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Poverty in the Commonwealth 

86. Thi s sectio n focuse s o n povert y i n th e Commonwealt h an d th e progres s o f 
Commonwealth countrie s toward s achievin g th e Millenniu m Developmen t Goal s 
(MDGs). I t highlights the severe deprivation tha t exist s i n the Commonwealth tha t 
requires urgen t actio n b y Commonwealt h Head s o f Governmen t an d th e inter -
national community. 

87. Th e problem of global poverty hardly needs restating. The statistics are all too 
clear and the personal stories overwhelming. With around 1.2 billion people living on 
less than one dolla r a  day and 2.8 billion o n under two dollar s a  day, there are no 
grounds for complacency.17 And global income inequality is rising. According to the 
World Bank's World  Development Report 2003: "average income in the wealthiest 20 
countries i s 37 times tha t i n the poores t 2 0 countries -  twic e th e rati o i n 1970". 18 

Moreover, 6 0 countrie s finishe d th e decad e o f th e 1990 s wit h lowe r pe r capit a 
incomes than at its beginning.19 But what do such general facts and statements mean 
for the Commonwealth? 

88. A  recent report vividly demonstrates the importance of reducing poverty in the 
Commonwealth an d o f actio n b y Commonwealt h membe r state s both individuall y 
and collectively:20 

One third of the Commonwealth's two billion people live on less than one 
dollar a day and 64 per cent on less than two dollars a day. 

• Aroun d 60 per cent of global HIV cases are in the Commonwealth, and 
four o f th e nin e mos t affecte d countrie s ar e Commonwealt h members . 
Nearly 6 0 per cen t o f Commonwealt h citizen s lac k acces s t o essentia l 
drugs and adequate sanitation facilities . 

• Som e 270 million people in the Commonwealth lack access to improved 
water supplies. 

• Wome n constitut e aroun d 7 0 per cen t o f those livin g i n poverty i n the 
Commonwealth. Wome n ar e discriminate d agains t i n muc h o f th e 
Commonwealth i n area s rangin g fro m unequa l pa y fo r equa l wor k t o 
customary inheritanc e an d marriag e regimes , i n additio n t o sufferin g 
domestic violence. 
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• Aroun d hal f o f the world' s 30 0 million indigenou s people s liv e i n the 
Commonwealth, an d the y frequentl y suffe r discrimination , intolerance , 
prejudice and violation of their land rights.21 

• Aroun d hal f o f th e world' s 11 5 millio n childre n withou t acces s t o 
primary school live in the Commonwealth. 

Young people constitute over 50 per cent of the Commonwealth popula-
tion. A large percentage of them are adversely affected by unemployment, 
poverty, HIV/AIDS and illiteracy. 

89. Thi s lis t could go on and detai l particular case s and storie s i n Commonwealth 
countries of , fo r instance , exploitativ e chil d labou r o r comparativel y lo w lif e 
expectancy amon g indigenous peoples . I t could also highlight the specia l problems 
facing those living in the 32 small states of the Commonwealth. The message should 
by now be clear: Poverty in all it s dimensions i s a special challenge throughout the 
countries of the Commonwealth and for the Commonwealth as a whole. 

90. Anothe r way of thinking about poverty in the Commonwealth is to assess mem-
bers' likelihood of achieving the MDGs, adopted by world leaders at the UN General 
Assembly in September 2000. Each of the eight Goals is accompanied by targets to 
be achieve d b y 201 5 (se e Appendix B) . Th e Goal s ar e to : (1 ) eradicat e extrem e 
poverty an d hunger ; (2 ) achiev e universa l primar y education ; (3 ) promot e gende r 
equality an d empowe r women ; (4 ) reduc e chil d mortality ; (5 ) improv e materna l 
health; (6) combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases; (7) ensure environmenta l 
sustainability; and (8) develop a global partnership for development . 

91. Th e UNDP' s Human  Development Report 2003 reviews progres s toward s th e 
MDGs and provides an assessment of which countries require priority attention with 
respect to the achievement of each Goal and to the Goals overall. Progress is classi-
fied as slow, moderate or fast, and priority status as top priority, high priority or low 
priority. To p priority countrie s fo r eac h Goa l hav e extrem e huma n povert y i n that 
Goal combine d wit h slo w o r eve n reversin g progres s toward s it . I t i s o n suc h 
countries, argues UNDP, that the world's attention and resources must be focused. A 
country is designated high priority for a Goal if it has both extreme human poverty in 
that Goal and moderate progress towards it or if it has medium human poverty in that 
Goal and slow progress towards it. 

92. Tabl e 1  shows those Commonwealt h countrie s tha t ar e designated to p priority 
and high priority for each of the MDGs. Table 2 depicts which Commonwealth coun-
tries are top priority, high priority and low priority across all the Goals.22 It is clear 
that progress towards the MDGs for Commonwealth countries is extremely mixed: 
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Table 1 : Priority Status for Specifi c Millennium Developmen t Goals 
in Commonwealth Countrie s 

Goal 

Goal 1: 
Eradicate 
extreme 
poverty and 
hunger 

Goal 2: 
Achieve 
universal 
primary 
education 

Goal 3: 
Promote 
gender 
equality and 
empower 
women 

Goal 4: 
Reduce child 
mortality 

Goal 7: 
Ensure 
environ-
mental 
sustainability 

Target 

Halve the pro-
portion of people 
living on under 
$ 1 a  day 

Halve the pro-
portion of people 
suffering fro m 
hunger 

Ensure that all 
children can 
complete primary 
education 

Eliminate gender 
disparity in all 
levels of educa-
tion by 2005 

Reduce under-
five infan t 
mortality rates 
by two thirds 

Halve the propor-
tion of people 
without sustain-
able access to 
safe drinking 
water 

Achieve a signifi-
cant improvement 
in the lives of at 
least 100 m slum 
dwellers 

Indicator 

Population 
living below $ 1 
a day (%) 

Undernourished 
people (% popu-
lation) 

Net primary 
enrolment ratio 
(%) 

Ratio of girls to 
boys in primary 
and secondary 
education (%) 

Under-five 
mortality rate 
(per 100 0 live 
births) 

People with 
access to 
improved water 
sources (%) 

People with 
access to 
adequate 
sanitation (%) 

Top priority 
countries 

Cameroon, The 
Gambia, Kenya, 
Nigeria, Sierra Leone, 
Solomon Islands, 
United Republic of 
Tanzania, Vanuatu, 
Zambia, Zimbabwe 

Bangladesh, Kenya, 
Lesotho, Papua New 
Guinea, Sierra Leone, 
United Republic of 
Tanzania, Zambia 

Mozambique, United 
Republic of Tanzania 

Mozambique, Sierra 
Leone 

Botswana, Cameroon, 
Kenya, Lesotho, 
Nigeria, Sierra Leone, 
Swaziland, United 
Republic of Tanzania, 
Zambia, Zimbabwe 

Papua New Guinea 

Cameroon, Nigeria 

High priority 
countries 

Jamaica, Pakistan, 
Papua New Guinea, 
Saint Lucia, 
Swaziland 

Botswana, The 
Gambia, India, 
Swaziland, Trinidad 
and Tobago, 
Zimbabwe 

The Bahamas, 
Botswana, The 
Gambia, Namibia, 
South Africa 

Cameroon, India 

Gambia, Malawi, 
Mozambique, 
Pakistan, Papua New 
Guinea, South Africa, 
Uganda 

Cameroon, Malawi, 
Namibia, Nigeria, 
South Africa, Uganda 

Bangladesh, 
Botswana, India, 
Malawi, Namibia, 
Papua New Guinea, 
South Africa, 
Zimbabwe 
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Table 2 : Priority Status across all the Millennium Developmen t 
Goals in Commonwealth Countrie s 

Priority 
status 

Top 
priority 

High 
priority 

Low 
priority 

Insufficient 
data 

Country 

Cameroon, Kenya, Lesotho, Mozambique, 
Nigeria, Sierr a Leone , United Republi c of 
Tanzania, Zambia, Zimbabwe 

The Bahamas, Botswana, The Gambia, India , 
Malawi, Namibia, Papua New Guinea, South 
Africa, Swazilan d 

Australia, Bangladesh, Barbados , Belize, Canada, 
Cyprus, Fiji Islands , Ghana, Guyana, Jamaica , 
Malaysia, Malta , Mauritius, New Zealand, 
Pakistan, Sain t Lucia, Samoa, Singapore , Sri 
Lanka, Trinidad and Tobago, Uganda, United 
Kingdom, Vanuatu 

Antigua and Barbuda, Brunei Darussalam , 
Dominica, Grenada, Kiribati , Maldives, Nauru, 
Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saint Vincent and the 
Grenadines, Seychelles , Solomon Islands , Tonga, 
Tuvalu 

Number of 
Commonwealth 
countries in category 
out of world total 

9 out of 31 

9 out of 28 

23 out of 78 

13 out of 32 

Note: Top  priority countrie s across the Goals means that they are top priority countries for at 
least three Goals or for a t least half of the Goals for which they have data, with a  minimum of 
three data points. If data are available for only two Goals they are top priority fo r both. High 
priority countrie s across the Goals do not fall int o the top priority category but are top or high 
priority for a t least three Goals, are top priority for two Goals, or are top or high priority for at 
least half of the Goals for which they have data, with a minimum of three data points. If data 
are available for only two Goals, they are top or high priority in both. Low priority countrie s 
are those with sufficien t dat a to be assessed an d that do not fall int o either the top or high 
priority categories . 

• O f th e 3 1 overal l to p priorit y countries , nin e ar e fro m th e 
Commonwealth: Cameroon , Kenya , Lesotho , Mozambique , Nigeria , 
Sierra Leone, United Republic of Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe. 

• 1 0 Commonwealth countrie s ar e designated to p priority wit h respec t to 
the target of halving the proportion of people living on under $ 1 a  day. 

17 Commonwealth countrie s are classified a s either top or high priority 
for the Goal of reducing child mortality. 
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Several Commonwealt h countrie s hav e mad e significan t progres s 
towards th e MDGs . Fo r instance , 1 1 countrie s i n th e Commonwealt h 
have mad e fas t progres s toward s th e goa l o f halvin g th e numbe r o f 
people who suffer fro m hunger by 2015. 

93. Th e lack of progress o f many Commonwealth countrie s towards achieving the 
MDGs is extremely worrying. It would undoubtedly appear even worse were it pos-
sible to obtain data fo r the ful l rang e of Goals and fo r al l Commonwealth membe r 
states. There are not sufficient dat a to make reliable progress assessments respecting 
the targets fo r Goal s 5  and 6. Additionally, the indicators used for othe r targets are 
variable in their country coverage. In particular, fo r 1 3 small Commonwealth state s 
there are insufficient dat a to assess their overall priority status across all the MDGs 
(Table 2). It is clearly important to build greater statistical capacity in these states.23 
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