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Foreword

The world is awash with wealth, more than ever
before seen in human history. This wealth is shared,
not just by leaders, but by millions of ordinary 
people across the planet.

Yet this is not a wealth which everyone shares. In
Africa there are millions of people who live each day
in poverty. There are children who are hungry. They
cannot read or write. They have to drink dirty water.

Our world has new medicines and new medical 
techniques which can wipe out many diseases.Yet in
Africa four million children under five die each year,
two-thirds of them from illnesses which could be
treated very cheaply.

Drugs are available which could hold back the 
terrible advance of the AIDS epidemic.Yet in Africa,
where 25 million people are already infected these
drugs are not made generally available. Two million
people in Africa will die of AIDS this year.

This is the age of the Internet, where vast amounts of
information can be communicated in the blink of an
eye.Yet in Africa each day 40 million children are not
able to go to school.

This is a world where rich nations subsidise the 
unnecessary production of unwanted food, at a cost
of almost $1 billion a day. In Africa, half the 
population lives on less than $1 a day. Hunger 
causes many people in Africa to die young.

The contrast between the lives led by people in rich 
countries and poor people in Africa is the greatest
scandal of our age.

Africa suffers the equivalent of the 2004 Indian
Ocean tsunami every month of every year, a deadly
tide of disease and hunger that rarely makes the TV
news but causes thousands of people to die quietly
and out of sight every day.

In years to come, future generations will look back
and ask: how could our world have known all this and
yet done nothing?
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What this book is about

This is a summary of a report produced in 2005 by
the Commission for Africa.

The Commission for Africa was set up a year earlier,
in 2004. The members of the Commission - 17 
politicians, activists and business people from Africa
and rich countries - wanted to look in detail at all the
work that has been done on Africa in the past, to try
to find out what hasn’t been going right in Africa,
why there have been problems and what the answers
could be. Their report makes many proposals for
governments and ordinary people, both in Africa 
and in rich countries.

It’s easy to imagine that the whole of Africa is a 
place where there’s nothing but problems. But the
Commission says that this isn’t so. There are many 
stories of progress in Africa. This progress needs to
be built on and supported.

It’s also easy to imagine that the problems have 
simple causes. Again, the Commission says that this
isn’t the case. The problems which Africa faces are
caused by a number of different and complex 
factors. So, to sort them out, actions need to be taken
in many different areas at the same time.

The Commission says that Africa needs to be in
charge of its own way forward, choosing its own path
to development. Rich countries should offer support
but not tell Africa what to do.

The Commission report is called Our Common
Interest because it is in everyone’s interest to make
the world a more prosperous and safer place. The
Commission members call for a new kind of 
development, based on what they call ‘mutual
respect and solidarity’.
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Listening to what Africa 
has to say
Part of the problem in the past has been that people 
outside Africa thought they knew best what Africa
needs, without asking Africans themselves.

For example, if you ask people the question ‘What is
development for?’ many people in rich countries like
Britain say that it is about making it possible for
places like Africa to ‘catch up’. Development is often
described as being about increasing people’s 
choices or wealth.

In Africa, you might get a different answer.You might
be told that development is to do with increasing 
well-being, happiness and human dignity within a 
community.

The Commission wanted
to listen to the ideas and 
opinions of people from
all over Africa. If you only
pay attention to the loud
voices of people in rich
countries, you risk getting

a distorted view. There’s an African proverb which
makes this point. It says,

“Until the lions have spoken the only history will be
that of the hunters”.

The Commission received hundreds of comments
back from a wide range of people in Africa. Some
were powerful politicians or business people, some
were poor people living in city slums or farmers.
Young people contributed their ideas too. The
Commission’s report is strongly influenced by 
what these people said.

One of the things many people pointed out is that 
the continent is very diverse and that it can be 
misleading to think that there is a single ‘Africa’.
The continent is home to an enormously rich mix of 
peoples and cultures. Some people live in tropical
rain forests, some in deserts. Africans speak over
2,000 languages. In just one country, Nigeria, 374 
languages are spoken.
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Another problem is that roads and railways in Africa
weren’t primarily built to connect cities with each
other. They were often built to enable minerals and
other products to be moved to the coastal ports, so
that things could be shipped more easily to Europe.
The situation in India, where a proper national 
railway network was built up, is very different.

Then, in the years after independence, Africa
became the battleground in the Cold War between
the West and the Soviet Union. Each side backed
their ‘own’ dictators, who abused this support to
enrich themselves, rather than to run their countries
fairly and efficiently. This is one reason why countries
most rich in oil, diamonds and other minerals are
those which have had most wars and conflicts.

Agriculture in Africa was developed mainly to export
a narrow range of basic goods to rich countries. This
legacy remains. Dependence on agricultural exports
also means that Africa is vulnerable to changes in
world prices. For example, between 1980 and 2000,
the price of sugar fell by 77%, the price of cocoa fell
by 71% and the price of coffee fell by 64%.

Another area where the past is continuing to create
problems today is debt. Many African countries are
suffering now because they were encouraged in the
past to borrow money from richer countries to 
develop their economies. But often the money was
wasted on projects which didn’t work, or the debts
were taken out by unelected leaders. Interest rates
rose, increasing the amount of the debts and Africa
now has problems just paying the interest on the
loans, let alone starting to pay back the loans. Many
people think this is wrong and unfair.

Through African eyes

One of the problems, if you don’t listen to what
Africans themselves tell you, is that you can come up
with solutions that don’t relate to African ways of
doing things.

The Commission for Africa says that it is important to
see the way forward ‘through African eyes’. People
need to start by understanding what we can call, in
their broadest sense, African cultures. This means
more than just art or dance or sculpture. It means the

Did you know?
Africa is home to about 700-800 million people,
about an eighth of the world’s total population.

This diversity means that it is important not to
assume there is one simple ‘answer’ to Africa’s
needs.

Catching up on lost time
Many of today’s problems have their origins in things
that happened in the past.

When former colonies in Africa gained their 
independence about forty years ago, many people
expected them to do well. Africa has great mineral
riches – oil, diamonds and gold, for example. It has
rich farmland.

However, Africa is now the poorest region in the
world.What has gone wrong?

One problem is that countries in Africa are based on
borders created by the rich countries when they
were drawing up their colonial boundaries. In the
nineteenth century when Britain was wondering
where to draw the line between what are today the
countries of Kenya and Tanzania, Queen Victoria is
supposed to have said,“let them each have a big
mountain”. Unfortunately, the boundaries which
African countries inherited aren’t necessarily very
logical or suitable.
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from that person’s whole clan. The result has been
that people are discouraged from behaving badly by
their whole community. This mix of old and new has
worked well in keeping order in the region.

People from rich countries who don’t understand
African cultures often make mistakes when they try to
help. For example, outsiders recently ran a workshop
in Angola about ways to avoid getting AIDS. Their
work was less successful than it might have been
because they didn’t adapt the advice they were 
offering to take into account local customs that 
can lead to HIV infection, such as tattooing and 
initiation rituals.

The Commission for Africa insists that Africans, not
outsiders, however well-meaning, must take the lead
on the continent’s development. The rich world’s duty
is to listen, to stop doing things which are causing
problems and to help.

The way forward

The Commission for Africa
points to Africa’s successes
as well as its failures. It’s
not all bad news.We know
that in many different areas
Africa already makes its
mark. African music, for
example, is enjoyed around
the globe. Africa has 
produced many highly 

talented footballers. In long-distance running, it’s 
literally true that Africans often lead the world.

More African countries are holding democratic 
elections. Fewer countries are run by dictators.

People feel that their lives are getting better. For
example, more than half of the Africans interviewed
in a poll in 2004 said they expected their national
economy to get ‘better’ or ‘much better’.

Did you know?
The BBC found that, in nearly every African 
country, at least 9 in 10 people are proud to 
be African.

shared identity which people can have as members
of the same community. It means the way in which
people come to hold common values and how 
individuals are made to feel part of a society.

Some people who contacted the Commission pointed
out that Africa’s strength lies in community and social
networks which outsiders may not even realise exist.
People support each other informally. Their loyalty is
often to the family, the clan and the tribe. This can
mean that for some people the government of the
country seems irrelevant.

Religion has always
been important in
Africa and today, as
well as a big revival
in traditional
African religions,
large numbers of
people in Africa 
are converting 

both to Christianity and to Islam. This has practical
consequences. For example, in Congo, there is no
working national postal service and so people leave
letters in churches to be delivered to other parts of
the country.

Sometimes people in rich
countries imagine that
Africa is being held back
in its development by
backward traditions. But
it is wrong to imagine
that African cultures are
unchanging. In fact,
African cultures have
shown that they can
adapt to changing times.

One example comes from Somalia. As a result of the
long-running civil war many of the traditional 
systems of law and order have collapsed. However, in
the north, in the region called Somaliland the 
traditional system of courts of tribal elders called the
Tol have survived and have been approved as part of
the new Parliament. Somebody with a grievance can
go to the Tol and ask for compensation, not just from
the individual person who has done them wrong but
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“We like our culture of
helping one another in
times of need. Even those
surviving on aid share
food with other needy
neighbours.”

Young person, aged
14, Ethiopia

“I am proud to be
Angolan, and hope that
Angolans would stop 
emigrating to other 
countries.”

Young person, aged
17, Angola
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War has given way to peace in many places in Africa.
There are political leaders and new organisations,
such as the African Union and its New Partnership for
African Development (NEPAD), committed to
improving the lives of African people. Overall wealth

in some countries is growing with many new 
businesses springing up, and modern technology
becoming more available.

Did you know?
75% of all telephones in Africa are mobile phones.

By working together in their
communities many 
people can get hold of
mobile phones which 
otherwise would be too
expensive for individuals to
own. They are charged on
car batteries when there is
no electricity supply.

Mobile phones mean that poor people in rural areas
can find work more easily. They can help health
workers know where health care services are most
urgently needed. They can help shop keepers talk to
their customers and suppliers so that the right
amount of goods can be ordered.

So Africa is changing. The continent is starting to put
behind it some of the problems of the past.
Foundations are being built for a better future.

10

The Commission for Africa says that this is now the
best chance for change that Africa has had for many
years.

To seize these opportunities means making changes
and taking action. The Commission for Africa divides
its recommendation into six areas.

• It says that African countries need to be run better 
as the first building block of change.

• To do this they need peace. There will be no 
development without peace, and no peace without 
development.

• When it comes to development, no-one should be 
left out.

• For this to happen poverty needs to be reduced 
through increasing growth.

• So helping Africa to trade more with the rest of the 
world, on much fairer terms, is essential.

• To do all this rich countries need to make a 
contribution by giving much more money to Africa 
than in the past.

These six areas will now be looked at one by one. But
the Commission also says that each of these things is
interlinked.You can’t just tackle one issue alone – you
have to tackle them all together.

?



Why are foreign banks
holding over £80 billion

of stolen African
assets?



Part 1: African countries need 
to be run well

What’s the issue?

When the police can’t be trusted to be fair, it
becomes difficult for people to run their businesses
honestly.Without taxes being paid from businesses
there will be less money spent on things like health,
education and transport. Health clinics run out of
medicines, schools have no teachers and farmers
find it difficult to sell their crops because roads flood
when it rains.

These are some of the things which can happen when
the essential foundations on which every community
relies are missing or not working properly. They are
all, in different ways, a sign that a government is 
failing to deliver the services which people need to
live their lives. And all these problems are 
interconnected.

The Commission for Africa talks of the importance of
good governance.What does this mean? It means
having the right policies and people to manage a
country well. It also means that governments are held
responsible for their decisions and actions. Good
governance goes wider than just the government: it
includes an independent legal system, a fair police
system and independent media who can report on
what is happening.

A key difficulty for Africa in the past 40 years has
been the weakness of governance.

There are a number of reasons why this may be the
case. Firstly, it’s difficult to govern a country well if
you don’t have the resources and structures you need
to achieve this, what is called the capacity. There is
not enough money to invest in roads, housing, water
supply or electricity. There are no ways to get 
accurate information – say, how many people are
under 20 or how many people are going to school.
Without systems for collecting data it makes it 
difficult to take the right decisions.

Secondly, there may not be enough people who have
the necessary skills. The people who work in 

?

delivering public services in Africa often do not have
the training they need to do their job well and
salaries are often very low making it difficult to 
retain good staff.

The shortage of skilled
professionals in Africa is
a big problem. There 
has been neglect of 
secondary and higher
education, vital for 
ensuring that a country
has the doctors, nurses,
teachers, lawyers, entrepreneurs and government
workers it needs to run the country, its services and
businesses. Africa needs universities and colleges
that attract students, researchers and teachers to
study and work in Africa.

Did you know?
At present, there are 
more African scientists 
and engineers working 
in the USA than in Africa.

Thirdly, international donors have tried in the past 
to help, but sometimes what they did didn’t last very
long. Sometimes they brought in outsiders at great
cost to run projects which could have been done 
by Africans.

Fourthly, corruption 
prevents governments 
from working efficiently. It
harms poorer people in
particular because it
diverts money away from
providing them with the
services they badly need.
They are also the people
that can least afford to pay
bribes to get things done.

What does the Commission say?

The Commission points out that Africa is already 
taking a number of steps to improve the way 
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“We know some 
officials and public 
servants who became
well off immediately
after they took up a
position in aid 
distribution.”

Young person,
Ethiopia



countries are run. Countries have come together in
the African Union, and have created ways, through
the African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM), to help
each other spot weaknesses and learn from each
other. This must be supported. Nevertheless, the
Commission says that there is much more that both
African countries and rich countries need to do.

Rich countries must provide assistance in ways that
allow African governments to plan over the longer
term and build-up their capacity. For example 
without a long-term, predictable, flow of money,
governments will be reluctant to build schools,
employ teachers or invest in universities. Rich 
countries should commit to providing for this.

Governments need to be answerable
to their people

Governments need to
be answerable to their 
people for the way they
run the country. This
means more than 
elections every few
years to allow for
changes of leaders.
A government’s actions

need to be open to scrutiny by its people. This 
openness has to be woven into the very heart of the
way in which the state operates.

African MPs need training and support particularly
from other MPs in developing countries with strong 
parliaments and from those in rich countries. Systems
of legal justice in many African countries need
strengthening. Journalists, who have a crucial role in

reporting government actions and exposing 
inefficiency, need more training in how to perform
their role.

Women have to be enabled to play an equal role with
men.Young people also need to be properly 
represented so they can make their voice heard.

Rich countries can 
also support the
strengthening of other
organisations – such as
farmers’ associations,
business groups,
trade unions, women’s
groups, religious 
groups and community

organisations. These organisations, which together
make up what is often called civil society, also have 
a crucial role to play in holding governments 
responsible for their actions.

Tackling corruption

Openness makes it
more likely that 
governments will
use money and
resources well. A
lack of openness, on
the other hand,
encourages 
corruption. To tackle
this the Commission
says that a good start will be to track down the
money sitting in foreign bank accounts which has
been looted by corrupt African leaders. This will
send out a clear message to current and future 
leaders that they will not be allowed to profit in this
way. Rich countries must make their banks identify
these bank accounts and ensure that the money is
returned to the countries it was stolen from.

Rich countries can do more. It takes two to create a
climate of corruption: the person who gives the bribe
as well as the person who takes it. Rich countries can
demand higher standards from multinational 
companies which operate in Africa. Shareholders 
and consumers can help to ensure that these 
companies follow high ethical standards.
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Openness in business 
dealings is particularly 
important in countries rich in
mineral wealth like oil and
diamonds. Many countries
have not benefited from this
wealth. Oil, for example,
usually enriches only the
rulers and their friends. For
the vast majority of the 
population mineral wealth
often appears merely to 
create corruption, poverty
and political instability. The

Commission calls for a new body to be set up to
watch how natural resources are used and to check
on the companies involved in this business.

18

“Angola is a rich
country, but we are
poor. The money that
comes from the oil
goes to the 
government, and us
children don’t see
anything.”

Young person,
aged 16, Angola

Why is the natural wealth
of African countries
often used to feed wars
and not people?
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Part 2: The need for peace 
and security

What’s the issue?

African people have paid a devastating price for the
international conflicts, civil wars and coups that have
affected many parts of the continent.

Did you know?
More than three million people have died since 1998
directly or indirectly because of the civil war in the
Democratic Republic of Congo alone.This is the
largest death toll from a war since World War II.

Those who suffer most are
poor and vulnerable people.
As well as those who have
lost their lives, many others
have had to leave their
homes. Africa has the highest
level of people who are
refugees, 13 million within
their own country, and 3.5

million in other countries. Many of these people have
ended up in slums of already
overcrowded cities or in refugee
camps without adequate health
services or sanitation.

War doesn’t only harm people, it
destroys roads, bridges, farming
equipment, water and sewage
systems, hospitals and schools.
It slows down trade.

Did you know?
Africa now has a vast number
of guns and weapons which
can be easily obtained. In
some countries an AK-47
Kalashnikov rifle can be
bought for as little as $6.
‘Light’ weapons like these 
can be used by children.

2120
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Wars in Africa also make the whole world a less safe
place to live because they can provide a breeding-
ground for terrorism and extremism.

But there are positive signs of change. Recently, there
have been steps towards ending some of Africa’s
worst civil wars in countries such as Angola, Sierra
Leone, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Somalia
and Sudan. Countries like Mozambique, where war
was once widespread, have been peaceful for over
ten years.

What does the Commission say?

Previously the rest of the world has tried to help by
intervening once war has broken out either by 
sending troops or by offering assistance. The
Commission says that efforts should be focused on
preventing wars breaking out in the first place.

There are many reasons why. Firstly, once wars break
out they are difficult to stop and they create a higher
risk of yet more violence in the future. Money which
could be spent on tackling poverty is spent on the 
military instead.

Secondly, wars are
expensive not only in
the cost to human life
but also damage to
buildings, roads,
homes and land.
Rebuilding costs for
the Democratic
Republic of Congo
are estimated at $20

billion. The genocide ten years ago in Rwanda cost
$1 billion in terms of damage to property alone.

Thirdly, the effects of damage can last a long time. In
many African countries landmines planted during
wars will take years to clear, making land unsafe and
unusable. Suffering in families and communities can
take years to heal.

So why hasn’t more been done to stop wars breaking
out in the first place?  Partly because the world’s TV
focuses on crises like wars that are already raging

“There was no 
protection 
provided for 
children during
the conflict.”

Young person,
Nigeria

“I never thought that
one day I would be
displaced.”

Young person, aged
14, Angola



After the fighting stops

The Commission says that
efforts need to be made
after the fighting stops as
well.When a war ends,
peace does not 
automatically arrive.
Refugees have to be
helped to pick up their
lives. Soldiers have to have
their guns removed and to
be given new jobs so that
they become committed to
the peace. Special

arrangements are needed for children who have
been soldiers.

Women who have been caught up in war have to be
helped since rape and sexual violence is a wide-
spread feature of war and this can have long-lasting
consequences.

It is not only roads and buildings which need 
rebuilding. Trust also needs to be built up between
sections of the community who have recently been
fighting each other. This takes time.

Countries which are emerging from wars need aid 
to enable them to meet the costs of rebuilding. This
aid needs to be long-term, continuing even when 
the countries’ problems are no longer featured
prominently on foreign TV or in the newspapers.
The Commission calls for support for an international
Peacebuilding Commission which will help countries
which have been at war to recover.

and that in turn puts pressure on politicians in rich
countries to respond.Working quietly to prevent
wars may not make the TV news to the same extent.

Building peaceful societies means tackling the 
reasons why conflicts break out. Causes differ in 
different countries but there are some common 
factors. Countries most at risk of violence are those
which are being poorly run, where rulers abuse 
their power, where there is poverty and inequality,
and where some groups of people are excluded
from power.

For example, young people who have little hope for
the future may be more tempted to get involved in
violence. So giving aid to increase economic 
development and to help create jobs can make a 
difference. Researchers have found that if you reduce
poverty you also reduce the likelihood of a rebellion
taking place.

Sometimes violence is also caused by the acts of
powerful foreign companies or by foreign policies.
Many of the manufacturers and traders of guns and
weapons are based in Europe and other rich 
countries. Although there are supposed to be 
international agreements to control the flow of arms
to Africa there are big gaps in the way these operate.
The Commission says that these loopholes need to
be closed. The world now needs to work for a new
international Arms Trade Treaty. Governments need
to ensure laws are properly enforced.

Foreign companies in
Africa can sometimes
unwittingly make things
worse. For example, they
may hire security firms to
protect their operations
which turn into private
armies. Some foreign
companies go further and
do things which 
deliberately encourage
conflict. The Commission

asks for better guidelines for these companies to
help them avoid doing things which could contribute
to war.
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“Nothing has improved.
Things have got worse.
After the war the
amputees are badly off,
begging in the street.
They were soldiers and
now they are on the
street.”

Young person, Angola



Why will 40 million
children in Africa not
be at school today?



Married women can lose the things they own when
their husbands die. In many African countries,
women lose the right to farm their husband’s land.

Young people also suffer
from discrimination. Despite
the number of young people
under 17 making up more
than half Africa’s total 
population, they have no say
in most decisions which
affect them. The Commission
says that young people and
their needs should be at the
heart of plans for 
development in Africa.

Education

Education for All is
the title of one of the
most exciting 
promises which the
world has ever
made. In 2000, the
world’s nations
promised to provide
free primary 
education for every
child in the world by
2015. Girls were to
be given equal 
treatment in both
primary and sec-
ondary education by
2005. The number of

adults able to read was to be doubled by 2015 and
more opportunities were to be given to young people
to learn skills. But the world hasn’t yet delivered the
money needed to make these promises a reality.

There are still many children in Africa who are out of
school. At the moment, approximately 40 million
children do not even go to primary school. There are
some groups in particular who are left out: girls,
children who are disabled, those who live in rural
areas and those whose parents have died. And many
children don’t go to school because they can’t afford
the fees.
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Part 3: Nobody should be 
left out

What’s the issue?

Around a sixth of the entire population of Africa south
of the Sahara, more than 100 million people, are
chronically poor. In Ethiopia, people who are very
poor – and therefore have little in the way of food -
are known as ‘those who cook water’.

People like this
can’t escape from
poverty by their
own efforts. The
smallest crisis, like
an illness or bad
harvest, can tip
them over the
edge of bare 
survival into 
starvation. They

dare not take risks. Parents cannot afford to invest in
their children’s education, health or food, so the 
children in turn are trapped in poverty. The cycle of
poverty continues from one generation to the next.
In Zimbabwe, people talk about ‘poverty that 
lays eggs’.

Poverty means not just a lack of material things. It
also means being excluded from official sources of
help or even the informal support systems of a 
community.

All too often the reason is discrimination. Some 
people are excluded because they are disabled,
have an illness such as HIV and AIDS, because they
are a member of a different ethnic group, or perhaps
because they are refugees or orphans. Two groups
discriminated against – women and young people –
are not even minorities.

Women do most of the work of looking after children
and of caring for sick family members and old peo-
ple. They also do more than men when it comes to
farming.Women account for 70% of food production
in Africa. However they are less likely to attend
school and often don’t get a say when decisions are
taken. They can suffer harassment and violence.

26

Inve
stin

g
 in

 p
e

o
p

le
 Inve

stin
g

 in
 p

e
o

p
le

 Inve
stin

g
 in

 p
e

o
p

le
 Inve

stin
g

 in
 p

e
o

p
le

 Inve
stin

g
 in

 p
e

o
p

le
 Inve

stin
g

 in
 p

e
o

p
le

 Inve
stin

g
 in

 p
e

o
p

le
 Inve

“Stop oppression of
women. Let them be
given equal rights
and protection. Let
aid be directed to
women and improve-
ment of their living
standard.”

Young person, aged
14, Ethiopia



? ?

?

?

job properly. Some health workers have taken 
jobs abroad where they get paid more, or found
other jobs.

Water and proper toilet facilities

Did you know?
More than 300 million people, 42% of the 
population in Africa, do not yet have access to safe
water. 60% do not have adequate toilet facilities.

Not everyone has access
to clean water. Access to
clean water would save
women and girls the chore
of walking an average six
kilometres or four miles to
fetch water giving them
more time for the family,
for school and for work.

The AIDS epidemic

AIDS is a worldwide epidemic which is having a 
particularly terrible effect in Africa. Last year, 2.3 
million people in Africa south of the Sahara died as 
a consequence of AIDS. Some 25 million people have
died in total.

Did you know?
Another 25 million Africans are HIV-positive.
Three million people became infected last year.
This means the epidemic is still getting worse.

HIV and AIDS carries a fearful human price which
extends deep into the community. It attacks three
generations: the person who is living with the 
disease, the children who are born with the HIV
virus, and the grandparents who, despite their age,
have to take on the work of producing food and 
looking after the children.

Through HIV and AIDS many children lose both their
parents and become orphaned. In 2003 Africa had 43
million orphans with AIDS responsible for 12 million
of these. The numbers of orphans caused by AIDS
will rise to 18 million by 2010. Orphans are 
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There are not enough qualified teachers in schools
and what is taught in the classroom needs to be more
relevant to the lives of young people in Africa today.
Young people need the skills to get jobs, to address
HIV and AIDS and to be able to resolve conflicts.

Health services

One in six African children do not live to celebrate
their fifth birthday. This is mainly because health care
services are on the point of collapse because not
enough money has been spent on them.

Did you know?
Rich countries spend about $2,000 per person each
year on health care. In Africa in 2001 the average
was around $20.

Africa suffers from a number of diseases which are
entirely preventable. Two-thirds of all African 
children die under the age of five unnecessarily.

Did you know?
More than 250,000 women die each year in 
pregnancy or childbirth in Africa. In Europe,
the number is 1,500.

There is a
severe shortage
of doctors,
nurses and
other health
workers, and
many face the
constant 
challenge of not
having the 
medicines or
information they
need to do their

“It is only education that will change my life. But I am
afraid that this may not work in my situation, as I am
bound to stop attending. I get poor grades in school 
as I do all my household chores and do not have free
time to study.”

Young person, Ethiopia

“I was sick for two weeks and 
didn’t have the money to go to the
hospital for a consultation. Because
we have no money I had to wait for
my father and only then was I
taken to hospital. I had to pay Kz
1,750 but my father only had Kz
1,700. I had to stay two days in the
health centre until my mother went
to my sister to get the money.”

Young person, aged 17, Angola
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more girls into school and to ensure that what is
taught is suitable for African needs. Donors need to
support African governments to develop education
services at all levels, from primary to secondary and
higher education, and adult learning as well.

On health, the Commission says that preventable 
diseases must be eliminated through paying for
low-cost treatments such as Vitamin A pills or nets

around beds treated with insecticide to prevent bites
from malaria-carrying mosquitoes. It also says that an
extra million health workers need to be trained 
during the next ten years. The money paid to health
workers should be increased.

Africa needs a supply 
of medicines at a cost it
can afford. Drug 
companies put most of
their effort to meet the 
diseases of rich 
countries where they
will earn more money.
The Commission says
that they should have 
incentives to focus also
on the diseases which
affect Africa. For 
example, a simple 

solution to protect women from HIV infection is a
vaginal gel which could be used during sex without
men even knowing it is there. But this is not getting
the priority it deserves.

Rich nations should
help pay for the
removal of fees for
basic healthcare until
African governments
can meet these costs
themselves.

The Commission says that the way donors give aid
needs to be changed. Rather than focusing on 
specific diseases they need to look at all the 
problems together. They need to work with Africans
supporting the health care services developed by
African governments.
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vulnerable. In Zambia some children have to survive
by selling sex and almost three-quarters of children
in this situation are orphaned.

HIV and AIDS also damages countries’ economies
and services such as health and education because
there are fewer people left to work.

What does the Commission say?

All these areas need to be tackled if people are to
escape poverty. The Commission says that we can
learn from places where progress is already 
happening.

For example, the number of children in primary
schools in Africa is increasing overall. In Uganda,
parents used to have to pay fees to send their 
children to school, now primary school is free.
There has been a dramatic increase in the number of 
children attending, to nearly 90% of both boys and
girls. Now the challenge is to ensure that they all get
a good education and have opportunities to go on to
secondary school.

But more can be done. The
Commission says that an
estimated $7 – $8 billion a
year extra is needed to
fund education in Africa
properly. This money is
needed to provide free
basic education, get more
teachers in the classrooms,
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“School is important so
that in the future you
will be someone, so
you will get a job and
can help your family.”

Young person, aged
14, Angola

“I was sick and my parents
tried all kinds of local
herbs and even called
elders to our house to
pray for me. I was not
cured. I was getting weak-
er by the day. At last they
took me to the health cen-
tre. The nurse told them
that I had malaria.”

Young person, Ethiopia



Clean water is another way in which health can be
improved. The Commission says that the decline in
aid for water and toilet facilities should be reversed,
so that the Water Action Plan, which the world’s 
eight richest countries agreed in 2003, can be
implemented.

Progress can be made in the fight against HIV and
AIDS. The Commission says that African governments
need to take bold steps which take into account 
cultural factors and the power relationships between
men, women and young people. Rich countries need
to agree a common approach and to make more aid
available. An extra $10 billion a year needs to be
provided.

The Commission also
looks at ways the most
vulnerable people can
be helped. In rich 
countries there are 
welfare state systems
designed to prevent
people who are ill, old,

disabled or looking after children from falling into
poverty. This is sometimes called social protection.
Some people in the past have thought that social 
protection was something which African countries
couldn’t afford, but the Commission disagrees. It 
says that it’s money well spent.

Positive experiences need to be built on. In Zambia,
for example, the government recently started giving
childcare grants of $6 a month to the elderly carers of
vulnerable children. The numbers of these children
who went to school increased to 90%. African 
governments must be supported in these efforts to
provide social protection.
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“It is because I am 
educated that I have better
knowledge about
HIV/AIDS.”

Young person, Ethiopia

How can we make aid
and foreign investment
work better for

African countries?
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Part 4: Going for growth

What’s the issue?

A country’s wealth comes from the things its people
make or grow or from the services they provide.
These together make up that country’s economy.
When people are able to produce more, at a quicker
speed and sell their goods and services for a profit,
the economy grows.

Africa will not be able to reduce poverty if it doesn’t
have economic growth. But there are a number of 
factors which are holding this growth back.

There are problems beyond people’s control. These
include natural disasters, wars and a fall in the prices
of goods that countries are dependent on and need
to ‘export’ to help the economy grow.

Without infrastructure economic growth will be 
limited. For example, African businesses would have
more chance of success if there were better roads,
railways, air transport, electricity supply and 
telephone networks.

Poor people share in economic growth when new
jobs are created or they can start up new businesses.
But without the right training, help, and access to
finance – or capital – to invest, setting up a business
or getting a job is very difficult.

People in Africa are
increasingly moving
from the countryside to
cities to find work,
many to live in 
overcrowded slums,
and this is causing
severe problems. Cities
cannot cope with the
influx of people with
enormous strain being
put on water and
sewage systems 
particularly. So the
infrastructure in cities
urgently needs to be
improved.
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? Did you know?
In 25 years time, half of Africa’s population 
will live in cities.

Farming is central to Africa’s economy. 80% of 
people depend on farming for their living but,
because of competition from other farmers across 
the world who have more modern and efficient 
farming techniques or who receive help from their
governments, African farmers are struggling. They
need to be able to increase the quantity and quality
of what they produce so that they become wealthier.

What does the Commission say?

As a continent,
Africa’s economies
are growing at
about 3% a year. But
experts say that
African countries
will need to
increase their eco-
nomic growth to 7%
a year if they are to
get out of poverty.

The Commission for Africa believes that steps can be
taken to move to growth rates of 7% a year by 2010.

Some countries are already demonstrating that good
levels of growth can be achieved. For example,
Botswana is fortunate to have diamonds, but it has no
trading ports and has high levels of HIV and AIDS.
Despite these drawbacks, it is one of Africa’s biggest
economic success stories. Money from the country’s
diamonds has been spent wisely to give the country
strong foundations for future growth. It is now
described as a ‘middle income’ rather than a 
‘poor’ country.

The Commission says that rich countries need to
help Africa improve its infrastructure. An extra $10
billion a year needs to be given and, assuming this is
spent well, this money should increase to $20 billion
after 2010.

Farming will be helped if more land can be irrigated
so that the soil is less dry; if roads and warehouses



environmental and social ways of working, or codes
of practice. They should help more people get 
business skills by enabling local staff to become
managers and not always rely on people from other
countries.

All this growth must 
happen at the same time
as properly looking after
the environment.
Businesses must be
responsible for how they
affect the environment.
Climate change is
already a concern. It
seems that northern and

southern Africa are likely to get drier while tropical
parts of Africa are likely to get wetter. There is more
risk of floods like those in Mozambique in 2000
which left half a million people homeless. The
Commission says that climate change is a worldwide
issue which must be tackled by the whole world
working together.
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can be improved so that farmers can get more of
their crops to market; and if poor people, especially
women, are given legal rights to the land they are
cultivating.

Some countries in
eastern and southern
Africa have been 
successfully 
developing new
types of crop, such as
cut flowers and fresh
vegetables, which are
sold to rich countries.

For example, supermarkets in the UK sell peas that
come all the way from Zimbabwe. But the
Commission also suggests that countries could 
produce much more food for selling to other African
countries, particularly those which are regularly short
of food. This would have two benefits: it would help
economies grow and it would also help prevent crisis
situations when food can’t be found.

Small businesses, often
just one or two people
working for themselves,
play a very important
role in Africa. The growth
of organisations which
can make very small
loans, known as 
micro-finance institutions, has been extremely 
valuable. These can help people start up a business
and give people a safe place to save money.

The Commission agrees that small businesses are
one way to help young people get jobs. African 
governments should also make plans to help train
young people for work.Young people who can’t find
work become vulnerable and are more likely to be
drawn into violence.

The Commission says
that international 
businesses – known as
multinationals – can also
help in many ways.
Multinationals should
agree to adopt good
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“My education is helping
me to start small scale
and informal trade with a
little capital.”

Young person, Ethiopia

“It is important to explore
the resources with 
caution, especially those
that are not renewable, as
they will finish one day.”

Young person, aged 17,
Angola



How can African farmers
make a living if

European farmers
are paid to undercut them? 
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?
production where the climate allows these crops to
be grown more easily and cheaply than in other
countries. This can give some countries an advantage
over others. But rich countries have worked out how
to turn this advantage around by the use of subsidies.
Even though it is cheaper to produce sugar from
sugar cane in Africa than it is for European farmers
to produce sugar from sugar beet, the European
Union pays high subsidies to its farmers to produce
sugar. This is inefficient and makes no sense. It
means cheap sugar from Europe floods on to the
world market making it hard for farmers in 
developing countries to compete.

The United States pays subsidies to its cotton farmers
so that they get double what the crop is actually
worth on the world market. This is even though 
farmers in West Africa can produce cotton much
more cheaply at a third of the price.

Did you know?
Only 12% of all African goods go to other 
African countries.

But barriers also exist within Africa that are stopping
more trade happening. Some of these are physical
barriers such as the roadblocks often found on major
African roads. In Nigeria there are roadblocks nearly
every ten miles where drivers are stopped and made
to pay bribes before they can move on. This is time
consuming and costly. Some of these barriers are
bureaucratic barriers such as paperwork and 
customs rules. The paperwork needed before goods
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Part 5: More trade and 
fairer trade

What’s the issue?

Trade between countries has always been important
in helping countries become richer. Recently, this has
been true for developing countries in Asia.
Unfortunately, this has not happened in Africa.

Did you know?
Africa has seen its share of world trade fall 
from 6% in 1980 to less than 2% today.

Africa faces two difficulties. Firstly it is not able to
produce enough high quality goods cheaply enough
to sell more to other countries. Secondly it also faces
‘trade barriers’ which have been put up by rich
countries. For example, they put taxes on goods from
Africa when they arrive in their countries – which
puts up the prices – and at the same time they give
payments or help to their own farmers, known as
subsidies. The subsidies which are made by govern-
ments to their farmers not only protect them against
collapses in world prices for their goods, but they
also result in much lower world prices for goods.
African farmers find they simply can’t compete.

Did you know?
The amount that rich countries spend on 
subsidies to agriculture is more than the entire
economies of sub-Saharan Africa.

It is true that some African countries are given more
access to some rich countries’ markets through a
series of special arrangements known as ‘preference
schemes’. But sometimes the rules are simply too
complicated making it just as difficult for African
exports to enter world markets.

Poor countries have complained to the World Trade
Organisation – the international organisation which
deals with the rules of trade between nations. The
WTO has agreed that many of the trade barriers are
unfair and has asked rich countries to change them
but these changes are being made very slowly.

There are areas of trade where Africa should be 
successful, for example in cotton and sugar 
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can be exported can be very complicated and 
therefore very expensive. It can take up to 30 days 
to get goods out of Ethiopia, for example, whereas it
only takes a day to get them out of Europe.

These barriers need to be removed. This has already
happened in southern Africa. There’s an important
road across the Kalahari Desert between Namibia,
Botswana and South Africa, which was improved in
1999. However, even after improvements, traffic didn’t
increase as much as expected because of the level of
paperwork needed to go between the countries.
Now the paperwork that lorry-drivers need to carry
out has been simplified so only a single document is
needed. This is saving businesses over $2 million 
a year.

What does the Commission say?

The Commission for Africa says the trade barriers
put up by rich countries against imports from Africa
are absolutely unacceptable. It says they are out-of-
date, environmentally destructive and ethically in
defensible.“They must be scrapped,” it says.

The Commission calls for the reform of the way that
Europe and the US subsidises their own agriculture.
It says that the proposed new ‘development’ world
trade negotiations, known as the ‘Doha round’,
currently being debated at the WTO, should be
designed to help developing countries. Rich 
countries should reduce their trade barriers without
forcing African countries to have to do the same.

It says that trade rules need to be made simpler for
countries to follow.

The Commission also says
African countries need to
trade more with each other.
A number of things can be
done about this. Although
there needs to be money
spent to improve Africa’s
transport infrastructure so
that the costs of transport-

ing goods become much cheaper there are other
simpler, cheaper ways such as reducing paperwork
and dealing with roadblock issues.
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Why do so many African

countries spend more
on repaying their debts
than they do on health
or education?
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example, a rich country may give aid to another
country but demand that some of the aid is spent
buying the rich country’s goods. But perhaps these
goods could be bought cheaper somewhere else. If
aid is tied like this, money which could help reduce
poverty is wasted.

The Commission also says that the aid we are 
planning to give in the future should actually be paid
now, to kick-start the process of change in Africa. Aid
should be given in a predictable way, not in a series
of stops-and-starts. African governments have to be
able to plan in advance how they will spend the aid.
If aid arrives unpredictably, it is not surprising that it
is spent inefficiently.

Big steps also must be taken to help relieve African
countries of the burden of their existing debts to rich
countries. At the moment it is almost like Africa is
receiving ‘negative aid’ – because of all the money it
has to pay back to rich countries in interest and
repayments for old debts. The burden of this debt
falls on the poorest people.

Did you know?
For every $2 Africa receives in aid, it pays back
nearly $1 in debt payments.

For poor countries in Africa the aim is to have all
their old debt cancelled as soon as possible with the
benefits used to help development and the reduction
of poverty.
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Part 6: What should rich 
countries do?

The scientist Albert Einstein once said that when you
are stuck trying to work out a really tough problem
you have to change the whole way you think about it.

This is what Africa needs – a new way of thinking
about how to tackle its problems.

The Commission estimates that the changes needed
in Africa will cost an extra $75 billion a year. Africans
can’t afford all this themselves. So rich countries
should contribute more in aid. To start with, aid
should be increased by $25 billion each year – this
would be doubling aid to Africa. But by 2015, provid-
ing the money is making a difference, this should be
increased to $50 billion a year. The remaining $25
billion a year should come from Africans themselves.

In other words, the way to find the money needed is
for Africans and rich countries to work together.

Did you know?
Doubling aid to Africa sounds a lot, but an extra
$25 billion only amounts to 10 cents per person

from rich countries.

In 1970 the United Nations asked rich countries to
give 0.7% of their income in aid – so for every £100
earned they would give 70p in aid. Many countries
agreed, but since then have not done anything to
meet their promise. In fact, on average, rich countries
only spend 0.25% of their income on aid, far short of
the target. They should be encouraged to increase
their spending on aid so that the money can be found
to meet the doubling of aid which the Commission
says is necessary.

The way that aid is made available has to change.
For too long aid has reflected the ideas and priorities
of the countries giving the aid, not the needs of
African countries receiving it.Where countries are
being run well the aid should be provided straight to
the governments themselves and not through many 
small projects.

Currently a lot of aid is what is known as ‘tied aid’.
This means it comes with strings attached. For 
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Making it happen

The Commission for Africa says that now is the time
for action. For too long the relationship between
Africa and rich countries has been a story of hopes
raised and then constantly dashed, of promises made
and then broken and of opportunities lost.

Five years ago, almost every single country signed
up to the historic Millennium Development Goals
which, among other things, promised that poverty
would be halved and every child would be at school
by 2015. But already Africa is well behind target in
meeting these goals. In fact, the way things are going
it will take 150 years to halve poverty. This is too long
to ask people to wait for justice.

The Commission for Africa says that change must
happen now. Everyone has a part to play:

• Rich countries must support development led by 
Africans, make the rules of trade fair, and deliver 
more aid regularly.

• African governments must commit to improving 
the lives of the people in their countries.

• Companies must be responsible in how they do 
business in Africa, supporting local businesses,
creating jobs and caring for the environment.

Individuals can make a difference too. Africa has to
become an issue about which people feel so strongly
that politicians and governments in rich countries
will have to take notice. Only a sense of public 
outrage at the state of affairs in Africa will make
politicians do what is needed. The Jubilee 2000 
campaign to drop the debts of poor countries was
started by just two people. The campaign grew and
grew, and ended with a million people on the streets
worldwide making this demand. Governments in the
rich world had to take notice and began the work of
cancelling the debts.

It is in the rich world’s own interest to help Africa. If
Africa remains poor it is more likely that people will
try to move to rich countries, either legally or 
illegally. Furthermore, resentment and poverty can
breed conflict, crime and international terrorism.
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Aid can be given as loans, where the money has to
be paid back, or as grants, where the money is made
as a gift. The Commission for Africa says that more
aid should be provided as grants. This will also help
to prevent future debts mounting up.

Some people are worried
that people who get aid
will become dependent on
it – in other words, that aid
will have to be given for-
ever. But this only happens
when economic growth
doesn’t happen. Countries
like Botswana, which used
to receive a lot of aid, now
no longer need very much
at all. South Korea, in Asia,
used to receive aid in the
1960s – now it gives aid to
others.
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“I see myself as an
equal to other fellow
Ethiopians. I have a
vision to emancipate
my country from pover-
ty in cooperation with
other Ethiopians; and
by doing so benefit
from the progress
made.”

Young person, aged
15, Ethiopia



But the Commission for Africa believes that it is not
just self-interest which motivates people in rich 
countries.We share a common world, and a common
humanity.

In Zulu and other Bantu languages in southern Africa
there is a word ubuntu. It means everybody’s identity
is bound up with other people’s, in a community of
all.We live in a global community and we need a
sense of ubuntu which extends right the way around
the planet.

The time is ripe for change in Africa. Acting together
we have the power to shape history. To do nothing
would be terrible. To do something is not enough. To
do everything we can is our clear duty.
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