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Abstract

After rebasing in 2010, Ghana’s per capita GDP rose to Middle-Income Country (MIC) 
level as defined by the World Bank. The per capita income measure is, however, seen to be 
too narrow as it does not even include key economic indicators let alone important social 
and development indicators. As the second of a two-part paper, this paper assesses Ghana’s 
Middle-Income status in comparison with Malaysia and South Africa based on social and 
infrastructure indicators. The paper finds that Ghana trails these two major MICs in terms 
of almost all the social and the infrastructure indicators investigated. The paper concludes 
that Ghana may need to undertake major policy interventions, including reallocating re-
sources to these sectors and improving efficiency of spending, to improve its social and 
infrastructure indicators commensurate with its new MIC status.

1Dr. Kwakye worked with the Bank of Ghana for several years until 2000 and rose to the position of Assistant Director. He 
then joined the International Monetary Fund in Washington, D.C., as Advisor to the Executive Director Responsible for 
Ghana until 2010. Dr. Kwakye is currently a Senior Economist at the Institute of Economic Affairs
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Executive Summary

According to new rebased GDP figures released by the Ghana Statistical Service (GSS) in No-
vember 2010, Ghana joined the ranks of Middle Income Countries (MICs) from 2007 based 
on its elevated per capita GDP. The per capita GDP measure is used by the World Bank to 
classify countries basically into less developed, middle income, and advanced countries. This 
measure is, however, seen to be too narrow as it does not even include key economic indicators 
let alone important social and development indicators. 

In the second of a two-part paper, this paper assesses Ghana’s MIC status using a broader 
range of social and infrastructure indicators2.  To make the assessment more meaningful and 
credible, instead of assessing Ghana in its own right, the country is pitched against two of the 
best MIC performers—Malaysia and South Africa. Apart from its spectacular socio-economic 
performance as a member of the “Asian Tigers,” Malaysia had a lot in common with Ghana at 
the time of their common year of independence, 1957, although they have since moved along 
quite dissimilar development paths. South Africa, on the other hand, is the African giant and 
powerhouse that has made tremendous economic strides and is a reference point in Africa. Its 
inclusion is also intended to provide geographical balance to the assessment. These two coun-
tries provide excellent development models for Ghana. 

The paper compares the performance of Ghana with Malaysia and South Africa on the basis 
of selected social and infrastructure indicators for extended periods, given data availability. 
The performance indicators selected for the assessment broadly relate to education, health, 
poverty and the stock of infrastructure.

For education, assessment was based on school enrolment, completion rates, pupil-teacher 
ratios, literacy and resource allocation to the sector. In terms of school enrolment, Ghana 
has lagged behind Malaysia and South Africa, especially at the secondary and tertiary levels. 
Ghana also has had the lowest completion rates at the primary level. Ghana needs to improve 
its school enrolment and completion rates generally if it has to meet its long-term develop-
ment capacity needs. In terms of pupil-teacher ratios, which affect the quality of teaching and 
the outcomes, Ghana seems to have been at par with South Africa at the primary level but 
underperformed Malaysia. At the secondary level, Ghana has outperformed South Africa, 
but slightly underperformed Malaysia. Ghana’s ratio has, however, declined slightly over the 
period, which is a positive development. In terms of literacy, Ghana has had the lowest rates of 
the three countries. This is the case across all categories of people—adults, youth, and the el-
derly. In terms of expenditure on education, Ghana has been spending slightly less of its GDP 
compared to Malaysia and South Africa. 

Thus, although Ghana has is not been far behind in terms of expenditure, it has fallen substan-
tially behind in terms of education outcomes relating to enrolment, completion, and literacy 
rates. Therefore, it is not the mere level of expenditure that is important but the results derived 

2  The first part of the series was based largely on economic indicators.
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from the expenditure or what it is able to achieve. Where the expenditure goes, as well as the 
efficiency of spending, are crucial. In Ghana, it is known that a disproportionately high share 
of education expenditure goes to the payment of salaries. While this is important in motivat-
ing teachers to offer their best, it leaves deficits in school facilities, which ultimately affect 
the quality of education. Expenditure prioritization and efficiency will be key to ameliorating 
these deficiencies.

Ghana’s health situation was compared with that of Malaysia and South Africa in terms of a 
range of indicators, including life expectancy, death rate, infant mortality rate, maternal mor-
tality rate, prevalence of undernourishment, nurses-to-population ratio, physicians-to-popu-
lation ratio, hospital beds-to-population ratio, access to improved sanitation, urban population 
living in slums, access to improved water supply and resource allocation to health. In terms of 
life expectancy, Ghana’s has seen a steady increase during 1995-2009, Malaysia has had higher 
and increasing levels, while South Africa has witnessed a decline in its levels, ostensibly due to 
the effects of exceptionally-high HIV/AIDS prevalence and related deaths. In terms of death 
rate, Ghana’s declined marginally during 1995-2009, while South Africa’s increased, again 
largely influenced by HIV/AIDS. Malaysia has the best record of the three countries, with its 
death rate holding steady at a very low level throughout the period. In terms of infant mortal-
ity rate, Ghana has had the worst, albeit improving, record of the three countries; South Africa 
has seen its rate rise and then decline. In sharp contrast; Malaysia has had the best record, with 
its rate declining sharply. When it comes to maternal mortality, Ghana also has had the worst, 
albeit improving, record; South Africa follows, however, with deteriorating rates. Infant and 
maternal mortality is an area where Ghana is known to have fallen behind in meeting the Mil-
lennium Development Goals (MDGs). 

In terms of prevalence of malnutrition, Ghana has had the worst record of the three countries. 
Remarkably, however, Ghana has made considerable progress over the period 1992-2007 (for 
which data is available). In terms of nurses-to-population ratio, the scanty data available shows 
Ghana trailing both Malaysia and South Africa. The same situation is seen for physicians-to-
population ratio. Even disappointingly, Ghana has not seen any improvement in these ratios 
for the entire period, 1965-2008, while Malaysia and South Africa have recorded steady im-
provements. In terms of hospital beds-to-population ratio also, Ghana has had the lowest of 
the three countries. In terms of access to improved water source, Ghana has fallen behind both 
Malaysia and South Africa. As expected, rural access falls behind urban access. Remarkably, 
however, Ghana has made steady progress during 1990-2008 in improving water access across 
the country, just as Malaysia and South Africa have done. In terms of access to improved sani-
tation, Ghana, to say the least, has had an abysmal record compared with Malaysia and South 
Africa. In terms of urban population living in slums, Ghana has had higher proportions than 
South Africa. (Comparative data is not available for Malaysia). In terms of health expenditure 
(as a percentage of GDP), Ghana has been spending slightly below South Africa, while Ma-
laysia falls far behind. However, in terms of health expenditure per capita, Ghana has been 
spending only a fraction of Malaysia’s and South Africa’s. It is notable however, that Ghana’s 
per capita health expenditure has risen steadily during 1995-2009. The achievement of only 
modest progress in several areas of health again brings into question, the issue of end-use and 
efficiency of spending. Like in the case of education, it will be important to ensure that health 
spending is used as intended and in an efficient manner to maximise results in the sector.       
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In terms of poverty, Ghana’s has generally had the worst record of the three countries. Meas-
ured in terms of poverty gap based on both $2 and $1.25 dollars a day, Ghana has fallen be-
hind South Africa and substantially behind Malaysia. Further, in terms of regional variation, 
the available data, as expected, shows that rural poverty has been higher in Ghana than urban 
poverty. Therefore, greater success would be achieved if remedial interventions target rural 
areas, including through agricultural productivity-enhancing measures, provision of social 
amenities, and targeted subsidies for public goods and services.    
     
In terms of infrastructure, comparison is made for the stock and quality of roads, length of 
rail lines, volume of air transport, access to personal computers, volume of electricity produc-
tion and access, agricultural machinery stock, mobile cellular subscription, stock of telephone 
lines, and internet use. In terms of both road length and density, Ghana trails both Malaysia 
and South Africa, though not by a significant margin in terms of the latter. However, it is not 
only the quantity of roads that is important but also the quality. Measured by the portion of 
roads paved, Ghana seems to have matched South Africa, but fallen substantially behind Ma-
laysia. In terms of length of rail lines, again, Ghana has fallen substantially behind Malaysia, 
and much farther behind South Africa. As we know, Ghana’s railway system has seen a sub-
stantial decline over the years, in terms of lines and coaches, to the extent where it has ceased 
to play a significant role in the transportation of people and goods. This has put enormous 
strain on the road network system, particularly in the carriage of goods, and has, thereby, re-
tarded economic activity. 

In terms of electricity production, Ghana has lagged far behind Malaysia and much farther 
behind South Africa. In terms of population access to electricity (for which scanty data is 
available), Ghana has lagged behind both Malaysia and South Africa. While industry access 
to electricity is not available, inadequate supply of power is invariably cited as one of the ma-
jor constraints to doing business in Ghana and that undermines Ghana’s competitiveness. In 
terms of agricultural machinery, Ghana’s stock has fallen behind Malaysia’s and much farther 
behind South Africa’s. Notably, while Ghana and Malaysia started with equal stocks as far back 
as 1961, Ghana has seen its stock almost stagnate through 1995, whereas Malaysia multiplied 
its stock nearly thirty times. Lack of significant agricultural mechanization has led to low 
agricultural yields and perennial food insecurity in Ghana. In terms of mobile cellular sub-
scriptions, Ghana has lagged far behind Malaysia and South Africa, although South Africa’s 
figures may be influenced by its larger population. Ghana and Malaysia, however, have similar 
population size, and their figures for 2009 show a ratio of 1 to 2 respectively. What is remark-
able for Ghana, however, is the explosion in its mobile subscription during 1991-2009. The 
explosion has completely transformed communication in the country, particularly in terms of 
speed, with positive economic externalities. In terms of telephone lines, Ghana has substan-
tially lagged behind both Malaysia and South Africa. Here also, Ghana has significantly added 
to its stock during 1975-2009. It may be surmised that the expansion has probably not been 
that dramatic because of the emergence of competing cellular communication. In terms of 
internet use, Ghana has lagged behind South Africa and much farther behind Malaysia. Here 
also, Ghana has expanded its usage significantly. Inadequate infrastructure and power supply 
constitute important constraints to Ghana’s competiveness and to doing business in the coun-
try. To address this problem requires prioritization of public expenditures in favour of these 
areas and the use of interventions based on public-private partnerships. 
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1.  Introduction

In 2010, the Ghana Statistical Service (GSS) rebased Ghana’s National Accounts (or Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP). The exercise involved a change in the base year, changes in meth-
odologies and concepts and data revisions. 

The GSS announced that following the rebasing, Ghana had become a Middle-Income Coun-
try (MIC). The determination of MIC status was based on the fact that the calculated per 
capita GDP had increased to within the per capita GDP bracket for MICs. 

The rebasing and the proclaimed ascendancy of Ghana to MIC status have generated a lot of 
debate in the country. The debate has focussed on two main issues. The first relates to the jus-
tification for the rebasing, while the second relates to the MIC qualification for Ghana. 

As a follow-up to our first paper on the subject,3  this paper seeks to throw more light on these 
issues. The main purpose of the paper is to provide an objective assessment of Ghana’s MIC 
status. To set the stage for this assessment, and also for the benefit of those who may not have 
had access to the first paper, this paper presents an elaboration of the rebasing exercise, its 
rationale, and results.  

The whole paper is structured as follows. After this introduction, the national accounts re-
basing exercise is expatiated in Chapter 2. In Chapter 3, Ghana’s MIC status is assessed using 
various social and infrastructure indicators.4  Comparison is made with Malaysia and South 
Africa for stated reasons. Chapter 4 contains the summary of the results and the conclusion to 
the paper.        

3  The first paper issued in January 2012, was titled: Ghana’s Middle Income Reality Check Part I: The Economic Dimension. 
4  The first paper used largely economic indicators to assess Ghana’s MIC status, with Malaysia and South Africa as compara-
tor MICs.
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2.  The Rebasing Exercise: Rationale and Results

Prior to the rebasing in 2010, the GSS used 1993 as the reference year in the compilation of 
Ghana’s National Accounts. The compilation was also based on the 1968 international system 
of national accounts (SNA68), which had its related methodologies and concepts. 

The GSS justified the rebasing of the national accounts on several factors. 

First, the rebasing was to update base-year prices, as more current prices were more repre-
sentative of component economic activities. 

Second, the rebasing was to reflect structural changes in the economy by capturing new activi-
ties and reweighting the GDP component activities. 

Third, the rebasing was to adopt the more current 1993 system of national accounts (SNA93), 
which, according to GSS, almost all countries had adopted to replace the old system (SNA68). 
Adopting SNA93 entailed using new methodologies and concepts. These related, among oth-
ers, to: valuation of reforestation; more disaggregation of data for wholesale and retail trade; 
new model to value livestock production; and use of multiple rather than single-indicators as 
extrapolators for forward estimates for the GDP subsectors. 

Fourth, the rebasing entailed improvements and revisions to data sources. These included: the 
industrial census; Ghana Living Standards Survey (GLSS); Value-Added Tax (VAT); banks’ 
consolidated profit and loss accounts; telephone call volumes; updating and using broader and 
more disaggregated services sector; and inclusion of oil extraction activities. 

Fifth, the rebasing involved reconciliation of the output, income and expenditure methods of 
computing GDP.        

In fact, the UN recommends rebasing of national accounts in 10-year intervals for the forego-
ing reasons. Clearly, Ghana’s GDP compilation had become outdated. This called GDP values, 
especially in real terms, into question and also made international comparisons difficult.  

According to GSS, the rebasing resulted in the 2006 GDP increasing from GH¢11,672 mil-
lion (US$12,687 million) to GH¢18,705 million (US$20,332 million) (Tables 2.1 and 2.2). The 
2006 per capita GDP also rose from GH¢533 (US$580) to GH¢855 (US$929). Correspond-
ing figures for 2010 show GDP increasing from GH¢25,603 million (US$18,030 million) to 
GH¢44,799 million (US$31,548 million) and per capita GDP from GH¢1,070 (US$753) to 
GH¢1,872 (US$1,318).  
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The World Bank classifies a country with per capita Gross National Income (GNI)—a measure 
that is close to the GDP—of US$976-US$11,905 as a middle income country. On this basis, 
Ghana became a middle income country from 2007, when the rebased per capita GDP of 
US$1,100 fell within this range for the first time. 

As can be seen, the MIC per capita GDP range is quite wide. Assuming the range is divided 
into three equal sub-ranges: US$976-4,619, US$4,620-8,263, and US$8,264-11,905, and coun-
tries belonging to these sub-ranges are respectively called: Lower Middle- Income Countries 
(LMICs), Middle Middle-Income Countries (MMICs), and Upper Middle-Income Countries 
(UMICs). Ghana’s per capita GDP for the period 2007-10 falls in the first sub-range. Thus, 
based on per capita income alone, Ghana is at best an LMIC.

But the fundamental question many people have been asking is whether income alone is a suf-
ficient MIC yardstick. There is a swell of opinion that one may have to look at a broader range 
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of socio-economic factors to assess Ghana’s MIC status.  In this second part of a two-part se-
ries, the assessment is based on social indicators and infrastructure.5 

5  Part I of the series assessed Ghana’s MIC assessment on largely economic indicators.
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3.   Middle Income-Country (MIC) Assessment

To assess Ghana’s MIC status, the paper follows the tradition of comparing the country with 
other MICs. As noted above, the field of MICs is, however, wide, ranging from LMICs to 
UMICs. A decision has to be made, therefore, regarding which MIC(s) to compare Ghana 
with.

The IEA and UNDP recently produced a collaborative paper on Ghana’s MIC status that was 
presented at a roundtable conference attended by government officials, parliamentarians, aca-
demia, civil society organizations, donors, the media and other stakeholders.6  In that paper, 
Ghana was compared largely with other MICs in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). The paper as-
serted that Ghana compared favorably in many dimensions with SSA MICs, “particularly with 
respect to socio-economic and governance indicators and attainment of the MDGs.” Com-
parisons with MICs, overall, however, were “much less favorable.” The paper pointed out that 
progress for Ghana would require efforts to fully exploit the opportunities for growth and 
development utilizing the country’s advantages. Ghana’s continued progress would depend 
on rising incomes and paying attention to the other elements that support and sustain devel-
opment. These included solid economic performance, food security, improved governance, 
and broad improvements in personal and social capabilities, particularly health, education, 
infrastructure, participation and empowerment. The paper stressed the importance of Ghana 
continuing to receive aid following achievement of MIC status. Given the economy’s structural 
imbalances, an overly abrupt withdrawal of development assistance was likely to undercut the 
capacity for sustained growth and the ability to reduce extreme poverty and promote other 
dimensions of the MDGs.  
 
Comments from participants at the conference were dominated by doubts about Ghana’s MIC 
status. Many argued that income was not an adequate measure of MIC status and that Ghana 
was lacking important economic facilities and social amenities, including in the areas of infra-
structure, education, health, energy, water supply, and sanitation. Moreover, poverty was still 
deep and widespread and the standard of living of majority of Ghanaians was considerably 
low. Further, Ghana still heavily depended on foreign aid to fund its development and social 
budget. The overwhelming view was that comparing Ghana with SSA MICs was less ambi-
tious. 

This paper is more or less a follow-up to the IEA/UNDP one, taking many of the participants’ 
comments on board. To be more ambitious in the assessment, this paper compares Ghana with 
two renowned MICs—Malaysia and South Africa. The reason for the selection of these two 
countries is two-fold. These countries have achieved high socio-economic performance that 
provides good example for Ghana. They also provide geographical balance to the assessment. 
Four South East Asian Countries (SEACs)—Malaysia, Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan—
dubbed the “four tigers,” have had spectacular economic transformation over a relatively short 

6  See: Moving Towards Middle Income Country Status: Potential Implications For Development Assistance And Achieve-
ment of MDGs In Ghana, mimeo, by the UNDP and IEA, 2011 (Feb.)
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period of time that has propelled them into the upper echelons of the MICs. They have, thus, 
become a reference point when comparing the achievements of other emerging MICs. 

Among the SEACs, none of them is probably a better candidate to compare Ghana with as 
Malaysia. This is due to several reasons. Malaysia is a country that had similar characteris-
tics as Ghana at the time of their independence. In fact, the two countries have a common 
colonial legacy; they were both colonized by Britain and obtained their independence just 
months apart in 1957— Ghana in March and Malaysia in August of that year. Economically, 
both Ghana and Malaysia were similar in several respects in 1957, especially in terms of their 
level of international reserves and per capita incomes. Ghana and Malaysia have similar geo-
graphical characteristics and demographics. Ghana has a population of about 24 million (2010 
census), while Malaysia’s is only slightly higher at about 28 million (2010 census). Both Ghana 
and Malaysia are multi-ethnic, multicultural, and multilingual. Both countries have tropical 
climate and vegetation, and a range of natural resources. Ghana’s natural resource endowment 
includes: gold, cocoa, timber, diamond, bauxite, manganese, and (recently) oil. Malaysia is a 
major exporter of natural and agricultural resources, with petroleum being the most valuable 
exported resource. Malaysia is a major producer of tin, rubber and palm oil. 

South Africa, on the other hand, is the African giant and powerhouse that has made tremen-
dous economic strides before and after apartheid. South Africa is a medium-sized country, 
bigger than Ghana. It has a population of about 51 million, more than twice that of Ghana. Like 
Ghana, South Africa is mostly warm and sunny. It boasts a diverse landscape of semi-desert, 
mountainous, coastal, and subtropical terrain. Like Ghana, South Africa has an abundance of 
natural resources, including gold, chromium, coal, iron ore, manganese, nickel, phosphates, 
tin, uranium, diamonds, platinum, copper, salt, and small natural gas. Also, like Ghana, South 
Africa is a nation of diversity, with a variety of cultures, languages and religious beliefs. 

3.1 Social Indicators

3.1.1 Education

Ghana’s education situation is compared with that of Malaysia and South Africa in terms en-
rolment rates, completion rates, pupil-teacher ratios, literacy, and resource allocation to the 
sector.

In terms of school enrolment, Ghana lagged behind Malaysia and South Africa at the primary 
level for most part of the earlier period, i.e. 1975-2004. Thereafter, Ghana’s rates rose rapidly 
(Tables 3.1.1a.)



Ghana’s Middle-Income Reality Check Part II: Social and Infrastructure Dimensions

14

At the secondary level also, Ghana’ enrolment rate lagged behind that of Malaysia and South 
Africa for the entire period 1998-2009 (for which data is available) (Table 3.1.1b and Chart 
3.1.1b.). It is noteworthy, however, that Ghana’s rates showed a general increase during the 
period.
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Regarding tertiary enrolment, where data is a bit scanty, Ghana also lagged behind Malay-
sia and South Africa during 1970-2009 (Table 3.1.1c.). Ghana’s rates, in fact, stagnated at an 
exceedingly low level of 1 percent during 1971-1994, ostensibly reflecting stagnation in the 
public tertiary school system. The rate then increased markedly during 2006-09, apparently 
reflecting the advent of private tertiary school systems. 
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Compared to Malaysia, however, while the two countries had similar ratios in the initial pe-
riod, Ghana’s ratio increased generally during the period (i.e. worsened) whereas Malaysia’s 
declined steadily, reaching, at the end of the period, half of the level at the beginning (Table 
3.1.1d and Chart 3.1.1d.).
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At the secondary level, Ghana outperforms South Africa, but slightly underperforms Malaysia. 
Notably, Ghana’s ratio declines slightly over the period, but Malaysia’s declines more steeply 
(Table 3.1.1e and Chart 3.1.1e).

In terms of literacy, which enhances peoples’ awareness and increases their participation in 
and contribution to national development, Ghana has the lowest rates of the three countries. 
This is the case across all categories of people—adults, youth, and the elderly (Tables 3.1.1f. 
3.1.1g, 3.1.1h, and 3.1.1i)
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In terms of expenditure on education, Ghana spends slightly less of its GDP compared to Ma-
laysia and South Africa (Table 3.1.1j and 3.1.1k).
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Given, however, that Ghana falls substantially behind the other two countries in terms of edu-
cation outcomes relating to enrolment, completion, and literacy rates, it is not the mere level 
of expenditure that is important but the results derived from the expenditure. In other words, 
what the spending is able to achieve is the essence. This brings to the fore the importance of 
where the expenditure goes as well as the efficiency of spending. In Ghana, it is known that a 
disproportionately high share of education expenditure goes to the payment of salaries. While 
this is important in motivating teachers to offer their best, it leaves deficits in school facilities, 
which ultimately affects the quality of education.

3.1.2 Health

Ghana’s health situation is compared with that of Malaysia and South Africa in terms of life 
expectancy, death rate, infant mortality rate, maternal mortality rate, prevalence of under-
nourishment, nurses-population ratio, physicians-population ratio, hospital beds-population 
ratio, access to improved sanitation, urban population living in slums, access to improved 
water supply and resource allocation to the sector.

In terms of life expectancy, which signifies improvements in the quality of life, Ghana’s has 
seen a steady increase during 1995-2009 by 5 years from 58 to 63.
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Malaysia has had higher and increasing life expectancy, rising by 3 years from 71 to 74. On the 
other hand, South Africa has witnessed a decline in its life expectancy by 8 years from 60 to 52, 
ostensibly due to the effects of its exceptionally-high HIV/AIDS prevalence and related deaths 
(Table 3.1.2a and Chart 3.1.2a).
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In terms of infant mortality rate (deaths per 1,000 live births), Ghana has had the worst, albeit 
improving, record of the three countries, with rates of 71 in 1995 and 51 in 2009. South Africa 
has seen its rate rising from 47 to 55 through 2003, before declining to 42 by 2009. In sharp 
contrast, Malaysia has had the best record, with its very low rate of 12 in 1995 halving to 6 by 
2009 (Table 3.1.2b and Chart 3.1.2b).
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In terms of prevalence of malnutrition, Ghana has the worst record of the three countries 
(Table 3.1.2d). Remarkably, however, Ghana has made considerable progress over the period 
1992-2007 (for which data is available), reducing the ratio of the malnourished population 
from 27 percent to 5 percent to be at par with both Malaysia and South Africa.

When it comes to maternal mortality (deaths per 100,000 live births), Ghana also has the 
worst, albeit improving, record, with rates of 630 in 1990 and 350 in 2008. South Africa fol-
lows, however, with deteriorating rates from 230 to 410 (Table 3.1.2c and Chart 3.1.2c). Infant 
and maternal mortality are areas where Ghana has fallen behind in meeting the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs).
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In terms of nurses-population ratio, the scanty data available shows Ghana trailing both Ma-
laysia and South Africa (Table 3.1.2e). The same situation is seen for physicians-population 
ratio, with Ghana trailing both Malaysia and South Africa (Table 3.1.2f).

Even disappointingly, Ghana has not seen any improvement in this ratio for the entire period, 
1965-2008, while Malaysia and South Africa have recorded steady improvements.
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In terms of hospital beds-population ratio also, Ghana has the lowest of the three countries 
(Table 3.1.2g and Chart 3.1.2g).

In terms of access to improved water source, Ghana falls behind both Malaysia and South 
Africa. As expected, rural access falls behind urban access (Tables 3.1.2h, 3.1.2i, 3.1.2j and 
Charts 3.1.2h, 3.1.2i, 3.1.2j). Remarkably, however, Ghana has made steady progress during 
1990-2008 in improving water access across the country, just as Malaysia and South Africa 
have done.
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In terms of access to improved sanitation, Ghana has, to say the least, an abysmal record com-
pared with Malaysia and South Africa. Ghana had only 7% of its population with access to 
improved sanitation in 1990 and 13% in 2008. Comparatively, Malaysia had 84% and 96% 
respectively, while South Africa had 69% and 77%. (Table 3.1.2k and Chart 3.1.2k)
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Further, Tables 3.1.2l, 3.2.1m and Charts 3.1.2l, 3.2.1m show that the situation in the rural 
areas is much worse than in the urban areas.



Ghana’s Middle-Income Reality Check Part II: Social and Infrastructure Dimensions

31

In terms of population of urban population living in slums, Ghana has higher proportions than 
South Africa (Table 3.1.2n and Chart 3.1.2n). Comparative data is not available for Malaysia.
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In terms of health expenditure (as a percentage of GDP), Ghana spends slightly below South 
Africa, while Malaysia falls far behind (Table 3.1.2o and Chart 3.1.2o).
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However, in terms health expenditure per capita, Ghana spends about 1/7th of Malaysia’s and 
1/10th of South Africa’s (Table 3.1.2p and Chart 3.1.2p).
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Putting the per GDP and per capita figures together, one can deduce that even though Ghana 
performs fairly well in terms of the former, because of the relative smallness of its GDP, it 
spends much less per head. It is notable to note, however, that Ghana’s per capita health ex-
penditure has risen steadily during 1995-2009. The achievement of only modest progress in 
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several areas of health, therefore, again brings into issue the question of end-use and efficiency 
of spending.

3.1.3:  Poverty

In terms of poverty, Ghana fares poorest compared to Malaysia and South Africa. Poverty gap 
data, measured as percentage of the population living below $2 and $1.25 dollars a day, puts 
Ghana  behind South Africa and substantially behind Malaysia (Tables 3.1.3a and 3.1.3b)

Further, in terms of regional variation, the available data show, as expected, that rural poverty 
is higher in Ghana than urban poverty (see Table 3.1.3c, 3.1.3d and 3.1.3e). Remedial interven-
tions should, therefore, target rural areas for maximum effect.
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3.2  Infrastructure

A country’s stock of infrastructure signifies its level of development. Here, we compare Gha-
na’s infrastructure stock with that of Malaysia and South Africa, covering: stock and quality 
of roads, length of rail lines, volume of air transport, access to personal computers, volume of 
electricity production and access to electricity, stock of agricultural machinery, mobile cellular 
subscriptions, telephone lines and internet users.

In terms of total network of roads, Ghana has fallen far behind Malaysia and much farther 
behind South Africa (Table 3.2a).
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Since total road length may, however, depend on the size of a country, road density is a fairer 
measure. Here too, Ghana has fallen behind both Malaysia and South Africa, but not by a 
significant margin (Table 3.2b).

However, it would seem the quality of roads is more important than the quantity. Measured 
by the portion of roads paved, Ghana seems to have matched South Africa, but fallen substan-
tially behind Malaysia (Table 3.2c).

In terms of length of rail lines, again, Ghana has fallen substantially behind Malaysia, and 
much farther behind South Africa (Table 3.2d).
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As we know, Ghana’s railway system has seen a substantial decline over the years in terms of 
lines and coaches to an extent where it does not play a significant role in terms of transporta-
tion of people and goods. This has put enormous strain on the road network system, particu-
larly in the carriage of goods and has also retarded economic activity.
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In terms of electricity production, Ghana lags far behind Malaysia and much farther behind 
South Africa (Table 3.2e and Chart 3.2e).
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In terms of population access to electricity (for which scanty data is available), Ghana has 
lagged behind both Malaysia and South Africa (Table 3.2f)

While data on industry access to electricity is not available, inadequate supply of power is in-
variably cited as one of the major constraints to doing business in Ghana and that undermines 
Ghana’s investment competitiveness. 

In terms of agricultural machinery, Ghana’s stock has fallen behind Malaysia’s and much far-
ther behind South Africa’s (Table 3.2g and Chart 3.2g).
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Notably, while Ghana and Malaysia started with equal stocks as far back as 1961, Ghana has 
seen its stock almost stagnate through 1995, whereas Malaysia multiplied its stock nearly thir-
ty times. Lack of significant mechanization in Ghana has led to low agricultural yields and 
perennial food insecurity.

In terms of mobile cellular subscriptions, Ghana has lagged far behind Malaysia and South 
Africa (Table 3.2h and Chart 3.2h).
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South Africa’s figures may be influenced by its larger population. Ghana and Malaysia, how-
ever, have similar population size, a figures for 2009 shows a ratio of 1 to 2 respectively. What is 
remarkable for Ghana, however, is the explosion in its mobile subscription from nil in 1991to 
over 15 million in 2009. The explosion in mobile subscription has completely transformed 
communication in the country, particularly in terms of speed, with positive economic exter-
nalities.       
     
In terms of telephone lines, Ghana also has substantially lagged behind both Malaysia and 
South Africa (Table 3.2i and Chart 3.2i).
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Here also, Ghana has significantly added to its stock during 1975-2009. It may be surmised 
that the expansion has probably not been that dramatic given the emergence of competing 
cellular communication.

In terms of internet use, Ghana has lagged behind South Africa and much farther behind 
Malaysia (1995-2009) (Table 3.2j and Chart 3.2j). Here also, Ghana has expanded its usage 
significantly during 1995-2009.
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4.  Summary of Results and Conclusion

Ghana’s MIC status has been assessed vis-a-vis Malaysia and South Africa based on a range 
of social and infrastructure indicators.7  The selected performance indicators relate broadly to 
education, health, poverty and stock of infrastructure.

For education, the paper finds that Ghana has trailed both Malaysia and South Africa in terms 
of most of the selected indicators, including school enrolment, completion rates, pupil-teacher 
ratios and literacy. Ghana needs to improve its school enrolment and completion rates gener-
ally if it has to meet its long-term development needs. Ghana spends slightly less of its GDP 
on education compared to Malaysia and South Africa, but seems to have much less successful 
outcomes. This suggests that it is not the mere level of expenditure that is important but the 
results derived from the expenditure, or what it is able to achieve. Where the expenditure goes 
as well as the efficiency of spending are crucial. In Ghana, it is known that a disproportionately 
high share of education expenditure goes to the payment of salaries. While this is important 
in motivating teachers, it leaves deficits in school facilities, which ultimately affect the quality 
of education. Expenditure prioritization and efficiency will be key to ameliorating these defi-
ciencies.

In the health sector, Ghana trails Malaysia and South Africa in terms of a range of indica-
tors, including life expectancy, death rate, infant mortality rate, maternal mortality rate, prev-
alence of undernourishment, nurses-population ratio, physicians-population ratio, hospital 
beds-population ratio, access to improved sanitation, and urban population living in slums. In 
terms of health expenditure (as a percentage of GDP), Ghana spends slightly below South Af-
rica, while Malaysia falls far behind. However, in terms health expenditure per capita, Ghana 
spends only a fraction of Malaysia’s and South Africa’s. It is notable, however, that Ghana’s 
per capita health expenditure has risen steadily during 1995-2009. The achievement of only 
modest progress in several areas of health, therefore, again brings into question the issue of 
end-use and efficiency of spending. Like in the case of education, it will be important to ensure 
that health spending is used as intended and in an efficient manner to maximise results in the 
sector.   
    
In the area of poverty, indicators investigated include poverty gaps and their regional vari-
ation. Ghana has generally had the worst poverty record of the three countries, with higher 
poverty gaps, measured in terms of people living below given income thresholds. Moreover, as 
expected, rural poverty has been higher in Ghana than urban poverty. Therefore, maximum 
effect would be achieved if remedial interventions target rural areas, including through agri-
cultural productivity-enhancing measures, provision of social amenities and targeted subsi-
dies for public goods and services.     

In terms of infrastructure, comparison is made between the three countries regarding the stock 
and quality of roads, length of rail lines, volume of air transport, access to personal comput-

7 The first part of the series was based largely on economic indicators.
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ers, volume of electricity production and access, agricultural machinery stock, mobile cellular 
subscription, stock of telephone lines, and internet use. In almost all these areas, Ghana has 
fallen far behind Malaysia and South Africa. What has been remarkable for Ghana, however, 
is the explosion in its mobile subscription during 1991-2009. This has completely transformed 
communication in the country, connecting people in time and space, with positive economic 
externalities. Inadequate infrastructure and power supply constitute important constraints to 
Ghana’s competiveness and to doing business in the country. To address this problem requires 
prioritization of public expenditures in favour of these areas and the use of public-private 
partnership initiatives to improve the stock of infrastructure and the supply of energy. 
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