toward true, sustained economic and social development for all of their people. Indeed, 
insisting on democratic systems as a prerequisite for support (as positive as that goal is in the 
long term), many Africans on the ground who see no change in their plight. Perhaps the 
recent trends in South Africa are the ultimate proof of this dilemma. Neither the Washington 
Consensus, NEPAP nor any other outside “solution” will work until and unless individual 
rulers see how any such agenda can be adapted to overcome the problem of 
neo-patrimonialism.  

Perhaps at the end of the day what really matters is not if Africa reaches most of the MDGs 
since goals, while important in measuring welfare success, do not really address the more 
urgent need for stimulating productive and sustained economic growth that in the long term 
will translate into higher welfare. 
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Note 

Note 1. There are 18 targets within eight goals. This paper examines only one target per goal. 
The eight goal, develop a global partnership for development, is not included in this analysis. 
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