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Sluggish growth, rising debt, high inflation - The 2021 picture of Sub-Saharan Africa 
Regional economic activity will still be constrained 

by the impact of the covid-19 pandemic and this 

could extend to 2022 and beyond. The EIU projects 

the region to grow by a meagre 2.7% in 2021 and 

3.6% in 2022.  

To tackle the negative impact of the pandemic on 

the already embattled countries, policy makers in 

the region will intensify efforts to limit the health, so-

cial and economic consequences of the pandem-

ic. The delta variant is now present in about 22 African countries including Nigeria and South Afri-

ca - the dominant economies in SSA.  

In addition, the pace of vaccine rollouts will heavily weigh on the ability of state governments to 

address the lingering problems exacerbated by the pandemic. However, the capacity for a sig-

nificant vaccination drive in SSA countries is extremely low as revenue remains limited. Although, 

the richer countries like South Africa, will be able to consolidate as they enjoy good access to 

financial markets.  

Economic Growth 

Economic recovery will be uneven across countries. After a contraction of 3.6% in 2020, the re-

gion could experience a modest growth of 2.7% in 2021. The World Bank in its recently revised 

growth forecasts for June 2021, projects the SSA region to grow by 2.8% in 2021. The overall eco-

nomic performance of the region will be largely determined by economic trends in the two larg-

est economies (Nigeria and South Africa). More so, the expected gradual recovery process will 

be assisted by several global developments. For example, SSA will benefit hugely from the re-

bound in China’s economy. China is the region’s largest trading partner and a key source of bi-

lateral lending. The World Bank projects the Chinese economy to grow sharply by 8.5% in 2021. In 

addition, oil exporting and other commodity dependent economies within the region will reap 

benefits from higher global oil prices and a rebound in global demand for food and industrial 

raw materials. 
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Inflation  

Consumer price inflation rose by 1.6% to 9.8% in 2020 from 8.2% in 2019. According to the EIU, aver-

age inflation will remain relatively unchanged compared to 2020 before moderating to 9% in 2022. 

Despite the overall projected decline in inflation, several countries within the region will experience 

high inflation rates due to higher food prices and weak disposable income. In Nigeria, for example, 

forex restrictions and insecurity will remain pertinent inflation stoking factors. In South Africa, inflation 

is expected to pick up to 7.8% in 2021 from 6.9% in 2020 before decelerating marginally to 7.3% in 

2022. The same applies to Angola, where imported inflation that is largely driven by a weaker cur-

rency could push inflation to an average of 24% in 2021.  

External debt 

External debt burden is expected to maintain its upward trajectory by 7.3% to approximately $732bn 

in 2021. Since the start of the pandemic, multilateral and bilateral borrowing increased in the region 

to help several countries mitigate the excruciating impact of the pandemic on their economies. 

Meanwhile, debt service costs are expected to ease marginally to 11.1% from 12.6% in 2020. This is 

primarily due to the expectation that global interest rates will remain low. The US Fed has stated that 

it would leave interest rates near zero until 2023. In addition, more SSA countries (Ghana, Ivory 

Coast, Nigeria, Senegal, Benin Republic) have also resorted to the international capital market to 

issue Eurobonds.  

 

Economic Indicators 2019 2020 2021 2022 

Real GDP (%) 2.5 -3.6 2.7 3.6 

Population (bn) 1.07 1.10 1.13 1.16 

GDP ($’bn) 2,234.6 2,152.2 2,413.6 2,607.3 

GDP per head ($’bn) 2,087 1,958 2,139 2,249 

Inflation (%) 8.2 9.8 9.8 9.0 

Trade Balance ($’bn) -10.0 -22.6 -6.1 -6.4 

External Debt ($’bn) 635.6 682.1 731.9 764.9 

Debt Service ratio (%) 12.2 12.6 11.1 11.9 

Source: EIU 
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A Tale of Two Countries – South Africa & Nigeria 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Coincidentally, the two dominant economies in SSA have experienced similar events in the last one 

year. From protests to underlying macroeconomic conditions, the fate of the SSA region in the short 

term lies in the use of a defibrillator on Nigeria and South Africa. While South Africa could return to a 

positive growth of 2.5% in 2021 from -7.0% in 2020, Nigeria will keep underperforming the region at 1.8% 

according to World Bank projections.  

Similarities 

Protest & Looting: In October 2020, there was the nationwide #EndSars protest in Nigeria. The protest 

was birthed from public frustration of police brutality across the country. Before long, the organic 

peaceful protest, became a historic eye witness account of the ‘October Lekki Toll Massacre’ fol-

lowed by looting and wanton destruction of malls, shops and business enterprises. The economic loss 

was estimated at over N1trn. Fast forward to 2021, South Africa, is experiencing double the trouble af-

ter the jail sentence of its ex-president and apartheid freedom fighter, Jacob Zuma.  

South Africa Nigeria 

 Trigger Point– Jacob Zuma’s conviction 

 11 warehouses burnt, 3,000 shops looted 

 1,400 ATM points destroyed 

 489 pep stores looted 

 Over 500 shopping malls burnt/looted/damaged 

(including Mercedes, Woolworths, Mr Price, Edgar, 

Spar) 

 161 liquor outlets looted 

 11 warehouses burnt 

Underlying macroeconomic conditions 

 High unemployment, rising inflation and high income inequality 

 Trigger point– police brutality 

 Largely confined to Lagos 

 One TV station razed 

 BRT buses torched 

 Shopping malls in Ajah, Lekki and environs 

looted 

 Bank branches vandalized 

 International airports closed 

 High court burnt 

Underlying macroeconomic conditions 

 High unemployment, rising inflation and high income 

inequality 
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Economic Indicators 

 
 

Macroeconomic conditions: Both countries are battling with a high misery index, sluggish growth and 

fast spread of the delta variant. South Africa is currently facing a third wave of the virus, while Nigeria is 

at the early stages of its third wave. 

Over the years, there has been a recurring delay in implementing key economic reforms in several Af-

rican countries including the South Africa and Nigeria. This becomes even more worrisome whenever 

presidential and parliamentary elections are underway. In addition, once the misery index of any 

country increases for two consecutive quarters preceding the elections, the incumbent president 

tends to lose. In essence, the political opportunity cost of a delay in the much needed reforms is a rise 

in public backlash.  

In summary,  the public volcanic eruption in both countries can be attributed to underlying macroe-

conomic conditions. With sluggish growth, high unemployment and rising commodity prices, it is safe 

to say that public resentment towards unbearable living conditions has manifested itself in the great 

economies of Africa. It is crunch time for socio-economic reforms by policy makers in these countries. 

Through the lens of political economics, the longer these reforms take, the more the likelihood of a 

backlash. The lesson to be learnt from the tale of these two countries is that politicians should not un-

derestimate the consequences of economic hardship. 

 

Indicator South Africa Nigeria 

Q1’21 Real GDP (%) -3.20  0.51  

June Inflation (%) 4.90  17.75 

Unemployment (%) 32.6 (Q1’21) 33.3 (Q4’20) 

Life Expectancy (years) 64.90 55.80 

External Reserves ($’bn) 54.47 (Jun’21) 33.17 (Jul’21) 

Exchange Rate Regime Flexible Managed floating 
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Covid-19 Update - As at July 23, 2021 

At the start of the pandemic, Africa seemed to 

have herd immunity with the lowest number of cas-

es and fatalities compared to Europe and Asia. 

Now with the entrance of the delta variant, there 

are rising concerns of a fatal third wave in the conti-

nent. About 22 African countries including South Af-

rica, have detected the deadly variant. 

While advanced economies seem to gradually recover from the pandemic, the surge in the Delta var-

iant could worsen the already embattled heath system in various countries across the African conti-

nent. With hospitals operating at overcapacity, low vaccination rates, limited oxygen respirators and 

covid vaccines, and lax adherence to preventive measures, the death toll is likely to spike in the com-

ing months.  More so, this could worsen the region’s external debt burden and continue to keep the 

continent at the bottom of the economic development pyramid globally.  

Countries with the highest covid cases in Africa 

 

 

 

 

Countries with the highest COVID cases  

 

Countries COVID cases % of total cases 

in Africa 
Fatalities % of total fatali-

ties in Africa 

South Africa 2,342,330 36.42 68,625 42.34 

Morocco 569,668 8.86 9,536 5.88 

Tunisia 558,306 8.68 18,052 11.14 

Egypt 283,906 4.42 16,470 10.16 

Ethiopia 278,105 4.33 4,363 2.69 

Nigeria 170,306 2.65 2,130 1.31 

Countries COVID cases Rank 

South Africa 2,342,330 1st 

Morocco 569,668 2nd 

Tunisia 558,306 3rd 

Egypt 283,906 4th 

Ethiopia 278,105 5th 

Nigeria 170,306 9th 
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Africa and the Digital Innovation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Whilst advanced economies have embraced social media and digital currencies, some African coun-

tries are still planning to regulate these platforms and clamp down on the widespread use of crypto-

currency.  

 

Social Media 

Africa has the highest number of social media users (590mn) for reasons ranging from its young de-

mography to keeping up with emerging trends, reading up news and entrepreneurship. Recently, Fa-

cebook — the most used social media platform in Africa and worldwide — has seen massive growth 

on the continent. The number of African Facebook users is currently over 17mn, up 70% from 10mn in 

2009. The two other most visited social media platforms among African countries are Facebook and 

Twitter. In the end, regulating a fast thriving innovation like social media rather than embrace it could 

hurt the growing digital business space in the continent.  

 

 

 

 

 

 Platforms Total Number of Users 

(mn) 

% of Global Users 

Facebook 391 9 

Instagram 7 0.2 

Twitter 108 2.4 

Whatsapp 206 4.6 

Youtube 69 1.5 
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Digital currency 

 

Despite the risks cited by policy makers in Afri-

can countries, the utilization of cryptocurrency 

has increased significantly within the continent. 

For example, the crypto market in Nigeria – one 

of the dominant SSA countries – has about 

13.02mn users (6.31% of total population) and 

the crypto market expanded so much that the 

volume of Bitcoin traded monthly is estimated 

at $200mn. Meanwhile in South Africa, total users are estimated at 4.22mn (7.11% of total population). 

The cryptocurrency market in Africa is currently worth about 32mn, 2.91% of Africa’s total population 

(1.1bn). Even though there are risks of fraudulent transactions and money laundering, the momentum 

for this digital innovation is not going away anytime soon. In response, Central Banks are already em-

barking on the journey to create their digital currencies.  

 

Fintechs cannibalizing banks’ market share 

 

From Paystack to Flutterwave, there has 

been a significant increase in the number of 

Fintechs. Fintechs fast track the financial in-

clusion drive and ease payment transac-

tions both home and abroad for individuals 

and corporates. In response, commercial 

banks have also started to intensify efforts to 

digitize their payment systems. They are also 

increasing their African footprints especially 

with the African Continental Free Trade 

Agreement (AfCFTA) at play. 

In summary, digital innovations are here to stay and Africa could be at the forefront of this movement 

particularly because of its young demography. However, the adoption and growth would be uneven 

across different countries. For example, while Kenya and Rwanda are the leading African countries in 

the tech industry, Nigeria is lagging due to poor infrastructure and weak regulations.   
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Eco currency launch postponed to 2027 

The Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS) recently announced that the launch and adop-

tion of the Eco has been moved to 2027. The common cur-

rency should have been launched in 2020, but it did not 

happen due to the coronavirus pandemic. The West Afri-

can Bloc of about 15 countries including Nigeria has been 

on the matter of a single currency for over two decades.  

While many believe that the adoption of the Eco would 

enhance trade within the bloc, ease the cost of doing business, increase job opportunities and boost 

economic growth, there are growing concerns that Nigeria could dominate monetary policy and 

stall the expected benefits. Another major limitation is the economic condition of the different coun-

tries and their ability to meet the criteria set by the West African Monetary Institute (WAMI).  

The criteria 

The four primary criteria to be achieved by each member country are: 

 A single-digit inflation rate at the end of each year 

 A fiscal deficit of no more than 4% of GDP 

 A central bank deficit-financing of no more than 10% of the previous year's tax revenues 

 Gross external reserves that can support an import cover of a minimum of three months 

The six secondary criteria to be achieved by each member country are: 

 Prohibition of new domestic default payments and liquidation of existing ones 

 Tax revenue should be equal to or greater than 20 percent of the GDP 

 Wage bill to tax revenue equal to or less than 35 percent 

 Public investment to tax revenue equal to or greater than 20 percent 

 A stable real exchange rate 

 A positive real interest rate 

Based on the set criteria and expectations for economic recovery amongst member states, 2027 

seems realistic for the adoption of the Eco. However, insecurity and external debt levels are signifi-

cant threats if governments, such as Nigeria, do not address the issues swiftly.  
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Falling Inflation in Nigeria 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Inflation refers to the increase in the general price level of commodities in an economy. As opposed 

to global and regional trends, Nigeria’s inflation rate fell for the third consecutive month to 17.75% in 

June. However, the rate of inflation is still above the CBN’s target ceiling of 9%. At this rate, inflation is 

growth retarding. The World Bank stated in its latest Nigeria Development report that seven million 

Nigerians have been pushed below the poverty line in 2020 alone. Consumer price inflation in Nige-

ria is expected to rise in the coming months as the exchange rate adjustment, insecurity and higher 

energy costs continue to exacerbate inflationary pressures. 

However, the rate of inflation can be reduced in two major ways: 

 Reduction in money supply 

 Boost in output 

Policy makers could adopt a tighter monetary policy stance which would reduce liquidity in the sys-

tem and taper inflationary pressures. Higher interest rates would increase borrowing costs and re-

duce credit to the private sector. In addition, consumers would be discouraged from taking loans, 

which will in turn taper aggregate demand.  

Secondly, the government can intensify efforts towards increasing output. For a country like Nigeria, 

encouraging local production to meet domestic demand and ultimately boost exports has become 

imperative. This would reduce the country’s import bill and significantly increase supply in the local 

markets. Theoretically, an increase in supply of goods and services will moderate prices.   
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Third covid wave in South Africa 

South Africa is facing a third wave of the coronavirus, courte-

sy of the presence of the Delta variant. This variant, now the 

most deadly, was first discovered in India, and scientists have 

now confirmed that it is 50%-60% more transmissible than the 

Alpha variant. South Africa now accounts for close to 40% of 

the total COVID-19 fatalities in Africa. A 27-year-old South Afri-

can Chief Nephrology technologist stated that, ‘It has taken a 

toll on me. It is very emotional to watch people take their last breath. Some people are gasping for air. 

There is literally nothing you can do about it. You cannot save everybody.’ This new variant poses a 

huge threat to economic recovery in the country. The World Bank projects South Africa to grow by 

3.5% in 2021. In response, the government would be forced to ensue another nationwide lockdown 

that could heighten unemployment levels (32%), increase commodity and taper economic growth. 

Meanwhile, the government is currently faced with a twin problem of rising civil unrest and an embat-

tled health care system.  

DR Congo imposes curfew of Beni after weekend bombings 

Beni is a city in the North Kivu province of the DRC, which was 

placed under a state of siege by President Felix Tshisekedi. This was 

done in the hope that it would put an end to rebel attacks. How-

ever, these efforts were unsuccessful, as a makeshift bomb went 

off in a Catholic church in the city last month. This was the first time 

a Catholic edifice was targeted in the area. According to reports 

from Aljazeera, Antoinette Kavira, one of the injured women said, 

‘‘I had just entered the church and hadn’t even managed to sit down when I heard a loud explo-

sion...blood then started gushing from my mouth.’’  

Just a few hours after this attack, there was another bombing (a suicide one) just outside a bar. The 

day prior, there was a bombing at a petrol station. Due to these recent attacks, the mayor of the Beni 

ordered that no one should leave their homes, as they have gathered intelligence that there are oth-

er attacks being planned. He also stated that the only people he wants to see roam the streets are 

officers or military personnel. The rise in insurgency in the DRC will continue to stall economic recovery 

in the country. If this is not tackled swiftly, the DRC could be declared a pariah state. 
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African task force to tackle growing ISIL (ISIS) threat 

Italian Foreign Minister, Luigi Di Mario plans to set up a task force 

against ISIL and take action in regions the militant group oper-

ates in. These regions include much of the Middle East and the 

Sahel. Mario fears that the terrorist group can regain strength 

even though ISIL lost much of their territories in Iraq and Syria. Lui-

gi Di Mario has emphasized the need for this new alliance to not 

only focus on the Middle East, but spread its resources to the 

whole of Africa.  

Pressures for the coalition to step up the action have increased, as ISIL affiliates have claimed to gain 

territories in Nigeria, Mozambique and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). More so, with the 

support of major countries like the U.S and a membership of over 78 countries, the chances of success 

for this coalition are increased exponentially. This raises hopes for a significant reduction in insecurity 

with the affected regions. If this happens, there would be respite for a fast paced economic recovery 

in the coming years. 

Rebels retake Tigray capital 

After 8 months of fighting, the Ethiopian government an-

nounced a non-reciprocal ceasefire in the northern Tigray re-

gion. The ceasefire, which is meant to last until the end of the 

farming season, was declared after the terrorist group TPLF put 

Mekelle under their circle of influence. Ethiopian president Abiy 

Ahmed hopes that this ceasefire will lead to a cessation of hos-

tilities.  

However, the effectiveness of this ceasefire could be put to question because the Tigray People's Lib-

eration Front (TPFL) are still yet to comment on this action taken by the Ethiopian government. The 

group’s reluctance to comment on the ceasefire might suggest that they are not willing to conform to 

the ceasefire. 

From all indications, the Ethiopia-Tigray crisis is unlikely to come to an end any time soon. This unfortu-

nately means an increase in the number of displaced persons that have currently peaked to 54,000. 

The humanitarian crisis would continue to worsen living standards particularly in the Tigray region, as 

people remain in desperate need of basic needs with little aid to their rescue.  
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Nigeria’s cratering economy may become Africa’s biggest threat  

-Culled from Bloomberg 

 

 

 

If there was ever a time Nigeria could have taken off, it was in 1999. Democracy had been re-

stored, with its economy reopening after decades of mismanagement and plunder under military 

dictatorships. Tomi Davies, a systems analyst, was one of thousands of Nigerians who came home 

to help rebuild the country. After a few years working on public-sector projects, he was offered a 

bag full of dollars to add ghost employees to the payroll system he was installing. When he refused, 

a group of men attacked him at his home in the capital, Abuja. 

“I arrived like many others full of hope, but had to escape in disgust,” said Davies, 65, who returned 

to the U.K., where he is now chief investment officer of Frankfurt-based venture capital firm 

GreenTec Capital Partners. 

Others like him have left too, defeated by the dashed aspirations of a nation that wasn’t supposed 

to turn out this way. Endowed with some of the world’s biggest oil reserves, plenty of arable land 

and a young, tech-savvy population of 206 million that sets Africa’s music and fashion trends, Nige-

ria had the potential to break onto the global stage. Instead, policy missteps, entrenched corrup-

tion and an over-reliance on crude oil mean that a country that makes up a quarter of the conti-

nent’s economy risks becoming its biggest problem. A dangerous cauldron of ethnic tension, youth 

discontent and criminality threatens to spread more poverty and violence to a region quickly fall-

ing behind the rest of the world. 

Since its discovery in the 1950s, beneath the mangrove forests of its south eastern coast, oil has dic-

tated the boom and bust cycles of the former British colony, with the commodity now accounting 

for 90% of exports and half of government revenue.  
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Poverty Capital 

The economy has yet to recover from the oil 

crash of 2014, and is unlikely to do so anytime 

soon, meaning its population will continue to 

outpace economic expansion, adding more 

poor to what is already the poverty capital of 

the world. Over 90 million people live in penu-

ry, more than India, which has a population 

seven times greater. 

Slow Decline 

The coronavirus has only made things worse.  

 

 

 

 

Personal incomes are set to fall to their lowest 

level in four decades, pushing an additional 11 

million people into poverty by 2022, according 

to the World Bank. One in three Nigerians in 

the workforce are unemployed, among the 

world’s highest jobless rates, fanning social dis-

content and insecurity. Policy blunders by Pres-

ident Muhammadu Buhari have complicated 

the road to recovery. He came to power in 

2015, pledging to create 12 million jobs in his 

first four-year term; halfway through his second 

term, unemployment has more than quadru-

pled. 

Buhari, 78, revived an import-substitution drive 

that was popular when he was a military ruler 

in the early 1980s, crippling businesses that 

can’t get goods to survive. He has banned for-

eign currency for imports of dozens of prod-

ucts from toothpicks to cement, closed bor-

ders to halt rice smuggling and refused to fully 

ease exchange controls. Policies like this have 

curbed foreign investment, pushed food infla-

tion to a 15-year high and scared off compa-

nies such as South Africa’s supermarket 

chain Shoprite Holdings Ltd. The World Bank 

said in a report on Tuesday stated that price 

increases are pushing seven million people into 

poverty and encouraging criminality. 

“The government made so many mistakes 

even before the pandemic made things 

worse,” said Amina Ado, who was one of 

Buhari’s oil advisers from 2017 to 2020. “We 

need to urgently change course because we 

are big enough to matter in the world.” 
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The roots of the malaise though, predate Buhari. 

Under the British rule, Nigeria’s three main re-

gions, divided along ethnic and religious lines, 

were awkwardly sandwiched together in a 1914 

amalgamation. Since independence in 1960, 

elites from the largely Christian south west and 

south east have tussled for power with the Mus-

lim north. “Political instability is a huge obstacle 

to the kind of deep, long-term institutional eco-

nomic reforms needed for Nigeria to be able to 

kick start,” said Zainab Usman, director of the 

African program at Carnegie Endowment for 

international peace. Oil led to the dismantling of 

what little industry there was by opening the 

floodgates to cheap imports financed by a 

strong local currency. Countries like Malaysia 

and Indonesia, which were as poor as Nigeria in 

the 1960s, have surpassed it in per-capita in-

come after diversifying. 

Lagging Behind 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A surge in corruption also wrested away re-

sources needed for infrastructure and a reliable 

power supply — both of which are lacking. 

“In a lot of countries, people are used to officials 

skimming something off the top, but ultimately 

delivering something,” said Matthew T Page, an 

associate fellow at Chatham House in London. 

“In Nigeria, everything is skimmed off the top 

and nothing is delivered.” 

Security Meltdown 

Mistrust of the state and poverty seeded vio-

lence. A decade-long jihadist insurgency in the 

northeast rages on despite Buhari’s claims to 

have defeated Boko Haram militants in 2015. 

Piracy has also made the Gulf of Guinea one of 

the world’s most dangerous waters, while inland, 

a deadly conflict between nomadic herders 

and farmers in the middle of the country is mov-

ing south. A new separatist rebellion is emerging 

in the south east, where a secessionist attempt 

to create the republic of Biafra sparked civil war 

in the 1960s. 

Kidnapping has surged to its highest level in at 

least a decade, according to data from the 

Armed Conflict Location & Event Data Project. 

Nearly 900 students were taken from schools in 

mass abductions since December, according to 

the United Nations.  
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Booming Business 

It wasn’t always like this. As a child in the 1980s, Alvari Banu remembers the short road trips to visit 

the family farm between Abuja and the northern city of Kaduna. Now, kidnappings on the same 

road have kept him away for almost three years. 

“The situation is getting worse,” said Banu, 41, a financial consultant. “The government has com-

pletely failed to provide even basic security.” 

 

Disorder is a huge impediment to growth, costing the economy $10.3 billion in 2020 — more than 

the federal government’s total revenue that same year, according to official estimates. Without 

key reforms, Nigeria’s economy will remain anaemic, expanding little more than 2% this year and 

next, still below the population growth rate, according to the International Monetary Fund. In the 

meantime, the government is living on borrowed money, with debt service costs eating up over 

80% of its revenue. 

“This could end up in an external debt default if things don’t change,” said Charlie Robertson, 

global chief economist with Renaissance Capital, an emerging and frontier markets investment 

bank. 

To avoid calamity, the government needs to allow the currency to depreciate, invest in electricity 

and campaign to lower fertility rates, which at 5.3 births per woman is one of the world’s highest 

and saps savings, said Robertson. Climbing oil prices, a planned sovereign bond sale and upcom-

ing disbursement of IMF resources will help the country muddle through for now, said Omotola 

Abimbola, an analyst at Lagos-based investment bank Chapel Hill Denham. 

The brunt of the economic decline is falling on the young, two-thirds of whom are either jobless or 

under-employed. With a median age of 18, the country’s population is growing restless and discon-

nected from the aging political class that lives in luxury. Last year, protests over police brutality be-

came a nationwide uprising that paralyzed major cities, curbed only by a violent crackdown that 

killed dozens. 

“There is a lot of frustration because there are a lot of overqualified people unemployed,” 

said Chioma Okafor, a 32-year-old public health-care expert who moved back to Nigeria in 2014. 

After two years making $200 a month in consulting in Abuja, and with no prospect of a better job, 

Okafor borrowed money to buy a one-way ticket back to the U.S. 

“When Buhari came to office, people were expecting things to change,” she said. “But it’s not just 

Buhari that failed. The system is broken.” 



 21 

 

Youth vs the gerontocrats: a potent political force tests Africa’s ageing rulers  

– Culled from Financial Times 

The continent’s tech-savvy urban population is mounting a stiff challenge to regimes unwilling to 

cede power 

Until last November, Luzige Masudi, a skinny young man with the physique of a ballet dancer, 

made his money as a hip-hop artist, paid to dance at clubs and bars in Kampala, the boisterous 

Ugandan capital. But for now, at least, 20-year-old Masudi’s dancing days are over. 

On November 18, he was shot in the chest and face by a soldier during a protest against the ar-

rest of presidential candidate Robert Kyagulanyi, popularly known as Bobi Wine, the 39-year-old 

ragga star turned voice of Uganda’s disaffected youth. Masudi is one of an estimated 770 of 

Wine’s followers who were arrested or “disappeared” by authorities in the run-up to January’s 

presidential election. Another 80 were killed, according to the National Unity Platform, Wine’s 

party. 

“It’s tough living in Uganda as a young person,” he says. “There are no job opportunities for 

young people. I don’t think there are any opportunities.” After three months in hospital guarded 

by security guards, Masudi escaped and is now in hiding.  

Unable to dance because of the pain, he quotes an ex-

pression in Luganda, one of Uganda’s main languages: 

“When someone presses you hard, blood gushes out.” 

Even before the election, Masudi barely got by, earning 

about USh200,000 ($56) a month from gigs and odd brick-

laying jobs. Politically, his protests were in vain. Wine, the 

red beret-wearing presidential candidate, was prevented 

from holding rallies, ostensibly because of Covid-19 restrictions, and social media platforms were 

blocked. Yoweri Museveni, the 76-year-old president now in his 35th year of power, notched up 

yet another controversial victory. 
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Uganda, where the median age is 16.7, young even for Africa, has come to epitomize a continent 

in which a cadre of immovable gerontocratic leaders of Museveni’s generation are fighting an un-

stoppable urban force: hundreds of millions of disenfranchised, ambitious and often unemployed 

young people who are fed up with politics-as-usual and a lack of opportunities. Without significant 

political and economic reforms, the disparities could threaten the stability of some governments — 

as has already happened in the likes of Sudan and Algeria.  

This clash of youth against gerontocrats, some of whom are former military men, is playing out in the 

world’s youngest continent where three in every five people are under 25. The median age in Africa 

is 19.7 against 42.5 in Europe and 48 in Japan. The average age of Africa’s leaders is 62, according 

to the UN Development Programme. 

In theory, a young population 

can be an economic boon, 

bringing energy, technological 

skills, new ideas and a bulging 

workforce. President Emmanuel 

Macron of France has called Af-

rican youth “the most dynamic in 

the world” and the continent’s 

principal asset. Many nations in 

Europe, the US and Asia are 

grappling with the opposite 

problem. Just this month, China, 

which like the US has a median 

age of 38, allowed couples to have three children — a reversal of decades of population control. 

Yet in Africa the supposed demographic dividend remains mostly theoretical. Not enough jobs are 

being created to absorb what could be a productive workforce. Few governments have done any-

thing like enough to engineer the conditions — in education, infrastructure, rule of law or ease of 

doing business — to attract domestic or global investors. The Ibrahim Index of African Governance, 

which measures a series of indicators across the continent, has consistently shown a broad, if imper-

fect, correlation between democratic accountability, institutional strength, and economic progress. 
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Unemployment numbers are almost meaningless, disguising as they do chronic underemployment. 

But even official data paint a horrifying picture, with jobless rates for 15 to 25-year-olds well above 

50 percent in both Nigeria and South Africa, sub-Saharan Africa’s two biggest economies. 

Fertility rates across much of the continent remain high, at an average of about 4.5 children per 

woman. That means populations are continuing to grow quickly — the number of Africans is likely to 

nearly double over the next 30 years — while the so-called dependency ratio of working to non-

working age population stays elevated. Much of Asia’s growth miracle occurred when fertility rates 

fell sharply, lowering the dependency ratio and increasing the relative size of the productive work-

force. 

Lack of work means that many young people, especially in the cities, are obliged to do odd jobs, 

hawk on the streets, or start their own microbusinesses. The lucky few become coders or entrepre-

neurs. But while some agitate for political change, others drift into crime or even terrorism, a rising 

problem across the Sahel and in much of Africa from Somalia and the Democratic Republic of Con-

go to northern Mozambique. 

Officials in some countries are aware of the importance of delivering reforms. In Djibouti, where 73-

year-old President Ismail Omar Guelleh has run the country in the Horn of Africa since 1999, some 70 

percent of youngsters is unemployed. “There is a very strong, natural demographic growth,” says 

Ilyas Moussa Dawaleh, Djibouti’s finance minister. “The risk is there, and it will be more and more 

pressing. That’s why we don’t have the time. We have to reform. We have to offer opportunities.” 

Digital era 

As well as demographic trends, two other forces are turning Africa’s youth into a potent political 

force: urbanization and technology. Of the world’s 30 fastest-growing cities, 21 are in Africa, ac-

cording to the UN. In 1990, less than a third of Africa’s population lived in cities. By 2015, that had 

risen to half, according to the Paris-based OECD. 

Africa’s youth is also connected. Of the 1.2bn people on the continent, 477m have unique mobile 

subscriptions, according to GSMA, the mobile trade body. Thanks to the falling price of smartphone 

handsets made by companies such as Transsion, a Chinese manufacturer, 272m people are mobile 

internet users. WhatsApp, a messaging service owned by Facebook, is a near-ubiquitous communi-

cation tool. 
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More people in cities thus have access to both information and the power to organize, including 

planning protests. Surveys by Afrobarometer and other polling organizations show that the aspira-

tion for democracy is strong, as is impatience with sham democracies that prolong the tenure of 

multi-term autocrats. “It means having a first world mindset but being stuck with Third World leaders 

with Third World ideas,” Wine told the Financial Times shortly after Museveni’s latest inauguration in 

Uganda last month. 

Africa’s leaders well understand the dangers of rapid, free-flowing information in helping opposition 

forces to organize. Last year alone there were 26 internet shutdowns in Africa, according to Access 

Now, an independent monitoring group. 

In Uganda, social media platforms were blocked for much of the election campaign. “We are in a 

digital era,” says Sarah Bireete, director of the Center for Constitutional Governance in Kampala. 

“One of the examples to show that Museveni is detached from reality is the way he casually shuts 

off the internet.” 

Last month, the government of Muhammadu Buhari, Nigeria’s 78-year-old president, banned Twitter 

from mobile networks indefinitely after the social media company removed a tweet in which the 

president threatened a violent crackdown against people in the south-east. The government said 

that the platform had been persistently used for “activities that are capable of undermining Ni-

geria’s corporate existence”. 

‘Out for themselves’  

Internet shutdowns or 

not, these converging 

f o r c e s  o f  d e -

mographics, urbaniza-

tion and the spread of 

information amount to 

a potent mix. In coun-

try after country 

young people are be-

coming a new politi-

cal force, a nemesis 

of out-of-touch lead-

ers sometimes three or 

four times their age. But like Museveni, many leaders have become skilled at gaming systems that 

are democracies in name only. 
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This new force has already played decisive roles in securing political change in some countries. In Su-

dan, in an echo of the Arab spring, disenchanted young professionals led months of protests that cul-

minated in April 2019 in the military overthrow of Omar al-Bashir after 30 years in power. In the same 

year in Algeria, predominantly youthful protesters triggered the ousting of Abdelaziz Bouteflika, the 

then 82-year-old president who had insisted on retaining power even though he had not spoken in 

public since 2013 after suffering a stroke. 

In Ethiopia, young nationalists in the Oromo region, known as Qeerroo, helped remove the 27-year-old 

regime of the Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front, paving the way for Abiy Ahmed, 

now 44, to become Africa’s youngest leader. Many leaders are well aware of this new force. In rela-

tively stable Kenya, President Uhuru Kenyatta, 59, said last year: “We have a youth bulge that, if not 

properly handled, can be a time-bomb that can blow this country to pieces.” 

In other countries, young people have mobilized politically only to be crushed by the state. In Nigeria, 

Africa’s most populous nation with 210m people (125m of them under 25), tens of thousands of young 

people began protesting in 2017 against police brutality. Their social media-driven mass movement 

#EndSARS, named for the notoriously violent Special Anti-Robbery Squad, has sometimes been com-

pared with the Black Lives Matter protests in the US. The movement was halted in October 2020 when 

members of the Nigerian army opened fire at protesters at the Lekki tollgate in Lagos, the commercial 

capital, killing 12. 

Many have blamed the bloody denouement on Buhari who, like Bouteflika, has often been absent in 

moments of crisis. A former military leader who won the presidency on his fourth attempt in 2015, 

Buhari spent months of his first term on medical leave in London for an unnamed ailment.  

“Young people are just generally alien-

ated from the government, and old 

people are not willing to let go of pow-

er,” says Rinu Oduala, a 22-year-old Ni-

gerian activist. “What happened at Lekki 

tollgate was a crackdown on a youthful 

population that was showing exemplary 

leadership,” she says of the largely 

peaceful demonstrations. “The ruling 

elites weren’t able to see that.” 

On Kukawa Street in Lagos Island, Grace 

Ojo, an administrative officer at a law 

firm, ticks off the challenges facing Nigeria, a country whose population is projected to reach 400m  
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by 2050, and evident in other, less populous 

countries. They include soaring inflation, sluggish 

growth, a near-absence of social services, ram-

pant corruption at every level of government 

and a decrepit power supply. “We are not fine 

right now,” she says. “These old people are 

weak, and they are just out there for them-

selves.” 

Ojo says it is hardly surprising that some of Ni-

geria’s youth should adopt the extractive meth-

ods of earning a living they see all around them. 

Violence and insecurity have spread to nearly 

every corner of the country and thousands have 

been killed or kidnapped by roving gangs of 

armed criminals. “The youth don’t have anything 

to do, so they turn to criminality because the so-

called leaders are corrupt themselves,” she says. 

“What do you expect the youth to do? They fol-

low their example.” 

Buhari is a rare two-term gerontocrat in West Afri-

ca, a region full of leaders who are loath to 

budge. Some seek to rule for life like Equatorial 

Guinea’s 79-year-old Teodoro Obiang, who has 

held on to power since 1979 when he overthrew 

his uncle in a coup. Others enact constitutional 

changes allowing them to prolong power: last 

year, Alassane Ouattara, Ivory Coast’s 79-year-

old president, and Alpha Condé, Guinea’s 83-

year-old leader, were both re-elected beyond 

original term limits, brushing off significant pro-

tests against the moves. 

In Cameroon, which faces a separatist crisis in its 

Anglophone regions, President Paul Biya is a dec-

ade older than Buhari and has ruled for nearly 

seven times as long. Biya, 88, spends much of his 

time at the Intercontinental Hotel in Geneva. His 

four decades in power mean that most Came-

roonians — 62 percent of whom are under 25 — 

have known only one leader. 

Zacheus Angwabong, a 22-year-old student and 

activist with Stand Up For Cameroon, says of his 

country’s ageing elite: “When you have people 

who know that they are operating at the end of 

their lives, they don’t promote sustainable devel-

opment because they know they will not be 

alive to enjoy those facilities.” Angwabong ar-

gues that, in Cameroon at least, young people 

are partly to blame because they have disen-

gaged from the political process. “They have left 

politics to the old,” he says. 

Dynastic succession erodes the legitimacy of 

many countries’ political systems. Biya’s 49-year-

old son Franck is reportedly being groomed to 

replace him as Cameroon leader. In nearby Ga-

bon, President Ali Bongo replaced his father 

Omar in 2009 after he died following 42 years in 

power. Last month, after the death of Chad’s 68-

year-old president-for-life Idriss Déby on the bat-

tlefield, his son Mahamat was swiftly installed. In 

Uganda, some believe Museveni’s son, Muhoozi 

Kainerugaba, a military officer, may someday 

replace his father. 
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Addressing Discontent 

 

 

  

Without improvements in democratic accountability, experts and activists warn, more civil strife is likely 

in many countries as youthful movements step up their demands for a change from the old guard. 

Last month, days before the sixth presidential inauguration of Museveni on May 12, fighter jets flew 

low, armored cars paraded the streets of Kampala, and snipers stood on rooftops to scare away po-

tential young troublemakers. “The government harshly engages the youth who riot, but needs to learn 

to address the social and economic reasons for the discontent,” says Fred Muhumuza, an economist 

at Makerere University in Kampala. 

Meanwhile, Museveni’s challenger Wine was trapped in his house, surrounded by soldiers. “It is a pain 

not only to have an old president, but to have a person that is disconnected in terms of mindset,” he 

said. “They use brute force to try and subjugate and silence the angry and outspoken young people.” 

But Wine has a warning for those leaders on the continent who can neither provide their young peo-

ple with opportunities nor are willing to leave power when their time is up. “Those who make peaceful 

change impossible,” he said, “make violent revolution inevitable.” 

https://www.ft.com/content/ce3626cb-a8e7-4663-a93b-478be992fe78
https://www.ft.com/content/ce3626cb-a8e7-4663-a93b-478be992fe78
https://www.ft.com/content/ce3626cb-a8e7-4663-a93b-478be992fe78
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South Africa’s Zuma handed a 15-month jail term  

Ex-president of South Africa, Jacob Zuma, has been handed a 15-

month jail sentence for the failure to present himself before the court 

at a corruption inquiry earlier this year. This inquiry was led by Deputy 

Chief Raymond Zondo in February. Nearing his ninth year in office, 

Zuma was accused of authorizing the marauding of state coffers by 

this Zondo. However, this could have been because of the bad blood 

between them in the past, as Zuma accused Zondo’s commission of bias in July 2019. Nevertheless, 

there is no proof to reinforce this claim.  

After July 2019, Zuma had ignored several invitations to reappear for another corruption trial. Howev-

er, he made an appearance in November of the same year but left before any questioning. Jacob 

Zuma now faces 16 charges of fraud, corruption and racketeering. These charges relate to his 1999 

purchase of fighter jets, patrol boats and gear from five European arms firms for 30 billion rand. On re-

ceiving this 15-month jail term, there was a massive protest in South Africa with looting and extreme 

destruction of properties and businesses. Jacob Zuma also said that “the fact that I was lambasted 

with a punitive jail sentence without first receiving a trial  should engender shock in all those who be-

lieve in freedom and rule of law”. 

Biafra Leader, Nnamdi Kanu, is now in custody 

Biafra separatist leader Nnamdi Kanu was captured on 30th of 

June 2021 by Nigerian intelligence services and Interpol. He was 

then extradited to Nigeria to face trial for attempting to inflame 

secessionist unrest in the south-east of Nigeria.  

Nnamdi Kanu is a British national who took refuge in Peckham as 

he had been wanted by the Nigerian authorities since 2015 after fleeing from the country while on 

bail. He was charged with terrorism and incitements after broadcasts aired on Radio Biafra, where he 

taunted the president and continually called for an armed uprising amongst the people of southern 

Nigeria. Kanu is also the leader of the Indigenous People of Biafra (IPOB) a separatist group, which has 

been proscribed as a terrorist group, as they are suspected to be the ones responsible for the killings, 

arson attacks against the police units in southern Nigeria, and the freeing of nearly 2,000 prisoners in 

the south-east Nigeria. The arrest of Nnamdi Kanu raises concerns of social unrest in the country.  
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Election Watch -  Selected Countries in SSA 

Country Presidential Parliamentary 

Angola - 2022 

Burkina Faso 2025 2025 

Cameroon 2025 2025 

Cote d’Ivoire 2025 2026 

Ethiopia - June 2021 

Gabon 2023 2023 

Ghana 2024 2024 

Kenya 2022 2022 

Liberia 2023 2023 

Nigeria 2023 2023 

Rwanda 2022 2023 

Senegal 2024 2022 

Sierra Leone 2023 2023 

South Africa 2024 2024 

Tanzania 2025 2025 

Uganda 2026 2026 

Zambia 2021 August 2021 

Zimbabwe 2023 2023 

 
Source: EIU 

The next big electoral event in the SSA region will be the legislative and presidential elections to hold in Zam-

bia (August 12th). After that lies ahead a significant electoral test in South Africa where the nation wide mu-

nicipal elections for district, metropolitan and local municipalities councils are due to take place on October 

27th. Then we move to the 2023 presidential elections to take place in Nigeria.  
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Ethiopian Airlines outstanding “agility” leads to profit at the end of 2020 

The aviation industry is one of the worst-hit sectors by the pandemic. Yet, Ethiopian Airlines 

emerged as one of only three airlines globally to record a profit in the fiscal year 2020/21. Ac-

cording to its CEO, Ethiopian Airlines demonstrated agility and resilience in the face of declining 

passenger traffic. In 2020, Africa’s passenger traffic declined by almost 69% compared to 2019.    

As the pandemic hit a crescendo, the airline focused on its cargo unit, refitting 25 passenger air-

craft for cargo in addition to its existing 12 cargo planes. This  led to the advent of Ethiopian Air-

lines as the partner of choice for the World Health Organisation, the United Nations and Alibaba 

in the global distribution of Covid-19 vaccines. By May 2021, Ethiopian Airlines had transported 

over 20 million doses of vaccine to more than 20 countries. The company’s foresight and pro-

activeness has enabled it survive the most devastating year for the global aviation sector, un-

scathed.  

South African Airways turns private following financial troubles 

Following the company’s entry into a  bankruptcy protection in December 2019, South African 

Airways (SAA) has struggled to remain afloat. This, coupled with the wild surprise, which is the 

COVID-19 pandemic, has made it a financially difficult year for the erstwhile biggest carrier on 

the continent. The pandemic has restricted mobility, significantly lowering the demand for travel 

as a result. While SAA has been in a loss-making mode since 2012, the pandemic dealt a further 

blow to the company’s fledgling bottomline.  

The government’s rescue plan for the airline required the sale of a majority stake (51%) to  Takatso 

consortium, a joint venture between private equity investor, Harith General Partners, and airline 

operator Global Airways. This is required for the SAA to regain a degree of financial stability. How-

ever, the brutal nature of the pandemic may prompt a further reduction of the South African 

government’s 49% stake over time.  Furthermore, this acquisition by Takatso consortium is likely to 

drive efficiency and productivity given the airline’s recurring challenge with high operating costs.  
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Country GDP Annual 

Growth Rate 

(%) 

Inflation (%) Unemploy-

ment Rate (%) 

Interest Rate 

(%) 

Life Expectan-

cy (Years) 

Angola -3.4(Q3’21) 25.32 (Jun’21) 30.5(Mar’21) 20.0(Jul’21) 62.2 

Botswana 0.7(Q3’21) 8.2 (Jun’21) 23.3 (Dec’20) 3.75 (Jun’21) 69.9 

Cameroon 0.8(Q4’20) 1.97 (Mar’21) 3.6(Dec’20) 3.25 (Jun’21) 60.3 

Ethiopia 6.1 (Q3’20) 24.5(Jun’ 21) 19.1 (Dec’18) 7.0 (Dec’20) 67.8 

Eritrea -0.6 (Q4’20) 4.7 (Dec’20) 7.4(Dec’20) - 67.5 

Gabon -1.8 (Q4’20) 0.9 (May’21) 20.5 (Dec’20) 3.25 (Jun’21) 67.0 

Ghana 3.1 (Q3’20) 7.8 (Jun’21) 4.5 (Dec’20) 13.5 (May’21) 64.9 

Guinea 5.2 (Q4’20) 12.37(May’21) 4.4 (Dec’20) 11.5 (May’21) 62.6 

Ivory Coast 3.5 (Q3’21) 3.5 (Jun’21) 3.5 (Dec’20) 4.0(Jun’21) 58.8 

Kenya 1.1(Q4’20) 6.32 (Jun’21) 7.2 (Sep’20) 7.0 (May’21) 67.5 

Liberia -3.0 (Q4’20) 8.16 (May’21) 2.7 (Dec’20) 25.0 (May’21) 65.0 

Mozambique 0.12 (Q3’21) 5.52 (Jun’21) 3.39 (Dec’20) 13.25 (Jul’21) 62.1 

Nigeria 0.51 (Q3’21) 17.75 (Jun’21) 33.3 (Dec’20) 11.5 (May’21) 55.8 

Rwanda 3.5 (Q3’21) 0.1(Jun’21) 17.0 (Feb’21) 4.5 (May’21) 70.0 

Senegal 5.1 (Q3’21) 2.0 (Jun’21) 16.7 (Dec’20) 4 (Jun’21) 68.9 

South Africa -3.2(Q3’21) 4.9 (Jun’21) 32.6  (Mar’21) 3.5 (Jul’21) 64.9 

Tanzania 4.9(Q4’20) 3.6 (Jun’21) 2.16(Dec’20) 5.0 (May’21) 66.4 

Uganda 6.2(Q3’21) 2.0 (Jun’21) 2.44 (Dec’20) 6.5(Jun’21) 64.4 

Zambia 0.7(Q3’21) 24.6(Jun’21) 12.2(Dec’20) 8.5 (May’21) 64.7 

Zimbabwe -4.1 (Q4’20) 107(Jun’21) 5.7 (Dec’20) 40.0 (Jun’21) 62.2 

Source: Trading Economics 
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