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CHAPTER 2. 
ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL 
TRENDS DURING THE 
COVID-19 PANDEMIC
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Key Messages

1. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, the poverty rate on the continent (excluding Algeria, 
Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia) fell from 59.4 per cent in 1999 to 40.2 per cent in 2018 
(World Bank, 2020a), though progress slowed after the 2015 commodity price shock. Yet, 
with a large share of the population hovering just above the extreme poverty line ($1.90 in 
purchasing power parity terms a day), the gains are highly vulnerable to adverse shocks. 

2. In the run-up to the COVID-19 pandemic, many African countries were already 
experiencing declining revenue, rising debt stress and increasingly constrained fiscal 
space, trends worsened by the pandemic. In 2019, overall GDP growth slowed to 3.0 per 
cent, with some countries recording less than 1 per cent growth and so seeing a decline 
in living standards in real terms. Commodity-dependent countries were under particular 
stress. 

3. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, most countries pursued an accommodative monetary 
policy as inflation declined and remained stable. During the pandemic, most countries 
maintained or further cut the policy rate to stimulate aggregate demand. However, with 
supply chains disrupted by the crisis, inflation rose in some countries, prompting them to 
increase the policy rate. 

4.  The COVID-19 pandemic increased high fiscal deficits and debt, narrowing countries’ 
fiscal space as they increased spending to cushion the pandemic’s effects, including 
income tax exemptions, food subsidies and financial support to households and small 
and medium enterprises. They boosted spending amid shrinking sources of revenue as 
exports dwindled.

5. Many countries made uneven progress in social development. Their health systems 
remained weak: out-of-pocket spending on health is still the largest component of 
healthcare spending, on average, making it hard for people to access health services and 
increasing their risk of falling into poverty. Further, education systems have produced 
mixed results: although school enrolment has risen, inclusive access is low, and learning 
outcomes are weak. 

6.  Gender inequalities remain common and have been widened by governments’ economic 
and social policy responses—notably as women disproportionately take care of home 
schooling and related duties and look after sick and older household members. Women 
were also disproportionally represented in the informal sector, which was very badly hit 
by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

7. Informal employment remains high, and workers are especially vulnerable to external 
shocks and crises. Given their poor working and living conditions, and often little or no 
access to social protection programmes, it has been tough for them to take the precautions 
suggested by health authorities to reduce or halt COVID-19’s spread. 
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ECONOMIC TRENDS
The COVID-19 pandemic has heavily disrupted 
the movement of people, goods, services and 
capital, and its impacts led Africa’s GDP to 
contract by an estimated 3.2 per cent in 2020. The 
pandemic is expected to weigh further on already 
slow economic growth, immediately declining 
oil and commodity prices  and growing fiscal 
deficits and external debt, which together are 
likely to narrow the fiscal space required to tackle 
pandemic-related challenges.

Globally, the COVID-19 pandemic has slowed 
economic activity, with the size and timing of 
the impact varying by country, depending on its 
exposure to the global economy in general and its 
dependence on exports of primary commodities, 
on tourism and on foreign direct investment in 
particular (UNOCHA, 2020). A close sectoral 
analysis of how this contraction varies across 
sectors and how it translates into employment 
losses shows that for some African countries, the 
shock was already felt before the pandemic, owing 
to the global economic slowdown.

GDP growth 

Africa saw rising GDP growth rates before 
the COVID-19 pandemic, though they 
were insufficient to achieve the Sustainable 
Development Goals by 2030. In some previous 
years, it was the second fastest growing region 
in the world, after developing Asia. Before the 
pandemic, GDP growth was projected to increase 
moderately, from 3.0 per cent in 2019 to 3.2 per 
cent in 2020, before accelerating to 3.5 per cent 
in 2021. Africa was once again projected to be 
among the top-performing regions, with growth 
rates above global and developing-country 
averages (figure 2.1). However, the pandemic 
has damaged the continent’s growth prospects, 
leading to a contraction of 3.2 per cent in 
2020—less severe than that of the overall global 
economy, which contracted by 4.3 per cent. The 
continent’s growth is expected to rebound to 3.0 
per cent in 2021 and 3.5 per cent in 2022 (ECA, 
2021a). More important, for some countries the 
pandemic not only caused a temporary slowdown 
but also reduced potential growth, owing to lower 
human capital accumulation and less investment 
in infrastructure and other development needs. 

Figure 2.1 Actual and projected growth rates for Africa, with and without the COVID-19 pandemic, 
and for all developing countries and the world, 2018–2021

a. Estimated. b. Projected.

Source: ECA (2020b).

Figure 2.1 Actual and projected growth rates for Africa, with and without the COVID-19 pandemic, and for all developing 
countries and the world, 2018–2021
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Before the COVID-19 pandemic, economic 
growth in Africa’s largest economies had already 
started contracting or slowing: in 2018, Angola’s 
GDP decreased by 0.3 per cent, and GDP growth 
slowed to 2.3 per cent in Nigeria and 0.9 per 
cent in South Africa. Several countries reported 
economic contractions in 2019, despite natural 
resource endowments: Equatorial Guinea (4.6 per 
cent), Libya (19 per cent), Sudan (2.6 per cent) and 
Zimbabwe (7.1 per cent). These outcomes reflect 
low economic diversification and prospects of 
continued civil conflict. South Africa, one of the 
continent’s leading economies, grew at 0.6 per 
cent in 2019, with shrinking manufacturing and 
mining output, due partly to strikes, and growth 
in retail sales trending down. The country has 
experienced a decline in real GDP per capita every 
year since 2015.

Strong growth rates of more than 7.5 per cent in 
Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia and Rwanda in 2019 did 
little to reverse the three-year decline in Africa’s 
GDP growth. Per capita growth falling from 1.7 
per cent in 2020 to less than 1 per cent in 2021 
was too little to accelerate economic and social 
progress and partially explains the slow pace of 
poverty reduction on the continent. 

Africa’s recovery since the second quarter of 
2021 is slightly losing momentum, with GDP 
growth projected to rebound to 3.0 per cent in 
whole-year 2021, below the 3.5 per cent growth 
projected at the start of the year. Persistence of 
the pandemic and disruptions to the labour market 
have offset increased external demand, higher 
than expected commodity prices and supportive 
financial conditions in some countries. 

In Ghana, Mauritius, Rwanda and South Africa, 
growth in agriculture, manufacturing and services 
accelerated and industrial production indices 
rose as restrictions eased in 2021. Across the 
continent, some industries—such as transport, 
insurance, fishing, financial intermediation, post 
and telecommunications, public administration 
and defence, and agro-livestock and forestry—
have bounced back strongly or are still buoyant. 
However, disruption in global and domestic supply 
chains continues to raise cost-push inflation and 
fuel inflationary pressures on the continent. 

Commodity exporters were among 
the most affected by the pandemic

GDP growth in commodity and non-commodity 
African economies contracted in 2020, with oil-
exporting countries the most affected (contracting 
by about 3.0 per cent), owing to lower commodity 
prices, oil production cuts, decelerating investment 
in extractive sectors and weakened demand 
from the largest economies (UNDESA, 2021). 
For many oil-importing countries, momentum 
in 2020 was also weaker than expected (with 
about a 0.5 per cent GDP contraction), reflecting 
declining exports and investment that were offset 
only partly by lower oil prices, accommodative 
monetary policies and fiscal support.

Declining oil prices

The price of oil, which accounts for about 40 per 
cent of the value of African exports and 7.4 per 
cent of GDP, fell by more than 50 per cent in the 
first quarter of 2020, to its lowest level since 
2003, particularly hurting oil exporters. Nigeria, 
for example, depends on crude oil for 90 per cent 
of its exports and for a large part of government 
revenue. In Angola, oil accounts for around 90 
per cent of export income and 75 per cent of 
government revenue. Other countries reliant on 
oil receipts include the Republic of Congo, Libya 
and South Sudan. The price drops also worsened 
the shortage of foreign currency in these countries. 
However, lower oil prices benefited some poor 
households in low- and middle-income countries 
by reducing, for example, transport costs and the 
prices of basic goods, though much of this impact 
was offset by other inflationary pressures.

Oil prices rose continuously through much of 
2021, from an average of $53 a barrel in January 
to $73 in September. This trend has exerted 
inflationary pressure on most oil-importing 
countries in Africa; coupled with food price rises 
and currency depreciation, it has made imports 
more expensive for most countries, generally 
widening oil importers’ current account deficits. 
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Declining non-oil commodity 
prices 

Africa benefited from slight increases in some key 
primary commodity prices in 2019, but as with oil 
prices, commodity prices plummeted for most of 
Africa’s exports as the severity of the COVID-19 
pandemic increased in early 2020. Non-oil 
commodity prices declined after January 2020, 
with natural gas prices dropping by 30 per cent and 
metal prices by 4 per cent over the first quarter, 
to April 2020, creating problems for countries 
dependent on such primary commodity exports. 

A downward trend in demand had already 
reduced prices for tea and coffee, particularly 
for away-from-home consumption in major 
import markets such as the United States and the 
European Union. In April 2020, cocoa prices had 
fallen by 6 per cent from the start of the year (ECA, 
2020b). Metal prices fell by 20 per cent from end-
December 2019, and cotton prices had fallen by 
26 per cent since the start of 2020. Declines in 
international commodity prices heavily affected 
countries that export these commodities (Benin, 
Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, 
Mali, Nigeria and Togo). Prices have, however, 
been rising since the second half of 2020, to above 
pre–COVID-19 pandemic levels in the second half 
of 2021. 

Monetary policy performance

In 2018 and 2019, before the COVID-19 
pandemic, most African countries had 
accommodative monetary policy as inflation 
remained stable or declined. Inflation rates 
declined significantly in Burkina Faso, Côte 
d’Ivoire, Mali and Mauritius and stayed lower 
than usual in the Central African Economic and 
Monetary Community and the West African 
Economic and Monetary Union, with some 
member countries such as Côte d’Ivoire recording 
deflation. Algeria, Cabo Verde, Rwanda, Senegal 
and Namibia stabilized inflation in the single 

digits, underpinned by their central banks’ 
independence. However, the pandemic increased 
inflationary pressures, primarily because of 
supply chain disruptions, rising commodity 
prices (including oil and food) and increasing 
macroeconomic vulnerabilities stemming from 
reduced remittances from abroad, falling tourism 
revenue and deteriorating broader financing 
conditions. These issues now pose real difficulties 
for most countries in Africa (ECA, 2021a). 

Most African countries implemented expansionary 
monetary policies to curb the effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, contributing to an increase 
in the continent’s average inflation, from 11.0 
per cent in 2019 to 14.5 per cent in 2020, with 
a projected decline to about 9 per cent in 2021. 
These policies were the monetary counterparts 
to higher fiscal spending. Loan deferrals and 
collateral requirements were adopted in 2020 to 
support businesses, despite weaker consumption 
and investment spending damping inflationary 
pressures around the world during most of the year. 

Inflation in 2021 is estimated to have stayed 
in the double digits in Ethiopia, Angola, South 
Sudan, Zambia, Libya, Nigeria, Guinea and 
Sierra Leone, reflecting the impact of higher 
food prices, depreciating exchange rates and 
rebounding global energy prices (figure 2.2). 
Stronger inflationary pressures have caused some 
countries, such as the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, to abruptly reverse their monetary policy 
stance and increase policy rates, undermining 
financial stability and economic recovery (ECA, 
2020b). In Ethiopia, inflation remained high in 
2020 because of the widening trade balance 
associated with infrastructure projects and 
reduced foreign currency reserves and liquidity 
(FEWS NET, 2020). In South Sudan, inflation has 
been high since 2015 due to the monetization 
of deficits by the central bank and the country’s 
fragile peace situation (AfDB, 2020).
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Figure 2.2 In�ation in selected African countries, 2019–2021
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Figure 2.2 Inflation in selected African countries, 2019–2021

Source: International Monetary Fund’s World Economic Outlook database, 2021.

Policy rates remain below their 2019 levels in most countries (figure 2.3). Central banks in Africa’s 
major economies—Egypt, Nigeria and South Africa—have continued to lower their rates, although since 
the start of 2021, policy rates have been on hold in most countries, in an attempt to balance maintaining 
price stability, reducing exchange-rate pressures and stimulating the domestic economy (ECA, 2021a).

Inflation in 2021 is estimated to have 
stayed in the double digits in Ethiopia, 
Angola, South Sudan, Zambia, Libya, 
Nigeria, Guinea and Sierra Leone, 
reflecting the impact of higher food 
prices, depreciating exchange rates 
and rebounding global energy prices. 
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Figure 2.3 Policy rates in selected African countries, 2019–2021
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Figure 2.3 Policy rates in selected African countries, 2019–2021

Source: ECA calculations based on data from the International Monetary Fund’s International Financial Statistics, 2021.

Difficult macroeconomic conditions before the 
COVID-19 pandemic in Burundi, Somalia, South 
Sudan and to some extent Ethiopia elevated staple 
commodity prices, while weakening local currencies 
increased imported food prices and slowed imports. 
High inflation and local currency depreciation have 
severely affected households’ access to food during 
the pandemic, especially in the Gambia, Guinea, 
Liberia, Nigeria and Sierra Leone. 

The increased price of imported products has 
been transmitted to local products (WFP, 2020), 
especially in Liberia and some areas of Mali, 
Mauritania and Nigeria, where food prices rose 

by more than 50 per cent above their five-year 
average in 2020 (RPCA, 2020). Libya was among 20 
countries in the world where the cost of a basic food 
basket increased by more than 10 per cent between 
the first two quarters of 2020 (WFP, 2021). 

By subregion, Central, North and West Africa 
were the most affected by widening current 
account deficits in 2020, reflecting lower 
commodity prices and collapsed revenue in 
tourism-dependent countries (figure 2.4). East, 
Southern and West Africa are estimated to be the 
most affected in 2021.

Figure 2.4 Current account deficits, by African subregion and economic grouping, 2019–
2021

a. As of the third quarter.

Source: ECA calculations based on data from the International Monetary Fund’s World Economic Outlook, October 2021.
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Exchange rate performance

In 2019, many African countries experienced 
exchange rate volatility as their currencies 
depreciated, mainly on trade-related uncertainties 
and capital outflows, as well as country-specific 
factors such as widening fiscal deficits, declining 
foreign exchange reserves and lower capital 
inflows. These fluctuations stabilized in 2020 in 
most countries as central banks intervened to 
support their currencies (ECA, 2020b). 

The Democratic Republic of the Congo faced 
a shortage of foreign currency reserves as its 
exports of coffee, tobacco, cacao and metal fell, 
owing to subdued export demand and disruptions 
to logistical services because of the COVID-19 
pandemic. This reduced funds for public spending 
and caused the local currency to decline against 
the US dollar by 14 per cent from April to June 
2020, leading to higher food prices (FAO, 2020b). 
In 2021, some African countries continued 
to see exchange rate depreciation and a weak 
external trade position, while others began to 
record exchange rate appreciation, reflecting 
their monetary and fiscal policies. A sharp rise in 
copper prices has helped Zambia, the continent’s 
second-largest copper producer, maintain 
higher export revenue, reducing the rate of the 
kwacha’s depreciation against the US dollar. South 
Sudan experienced the sharpest exchange rate 
depreciation, owing mainly to depleted foreign 
exchange reserves.

Rising fiscal deficits and external 
debt

Africa’s fiscal deficit narrowed from 5.3 per cent 
of GDP in 2017 to 3.0 per cent in 2019, mainly 
because of government fiscal consolidation 
efforts, such as reduced subsidies; recovering 
oil prices and increased oil production in Angola, 
Chad, Ghana and Nigeria; widening tax bases 
and automation of tax administration in the 

Republic of Congo, Lesotho, Malawi and Nigeria; 
and improved global economic conditions. Since 
the COVID-19 pandemic’s onset, however, fiscal 
space in Africa has faced headwinds, and fiscal 
deficits were estimated to have reached a record 
8.1 per cent of GDP in 2020 before narrowing to 
5.4 per cent in 2021 (figure 2.5a). African countries 
have increased spending to cushion the health and 
socioeconomic impacts of the pandemic, while the 
major sources of revenue were put on hold as 
most countries provided income tax exemptions, 
food subsidies, aid and donations to individuals, 
households and small and medium enterprises. 
In Benin, tax revenue fell to 6.5 per cent of GDP, 
and Niger, Nigeria and Sierra Leone also recorded 
revenue shortfalls arising from reduced economic 
activity. Most African countries are facing these 
fiscal headwinds, raising concerns about debt 
sustainability.

Africa’s fiscal deficit increased marginally, from 
2.9 per cent of GDP in 2018 to 3.0 per cent in 
2019, and debt as a share of GDP (weighted) 
increased from 59.1 per cent to 61.0 per cent 
(figures 2.5a and 2.5b). Both metrics jumped in 
2020 as countries attempted to respond to the 
fiscal challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Africa’s fiscal deficit could take until 2024 to 
return to its pre-pandemic level (see figure 
2.5a) and its debt-to-GDP ratio until 2025 (see 
figure 2.5b), and even then, debt will remain 
just above the nominal 60 per cent threshold 
that the International Monetary Fund considers 
sustainable for African countries. Despite the 
debt-suspension and debt-relief programmes 
offered to African countries, the International 
Monetary Fund put Africa’s additional financing 
needs for an adequate pandemic response at 
around $285 billion until 2025, while the African 
Development Bank estimated the financing gap 
that African governments needed to plug in fiscal 
year 2020/2021 to be about $154 billion (AfDB, 
2021; IMF, 2021b). 
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Figure 2.5 Africa’s �scal balance and debt-to-GDP ratio, 2018–2025

-2.9 -3.0

-8.1

-5.4

-4.0
-3.1 -2.9 -2.5

-9.0
-8.0
-7.0
-6.0
-5.0
-4.0
-3.0
-2.0
-1.0
0.0

2018 2019 2020
(a)

2021
(b)

2022
(b)

2023
(b)

2024
(b)

2025
(b)

Pe
r c

en
t o

f G
DP

59.1
61.0

69.3 68.7
67.1

65.1
63.0

60.7

2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

Pe
r c

en
t o

f G
DP

a. Fiscal balance       
 

(a) (b) (b) (b) (b) (b)

b. Debt-to-GDP ratio

Figure 2.5 Africa’s fiscal balance and debt-to-GDP ratio, 2018–2025

a. Estimated.

b. Projected. 

Source: ECA calculations based on data from the International Monetary Fund. 

Debt-to-GDP ratios rose in Africa between the 2010–2019 average and 2020 or 2021, nearly doubling 
in Southern Africa (figure 2.6). Africa’s debt-to-GDP ratio was projected to reach 66 per cent in 2021, 
up 19 percentage points from the 2010–2019 average. Southern Africa had the highest estimated debt 
ratio, 77 per cent in 2021, influenced largely by the oil- and mineral-exporting countries of Angola, 
Mozambique and Zambia. Some 15 African countries were at risk of debt stress as of 30 June 2021, of 
which 5 severely debt-stressed African countries have applied for debt relief under the G20 Common 
Framework (IMF, 2021b). 

Figure 2.6 Debt, by African subregion and economic grouping, 2010–2021
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Figure 2.6 Debt, by African subregion and economic grouping, 2010–2021
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Most African governments have strengthened 
their debt management procedures, but those with 
high public debt will struggle to mobilize resources 
to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic because 
meeting current debt obligations takes away critical 
resources, reinforcing the loss of revenue for those 
dependent on commodity exports.

Public debt exceeds 100 per cent of GDP in 
Angola, Cabo Verde, Eritrea, Mozambique, 
Seychelles, Sudan and Zambia. As of June 2021, 
the International Monetary Fund classified the 
Republic of Congo, Mozambique, São Tomé and 
Príncipe, Somalia and Sudan as being in debt 
distress and Burundi, Cabo Verde, Cameroon, 
Central African Republic, Chad, Djibouti, Ethiopia, 
the Gambia, Ghana, Guinea-Bissau, Kenya, 
Mauritania, Sierra Leone, South Sudan and Zambia 
as being at high risk of debt distress (IMF, 2021b). 

Constrained fiscal space makes it hard to 
respond to the pandemic’s impacts

Few African countries have much fiscal space. 
A 2019 ECA analysis for 2016–2018 estimated 
fiscal space as the difference between a country’s 
debt limit and current debt at two thresholds: 
50 per cent of GDP, as recommended by the 
International Monetary Fund for developing 
countries, and 40 per cent, the African average. 
Fiscal space was an estimated –9.6 per cent of 

GDP for the 50 per cent threshold and –19.6 
per cent for the 40 per cent threshold. At the 50 
per cent threshold, only 40 per cent of African 
countries had positive fiscal space, and at the 40 
per cent threshold, only 30 per cent did. Botswana 
had the most fiscal space, while Sudan was the 
most constrained (ECA, 2019b). 

The macroeconomic instabilities amplified by 
the COVID-19 pandemic, in particular fiscal 
deficits and debt, are also subject to uncertainties 
caused by the effectiveness of policy responses to 
mitigate the spread of the virus and reinvigorate 
growth and by the reaction of people and 
policymakers to the development and roll-out of 
COVID-19 vaccines. Further, the pandemic has 
raised concerns of the duration of expansionary 
fiscal measures, amid higher debt in many African 
countries, which will affect vulnerable and poor 
people in particular, especially because savings 
and remittances have become severely limited as 
consumption-smoothing possibilities (see below). 

Africa’s trade trends

Global trade decreased from 2019 to 2020 
because of COVID-19 restrictions such as 
lockdowns, border closures, travel restrictions 
and disruptions in global value chains (figure 2.7).

Figure 2.7 Merchandise exports, by global region, 2010–2020 

a. Estimated.

Source: ECA calculations based on data from the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development’s UNCTADstat database, 2021. 

Figure 2.7 Merchandise exports, by global region, 2010–2020 
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Figure 2.8 Merchandise trade in Africa, 2010–2020

The share of global exports decreased from 2010 
to 2019 in Africa but increased in other global 
regions. The continent’s share fell from 2.48 per 
cent in 2019 to 2.14 per cent in 2020, though 
Asia and Europe were resilient, owing partly 
to continued supplies of consumer goods and 
medical goods during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

In 2020, African exports were valued at $375.4 
billion, down from $471 billion in 2019, and 
imports at $509.8 billion, down from $582.9 
billion. Nonetheless, with the ongoing roll-out of 
COVID-19 vaccines, falling infection rates and 
relaxed containment measures, a rebound was 
expected in 2021. Global trade in goods was 
expected to increase by 8.0 per cent in 2021, with 
African exports estimated to pick up by 8.1 per 
cent and imports by 5.5 per cent (WTO, 2021).

Africa has shown a merchandise trade deficit since 
2013 (figure 2.8), reflecting continued dependence 
on exports of low-value-added commodities 
and imports of high-value manufactured goods, 
reinforcing its vulnerability to external shocks 
during a crisis. 

Figure 2.8 Merchandise trade in Africa, 2010–2020

 

a. Estimated.

Source: ECA calculations based on data from the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development’s UNCTADstat database, 2021. 

The African Continental Free 
Trade Area is an opportunity to 
build forward better 

Most African countries still depend on exports of 
raw materials and on imports of essential goods 
such as food items and pharmaceuticals. The 
African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), 
however, has huge potential to reduce this 
dependence. If AfCFTA is effectively implemented, 
intra-Africa trade is expected to be about 35 per 
cent higher than without the grouping by 2045 
(ECA, 2021b). Large gains are expected in all main 
sectors, along with strong potential to promote 
industrialization. For instance, intra-Africa trade 
could increase by about 40 per cent in agri-food, 
industry and services and by about 16 per cent in 
energy and mining. 

Because the composition of intra-Africa trade 
is dominated by industry (unlike extra-Africa 
exports, which are concentrated in fuels and other 
primary commodities), the AfCFTA would help 
Africa industrialize and diversify, reducing trade 
dependence on external partners and boosting 
the share of intra-Africa trade from roughly 15 per 
cent today to over 26 per cent.
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The goods sectors with the greatest potential for 
expanding intra-Africa trade are milk and dairy; 
cereals and crops; livestock; sugar; vegetables, 
fruit and nuts; processed food (for agri-food); 
wood and paper; metals; vehicles and transport 
equipment; and textiles, apparel and leather 
products (for industry).

Service sectors would also strongly benefit in 
relative terms, though less so in absolute terms. 
Financial, business and communication services 
would increase by over 50 per cent, tourism and 
transport by around 50 per cent and health and 
education by just over 33 per cent. 

The AfCFTA is expected to cushion the adverse 
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic by supporting 
regional trade and value chains through 
reductions in tariffs and the removal of non-
tariff barriers to trade. The main rationale is that 
enhanced continental integration will enable the 
economies of scale and investment needed to 
develop wide-reaching regional value chains and 
support industrialization, increasing resilience 
to future shocks. The AfCFTA could lift about 30 
million people out of extreme poverty and raise 
the income of 68 million others who live on less 
than $5.50 a day (World Bank, 2020b).

ECONOMIC GROWTH 
AND POVERTY 
REDUCTION IN AFRICA
Even though Africa’s poverty-reducing effect of 
growth is low, economic growth is key to reducing 
poverty. The period 2002–2014 was the best 
for poverty reduction in Africa: the poverty rate 
declined on average by 1.2 percentage points a 
year, though the continent still added about 13 
million new poor people in this period. Poverty 
reduction was helped by a satisfactory economic 
outturn, with average GDP per capita increasing by 
2.64 per cent in the period. Since 2014, the decline 
in growth in GDP per capita to below zero has not 
been good for poverty reduction (figure 2.9). 

Figure 2.9 Africa’s poverty headcount ratio and GDP growth per capita, selected years in 1990–2018
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The period 2002–2014 was 
the best for poverty reduction in 
Africa: the poverty rate declined 
on average by 1.2 percentage 
points a year...



28   |   ECONOMIC REPORT ON AFRICA 2021

The change in the poverty headcount ratio and 
the growth in GDP per capita are in opposite 
directions in Africa (figure 2.10), suggesting a link 
among real GDP growth, population growth and 
poverty reduction. Since 2015, growth in GDP per 
capita in Africa has been negative, averaging –0.45 
per cent. The latest 2018 poverty numbers—the 
last before the COVID-19 pandemic—reflect this 
decline in economic performance, with the drop 
in Africa’s poverty rate slowing to less than 0.5 
percentage point a year in 2014–2018. Hence, 
based on the latest available poverty numbers, 
Africa was already off track for achieving 
Sustainable Development Goal 1, to end poverty 
in all its forms everywhere by 2030, even before 
the pandemic. About 22 per cent of the population 
would still be in extreme poverty in 2030, even 
with assumed real growth in consumption of 6.5 
per cent a year (AfDB, 2015). 

Figure 2.10 Change in poverty headcount ratio and growth in GDP per capita in Africa, selected years 
in 1990–2018, selected years
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The extent to which growth in GDP per capita 
translates into poverty reduction has also been 
lower in most African countries than in other 
regions. The poverty-reducing effect of growth—a 
measure of the extent to which GDP growth per 
capita decreases poverty—ranged from –0.30 to 
–0.60 in selected African countries between 1997 
and 2016. Countries with low initial development 
tend to have lower poverty elasticity of growth, as 
do countries with high inequality (Bourguignon, 
2003; Ravallion, 2012). Rapid population growth 
driven by high fertility, a high poverty gap 
ratio, high initial inequality and low growth in 
agriculture (where the bulk of poor people work) 
have all contributed to tamping down the poverty-
reducing impact of Africa’s growth (ECA 2017).

The most recent forecasts suggest some recovery 
of aggregate GDP growth, to 3.1 per cent in 2021 
and 3.5 per cent in 2022, and of GDP per capita 
growth, to 1 per cent (ECA, 2021a). But the upturn 
in aggregate GDP growth barely makes up for the 
decline since 2014, reflecting the commodity-
price shock, and projected GDP per capita growth 
remains well below the 2002–2014 average 
of 2.6 per cent a year. Before the COVID-19 
pandemic, in 2014–2019, poverty reduction in 
Africa lagged well behind that during 2010–2013, 
as well as what is required to achieve Sustainable 
Development Goal 1.

Rapid population growth driven 
by high fertility, a high poverty gap 
ratio, high initial inequality and 
low growth in agriculture have all 
contributed to tamping down the 
poverty-reducing impact of Africa’s 
growth (ECA 2017).
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SOCIAL TRENDS

Struggling health systems

Private household spending remains the largest 
component of total health expenditure in Africa 
(at 36 per cent in 2019, the most recent year with 
data), making it hard for low-income households 
to access and afford healthcare. Beyond that, few 
informal workers have insurance, so they have to 
bear the costs of COVID-19 testing and treatment 
themselves. In 2019, household out-of-pocket 
spending on health reached over 70 per cent of 
current health spending in Cameroon, Comoros, 
Equatorial Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Nigeria and 
Sudan (World Bank, 2019). Even before the 
COVID-19 pandemic, access to healthcare, even 
free healthcare, was largely out of reach for 
informal workers, as the cost of missing even one 
day of work is too high (Gerdin and Kolev, 2020). 

Health systems in most African countries are 
weaker than those in other regions. Africa has 
among the lowest densities of skilled health 
professionals. The global average is 23 per 10,000 
population, but 13 African countries with data 
(Central African Republic, Chad, Ethiopia, Guinea, 
Liberia, Madagascar, Malawi Niger, Senegal, Sierra 
Leone, Somalia, Togo and United Republic of 
Tanzania) have fewer than 5; among them, Niger 
and Somalia have fewer than 2 (ECA, 2019b). 

Over 2000–2010, 26 of these countries recorded 
declines in their supply of health workers, owing 
to steep reductions in nursing and midwifery 
personnel. International migration of skilled 
health workers is also a factor in the declines. 
Because people are free to move in search of 
better economic opportunities, countries need to 
invest more in training and medical education and 
to strengthen their human resource capacities in 
order to retain health professionals (ECA, 2019a).

In 2020, spending on health increased as 
governments set aside funds to sustain health 
systems and absorb costs related to the COVID-19 
lockdowns. In a best-case scenario (with a halt to 
the spread of the virus and tight, early physical-
distancing measures), an estimated $44 billion 
is required for testing, personal protective 
equipment and treatment of COVID-19 patients 
requiring hospitalization and intensive care in 
Africa (ECA, 2020a).

Health systems in most countries labour under 
insufficient and inequitably distributed resources. 
The poorest countries bear a disproportionately 
high share of Africa’s burden of disease and injury 
yet have fewer resources for financing healthcare 
(ECA, 2019a). Hence, when the COVID-19 
pandemic began, many African healthcare 
systems already faced inadequate staffing, out-of-
date equipment and the like, forcing them to rely 
on disease prevention and stringent lockdown 
measures, damaging the economy. 

Declining access to education

Africa’s education system shows mixed results: 
solid gains in enrolment, from pre-school to 
tertiary levels, but still-weak inclusive access and 
learning outcomes. Skills obtained in secondary 
school are critical for structural transformation 
and industrialization and for achieving the goals 
of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
and Africa 2063.
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Africa has seen an impressive increase in the share 
of students enrolled in primary school, though 
starting from a low base, from 54.2 per cent in 
1970 to more than 98 per cent in 2019. Girls’ 
enrolment was above 96 per cent in 2019. Yet 
for most young Africans, education still ends with 
primary school: despite increases in secondary 
school enrolment, in 2018 lower-secondary 
school enrolment was only 32 per cent and upper-
secondary school enrolment was only 22 per cent 
(UNICEF, 2019). 

The continent suffers from wide within- and 
between-country differences in access to 
secondary school. For example, in 2019, 80 per 
cent of students in Botswana, Cabo Verde and 
South Africa attend secondary school compared 
with 20 per cent in the Central African Republic, 
Chad and Niger. Completion rates stand at 42 per 
cent for lower-secondary school students and 30 
per cent for upper-secondary school students. 
Inequalities in access are a chronic vulnerability 
in Africa: as secondary school enrolment has 
increased, so too have gender disparities in access 
to secondary school education. The biggest 
beneficiaries of secondary school education are 
wealthier, urban boys. Access of rural dwellers, 
women and low-income groups is limited by cost-
sharing requirements: the share of the household 
budget devoted to primary school–related 
spending on transport, books and uniforms can 
top 30 per cent, out of reach for many families in 
the bottom income quintiles. 

In Africa overall, the household proportion of 
spending on children’s education is 29 per cent, 
which tends to exclude students from poorer 
quintiles, girls, internally displaced students and 
refugees, and students with disabilities. In Malawi, 
only 5 out of every 100 of the poorest rural girls 
attend secondary school, and barely 1 completes 
secondary school. In Nigeria, 3 per cent of the 
poorest rural girls complete secondary school 
compared with 92 per cent of the wealthiest 
urban boys.

School closures, even brief ones, have long-term 
consequences for human capital accumulation 
and economic growth. Online learning substitutes 
are rarely on hand for children from low-income 
households because of limited access to digital 
technology and poor internet penetration rates in 
rural and remote areas. Continued school closures 
under a prolonged COVID-19 pandemic will have 
a serious impact on education and the productivity 
of national labour forces in the medium term. 
Previous shocks, such as HIV /AIDS in the 1990s 
and intermittent droughts, have reduced learning 
outcomes and led to substantial income losses 
over the lifetimes of those affected (Alderman, 
Hoddinott and Kinsey, 2006). 

The longer school closures remain in effect, the 
more likely children, mostly girls and children 
from the bottom quintiles, will drop out of school 
altogether (UN, 2020a). This would only add to 
Africa’s already high school dropout rates. Girls 
will probably be especially hard hit because they 
are more likely to face physical abuse and less 
likely to have access to online learning and return 
to school. For some girls, schooling provides 
much-needed protection against early marriage 
and pregnancy (UN, 2020a). Children may also 
face lack of access to nutrition and food with the 
loss of school feeding programmes, because many 
children from poor households rely on school for 
their only nutritious meal of the day.

Increasing gender inequalities

Gender inequalities in Africa are wide and have 
been accentuated by governments’ economic 
and social policy responses to the COVID-19 
pandemic. The responses and the pandemic’s 
socioeconomic effects disproportionately affected 
women through increased time spent on home 
schooling and related duties and on caring for sick 
and older family members—yet gender equality is 
a key factor in producing higher economic growth, 
particularly in Africa (Blackden et al., 2006). 
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In South Africa, as elsewhere, women have 
been more heavily affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic. While women accounted for fewer 
than half the employed in February 2020, they 
suffered two-thirds of net job losses between 
February and April that year (Casale and Posel, 
2021). Among those who remained employed, 
women saw a steeper drop in working hours than 
men. The most vulnerable groups—informally 
employed people, poor formal workers, those in 
the lower earnings terciles and those without a 
tertiary education—were affected more. In the 
poorest tercile among the employed, 47 per cent 
of women reported losing their job compared with 
36 per cent of men. In the richest tercile among 
the employed, 15 per cent of women and 10 per 
cent of men had lost their jobs by April. More 
women (73 per cent) than men (66 per cent) living 
with children reported spending more time than 
usual on childcare (Casale and Posel, 2021).

High rates of informal employment 

About 86 per cent of total employment in Africa, 
on average—and 91 per cent in West Africa— is 
informal (ILO, 2020).  The share of informal labour 
in total employment ranges from 43 per cent in 
Gabon to 98 per cent in the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, with 95 per cent in Mozambique, 90 
per cent in the United Republic of Tanzania, 88 per 
cent in Ghana and 47 per cent in Ethiopia. 

Informal workers typically live and work in 
precarious conditions, with inadequate access 
to water, sanitation and workplace protection 

equipment. Given their overall poor working and 
living conditions, informal workers are unlikely 
to take many of the precautions suggested by 
health authorities, such as social distancing or 
self-isolation. 

Informal employment is, however, the main source 
of income in Africa, which has the highest share 
of informal labour in the world: 86 per cent of 
workers—about 20 percentage points higher than 
in emerging markets and developing economies. 
In Africa, 95 per cent of young and older people 
are informal workers, much higher than the 
average for emerging markets and developing 
economies (85 per cent) and worldwide (77 per 
cent) (Nguimkeu and Okou, 2020).

In East Africa, the informal economy accounts for 
an estimated 61 per cent of employment and 93 
per cent of new jobs created (AfDB, OECD and 
UNDP, 2016). Informal employees, who often 
survive on wages paid daily, have been heavily hit 
by COVID-19 response measures, such as stay-
at-home orders and closures of street markets 
(FAO, 2020a).

Although mobility restrictions were instrumental 
in limiting the spread of COVID-19, they had 
devastating repercussions on livelihoods in 
Africa, where 81 per cent of the economy is 
informal (IOM, 2020). Containment measures 
are expected to have hit particularly hard in 
urban and peri-urban areas, where most people 
rely on daily work, casual labour, petty trade and 
food-vending activities.
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Figure 2.11 Share of working-age population in the total population and public social protection 
spending as a share of GDP, by global region, 2020 or latest year available
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About 83 per cent of Africans lack any social protection benefit (figure 2.12) (ILO, 2020), and only a 
small share of the economically active population is covered by statutory social security schemes, most 
of which are for old-age pensions. 

Limited social protection 
programmes

In 2020, an average of 3.6 per cent of worldwide 
GDP was spent on non-health social protection, 
to ensure income security during people’s 
working lives; in Africa, the share was 1.1 per 
cent and covered a little over half of the working-
age population (figure 2.11). Social protection 
includes unemployment, employment-injury, 
disability and maternity benefits, as well as 
general social assistance. In Africa, social 
assistance covers only 7 per cent of people 
identified as vulnerable (ILO, 2020). 

Many social protection programmes in Africa 
have embedded designs that reflect earlier 
socioeconomic crises, such as the HIV/AIDS 
pandemic. Such designs, along with political 
considerations, have restricted programmes’ 
ability to adapt to new types of exogenous shocks 
and have limited their fiscal efficacy. Most social 
protection programmes also exclude informal 
workers, leaving most of the working-age 
population in Africa particularly exposed to the 
impacts of economic and social policy responses. 
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Figure 2.12 Population covered by at least one social protection benefit, by global region, 2020 or latest 
year available.
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Access to social protection varies widely in Africa (figure 2.13). 

Figure 2.13 Access to social protection in selected African countries, 2020 or latest year available
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The average amount of social transfers globally 
is $0.87 (in purchasing power parity terms) 
per person per day, with $0.64 in low-income 
countries and $1.01 in middle- and high-income 
countries (ILO, 2018). Even if the coverage of social 
protection benefits were increased, the amount of 
social transfers in 20 of the 37 African countries 
with data is insufficient to increase poor people’s 
consumption and help them exit poverty (figure 
2.14). A probable reason for the limited impact on 
poverty could be the high depth of poverty (see 
chapter 3), as poor people’s mean consumption 
is on average 22 per cent below the poverty line. 
The depth of poverty and the reduction in poverty 
due to social transfers are negatively but weakly 
correlated (–0.34).

Figure 2.14 Average social transfer amounts, poor people’s mean consumption and population covered 
by social protection in selected African countries, 2020 

Note: All dollar values are in purchasing power parity terms.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has 
exposed the slow progress in 
improving social outcomes for the 
most vulnerable people in Africa. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the slow 
progress in improving social outcomes for the most 
vulnerable people in Africa. Trends in human asset 
building, including social protection coverage, 
leading up to 2019 were too little and too late to 
offset the pandemic’s impact the poor people.
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Growing urbanization

Urbanization is transforming Africa (UN-Habitat, 
2020). Major cities are growing fast, with millions 
of people seeking opportunities in Abidjan, Cairo, 
Johannesburg, Kinshasa, Lagos and Nairobi and in 
fast-growing smaller hubs such as Lilongwe and 
Niamey. Urbanization is creating new demand 
for goods and services, supporting new ideas 
and initiatives and attracting investors to help 
create more competitive, innovative and efficient 
markets (Pimenta, 2020).

Nearly 56 per cent of Africa’s urban residents live 
in informal settlements (figure 2.15). The majority 
of urban households live in a single room (71 
per cent in Kampala, for example), lack potable 
water (80 per cent lack it in Lagos) and reside in 
overcrowded neighbourhoods (the population 
density in Johannesburg is 9,000 people per 
sq. km), and only 34 per cent of people in Africa 
have access to handwashing facilities (ECA, 
2020a). Such conditions accelerate COVID-19 

transmission and present major impediments to 
response. The UN socioeconomic framework for 
the immediate response to COVID-19 considers 
the urban informal sector and self-employed 
workers among those at risk of experiencing a 
high degree of socioeconomic marginalization.

Africa’s densely populated informal settlements 
bring the two intersecting health and economic 
vulnerabilities to the fore. With limited access 
to handwashing and sanitation facilities and few 
options for maintaining social distancing, dwellers 
are at higher risk of contracting COVID-19. 
At the same time, containment measures such 
as lockdowns, curfews and quarantines have 
hurt the urban-based manufacturing and 
service sectors, which account for 64 per cent 
of the continent’s GDP and provide informal 
employment and livelihoods to most urban 
residents (UN-Habitat, 2020).

Figure 2.15 Urban population living in informal settlements, by African subregion, 2020   
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Continuing importance of 
migrants’ remittances

In Africa, one in five people sends or receives 
international remittances (IFAD, 2020). Since 
2009, remittance flows to African countries have 
nearly doubled as a share of GDP, to more than 5 
per cent, in 15 African countries. In 2019, migrant 
workers sent about $85 billion to the continent 
(World Bank, 2020a). Millions of vulnerable 
people in Africa use remittances to cover essential 
needs, and an estimated three-quarters of those 
remittances are used to buy nutritious food or to 
cover healthcare, education and housing expenses 
(ECA, 2020a; UNDESA, 2019).

Around half of global remittances go to rural 
areas, where three-quarters of the world’s poor 
and food-insecure people live. Poor households 
and those headed by women are more likely than 
wealthier households and households headed 
by men to spend remittances to buy essential 
goods and services. While migrants make up less 
than 4 per cent of the global population, they 
represent at least 8 per cent of the population in 
6 of the 10 countries with the most COVID-19 
cases (World Bank data as of 5 June 2020). The 
wealthy economies of North America, Europe 
and the Middle East host a large share of African 
migrants and are the source of more than half the 
remittances sent to Africa. 

Yet for their part, millions of remittance senders 
have found it hard to send money to relatives during 
lockdowns. In Africa, remittance flows declined by 

an estimated 21 per cent in 2020, to $67 billion, 
wiping out gains from six years of increasing flows 
(ECA, 2020a). The world has 1.7 billion unbanked 
adults, 75 per cent of whom own a mobile phone 
that could increase their access to financial services 
(World Bank, 2020a). Financial technology 
companies, including telecommunication firms, 
could help lower remittance costs by improving 
access to and speeding up the clearing and 
settlement of transactions (UN, 2020b). 

Remittances support family consumption 
during adverse shocks by diversifying sources 
of household income and are a vital source of 
funds for tens of millions of Africans and others. 
Ethiopian households that receive international 
remittances are, for example, less likely than other 
households to sell productive assets, such as 
livestock, to cope with food shortages (UNDESA, 
2019). Remittances have also helped smooth 
household consumption of rural farmers in Ghana 
and helped households in Mali respond positively 
to shocks. In 2019, remittances accounted for 
34.1 per cent of GDP in South Sudan ($1.3 
billion), 24 per cent in Lesotho and 8.1 per cent in 
Zimbabwe. In Somalia, an estimated 40 per cent 
of the population receives remittances, mainly 
people in urban settings, who sometimes forward 
money to rural relatives. These remittances 
account for up to a third of Somalia’s $6 billion 
GDP (Migration Data Portal, 2020; UNDESA 
2019; World Bank, 2020a).
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CONCLUSION AND 
POLICY IMPLICATIONS
The adverse shocks from the COVID-19 pandemic 
are colliding with existing vulnerabilities and 
exacerbating the continent’s pre-pandemic 
socioeconomic challenges. With an estimated 
contraction of 3.2 per cent of GDP in 2020, African 
countries’ policy priority should be addressing the 
pandemic’s health and socioeconomic effects to 
help them rebound to above the estimated 3.1 per 
cent growth for 2021. Growth is expected to be 
supported by the gradual removal of restrictions, 
despite having been derailed by new COVID-19 
variant waves; by growth in global demand for 
commodities; and by recovery in commodity 
prices, which is set to boost exports from 
commodity exporters. 

In the short to medium term, monetary policies 
are expected to remain largely accommodative, 
though fiscal space remains severely constrained 
amid increasing government spending and 
diminishing revenue in many African countries. 
With 20 countries in debt distress or at high risk 
of distress, the debt position remains extremely 
challenging, with Chad, Ethiopia and Zambia 
applying for debt relief under the G20 Common 
Framework. Several countries also face liquidity 
pressures. To boost the continent’s slow growth 
rate, reduce debt and ensure a resilient recovery, 
African governments should strengthen their 
domestic resource mobilization efforts to 
increase revenue and invest in their economies’ 
productive sectors. 

With weak fiscal and foreign exchange buffers, 
African countries should pursue comprehensive 
macroeconomic policy responses and structural 
reforms to strengthen health systems, relieve 
the economic burden of the COVID-19 pandemic 
and stimulate economic recovery to achieve the 
Sustainable Development Goals by 2030. Yet 
given African countries’ tough financing choices, 
the international development community needs 
to support their policy responses to combat the 
pandemic. Failure to act decisively will exacerbate 
vulnerabilities and likely compromise countries’ 
economic recoveries. Targeted and coordinated 
monetary and exchange rate policies are needed to 
maintain the flow of liquidity and credit to African 
economies, while reducing the risk of financial 
instability. Strengthening weak health systems, 
increasing investment in digital technologies and 
fast-tracking the AfCFTA will be important for 
fostering economic recovery, both now and after 
the pandemic.

Accelerating vaccine acquisition, speeding 
vaccination roll-out, increasing fiscal stimulus 
packages and financial support, restructuring 
public debt and increasing international financial 
flows to the continent, whether bilateral, 
multilateral or private, would boost countries’ 
responses to the COVID-19 pandemic and 
vaccination coverage rates. In addition, countries 
should implement transformative post-pandemic 
plans with bold structural reforms that prioritize 
investment and job creation to nurture growth 
potential and consolidate the economic recovery.
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