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Social spending in Latin America as a percent of 
GDP increased during the crisis.
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Source: United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean.
Note: Estimate for 21 countries of the region.
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School girls and boys drink porridge in a rural Guatemalan school.

Poverty in Latin America is at its lowest level in 20 years

Poverty and indigence in Latin America have 
declined significantly since 1990.
(percent of population)                            (million persons)
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Source: United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean.
Note: Estimate for 19 countries of the region.
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Growing Out of

Spending better on the poor
the main reasons for the reduction in poverty are strong 
economic growth, higher wage earnings, a decline in fertil-
ity rates, and better social programs. efforts to reduce the 
effects on the poor during the 2008–09 economic crisis 
led to large increases in social expenditure and spending 
on public education. total public spending increased by 3 
percent of GDP during 2008–09 compared with 2006–07, 
and social spending increased by 2 percent of GDP over 
the same period. In the countries where social expenditure 
is less than $300 per person, the main expense is educa-
tion. It is only in the relatively more developed countries 
(per capita social spending over $1,000) that social security 
and assistance account for more. But social protection sys-
tems are still far from inclusive, and large gaps remain—
especially in access to social security.
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PovertY in Latin America and the Caribbean 
fell from 48.4 percent in 1990 to 31.4 percent in 
2010, reaching its lowest level in 20 years, accord-
ing to a new report from the United nations eco-

nomic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean. 
The rate of extreme poverty or indigence (a level of income 
that does not cover nutritional needs) also fell during this 
period—from 22.6 percent to 12.3 percent. Despite these 
achievements, 177 million people remain in poverty, in-
cluding 70 million in extreme poverty. The report predicts 
a slight drop in the poverty rate in 2011, although the indi-
gence rate could increase due to higher food prices. 

Families fill containers with water in Lima, Peru.
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Girls and boys drink porridge in a rural Guatemalan school.

Prepared by Alicia Bárcena, Executive Secretary of the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and 
the Caribbean (ECLAC). The text and charts are based on social Panorama of Latin America, published by ECLAC in 
November 2011. The report is available at www.eclac.org

Poverty in Latin America is at its lowest level in 20 years

Growing Out of PovERTy
Working smart
the decline in poverty is very good news, particularly in 
the midst of an international economic crisis. However, 
this progress is threatened by persistent productivity 
gaps and by labor markets that generate employment 
in low-productivity sectors without social protection. 
the ingrained differences between countries range from 
productivity asymmetries to significant differences in 
institutional development, access to international finan-
cial markets, and ability to generate national savings. 
Disparities within countries further complicate poverty 
reduction in the region. Continued progress in the fight 
against poverty will require greater efforts to improve 
access to education, upgrade cash transfers to the most 
vulnerable sectors, overhaul labor market institutions, 
and create inclusive social protection systems.    ■
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Poverty has declined in all countries, but with 
great variation.
(percent of population in poverty)

Source: United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean.
Note: Estimate for 19 countries of the region. Based on the most recent year for which data 
are available.




