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Opinion

Human Development

Tony Addison

The twentieth century has seen
considerable progress in human development.
Today, in the rich world, life expectancy at
birth is 77 years, the infant mortality rate is
only 7 for every 1,000 live births and adult
illiteracy is almost zero. Progress has also
been significant in the developing world;
some of the most spectacul'ar improvements in
life expectancy and health have taken place
over the last forty years in Asian countries
such as Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan

as these countries successfully developed.

In the low income countries, however, life
expectancy is only 63 years at birth, child
mortality is 69 for every 1,000 live births,
and adult illiteracy is 34 per cent (World
Bank, 1998). The gap in human development
between the rich world and the poor world is
thus, on average, very large. One way to see
this is to look at the ‘Human Development
Index’ (HDI) used by the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP). The HDI
comprises three indicators: longevity
(measured by life expectancy at birth),
educational attainment (measured by
educational enrolment) and standard of living
(measured by real GDP per capita) (see
UNDP, 1998). Although such measures must
be treated with care, they do help us to see
the challenge we must meet. For example,
Japan’s HDI is one of the highest in the world.

The lowest is Sierra Leone, a country

.._2._

afflicted by poverty and conflict. Japan’s HDI
is five times higher than that of Sierra Leone.
Life expectancy at birth in Sierra Leone is
less than 35 years while in Japan it is close

to 80 years.

The underdevelopment of human resources
keeps people poor. Ill health reduces
productivity in smallholder agriculture and
micro-enterprises. Illiteracy blocks the access
of poor people to the best-paying jobs, and
limits the capacity of smallholder farmers to
adopt new technologies which raise their

income.

Investing in human development - or in
human capital as economists call it - therefore
not only reduces poverty and improves well
being, but also raises economic growth.
Numerous studies show that investment in
human capital has larger benefits for
economic growth than many investments in
physical capital. The success of some Asian
economies has been in large part propeiled by
their investment in human capital. This not
only raises labour producfivity, but it also
enables economies to diversify into high-skill

sectors.

As a group, the low-income countries have
deep poverty and few resources for human
development. But when we look more closely

at them, we see that some countries, despite




their low income, make much more progress
than others do. For example, life expectancy
in Sri Lanka is 72 years at birth (and adult
illiteracy is only 10 per cent) while in
Republic of Congo life expectancy is 51 years
(and adult illiteracy is 25 per cent). These
gaps exist despite the fact that both countries
have approximately the same level of GNP
per capita (World Bank, 1998). This
difference in human development at the same
level of national income is disturbing, but it
is also a sign of hope. It suggests that poor
countries can make a lot of progress in
human development despite their limited
resources (as Sri Lanka has done), and that
human development does not have to wait

until countries become very rich.

How can poor countries make such
progress? The design of their development
strategy is critical. First, they must focus
their public spending on those basic services
that benefit the poor the most. This means
concentrating public money on primary
education, basic health care, and the
provision of safe water and sanitation.
Primary education raises the skills of poor
people as micro-entrepreneurs and farmers.
Better primary health care cuts child
mortality and combats new health problems
such as AIDS. Investing in safe water and

sanitation especially in the poor
communities of Asia’s big cities - cuts water-
borne illnesses, a major source of morbidity
and mortality in poor societies. Scarce public
money should be concentrated on improving
basic services in the areas in which most

poor people live. These are rural areas,

particularly remote rural areas where
poverty is often deepest, and low-income
urban neighbourhoods. Health services for
women, and their education, must be
priorities to raise their living standard and to
reduce maternal mortality which is very high

in low-income countries.

To support investment in human capital,
countries must ensure that their economic
policy favours the livelihoods of the poor,
and thus improves their ability to afford
better education and health. It is no good
building new schools and clinics if poor
people cannot afford to enrol their children
or seek medical assistance. Thus user
charges for health care must be kept low,
primary education should be free, and poor
people must be helped to earn the income
necessary to ensure that their children go to
skills.

governments find these tasks difficult to

school and learn new Poor
achieve. They require hard choices. But
countries that do achieve them, raise both
their rate of human development and their
rate of economic growth. Thus, helping poor
countries achieve more human development is
our biggest challenge at the end of the

twentieth century.
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