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A. Background  

1. The year 2018 marks the sixtieth anniversary of the establishment of the 

Economic Commission for Africa (ECA). The occasion presents an opportunity 

to reflect on the contribution of ECA, as a key player on the African 

institutional landscape, to the task of tackling the continent’s development 

challenges. This anniversary – a diamond jubilee – also offers an opportunity 

to take stock of the Commission’s achievements and chart its way forward to a 

position where it can respond to the priorities and aspirations of its member 

States. 

2. In pursuit of its mandate, ECA has periodically scanned the development 

environment and has instituted a range of organizational transformations and 

renewals to position itself to ensure that it remains relevant to the needs and 

aspirations of its member States and can respond to emerging needs and 

challenges. The last restructuring exercise, undertaken in 2013, refocused the 

Commission’s programmes to make them more responsive to the 

transformative agenda of Africa. Since 2013, however, there have been 

significant developments at the global and regional levels that warrant further 

reforms by ECA to ensure that it can effectively implement its mandate and 

respond to the evolving needs of its member States.  

B. Rationale for strategic repositioning of the Commission  

3. A decade after the global financial and economic crisis, Africa finds 

itself in a new macroeconomic environment. Countries that were attracting 

huge volumes of foreign direct investments (FDI) are no longer doing so. Oil-

rich African countries that benefited from rising oil prices have witnessed 

serious economic downturns. This macroeconomic environment is being 

further strained by shifts in the domestic policies of emerging economies such 

as China which are rebalancing their sources of growth. African economic 
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growth recovered in 2017 but the rate of growth is still far below the double-

digit growth needed for structural transformation.  

4. The current pattern and quality of growth in the region are leaving large 

segments of the population trapped in poverty and vulnerability. The deep and 

persistent inequalities across the continent have economic, social and political 

consequences. In the long run, these risk undermining economic growth, 

productivity, the development of markets and creating conditions for open 

conflict and social unrest, as the recent experience of some African countries, 

in particular those in North Africa, has shown with the Arab Spring. 

Increasingly, there is consensus regarding the urgent need to ensure that growth 

is sustainable and inclusive. 

5. In order for Africa to grow and evolve, it is imperative that it structurally 

transform and diversify its economies through industrialization. The current 

merchandise export structure, dominated by raw and unprocessed commodities, 

is not conducive to the envisaged level of development. African countries must 

diversify their sources of growth to reduce the vulnerability of their economies 

to internal and external shocks.  

6. If Africa is to attain the desired outcomes of both the 2030 Agenda and 

Agenda 2063, a major change in the understanding, treatment and creation of 

a growth-enhancing macroeconomic environment is required. This change 

must look at the interface with development beyond the narrow focuses on 

stabilization and growth and be conceived in an integrated multisectoral 

perspective.  

7. Africa must strengthen its own resources to tackle the macroeconomic 

issues that are undermining more inclusive and sustainable growth. The 

continent’s ability to deal with new and emerging challenges is predicated on 

its ability to stabilize and grow its economies, primarily by mobilizing its own 

resources. To meet this challenge, African Governments need to build robust 

governance systems to support effective public sector management, to mobilize 

domestic resources, to combat illicit financial flows and to reform tax policies.  

8. If African countries are to thrive in the constantly changing and dynamic 

global environment, it is critical that they have a robust governance system in 

which the authority of the State is perceived as legitimate and there is 

predictability about how agents are expected to act. The presence of such a 

governance system would also make Africa an attractive continent in which 

people are happy to live, work and invest. 

9. The private sector’s role in financing Africa’s development will continue 

to grow. The private sector can provide innovative and efficient ways of 

delivering infrastructure and other solutions for  the continent. Most important, 

by mobilizing private sector finance, Africa can raise the trillions of dollars 

needed to fast-track its development, by diversifying the economy and 

improving competitiveness. This will require the development of robust capital 

markets and the creation of a conducive environment for private development, 

in particular in the areas of land, agriculture, energy and other infrastructure 

sectors. By leveraging the private sector, Africa can shift the production 

frontier for both goods and services, create sustainable economies, generate 

additional jobs and reap the continent’s demographic dividend.  

10. The commitment of African Governments to the regional integration 

agenda through, among other measures, the creation of the African Continental 

Free Trade Area and the Action Plan for Boosting Intra-African Trade, is at a 

scale sufficient to attract the private sector. Complemented by other continental 

flagship programmes and strategies, including the Comprehensive Africa 

Agricultural Development Programme, the Programme for Infrastructure 

Development in Africa, the Action Plan for the Accelerated Industrial 

Development of Africa and the Science, Technology and Innovation Strategy 
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for Africa provide critical frameworks to attract and leverage private sector 

investment, optimize economic production and close the productivity gaps in 

African economies. 

11. Data and statistics are central to the development process.  There is 

consensus on the development aspirations that should be pursued by Africa, as 

captured in the 2030 Agenda and Agenda 2063. In implementing and 

monitoring the two integrated agendas, there is need for an effective data policy 

regime and architecture to support the process. An African data revolution that 

constitutes the lifeblood of policymaking, planning and follow-up and review 

of the two agendas will require resources and strengthened capacities for data 

collection, storage, access and analysis grounded in robust statistical systems.  

12. The contribution by ECA to the task of carrying forward the 2030 

Agenda and Agenda 2063 is centred on the Commission’s three core functions, 

namely, its convening function, its function as a think tank and its operational 

function, as articulated below:  

(a) Convening function: providing dedicated regional 

intergovernmental and multi-stakeholder platforms with strong ownership by 

member States, regional bodies and development banks that result in agreed 

development policy frameworks, standards and action plans and that reinforce 

multilateralism at the regional and subregional levels;  

(b) Think-tank function: conducting multisectoral research and 

analysis that nurture the integration of the three pillars of sustainable 

development, and promote peer learning, innovative thinking and the advocacy 

of public policies while fostering intersectoral linkages and synergies;   

(c) Operational function: provision of policy advice at the country 

level through direct demand-based support to member States in areas related to 

its normative and analytical work and in collaboration with the United Nations 

system at the country level.  

C. Review process  

13. Based on the foregoing analysis, and with due consideration for the 

development context shaping the region and the Commission’s key mandates, 

ECA, under the leadership of its new Executive Secretary, embarked upon a 

process of reflection, consultation and forward thinking in September 2017. To 

this end, several strategic reviews have been undertaken with a view to 

reorienting the Commission to effectively support implementation of and 

follow-up to the 2030 Agenda, the Addis Ababa Action Agenda, Agenda 2063, 

the new United Nations-African Union framework for the implementation of 

the two agendas and the Joint United Nations-African Union Framework for 

Enhanced Partnership in Peace and Security.  

14. A series of consultations with stakeholders, including Heads of State and 

Government, ministers of finance and planning, ministers for foreign affairs, 

African ambassadors in Addis Ababa, partner organizations, including the 

African Union and the African Development Bank, bilateral partners and ECA 

staff members, have also been conducted. The outcome of the process of 

reflection and consultations pointed to the need to reorient the strategic 

direction of the Commission with a view to taking advantage of opportunities, 

addressing the development challenges faced by Africa and effectively 

implementing the Commission’s mandates. 
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D. Putting ideas into action for an empowered and transformed 

Africa 

15. The strategic objective of ECA is framed around delivering ideas and 

actions for an empowered, inclusive and transformed Africa in the framework 

of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and Agenda 2063 of the 

African Union through its three core functions, namely, its function as a think 

tank, its convening function and its operational function. 

16. The Commission’s strategic focus will be to support a growth-enabling 

macroeconomic environment with the following key programmatic priorities: 

(a) Eradicating poverty and tackling inequality; 

(b) Achieving gender equality and the empowerment of women;  

(c) Attracting private sector investment through market institutions 

such as the landmark African Continental Free Trade Area;  

(d) Structuring projects and leveraging the role and resources of the 

private sector, and enabling the business environment;  

(e) Promoting green and blue economic development paths through 

energy, natural resources and climate change adaptation and mi tigation; 

(f) Expanding domestic resource mobilization as a long-term path to 

sustainable development finance;  

(g) Forging a data-informed policy architecture;  

(h) Building a robust governance system.  

17. In its work, the Commission plans to move beyond merely focusing on 

the public sector, but actively to bring into its working modalities and efforts 

ideas and actions designed to deepen and grow the private sector, in particular 

the domestic private sector. This would be achieved by harnessing the private 

sector as the engine for driving production and productivity growth, and also 

as a provider of alternative means of financing development. ECA will, 

therefore, deepen its collaboration with the private sector in support of policies 

on the appropriate enabling environment for that sector.  

18. The Commission will also work with member States in both the 

normative and practical aspects of State-building through robust governance 

systems, which should include focusing on conflict and post -conflict countries 

with the aim of building their resilience and thereby preventing further crises.  

19. In the light of the above aspirations, the ECA subprogrammes will 

accordingly be recalibrated, taking due account of the Commission’s 

comparative advantages and programmatic priorities. The overall ECA 

programme of work will, therefore, be organized around nine interdependent 

and complementary subprogrammes, as follows:  

(a) Macroeconomics and governance: This subprogramme will be 

broadened to address economic governance matters and is aimed at supporting 

African member States in their efforts to accelerate economic transformation 

and inclusive development; 

(b) Regional integration and trade: This subprogramme will focus on 

the central role of achieving effective regional cooperation and integration 

among member States by supporting efforts to deepen regional markets, boost 

intra-African trade, accelerate industrialization and tackle the challenges of 

structural transformation; 

(c) Private sector development and finance: The objective of this new 

subprogramme is to support member States in their endeavour to achieve 

sustained economic growth and transformation through leveraging the role and 
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resources of the private sector with an emphasis on increasing private sector 

investment in infrastructure, energy and services, promoting innovative 

financing for developing capital markets, attracting investment and improving 

the business-enabling environment; 

(d) Data and statistics: This subprogramme will continue its work on 

improving the production, dissemination and use of quality and comparable 

data and statistics in Africa to support evidence-based policymaking, planning, 

implementation, monitoring and reporting under the 2030 Agenda and Agenda 

2063; 

(e) Climate change, environment and natural resource management: 

This subprogramme will play a vital role in supporting the efficient 

management of the continent’s natural resource endowments; reducing the 

negative impacts of climate change by moving towards green transitions and 

climate-resilient development; and harnessing new technologies in the context 

of sustainable development; 

(f) Gender and women in development: This subprogamme will 

address emerging issues that have impacts on African women and girls and will 

also promote and support member States in their work to achieve gender 

equality and women’s empowerment; 

(g) Subregional activities for development: This subprogramme will be 

delivered through the five subregional offices covering Central, Eastern, North, 

Southern and West Africa, whose selected thematic areas of specialization will 

equip them to tackle more effectively the development challenges faced by 

member States in their respective subregions; 

(h) Economic development and planning: This subprogramme will be 

strengthened to improve public sector management and development planning 

in support of the structural transformation of member States; 

(i) Poverty, inequality and social development policy: The focus of 

this subprogramme will be sharpened to contribute to achieving inclusive and 

equitable sustainable human and social development in Africa. 

20. The modalities for implementation will be aligned with the 

Commission’s role as a policy think tank engaged in multisectoral policy 

research and analysis with a view to harnessing the three pillars of sustainable 

development; as a convenor of intergovernmental platforms and forums such 

as the Africa Regional Forum on Sustainable Development, for the exchange 

of solutions, promotion of peer learning and articulation of a common African 

voice at the global level in support of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development and Agenda 2063 of the African Union; and as a provider of 

capacity development services, which include supporting member States in 

their efforts to comply with international agreements, treaties, norms and 

standards, through policy advocacy, consensus-building, technical support, 

policy advisory services and training measures.  

21. The five subregional offices of the Commission will specialize in 

selected thematic areas to ensure a more effective approach to priority issues 

of concern and development challenges faced by member States in their 

respective subregions. The capacity and resources of the African Institute for 

Economic Development and Planning will be further strengthened in order to 

provide the necessary training and policy support for the implementation by 

member States of the 2030 Agenda and Agenda 2063.  
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E. Major programme-related changes 

22. The following programme-related changes will be instituted: 

(a) Subprogramme 1: The previous focus on macroeconomic policy is 

to be broadened to include economic governance matters; 

(b) Subprogramme 3: The focus on innovations, technologies and the 

management of natural resources will be shifted to climate change, 

environment and natural resources management and repositioned as 

subprogramme 5; 

(c) A new subprogramme 3 on private sector development and finance 

is to be introduced;  

(d) The subprogramme on social development will be redesigned as 

subprogramme 9, with a special focus on poverty, inequality and social 

development policy;  

(e) The capacity development subprogramme will be taken apart and 

its core functions of delivering knowledge through capacity development and 

advisory services are to be mainstreamed into other subprogrammes; 

(f) The five components of subprogramme 7 on subregional activities 

for development will cover selected thematic areas in line with subregional 

priorities. 

F. Conclusion and way forward 

23. The repositioning of ECA is being undertaken in response to changing 

global and regional dynamics, including the new macroeconomic environment 

in Africa, global and continental development frameworks and United Nations 

reforms. The proposed strategic directions and programmatic priorities  laid out 

in the present note are the outcome of extensive consultations with a broad 

array of stakeholders.  

24. The implementation of the proposals will go a long way towards 

enabling the Commission to move forward in its vision of serving its member 

States better by putting ideas into action for an empowered and transformed 

Africa.  

 

______________ 


