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Background 

Objective of the retreat

The present report constitutes the outcomes of 
the 2016 Annual Senior Management Retreat held 
from 27 to 29 November 2016 at the Kuriftu Re-
sort, Debre-Zeit.

The main objective of the retreat – as indicated in 
the Economic Commission for Africa (ECA) Senior 
Management Team (SMT) Retreat orientation note, 
which was circulated to SMT members prior to 
the event – was to take stock of ECA key achieve-
ments in support of Africa’s structural transforma-
tion agenda in the context of Agenda 2063 and the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. It was 
also to explore the evolving drivers of change im-
pacting prosperity, people and planet in the region 
over the medium to long term; and their likely im-
pact on Africa’s institutional landscape to include 
Agenda 2063, the New Partnership for Africa’s 
Development (NEPAD), the reforms of the African 
Union and the positioning of the United Nations 
Development System and ECA.

The main outcome of the retreat was to arrive at a 
set of proposals that focused on strategic develop-
ment priorities for ECA moving forward. The stra-
tegic priorities were intended to constitute recom-
mendations to the incoming Executive Secretary of 
the Commission. 

While setting the scene for the retreat, Dr. Abdalla 
Hamdok, Executive Secretary a.i. of ECA, reiterated 
that the retreat will provide not only a platform for 
strategic reflection on major ECA priorities but also 
an opportunity for SMT members to reach consen-
sus on critical issues, in a global context, affecting 
Africa’s development and the Commission.

Dr. Hamdok also highlighted key global trends, in-
cluding: 

i. The changing structure of global trade, char-
acterized by “shifts in the centre of gravity” 
with the South becoming more influential, 
growth of the middle class, and a decline in 
commodity prices. 

ii. Advances in technology, including in the ar-
eas of agriculture, health and energy tech-
nology, particularly low carbon technology.

iii. The emergence of new institutions in the in-
ternational architecture governing finance, 
alongside the Bretton Woods institutions, 
and declining development assistance. 

iv. Global governance, particularly the rise 
of nationalism as illustrated by the United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ire-
land leaving the European Union (Brexit) 
and the 2016 presidential election of the 
United States of America. 

He expressed the view that the above issues would 
have a profound impact on Africa and provide both 
challenges and opportunities for the continent. He 
noted that Africa had responded to global trends by 
looking inward for solutions – as evidenced by the 
progress achieved in the negotiations involving the 
continental free trade area; and ongoing reflections 
on domestic resource mobilization, technology and 
green economy – as the way forward, while recog-
nizing that these strategic choices come at a cost 
that the continent should be willing to meet. 

Overall, current global trends provide Africa with an 
opportunity to embrace its destiny and define its 
own course of action for the future. The election 
of a new Secretary-General of the United Nations, 
who has indicated a desire for regional commis-
sions to work in a holistic manner and across the 
Charter – notably in the areas of peace and secu-
rity, human rights, and sustainable development – 
also provides hope for Africa. 

Dr. Hamdok recalled the strong cooperation of ECA 
at the regional level with regional organizations and 
noted that ECA had been at the forefront in artic-
ulating salient African common positions on global 
issues (post-2015 development agenda, trade, cli-
mate change, environment etc.). 

He then outlined areas that required urgent atten-
tion at the level of the Commission: technology 
and innovation; governance, peace and security; 
supporting regional economic communities, par-
ticularly through ECA subregional offices); support 
to member States through capacity-building; and 
partnership and resource mobilization, particularly 
looking at the diversification of sources of funds.

Dr. Hamdok then concluded by inviting SMT mem-
bers to be open and frank in their interventions, 
adding that the staff of ECA was its main resource. 
SMT members were invited to strive to reach con-
sensus in the deliberations.
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Pre-retreat consultations and 
senior management team 
expectations for the retreat 
The facilitator of the retreat, Professor Alioune 
Sall, Founder and Executive Director of the Afri-
can Futures Institute, introduced the first plenary 
by indicating that an organizational SWOT1 analy-
sis based on pre-retreat reflections of ECA entities 
(divisions, subregional offices, the African Institute 
for Economic Development and Planning and Pol-
icy Centres) took the initial stock of both internal 
and external factors that might impact the position 
of ECA in the changing developmental and institu-
tional landscape. In preparation for these changes, 
the analysis was the first attempt for an invitation, 
to an open, inductive and robust brainstorming ex-
ercise among senior managers. 

The outcome from these consultations (feedback 
from online survey – with a response rate of 80 
per cent – and SWOT analysis from divisional in-
puts) had therefore shaped the agenda and showed 
that SMT members identified the following topics 
as priority areas to be discussed during the retreat: 
strategic priorities for ECA and support of Agendas 
2063 and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Devel-
opment; Africa’s development prospects; Africa’s 
institutional landscape; the evolving global geo-
political environment; and ECA achievements and 
core partnerships.

During the online consultation, additional program-
matic, and organizational and administrative issues 
were also identified by SMT as critical topics to be 
reflected upon and discussed during the retreat:

1	 	SWOT,	strengths,	weaknesses,	opportunities	and	threats.

Programmatic and 
thematic

Organizational and 
administrative 

Governance, peace 
and security, and their 
interlinkages with 
development

Lessons learned from 
organizational reform 
efforts and current 
structure

Climate change Umoja Benefits 
Realization and Global 
Service Delivery Model

Sustainable economic 
development

Resource mobilization 
and confidence building 
with partners

Statistical development Administrative and 
business processes 
including project 
management

Illicit financial flow Staff capacity and 
management 

Regional integration Synergies and alignment 
between knowledge 
generation and delivery

Delivery of capacity 
development services
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Outcome from the online survey also indicated 
that:

• SMT members – 63 per cent felt they could 
influence the discussions

• Creative (“out of the box”) thinking, teamwork 
and cooperation; consensus building and rap-
port building are factors that would increase 
their engagement during the retreat 

• ECA senior managers – 75 per cent of them 
believed that the retreat would create consen-
sus on developing common ECA strategies in 
supporting Africa’s transformation.

Outcome of divisional reflexions and input is pre-
sented in annex 3. 

Representing the collective mind of ECA staff 
members, senior managers articulated the feasibili-
ty and the likelihood of their common reflections in 
fine-tuning the next biennial Programme Budget of 
2018–2019, and in influencing the subsequent Ex-
ecutive Secretary’s vision and agenda. Committing 
to continuous discussions until a working consen-
sus is reached, the managers agreed to creatively 
integrate these reflections into their programme of 
work and simultaneously provide a robust intellec-
tual and operational foundation for the next leader-
ship to step on. That the ECA cannot afford not to 
discuss pressing critical issues, while others claim 
their space in the development arena characterized 
by limited resources, was the common sentiment in 
the room. 

Against this backdrop and building on and in addi-
tion to the initial SWOT analysis, ECA senior man-
agers requested the unpacking of a plethora of is-
sues during the retreat – that were grouped under 
three main themes. 

On the intellectual and conceptual front – senior 
managers drew attention to the mandate and the 
niche of ECA in this United Nations-wide transi-
tion period. SMT members therefore undertook 
an introspection on the Commission’s mandate, 
continental challenges and intergovernmental rela-
tionships. The notion that there might be nuanced 
interpretations and applications of the Commis-
sion’s mandate over the past years – originally de-
termined by the Economic and Social Council – led 
the managers to invite an engaged soul-searching 
and reinvestigation of identity, including the recent 
positioning of ECA as a “think tank of reference”. A 
deeper meaning of the mandate foregrounds the 
Commission’s credibility and fitness for purpose. In 
doing so, the senior managers welcomed this intel-
lectual space to brainstorm the strategic priorities 

and direction that will modify, shift or expand, and 
strengthen and ascertain the Commission’s sphere 
of influence vis-à-vis other actors on the continent 
and beyond. In an era where the role of regionalism 
is questioned across several fronts, the retreat was 
considered as an opportunity to define the role and 
relevance of ECA as a regional commission chal-
lenged by the changing regional and global dynam-
ics. 

On the operational front – senior managers re-
flected on the Commission’s internal machinery 
and enablers as catalysts for change that will set 
the intellectual and strategic priorities in motion. A 
candid debate based on a retrospective assessment 
of issues related to the Commission’s delivery and 
business model, was considered critical to enable 
the current transition. SMT members reaffirmed 
that there is no leadership vacuum and that the 
issues debated can be further used as a founda-
tion to shape the Commission’s direction of travel 
through the current stewards of the Commission. 
For ECA to be truly relevant, it needs to have a per-
spective of the future. In short, it was considered 
a worthy enterprise to reflect on the current and 
future orientation of ECA. An invitation was there-
fore made to critically analyse the adequacy and 
readiness of its hardware and software. This was 
considered critical in the current and the anticipat-
ed development environment of limited resources, 
multiple actors struggling for legitimacy and com-
petition for space. 

On the communications front – issues related to in-
ternal and external perceptions of the Commission, 
engagement with the main and peripheral constit-
uency have been discussed. As the backbone of 
the legitimacy of the Commission, rethinking and 
leveraging the member States’ engagement, in-
volvement and response to the ECA position and 
work was requested through the current review of 
the ECA intergovernmental structure. In addition, 
articulating and communicating the Commission’s 
trusted role as part of the United Nations system – 
a key pan-African organization – and a major actor 
in the region, is critical in ascertaining its relevance, 
credibility, and hence, legitimacy. 

Throughout the retreat – including during discus-
sions on Africa’s key drivers of change – consensus 
building through scenario building, and identifica-
tion of strategic priorities, ECA senior managers reg-
ularly turned their attention to ECA internal drivers 
as enablers of the transformation they would like to 
see on the continent. The underlining assumption 
was that the realization of each scenario for Afri-
ca’s future is to a large extent contingent on these 
organizational enablers, articulated as “bread-and-
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butter” issues, therefore a dedicated discussion on 
these issues was considered an imperative. In their 
view, the SWOT analysis presented by Professor 
Alioune Sall, only attempted to consolidate reflec-
tions in advance of the retreat, which needed an 
in-depth discussion. 

Senior managers reiterated the need to use the 
space provided by the retreat to discuss issues re-
lated to the Commission’s means of implementa-
tion, including the current organizational structure  
(underpinned by two pillars), resource mobilization, 
partnership engagement, and staff morale on the 
ground. One evidence used to back up this assess-
ment was the poor ranking of ECA among other 
African think-tanks. Questioning the methodology 
and implications behind this ranking, this evidence 
was contested by some with the argument that 
ECA knowledge generation and delivery – whether 
presented under the banner of a think-tank or not 
– have largely been of high quality and impactful, 
which deserves appreciation. Without falling into 
the trap of a continuous and vicious cycle of change 
for the sake of change itself, the managers desired 
a fine-tuning of the current model in the light of the 
challenges faced and achievements made. 

The managers believed that, in a multilateral world 
featuring multiple narratives, conducting business 
as usual will not ascertain the Commission’s fitness 
for purpose vis-à-vis other actors on the regional 
arena. As an illustration, the relationship between 
ECA and its close pan-African partners was put on 
the table. On the one hand, a warning was made 
that the decision of some regional organizations to 
spread across all subregions will pose a grand chal-
lenge against the niche and comparative advantage 
of ECA as a regional commission working on similar 
areas of interest. On the other hand, the managers 
were cautioned to refrain from any conclusive judg-
ment without a deep analysis of the implications of 
changes the African Union Commission has been 
undertaking; and also, to take pride in the success 
of ECA partners – as the contributions of ECA has 
been visible and significant. 

The discussion seemingly led to a common under-
standing, albeit not full consensus, that the senior 
managers will discuss the possible futures of Africa, 
based on a thorough discussion on ECA enablers, 
and a subsequent discussion on its strategic direc-
tions. 

Prospective African 
development landscape: key 
drivers of change and their 
impact on key institutions 
Following the facilitator’s presentation on the key 
global megatrends shaping Africa’s development tra-
jectory in the coming fifty years, the senior managers 
made observations related to Africa’s key drivers of 
change. Noting that the list was not exhaustive, they 
requested clarifications on specific drivers that were 
either completely missing from the presentation or 
needed strengthening. The managers’ overall contri-
butions coalesced around four key drivers – econo-
my, social structure, global politics and governance. 

On economy – the senior managers dwelled on the 
meaning and impact of the shift from resource-based, 
rent-seeking economies to information-based, infor-
mal economies on the continent. Cautioning against 
the notion that Africa is endowed with natural re-
sources, the managers drew attention to “stranded 
resources”, whereby attracting investors towards 
fossil fuels in the future might be difficult due to 
their potentially declining value. In addition, some 
managers drew attention to the lack of job creation 
in the region and its impact on sustainable develop-
ment. 

A shift from commodity-based to information-based 
economies was premised on the rise of big data. 
Pointing to the lack of information and data to be 
used for economic planning, the managers made 
reference to the need for exploring and investing in 
information systems and non-traditional, real time 
data source to reap economic returns. Moreover, 
senior managers observed a stark global trend in ris-
ing nationalism and populism – as illustrated by the 
United Kingdom of Norther Ireland and Great Britain 
leaving the European Union and the 2016 presiden-
tial elections in the United States of America – that 
might have profound implications for available de-
velopment assistance. This, as a result, strengthens 
the need for domestic resource mobilization and 
stronger regional integration.

On social structure – issues related to changing de-
mographics, reconciliation of differences and social 
cohesion were discussed. Equipped with new digi-
tal channels and networks to express their opinions 
and demands, the rise in the youth population was 
believed to put pressure on the available democratic 
spaces and strengthen checks and balances in the 
governance of African countries. The senior manag-
ers also problematized the systematic translation of 
the demographic dividend into economic gains or 
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lack thereof. Another trend in social structure was 
observed in migration, both in Africa and from Africa 
to other regions, which was linked to poor gover-
nance and movement of skills and knowledge away 
from the region. Tensions between globalization and 
migration and the movement of capital versus peo-
ple were noted as important trends. Parallel to these, 
concerns about peace and security were shared in 
that rising terrorism and unresolved national griev-
ances would impact Africa’s development. 

On global politics and governance – questions and 
concerns were raised related to the status of and re-
lationships between West and East, State and non-
State actors, and the enabling environment in which 
these actors coexist or partner with one another. 
First and foremost, although a shift in the geography 
of wealth and prosperity from the global West to 
East was observed, the political power still resides in 
the West, according to the senior managers. While 
developing countries are believed to experience 
high growth rates but low levels of innovation, de-
veloped countries combine high levels of innovation 
with relatively lower growth rates. 

Other observed trends were the rise in violent ex-
tremism and attack on multilateralism with the rel-
evance of regional entities such as the European 
Union increasingly being questioned. That raised 
questions about the prospects of Africa’s regional 
organizations such as the African Union, which was 
modelled around the European Union. Coupled with 
the rising populism around the world and limited 
resources, these trends led the senior managers to 
anticipate a thorough examination of Africa’s rela-
tionships and coalitions with the rest of the world in 
a way that the region takes an upper hand in manag-
ing its own affairs, known as “Africa’s new indepen-
dence”. Building on that sentiment, attention was 
drawn to institutional and governmental structures 
in the region. Poor implementation of policies and 
plans were attributed to weak political will as well as 
unclear strategies and policies. Underscoring the dif-
ficulties in operationalizing long-term visions in the 
region, managers felt the retrospective analysis was 
pertinent for a robust prospective analysis. Here, the 
significance of the knowledge base built on industri-
alization over time is worth taking into consideration. 

While discussing megatrends, senior managers 
shared their observations about the features of 
these megatrends and the scenario building exer-
cise. Notwithstanding their obvious interrelations, 
the trends were believed to have ununiformed levels 
of evolution and posed occasional disruptions such 
as the shift of conflicts from State to non-State ac-
tors and the globalization of terror.

Consensus building through 
scenario development 
As part of the methodology of the retreat, scenario 
building on the key drivers of change shaping the 
African development and institutional landscape 
and ECA readiness to effectively respond there-
of, was selected as an effective process aiming at 
building consensus among SMT members. 

While recognizing that such a method cannot pre-
dict the future and that the process was not meant 
to provide conclusions, senior managers agreed 
that it should stimulate further discussion about 
important scenarios that may be off the beaten 
path of historical trend analysis, and that these 
scenarios can help shape strategic priorities for the 
Commission. 

The main outcome of this session was therefore 
to come up with three consensus-based scenarios 
(baseline, pessimistic and optimistic). Senior man-
agers were invited to develop scenarios through 
identification of critical factors, which will be af-
fected by the scenario or will have impact on the 
scenario – social, political, economic, cultural, tech-
nological, among others. The exercise also involved 
a retrospective analysis that looked at where Africa 
is coming from, the development landscape, what 
has changed, what hasn’t, and what the seeds of 
change might be. The methodology was participa-
tory, non-prescriptive and facilitated through cre-
ative group harvesting techniques.

Scenario one: baseline scenario 

The retrospective analysis for the first baseline sce-
nario was done starting from post-independence 
Africa and which looked at three different phases. 

1. Post independent to 1960s to mid-1970s 
growth. This phase was characterized by: 

• The decolonization period accompanied by a 
rising sense of nationalism and Pan-African-
ism, which eventually gave birth to the Orga-
nization of the African Unity. 

• Big policy ideas and visions for development 
through industrialization pathways and mod-
ernization of agriculture managed through 
State apparatus. 

• Statist tendencies in economic management in 
the absence of the private sector or functional 
institutions. 

• Deliberate attempts to increase the capacity 
of countries for better development.
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• Relative political stability and relative econom-
ic growth.

• Bipolar geopolitical atmosphere of the Cold 
War era, leading to nonalignment in political 
systems.

• One-party systems underlined by the “big 
man” theory.

• Emerging public sector based on meritocracy.

• Emerging commitment to invest in social sec-
tor including education.

2. Late 1970s to late 1990s – the lost decades. 
Crisis and adjustment period – reversal in de-
velopment. The main features of this phase 
were:

• The oil crisis in 1973 and decline in commodi-
ty prices hence economic meltdown. 

• African countries neglected the agricultural 
sector, which was the major source of employ-
ment.

• Introduction of structural adjustment policies 
and heightened resentment due to their fail-
ure.

• Liberal market economy as the dominant ide-
ology for development, which de-emphasize 
State control of the pillars of economy. The 
adoption of market-based development re-
sulted in reduction in public services and reg-
ulations due to increase in privatization. These 
led to destabilization and social unrest.

• Promotion of non-State actors with civil so-
ciety organizations and international financial 
institutions receiving heightened importance.

• Reduced investment in the social sector that 
gave rise to issues such as high school drop 
outs, declining life expectancy rates, HIV prev-
alence, among others.

• Rise in military or authoritarian rules, for ex-
ample, the appeal of dictatorship. 

• Paradigm shift following the failure of struc-
tural transformation with African countries 
revisiting the role of the State and open up 
space for the democratization process and 
multiparty system.

3. Late 1990s to 2000 turn around. Reclaim-
ing development albeit fragile. This phase was 
characterized by:

• Post-Washington Consensus that defined the 
return of the State.

• Return of economic growth due to improved 
commodity prices, emerging markets and trad-
ing, investment with new partners.

• “Boom and bust” period leading to Africa Ris-
ing narrative.

• Increased inequalities and slow improvement 
on social indicators.

• Rise of democratization and elections.

• Emergence of opposition parties.

• Increased democratization and liberalization 
evidenced in the emerging civil society orga-
nizations and multiparty system.

• Relative political stability with reduced num-
ber of wars.

• Global rise of terror through the transforma-
tion of conflicts to include non-State actors 
and issues such as land ownership.

• A new momentum for regional integration.

• Digital revolution giving rise to increased con-
nectivity and emergence of social networks, 
hence strengthening freedom of expression 
and furthering democratization.

• Rise of globalization and climate change.

Given the three developmental phases and trends 
discussed above, the group agreed that Africa’s fu-
ture was likely to feature the following trends: 

Economic trends

The economies will be characterized by slow growth 
with a structurally untransformed yet healthy level 
of resilience; volatility of commodity prices resumes 
with their value increasingly questioned; more in-
clination towards low-carbon technologies and 
renewable energy with more decoupling of fossils 
and growth; and urbanization, with Africa having 
the fastest urban growth rate globally.

Social trends

Africa should expect changing demographic struc-
tures and its spill over into political stability and 
economic growth. 

Political trends

Struggle for democracy continues with citizens de-
manding human rights and authoritarian govern-
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ments trying to stay in power; better informed citi-
zenry putting pressure on political systems; second 
phase of globalization with a rising anti-immigration 
and populist rhetoric, resulting in a general trend of 
looking inward; and rapid urbanization, which will 
put pressure on resources, leading to mobilization 
of citizens in urban areas that may lead to social 
unrest.

Opportunities, which African States and ECA 
should harness to support structural transforma-
tion and sustainable development, were discussed 
as follows: more enlightened, aware, informed and 
connected citizens due to access to information 
and technology; expansion of the public space 
and downward accountability; investment in infra-
structure and youth entrepreneurship; post-Trump 
and Brexit world, South-South cooperation and 
intra-Africa partnerships; increasing inclusion of 
women both in the political and economic arena; 
water and water infrastructure; and modernization 
of agriculture and use of private capital to boost 
agricultural production.

The actors that will play a role in this 10-year pros-
pect were identified as: 

• Strategic partners. The African Union Com-
mission and the African Development Bank. 
There is an aspiration to have a strategic part-
nership with the two pan-African institutions, 
but there was recognition that the institutions 
were in a competing mode. The modalities of 
engagement and relationship need to be re-ex-
amined to leverage the comparative advantag-
es of each partner and to remain relevant in 
the development and institutional landscape.

• Regional economic communities. The group 
recognized that the present relationship with 
regional economic communities was ad hoc 
and not structured. There is a need to re-ex-
amine the relevance of ECA to the regional 
economic communities.

• Multilateral partners. There is a need for ECA 
to deepen engagement with multilateral part-
ners such as the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development, and the Eu-
ropean Union. 

• United Nations country teams and the Unit-
ed Nations Development Group. Experience 
shows that agencies with no country presence 
could work in closer partnership with ECA as 
they would tend to rely on the latter for oper-
ational matters. 

 It was suggested that ECA works towards develop-
ing a long-term systematic partnership with entities 
such as the United Nations Conference on Trade 
and Development, and the United Nations Indus-
trial Development Organization, whilst promoting 
coherence among other United Nations entities. 

Scenario two: pessimistic scenario

The image of the pessimistic scenario was present-
ed as one of a hopeless continent. In essence, four 
megatrends were analysed with a pessimistic lens: 
demographics, economy, social structure and gov-
ernance. Demographics – the continent will be un-
able to harness demographic dividend for its devel-
opment. That would lead to civil unrest, resource 
wars, political instability, and insurgency, among 
others. It would also lead to urbanization that is 
characterized by sprawling slums. Economy – will 
be characterized by stagnation, decline, misman-
agement and capital flight. Social structure – there 
will be a breakdown of social contract, environmen-
tal degradation, as well as high population displace-
ment involving economic and social migrants will 
be the norm. Governance – there will be political 
disorder, lack of accountability, increase in corrup-
tion, loss of sovereignty, interference by external 
actors and kleptocracy.

In the context of a retrospective analysis, the fol-
lowing factors that have shaped Africa’s develop-
ment trajectory were identified: failure of post-co-
lonial states and weak leadership; state capture by 
national elites and self-serving leadership; ideolog-
ical warfare, which is associated with state capture 
by external actors; limited endogenous institutions 
(that do not serve Africa’s interest); hegemony of 
Bretton Woods Institutions; and failure of member 
States and African organizations to stick to the Af-
rican common position. 

Key actors have been visible in Africa’s develop-
ment landscape: the African Union, the African De-
velopment Bank, regional economic communities, 
and other African organizations; member States; 
development partners, and the United Nations sys-
tem. 

The following principles were recommended to 
guide the work of ECA with the view to effectively 
helping African countries to avoid the pessimistic 
scenario: 

• ECA actions should be guided by the African 
common position 

• ECA should sharpen its analytical skills
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• ECA should clarify its identity and the inter-
pretation of its mandate 

• ECA should focus on quality rather than quan-
tity in undertaking research and delivering 
outputs in general.

Critical enablers to assist ECA will include:

• Having trust at all levels between manage-
ment and staff, and between ECA and mem-
ber States. 

• Having an optimal structure. The Commission 
needs to revisit its configuration, particular-
ly with regard to having separate knowledge 
generation and knowledge delivery pillars, 
which should be revisited.

• Tackling the challenges of the Global Service 
Delivery Model, which could compromise the 
functioning of ECA.

• Strengthening the Host Country Agreement to 
enable Addis Ababa to compete with Nairobi 
as a United Nations duty station.

• Intertwining subregional offices with regional 
economic communities. Subregional offices 
should focus on developing subregional pro-
files.

• Reviewing the intergovernmental machinery 
and subsidiary organs and aligning flagship 
conferences with intergovernmental process-
es to ensure that matters tabled at these meet-
ings respond to member States’ priorities. 

• Rethinking the delivery of regional advisory 
services to ensure that the regular programme 
of technical cooperation allows the Commis-
sion to deliver effectively on emerging issues.

• Reviewing the governance and resources and 
financial sustainability of ECA Policy Centres.

• Reviewing the ECA partnership and resource 
mobilization strategy to increase the level of 
trust among partners, and better focus on the 
diversification of its sources of funds (new 
Joint Financing Arrangement negotiations, 
exploring Pan-Arab sources of funding and 
South-South cooperation, etc.).

Scenario three: optimistic scenario

Based on the analysis of current trends and their 
subsequent projections, the group is optimistic that 
by 2063 the majority of African countries will reach 
middle income status and other human develop-
ment indicators will be improved. Natural capital 

account will be mainstreamed and sustainable ac-
cess to energy will be realized. Africa’s carbon foot-
print will improve and the share of renewables in 
energy will contribute significantly to Africa’s trans-
formation. Illiteracy will be totally eradicated and 
Africa’s economy will become vibrant, diversified 
and competitive. Government institutions would 
be strengthened to be able to deliver to citizens 
a public good in all of its forms – security, trans-
parency accountability – and also to see an effec-
tive separation of powers between the legislative, 
executive and judiciary. Full functions of the three 
branches of Government will be fully separated and 
effective. Peace and security will see a framework 
where one does not undermine the other. 

Africa will be adequately represented in the global 
architecture, including having a permanent seat at 
the Security Council. Countries will have realized 
the full potential of their demographic dividend and 
will enjoy universal access to education, well-func-
tioning health systems and full employment. Man-
aged migration will contribute to Africa’s overall 
growth and development. Capitalizing on urban-
ization, African cities will be the drivers of Africa’s 
transformation and sustainability. In the area of 
trade of goods and services, the continental free 
trade area will be fully implemented, will contribute 
to building Africa’s industrialization capacity, which 
will in turn contribute to the creation of decent jobs 
and enhancing the continent’s services.

By 2063, African countries will be fully integrated 
in regional value chains and will participate effec-
tively in global value chains. Food security will be 
fully realized and Africa will be a net exporter of 
food to feed the continent and the world. On cli-
mate change, Africa will maintain its commitment 
to rising temperature, staying below 1.5 degrees 
and there will be a vibrant adaptive technology to 
mitigate climate change. Natural resources will be 
managed in a sustainable manner and will contrib-
ute to equitable broad-based development. Health 
systems will be strengthened and early warning 
systems will be developed in the area of research 
and management of health issues.

In the area of innovation and technology, smart cit-
ies and universal access to internet will be achieved 
and the share of innovation provided by African 
start-ups will explode. A range of information tech-
nology services will be developed in support of the 
knowledge economy, and cyber security will be 
regulated in such a way that it will protect citizens’ 
privacy and security. Africa will be equipped with 
effective institutions that have been designed and 
established to stem the illicit financial outflows and 
reduce the counterfeit trade. 
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To deliver on this optimistic scenario, ECA will need 
to be nimble, agile, adaptable and flexible – in tune 
with Africa’s dynamic changes, needs and aspira-
tions, particularly by way of: 

• Establishing a strong, focused and decentral-
ized system of service distribution closer to 
member States and attuned to their needs and 
aspirations. 

• Building its comparative advantage and adopt-
ing a focused approach to the delivery of ser-
vices.

• Contributing to Africa’s common position and 
participating in the global trade financing and 
governance architecture. 

• Continuing to play a major role in Africa’s 
structural transformation through effective 
implementation of different subregional initia-
tives.

• Establishing smart partnerships equally an-
chored with the private sector and founda-
tions, among others, so as to support the re-
alization of the ECA mandate both at regional, 
subregional and national levels. 

Critical enablers that focus on the human resource 
and human capital of ECA will include: 

• Ensuring the contribution of managers to dis-
cover talent, and provide nourishment and 
leadership development as part of their com-
pact. 

• Increasing trust, credibility and image on the 
continent and beyond, which will contribute 
to position ECA as a preferred employer. 

• Mainstreaming meritocracy and transparency 
in recruitment, promotion and assignment of 
staff.

• Respecting the core values of the United Na-
tions, which will need to be strictly respected 
and enforced.

• Promoting a conducive environment and em-
powering staff.

• Ensuring that SMT is a strong diverse, unified 
and cohesive force in the delivery of the ECA 
mandate, and embraces conflict as a construc-
tive dimension in building consensus and com-
mitment to deliver as one.

• Ensuring that ECA Divisions, subregional offic-
es, the African Institute for Economic Devel-
opment and Planning,  and Centres, strength 
lies in the provision of effective space for the 

articulation of different viewpoints even in 
contradiction with their managers, while man-
agers will strive to be associated with strong, 
well-qualified and innovative staff.

• Encouraging effective and efficient use of re-
sources in support of the role of ECA as in-
formed by the development priorities of the 
continent.

• Ensuring that the value for money principle is 
internalized in every ECA service line, includ-
ing substantive mandates. 

In the ensuing discussion, questions were raised 
regarding the appropriateness of ECA planning on 
a long-term horizon compared to short-term plan-
ning that could provide more urgency in the Com-
mission’s work. The view was expressed that use of 
the regular programme of technical cooperation and 
the location of regional advisers have to be revis-
ited. Another view expressed was that ECA should 
be bold in challenging its own work and should be 
more proactive than reactive. In essence, it should 
“think out of the box”. As an example, discussions 
on urbanization need to take into consideration the 
option of integrated rural development, particularly 
in the light of the advances in technology, includ-
ing wireless communication that addresses some 
accessibility challenges due to poor infrastructure. 

Equally important was the time frame for the sce-
narios rising on these trends. Although they split 
in their disposition towards an appropriate time 
frame, managers agreed that ECA needs to adopt 
a common time frame to analyse these trends (e.g. 
short, medium or long term) for a more robust un-
derstanding of the region’s prospective develop-
ment. Against this background, managers cautioned 
about the lack of ownership of study outcomes as 
experienced in the cases of Côte d’Ivoire, Mali and 
Zimbabwe that ignored such studies but later had 
to face the reality of the occurrence of worst case 
scenarios that were predicted. In the light of that, it 
was important to reflect on appropriate strategies 
to communicate worst case scenarios that African 
leaders have the tendency to reject or ignore. Last 
but not least, the senior managers argued that the 
Commission’s niche in each megatrend needs to be 
highlighted and made consistent with the Sustain-
able Development Goals and the repositioning of 
the United Nations in the development landscape. 

The importance of paying attention to enablers was 
underscored, as they were considered as prerequi-
site to successful programme implementation. 

Moving forward, SMT members agreed that:
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• There should be a harmonized time frame for 
the three different scenarios.

• The scenarios should pay more attention to 
cultural dimension of development. The best 
case scenario is unlikely to happen without a 
change in mindset.

• A strong analysis of actors is needed in the 
scenarios. In particular, more attention should 
be given to the private sector and civil society 
in addition to State actors.

• The enablers could be clustered into five 
groups: human capital, financial resources, in-
stitutional repositioning, communication, and 
external environment.

• All scenarios should have the same analytical 
approach (either exploratory or prescriptive).

• Scenarios should examine both internal and 
external dynamics. A good balance of both dy-
namics is recommended.

• Criteria for selecting priorities should be set to 
end up with one priority per scenario. 

Strategic prioritization
SMT members dedicated a session to identify the 
Commission’s strategic priorities consistent with 
the identified scenario, moving forward in support 
of Agenda 2063 and the 2030 Agenda for Sustain-
able Development. The sessions involved both ple-
nary and non-prescriptive small-group brainstorm-
ing. Outcomes are presented below. 

Group one: strategic priorities for baseline 
scenario

The formulation of strategic priorities for the base-
line scenario was preceded by the identification of 
key guiding principles that will define the ECA pro-
grammes: ECA should support member States to 
reduce vulnerability and dependence, through pro-
motion of a culture of inward looking and self-re-
liance; and, culture sensitivity (e.g. use of cultural 
lenses in developing ECA programmes).

The group then identified the following six strategic 
priorities:

1. Macroeconomic management for structural 
transformation with focus on drivers of growth 

2. Governance 

3. Gender and social development 

4. Regional integration, trade and industrializa-
tion 

5. Sustainable management of natural resource 
management 

6. Climate change and low carbon technology 

Critical enablers that need to be strengthened will 
include:

• Strategic resource mobilization-related issues 
– including the need to urgently roll out the re-
source mobilization strategy and decentralize 
resource mobilization functions, which should 
include delegation of authority for subregion-
al office directors to sign partnership agree-
ments on behalf of ECA – was discussed thor-
oughly. A call was also made for introspection 
on reasons for dwindling new extrabudgetary 
resources, including assessing the cause of the 
problem, the issue of ECA branding as a think 
tank, a choice of wrong priorities that do not 
align with sources of funding; and a lack of ca-
pacity to mobilize resources. 

Proposals were made to revisit the role of the 
Strategic Planning and Operation Quality Division 
where the current partnership and resource mobi-
lization functions have been relocated over a year 
ago. The point was made by some participants 
that strategic planning and operational quality are 
inherently inward-looking functions. Partnership 
and resource mobilization are externally facing and 
having the two under the same umbrella creates 
tension and does not help ECA. There was a call to 
separate the two functions and go back to the old 
model, which gave greater autonomy to a partner-
ship and resource mobilization office reporting to 
the Office of the Executive Secretary. At the same 
time, it was noted that the ECA resource mobiliza-
tion strategy does have provision for the decentral-
ization of the function across the Commission. The 
point was also made that there is a credibility and 
trust deficit and ECA needs to take deliberate steps 
to build bridges with development partners. 

It was noted that the reflexion should focus on a 
greater degree of autonomy in resource mobiliza-
tion by reinforcing the nexus between resource 
mobilization, partnership and communication, and 
establishing a better metric system to draw com-
pelling narratives. The establishment of a challenge 
fund to tackle key strategic areas, including re-
source mobilization (e.g. development of multi-year 
proposals and organize a round-table meeting to 
sell the proposals) was put forward while the allo-
cation of regular budgets to support strategic pro-
grammatic areas such as climate change.
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a. Increase efficiency and effectiveness in deliv-
ery of our work was also at the core of the 
group discussions, with a particular emphasis 
on the need to strengthen Human Resourc-
es so that it is more people-oriented to deal 
with inherent problems. The Human Resourc-
es Services Section was sensitized to be solu-
tion-oriented by asking “What can I do for 
you?” rather than saying “this is not possible”. 
Other SMT members felt there was a strong 
culture of entitlement in ECA that needed to 
be eradicated. Staff should be encouraged to 
ask what they can do for ECA or Africa rather 
than always ask what ECA can do for them. 
Looking at operational effectiveness and effi-
ciency, there was a consensus among group 
members to acknowledge that there were too 
many procedures and reporting instruments. 
Group members made a call to simplify re-
porting metrics and to move away from the 
current dashboard, approved by SMT, which 
is perceived as complicated and not suitably 
aligned to the Commission’s current mode of 
doing business. 

b. The need to review the strategic partnerships 
of ECA, given that many of these relationships 
were cemented during a period that bears 
no resemblance to current day realities, and 
therefore, warrants a review of where ECA 
stands on some of these critical areas. There 
was reference made to climate change as a 
defining challenge affecting Africa’s develop-
ment, and the Commission’s partnership re-
lated to initiatives such as ClimDev, minerals 
and extractives through the African Minerals 
Development Centre, or indeed, land poli-
cy matters have not gone far enough to test 
the delivery model, and to enable ECA to be 
relatively nimble on areas of unique compar-
ative advantages. The concern expressed was 
that whilst ECA was keen to get the partner-
ship right vis à vis those initiatives, much of 
the work is being duplicated by the partners 
of the Consortium. This is evident with regard 
to climate change and minerals and extractive 
work.

c. The need to invest in staff skills and motivation 
is based on the premise that staff are the core 
resources of ECA. The group noted that most 
staff are demotivated and that there is an ur-
gent need to nurture and harness the human 
capital of the Commission, re-engage the staff, 
develop their skills and invest on initiatives 
that will boost their morale. It was also em-
phasized that the Commission should promote 

a rule-based system and favourable working 
conditions that are held together through 
strong ethics and transparent processes.

d. Programme, and programme-support related 
discussions highlighted the disconnect be-
tween the work of support divisions and their 
contribution to structural transformation in 
Africa. Support divisions need to be brought 
to the delivery of the Commission’s mandate 
equation to appreciate their contribution. The 
group acknowledged that there was need 
to improve working relations between pro-
gramme (substantive divisions and subregional 
offices, and the African Institute for Economic 
Development and Planning), and programme 
support (Division of Administration, finance) 
through regular meetings. A sense of belong-
ing, joint identification of priority issues and 
joint delivery modalities should be promoted.

e. Management of overhead resources. The use 
of overhead needs to be revisited so as to en-
sure that allocation of resources is in line with 
the policy in support of programme manage-
ment. Efforts should be made to ensure that 
core or substantive staff are mainstreamed in 
the regular budget. The point was also made 
about efficient use of overheads, which should 
be ploughed back into the centres or should 
support activities related to the centres’ work. 

f. Decentralize the regular programme of tech-
nical cooperation within subprogrammes. 
Recognizing that the programme is currently 
managed by the Capacity Development Divi-
sion – in most cases, the programme support-
ed by the Division is not aligned with the work 
of  subregional offices and other divisions. The 
group recommended the need to urgently re-
view the modalities of managing the regular 
programme of technical cooperation. 

g. Rethinking the capacity development 
courses of the African Institute for Economic 
Development and Planning. The group noted 
the need to insert elements of capacity devel-
opment within all programmes, and that the 
Institute should not be left alone. The group 
also acknowledged that there were outdat-
ed programmes that should be revised (e.g. 
training on fundamentals of planning). While 
noting that the African Institute for Econom-
ic Development and Planning is in a transition 
period, the group urged the Institute to embed 
capacity development as part of its interven-
tions. 
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h. ECA research framework – the group agreed 
that there was a lack of clarity on the Com-
mission’s research programme. Not everyone 
in ECA should be contributing to a research 
activity. A proposal was therefore made for a 
research department to be set up in ECA or to 
consider research clusters in divisions or sub-
regional offices, and the African Institute for 
Economic Development and Planning so as to 
ensure that the Commission continues to act 
as a think tank. 

Group two: strategic priorities for pessimis-
tic scenario

The group anchored the selection of its strategic 
priorities on the premise that ECA has to be the 
foremost thought leader on Africa’s development, 
based on sustained activities and committed lead-
ership of the continent’s development that leads 
to structural transformation. It identified the fol-
lowing strategic priorities that aim to prevent the 
occurrence of the pessimistic scenario – of Africa 
becoming a hopeless continent:

• Governance, peace and security for sustain-
able development

• Regional integration, trade and industrializa-
tion

• Science, technology and innovation

• Land and food security (including agriculture)

• Climate change and management of natural 
resources

• Gender and social development

• Macroeconomic policy, planning and develop-
ment finance

• Statistics

• Capacity development

• Urbanization and migration

• Strategic planning, public information and 
knowledge management, which should con-
tinue to be directly under the Executive Sec-
retary because of their strategic nature

• Subregional offices that have a subregional 
mandate

• Committed and visionary leadership.

The group emphasized the need to clarify the ex-
tent to which  subregional offices should undertake 
national activities vis-à-vis subregional activities. 
It was mentioned that the subregional offices of 

ECA constitute the hub of action for ECA delivery 
and operational effectiveness. Hence, the point 
was made that confining their utility to data cen-
tres and the production of country profiles will not 
challenge the subregions and will not align with the 
mandate of ECA, especially as it needs to support 
member States in their goals towards structurally 
transformed economies, and by implication, trans-
formed societies. 

The group also referred to the regional econom-
ic communities as the main litmus test for ECA in 
terms of operational effectiveness, and observed 
that the current orientation did not fully take into 
account the needs of these communities, and the 
ways in which ECA can bring to life many of their 
priorities formulated by, and through, these com-
munities. The need to align the work of  subregion-
al offices with that of the regional economic com-
munities was also emphasized and in that regard, 
the recommendations of the review of  subregional 
offices by the Office of Internal Oversight Services 
was recalled. 

The group noted that the Division of Adminis-
tration had a sufficient number of staff but that 
they required training to improve their soft skills, 
together with ECA staff at large that benefit from 
the Division’s services. The need to map all pro-
cesses managed by the Division was identified with 
the view to improving clarity of work flow to the 
Division and ECA staff in general. In that regard, 
the need to have a portal where details on all ECA 
processes were available was stressed. It was felt 
that clarity of work flows would facilitate the use 
of available financial resources, and prevent the 
situation where such resources are returned. The 
group discussed funding of the Division’s activities 
and emphasized the need for additional resources 
to fund those activities, as operational support was 
critical for programme implementation. In essence, 
it underscored the need to pay equal attention to 
ECA programmes and operations.

The group recommended that short-term action 
should be taken on the following points:

1. Give equal importance to programme and 
programme support at ECA, and revisit pro-
gramme implementation-related committees.

2. Resource mobilization and partnership – the 
ECA strategy should involve all members of 
SMT; and it should re-engage with partners to 
mobilize resources.

3. Align subregional offices with regional eco-
nomic communities.
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4. Review the format of SMT meetings to dis-
cuss strategic issues such as resource mobi-
lization, allocation of resources and partner-
ships.

Group three: strategic priorities for optimis-
tic scenario

While identifying strategic priorities consistent 
with the optimistic scenario and moving forward in 
support of Agenda 2063 and the 2030 Agenda or 
Sustainable Development, the Commission’s man-
date from the Economic and Social Council, to pro-
mote the economic and social development of the 
continent, was reaffirmed as relevant in pursuing 
the achievement of both development frameworks. 
Three key strategic pillars – economic transforma-
tion, social transformation, and governance and 
cohesion – were identified as critical in influencing 
the optimistic outcomes of achieving the goals set 
in the 2030 Agenda and Agenda 2063.

Against this backdrop, the comparative advantage 
of ECA was reviewed and identified as follows: 
regional integration and trade; industrialization; 
development planning and statistics; natural re-
sources and land policy; climate change; social de-
velopment and gender; science, technology and in-
novation; and economic governance. In the light of 
the sounding from the incoming Secretary-General 
– human rights, peace and security, and sustainable 
development were also considered as a strategic 
priority.

It was noted that sustainable development would 
require integrated solutions in keeping with the dy-
namic relationships between economic, social, en-
vironment and government structures. ECA should 
therefore start offering integrated and coherent 
policy analysis and recommendations to member 
States and move beyond the silo and sectoral types 
of analysis. 

A number of enablers pertinent to the strategic pri-
orities above have been presented as follows:

• ECA needs to come up with new approaches 
and be more selective in its delivery, recogniz-
ing that it does not have the critical mass and 
resources to cover every aspect of econom-
ic and social development in the region. ECA 
should thus work with member States to focus 
on specific areas of delivery using an integrat-
ed approach and offering integrated solutions.

• ECA needs to acquire a better understanding 
of how its member States are served and sup-
ported.

• The areas in which ECA has comparative ad-
vantage will help to inform its strategic prior-
ities.

• ECA needs to identify gaps in new areas of in-
terventions.

• ECA needs to have an ambitious agenda with 
a universal response, but this requires a strong 
coordination capacity in member States.

• Sustainable Development Goals are broad and 
thus, ECA will need to identify salient entry 
points based on its own comparative advan-
tages. The interventions of ECA should there-
fore focus on promoting Africa’s sustainable 
growth and development, which will lead to 
the building of cohesive societies.

Recommendations 
The retreat provided an opportunity for SMT mem-
bers to conduct a retrospective analysis by interro-
gating where Africa is coming from (factors, actors 
and their strategies that led to the current African 
situation), where Africa is (the present situation), 
and future prospects based on mega trends. The 
retreat also discussed possible trajectories through 
scenario building exercises and identified a set of 
priorities that would require further development.

1. Knowledge generation and knowledge deliv-
ery pillars. There was a recognition that Afri-
ca’s development landscape is becoming more 
complex and requires a multifaceted but holis-
tic approach and integrated response to meet 
the continent’s development challenges. At 
present, the Commission’s response is through 
the two pillars of knowledge generation and 
knowledge delivery. The separation of the two 
has created hierarchy within the Commission, 
and as a result the artificial boundaries be-
tween the two pillars should be dismantled.

2. Alignment of ECA structure to new strategic 
priorities of the United Nations. Are the exist-
ing divisions and  subregional offices aligned 
to take up emerging strategic priorities such 
as conflict prevention? The Secretary-Gener-
al elect has given priority to integrated peace 
and security, humanitarian and development 
responses. ECA has to align its structure to in-
clude the new strategic priorities. This will re-
quire a review of the current structure, assess-
ment of the  capacity of subregional offices to 
take up additional programmatic responsibili-
ties; and reflection on the African Institute for 
Economic Development and Planning’s role on 
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capacity development to respond to the new 
strategic priorities.

3. Enablers of transformation. The main asset of 
ECA is the human capital, its staff; they are 
the main enabler of structural transformation. 
The SWOT analysis shows that staff morale is 
very low, this has an adverse effect on deliv-
ery. Due attention need to be given to reverse 
the situation. The Commission should come 
up with strategies to boost staff morale and 
values, institutionalize a culture of work ethics 
and exploit potentials of staff knowledge and 
skills to leverage delivery. Other enablers in-
clude: using the United Nations rules and reg-
ulations, to facilitate processes and improve 
efficiency in areas such as recruitment; paying 
extra attention to the management of material 
resources of the Commission; improving infor-
mation and information technology; and lastly, 
managing financial resources.

4. Resource mobilization and partnerships. SMT 
members observed resource constraints that 
affect delivery of the ECA mandate. It was 
noted that there has been diminishing finan-
cial support for development and more for 
humanitarian interventions and migration. 
ECA should explore new opportunities by tak-
ing advantage of diversified resource funding 
sources. ECA needs to come up with compel-
ling narrative and implement the new resource 
mobilization strategy, which calls for decen-
tralization of resource mobilization functions. 
SMT should review again the recently adopted 
Resource Mobilization strategy.

5. Renegotiate host country agreement. The 
Umoja benefit realization and the Global Ser-
vice Delivery Model may have negative impli-
cations on staff and staffing. There is a need 
for immediate engagement with the host 
country to ensure ECA and its human resourc-
es are not affected.

A call was made by the Executive Secretary a.i to 
all SMT members to manage the expectations of 
staff. This will entail: immediate communication of 
the outcomes of the retreat through circulation and 
dissemination of the retreat report; identification of 
short-term issues and concerns and taking action 
to deal with them (e.g. negotiate the host country 
agreement and address immediately the Global 
Service Delivery Model-related issues); and busi-
ness continuity during this transition period. 

SMT members ended the retreat by providing their 
feedback on the retreat. Results are presented on 
page 22.
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Post-retreat survey analysis 

SMT members (12 out of 19 members) recommended the following 
as the way forward.

Outcome of the retreat: A group of 3 – 5 SMT members to fol-
low-up on implementation of the outcomes (interim and long-term), 
retreat report to be shared with ECA staff; “low hanging fruits” to be 
identified and addressed; staff to be consulted on implementation 
of recommendations; outcome document to be presented as a green 
paper to the leadership of ECA; SMT to continue to engage and 
shape the future of ECA based on collective leadership and commit-
ment for implementation.

Organization of SMT retreats:  pre-retreat preparations to be improved; more time allocated to 
pre-retreat consultations; clear background documents to be shared ahead of time, agenda setting to 
accurately capture expectations, the Strategic Planning and Operation Quality Division as SMT secretar-
iat to facilitate a space where senior managers are more involved in agenda setting so as to better own 
the process and shape the outcomes of the retreat; strict enforcement of time and alignment of discus-
sions with agenda; facilitation of the retreat to better capture issues raised by SMT members.




