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The world economy grew by 3.6 per cent in 2010 up from -2.1 per cent in 2009, but its growth is expected 
to moderate to 3.1 per cent in 2011. Africa’s rebound strengthened from the GDP growth rate of 2.4 
per cent in 2009 to 4.7 per cent in 2010 and a forecast of 5 per cent for 2011. The recovery in Africa 
was underpinned by a number of factors, including the rebound of export demand and commodity 
prices; increased inflows of foreign direct investment in extractive industries and aid; return of tourism; 
investment in infrastructure associated with the countercyclical policies adopted by many African 
countries; increased activities in the service and especially telecommunication sectors; increased 
consumer demand; and good harvests in some subregions. 

Despite progress in some countries, African economies are still characterized by heavy reliance 
on the primary commodity sector, high vulnerability to external shocks, jobless growth and slow 
progress towards social development goals. It is essential for African countries to promote economic 
diversification and structural transformation as a means to accelerate and sustain broad-based and 
shared high employment-generating growth. Failure of earlier state-led and market-driven approaches 
to promoting economic transformation points to the need for African developmental states that use the 
market as an instrument rather than as a sole “mechanism” for fostering long-term investment, rapid 
and sustained economic growth, equity and social development, in the context of inclusive, transparent 
and comprehensive national development frameworks.
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SuSTainable economic gRowTh and social 
development constitute the primary goals of economic 
policy in Africa. It is expected that solid advances towards 
these goals will not only result in rising living standards 
across the continent but will also lead to full employ-
ment of resources as well as reduced income inequality 
and poverty.

Some progress has been made, including continued im-
provement in macroeconomic management, the business 
environment and governance. However, many African 
countries have not experienced high economic growth 
rates over extended periods and reaching high levels of 
social development has been rare. This suggests the need 
for continuous appraisal of the continent’s development 
strategies and, in particular, the changing role of the state 
in the development process. Such appraisal is expected 
to lead to a deeper understanding of the strengths and 
weaknesses of the continent’s development efforts, which, 
in turn, should provide lessons to shape the future.

The Economic Report on Africa (ERA) series is a joint 
undertaking between the United Nations Economic Com-
mission for Africa and the African Union Commission. 
Each year, the Report provides a broad assessment of 
recent global economic developments, economic and 
social conditions as well as emerging issues in Africa. It 
also provides in-depth analysis of selected thematic areas 
that affect Africa’s progress towards its medium- to long-
term economic growth and social development objectives.

The 2011 Report focuses on two fundamentals of Africa’s 
development experience. First, ensuring sustainable and 
high economic growth rates, combined with high levels 

of social development in Africa, is unlikely to be achieved 
without widespread economic diversification and struc-
tural transformation. Second, achieving the desired degree 
of diversification and transformation in Africa requires 
the state to assume and play a pivotal role in the develop-
ment process.

Through the prism of changing development strategies, 
the Report reviews Africa’s economic growth and social 
development experience since the 1960s to establish the 
strengths and weaknesses of these strategies. It also ex-
amines the experiences of other developing regions where 
countries have achieved significant economic transforma-
tion and social development, and pays particular attention 
to the role of the state. 

Based on the failure of earlier approaches to development 
in Africa—state-led and market-driven—the Report rec-
ommends that African countries adopt a developmental 
state approach that uses the market as an instrument 
rather than a sole mechanism for fostering long-term 
investment, rapid and sustained economic growth, eq-
uity and social development. It suggests these recom-
mendations in the context of an inclusive, transparent 
and comprehensive national development framework. 
The developmental state approach as the core of the de-
velopment strategy will enable Africa to transform its 
economies and to achieve its primary economic and social 
development goals. 

The Report also proposes recommendations on related 
issues, including how to construct developmental states 
that take into consideration country-specific political, 
economic and social factors; what instruments the state 
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should use to promote economic transformation through 
good governance, as articulated by the New Partnership 
for Africa’s Development and its African Peer Review 
Mechanism; how to guard against the potential risks of 
state intervention in economic decision-making; and the 
implications of this development strategy for Africa’s 
integration efforts and its external economic relations.

It is our hope that this year’s Report will stimulate discus-
sion and debate among policymakers and other stakehold-
ers, at national, regional and continental levels, on the 
important issues that it raises.


