
 
 

Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 
 
Petition Number: PE1242
 
Main Petitioner: Mark Buchan  
  
Subject: Calls on the Parliament to urge the Scottish Government, as part of 
its international development policy, particularly in relation to Africa, to lobby 
the Prime Minister as leader of the G20 host nation to take urgent action to 
address extreme poverty and deprivation in Africa and to reduce the debt of 
African countries.   
 
Background 
Many people in Africa live in extreme poverty and many African countries are 
heavily indebted.  Reducing foreign debt would allow funds currently used to 
service debts to be redirected to programmes which help relieve poverty.  
 
The scale of the problem 
Table 1 below shows the estimated size of the total debt of Sub-Saharan 
African countries from 2000 to 2008 in US$ and as a percentage of GDP and 
exports. Forecasts for 2009 are also included. 
 
Table 1: External Debt of Sub-Saharan African Countries 
 2000 2004 2008 2009 

(forecast) 
US $bn 225 255 235 256
% GDP 67 47 22 22
% Exports 198 139 55 57
 Source: IMF 
 
The problem of debt arises from the need to allocate resources to servicing 
the debt i.e. paying interest and repaying capital, as is indicated in Table 2 
below:   
 
Table 2: Cost of Servicing the Debts of Sub-Saharan African Countries  
 2000 2004 2008 2009 

(forecast) 
US $bn  17.3 18.8 22.9 27.9
% GDP 5.2 3.5 2.2 2.4
% Exports 15.2 10.3 5.4 6.2
Source: IMF 
 
The World Bank has defined extreme poverty as an income of less than $1.25 
per day at 2005 prices.  In 2005 the Bank estimated that about 50% of the 
population of Sub-Saharan Africa, nearly 400 million people, were living in 
extreme poverty.  Although the percentage of the population in Sub-Saharan 
Africa living in poverty has been declining, because of population growth the 
total number has been rising.  

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/petitions/docs/PE1242.htm


 

Scottish Government Action 
The Scottish Government’s new International Development Policy includes 
the objective “to complement the work of the UK Government and other 
international development programmes” but has nothing specific to say on the 
subject of debt relief.     
 
Scottish Parliament Action 
In June 2005 the Scottish Parliament hosted a conference of 80 
Parliamentarians to draw up a list of recommendations for G8 leaders on the 
development challenges facing the African continent.  
 
Although the European and External Relations Committee has carried out an 
inquiry into International Development its Report, published in June 2008, had 
little to say on the subject of debt relief. 
 
 
 
 
Jim Dewar 
Senior Research Specialist 
18 March 2009 
 
 
 
SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition briefings with 
petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments on any 
petition briefing you can email us at spice@scottish.parliament.uk
 
Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petition briefings is correct at 
the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these briefings are not 
necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent changes. 
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