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Côte d’Ivoire’s ruling RHDP has 
o   cially nominated President 
Alassane Ouattara to seek re-
election for a third term. The 
76-year-old said that he would 
consider the request and an-
nounce his decision in August. His 
prime minister and preferred suc-
cessor Amadou Gon Coulibaly died 
suddenly of cardiac arrest in July, 
leading to signi  cant political un
certainty ahead of the presidential 
election scheduled for 31 October. 
Opponents say the constitution 
prevents Ouattara from running 
for a third term.  

Michael Joseph takes 
over as Safaricom 
chairman

Former Safaricom chief ex-
ecutive Michael Joseph will 
serve as the Kenyan telecoms 
giant’s board chairman fol-
lowing the retirement of Nich-
olas Ng’ang’a, who has held 
the role since 2007. Joseph, 
who was CEO until 2010, re-
cently served as interim CEO 
following the death of long-
time leader Bob Collymore. 
Separately, the fi rm has an-
nounced a partnership with 
Google to allow customers to 
pay for 4G-enabled phones 
in instalments, as it looks to 
boost smartphone usage on 
its network. 

Market regulation key 
to investment decisions, 
say asset managers

Governance, good regulation 
and availability of market data 
and prices help African fund 
managers decide on invest-
ing in other African markets, 
according to a survey of 50 
African asset managers for 
the African Exchanges Link-
age Project. Key factors when 
they choose new markets are 
market regulation (91%), fol-
lowed by investor regulation 
and availability of market data 
and prices (90% each). Asset 
managers in Nigeria and the 
francophone West African 
countries are the most op-
timistic about prospects for 
Africa’s economies. 

Independent panel 
exonerates AfDB’s
Adesina

An independent panel led by 
former Irish president Mary 
Robinson has endorsed the 
African Development Bank’s 
decision to exonerate its 
president, Akinwumi Adesina, 
over allegations of ethical 
misconduct.  The panel con-
cluded that “it has considered 
the President’s submissions 
on their face and fi nds them 
consistent with his innocence 
and to be persuasive ” after 
corruption allegations were 
made by whistleblowers. The 
conclusions clear the way for 
the governors of the Bank to 
re-elect Adesina, the sole can-
didate, to a second fi ve-year 
term as president in late Au-
gust (see also p74).Côte d’Ivoire’s 

Ouattara nominated 
to run again for 
presidency
to run again for 
presidency
to run again for 
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Zimbabwe has agreed to pay 
$3.5bn to white farmers whose 
land was expropriated in the 
controversial land reform pro-
gramme of the early 2000s. 
Some 4,500 farmers and their 
descendants will be compen-
sated for farm infrastructure 
but not the land itself. Farmers 
would receive 50% of the com-
pensation after a year and the 
balance within  ve years. he 
cash-strapped country will issue 
long-term bonds and approach 
international donors alongside 
the farmers to raise funding.  

Network International 
acquires DPO Group

Africa-focused payments ser-
vice provider DPO Group has 
been acquired by Dubai-head-
quartered, London-listed Net-
work International in a $288m 
deal. The acquisition will sup-
port Network International’s 
capabilities in Africa across 
online, mobile and alterna-
tive payments. DPO, which is 
active in 19 countries across 
the continent, will retain its 
executive team and employees. 
Its shareholders and execu-
tives become stakeholders in 
Network International. 

Nigeria signs 
prepayment deal 
with oil traders

Nigeria’s state oil fi rm NN  
has signed a $1.5bn prepay-
ment deal with oil traders 
Vitol Group and Matrix En-
ergy, according to Reuters, the 
fi rst such agreement since the 
coronavirus pandemic. The fi -
nancing package, called Pro-
ject Eagle, was led by Stand-
ard Chartered and allows the 
country to raise crucial funds 
amid an oil price crash in ex-
change for Vitol and Matrix 
each receiving 15,000 barrels 
per day of crude as repay-
ment over fi ve years, starting 
in August. 

Zimbabwe 
agrees to pay 
compensation to 
white farmers

IMF approves $4.2bn 
loan to South Africa 

The IMF has agreed to lend 
South Africa $4.2bn to meet 
urgent balance of payment 
needs stemming from the 
pandemic. The Fund expects 
the country’s economy to 
shrink by 7.2% this year as 
confi rmed cases head towards 
500,000, the highest number 
in Africa, following the easing 
of one of the strictest initial 
lockdowns. “Despite the siz-
able relief package, the pan-
demic will drive the economy 
into a deep recession in 2020, 
with adverse implications for 
the fi scal defi cit and debt,  the 
IMF said. The country is seek-
ing around $7bn in total from 
lenders that also include the 
World Bank, the BRICS Bank 
and the African Development 
Bank. 

Farmers and businessmen 
from the Zimbabwean white 
community at a rally in Harare.





Deal news

Most sectors across the 
continent have had an 
economic slowdown this 
year, but the agriculture 
sector has been an outlier. 
Orbitt provides our readers 
with an analysis of investor 
demand for agriculture 
investment opportunities 
across Africa, as well as 
a supply of investable 
agriculture opportunities.

Capital flows: Investment 
activities in the agriculture 
sector remain strong 

Vital Capital invests 
$4.9m in Kenya 
agribusiness SMEs
Cyprus-based private equity 
firm Vital Capital will invest 
up to KSh535m ($4.9m) in 
small and medium agri-
business enterprises in 
Kenya in partnership with 
the US government’s Kenya 
Investment Mechanism 
(KIM) that was set up to 
help firms affected by the 
Covid-19 pandemic. Vital 
Capital managing partner 
Nimrod Gerber said that the 
firm was looking to create 
at least 500 jobs through 
this investment, whose 
funds will be drawn from its 
KSh1bn Vital Impact Relief 
Facility (VIRF).

Komaza raises $28m in 
equity funding co-led by 
Novastar Ventures and 
Dutch development bank 
FMO 

oma a has secured a first 
close of $28m of the com-
pany’s planned $33m Series B 
equity financing round with 
Novastar Ventures East Africa 
Fund. FMO invested $7m. 

Komaza is a forestry 
company designed to raise 
Kenyan smallholder farmers 
out of poverty and to address 
a large and fast-growing 
wood market in Africa. 

Many smallholder farmers 
in Africa leave large parts of 
their land untouched, and 
only plant what they need 
to survive. oma a offers 
them the option to plant 
fast-growing trees on their 
untapped land. This provides 
farmers with the opportu-
nity to generate additional 
income over a longer period. 

Atlas Mara Zambia 
provides relief to 
integrated sugar producer 
Atlas Mara Zambia, as 
part of its Covid-19 sup-
port initiative, has financed 
Consolidated Farming 
Limited (CFL) through a 
$9m bills discounting letter 
of credit transaction. Under 
this transaction, the bank 
purchased its own accepted 
bills from CFL’s key suppli-

Deal  Tracker

 institutional lenders are 
actively seeking to provide 
trade finance opportunities in 
agro-commodities across the 
continent. 87% of these lenders 
have East Africa as a region of 
interest in their mandate, with 
West Africa being present in 
78% of their mandates. Total 
Assets Under Management 
(AUM) are in excess of $1.5bn.

Real-time investor data 
shows a 21% increase in 
activity in the agri sector 
compared to the same time 
last year. Of the investors 
who have engaged with 
the Orbitt platform for deal 
origination or transaction 
support services (234 
institutions, a group of 138 
funds and 96 banks), 52% 
have agriculture as a key 
focus investment target for 
2020.  

The Orbitt perspective 
The growing demand for 
and supply of capital in 
the agriculture sector is a 
reassuring indicator of the 
role agriculture can play in 
the economic growth and 
food security of most African 
countries. 

Cocoa is key
The most actively traded 
commodity by value is cocoa 
from West Africa, followed 
closely by cashew and wheat 
from East Africa.

This year, investors have 
expressed an interest in 
around $280m worth 
of active agriculture 
deals on the Orbitt 
platform. Of these, 
75% are seeking trade 
finance funding 
to support their 
growth plans. These 
companies are actively 
trading commodities 
within their countries of 
operation, regionally and 
globally, with a large amount 
dealing in cocoa, cashew, 
wheat, rice and sugar. 



Quasi equity and debt 
for a Malawi-based 
dairy processing plant

A Malawi-based dairy 
processing plant is set to 
engage the procurement, 
processing and sale of 
milk and milk products. 
Supported by Nairobi-
headquartered transaction 
advisory firm, Finaltus, 
the company is keen on 
raising debt to opera-
tionalise existing equip-
ment for a non-UHT plant 
alongside quasi-equity for 
expansion of the process-
ing plant to include a UHT 
plant. 

The food processing 
industry, especially the 
milk processing market in 
Malawi, remains largely 
untapped and offers great 
potential. Malawi’s milk 
consumption level per 
capita is estimated at 4 to 
6kg per capita per year, 
which is lower than the 
African average of 15 kg 
per capita per year and 
significantly lower than 
the WHO recommended 
intake. The project aims to 
involve and benefit 2,400 
smallholder farmers. 

Vantage Capital provides 
$5m for South African 
affordable housing 
developer
Vantage Capital, Africa’s 
largest mezzanine fund 
manager, announced that it 
has provided $5m of mezza-
nine funding for the devel-
opment of Kayalane Heights, 
a first-of-its-kind affordable 
housing development located 
in Lebowakgomo, Limpopo 
province. The promoter 
of the transaction is the 
Alley roads Group, a leading 
South African black-owned 
property development com-
pany led by Ivan Pretorius. 
Since its inception in 2009, 
Alleyroads has built more 
than 3,000 residences across 
South Africa including over 
1,500 affordable homes.

CDC invests $100m into 
African fund by Helios
CDC Group, the UK’s develop-
ment finance institution, has 
committed $100m to He-
lios Investors IV, the fourth 
private equity fund raised by 
Helios Investment Partners. 

The pan-African generalist 
fund will invest in and build 
market-leading companies 
across the continent.

CDC’s investment will 
support recovery from the 
Covid-19 pandemic by boost-
ing economic growth across 
the continent. The invest-
ment also contributes to 
meeting the UN’s Sustain-
able Development Goal 8 for 
decent work, job creation and 
economic growth.

IFC invests €25m in 
Ivorian bank NSIA 
Banque Côte d’Ivoire
IFC, a member of the World 
Bank Group, announced a 
€25m, one-year senior loan 
to NSIA Banque Côte d’Ivoire 
(NSIA), allowing the bank 
to extend new trade-related 
or working capital loans to 
companies whose cash flows 
have been disrupted by the 
Covid-19 pandemic.

The news on this page was 
brought to you by Orbitt  
www.orbitt.capital
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ers of fertilisers, pesticides 
and refinery equipment.

The facility will ensure 
that CFL is given much-
needed cashflow relief until 
the next crop cycle while 
ensuring that suppliers of 
fertilisers, pesticides and 
refinery equipment get paid 
on time so that there is no 
disruption in supply for the 
new crop. The relief pro-
vided will also enable CFL to 
invest into a mini off-grid 
power plant that will reduce 
the company’s reliance on 
the national grid as well as 
avoid production disruption 
in the wake of the recent 
and ongoing power deficit 
that has plagued the Zam-
bian economy.

Atlas Mara executes 
$12m cross-currency 
receivables finance 
transaction 
Atlas Mara Zambia arranged 
and successfully executed a 
$12m non-recourse cross-
currency receivables finance 
transaction involving the 
government of Zambia and 
Nyimba Investments Lim-
ited. The transaction relates 
to the annual Farmer Input 
Support Programme (FISP) 
initiative run by the Zam-
bian Ministry of Agriculture 
aimed at ensuring national 
food security and providing 
decent economic prospects 
for small-scale farmers.
The facility will ensure that 
Nyimba Investments has the 
required working capital to 
source stocks of fertilisers to 
continue delivering into FISP 
while easing pressure on the 
central treasury by deferring 
payment of outstanding 
invoices for a further 12 
months. 
 

Deal opportunity

This month’s stories include 
focuses on Vital Capital, which 
invests in Kenyan agricultural 
SMEs (top image); Komaza, 
a Kenyan forestry company 
helping to raise smallholders 
out of poverty by planting trees 
(far left); and a dairy processing 
company seeking to expand 
into Malawi’s untapped milk 
consumption market.



Sonatel issues 
largest corporate 
bond to date in 
West Africa CFA 
Franc zone

The success of Sonatel’s CFA100bn 
bond on the Bourse Régionale des 
Valeurs Mobilières shows the West 
African debt capital market has the 
capacity to absorb a large issuance 
despite a challenging economic 
environment. Richard Ndem reports

 D
uring the Covid-19 pandemic, food se-
curity, access to healthcare and utility 
services such as power, water, gas and 
telecommunications have become na-
tional priorities. Corporates involved in 
the provision of these primary services 

have exhibited resilience to the downturn based on 
the robust demand for essential goods and services.

The success and the scale of the bond issuance 
of the West African telecommunications company 
Sonatel reflect the business fundamentals of the 
firm and the attractiveness of the telecommunica-
tions sector. The transaction demonstrates that the 
West African debt capital market has the capacity to 
absorb a large issuance despite a challenging eco-
nomic environment. 

Structuring the transaction
Following a tender process launched by Sonatel last 
year, the Senegal-based investment bank Impaxis won 
the mandate to bring a CFA100bn ($180m) transaction 
to the local capital market and have it listed on the 
Bourse Régionale des Valeurs Mobilières (BRVM, the 
bourse that serves the West African CFA franc zone), 
says Ababacar Diaw, CEO of Impaxis Securities, the 
capital markets and brokerage arm of Impaxis.

e were loo ing for a firm nowledgeable of the 
local debt capital market and able to provide us with 
a sizeable facility that would bridge our immediate 
finance cape  requirements, whilst awaiting the 
proceeds from the issuance transaction”, says Sékou 
Dramé, CEO of Sonatel.

Impaxis partnered with Credit Suisse London to 
arrange a €100m credit relay facility, Diaw says. The 
credit relay facility was fully drawn down prior to the 
bond issuance by Sonatel. This facility will be repaid 
by the bond proceeds. Currency risk is mitigated as 
the West African CFA franc is pegged against the euro.

The CFA100bn bond was issued on the BRVM with a 
subscription period from 15 June 2020 to 15 July 2020. 
The transaction has been oversubscribed by 22% and 
closed in anticipation in early July. The debt instru-
ment pays a semi-annual coupon of 6.5% and has a 
maturity of seven years. 

The diversity of the investor base is one of the key 
features of the transaction with local banks, usually 
big players on this market, representing less than 
20%. The in-depth structuring work and communi-
cation with a large base of investors, including two 
anchor investors, helped in the success of the trans-
action despite the unexpected arrival of Covid-19. 

Developmental lenders as anchor investors
Two developmental lenders have taken leading roles 
in the Sonatel issuance. The African Local Currency 
Bond Fund (ALCB Fund) and the Emerging Africa 
Infrastructure Fund (EAIF) invested CFA5.8bn ($10m) 
and CFA15bn ($25m) respectively.

The ALCB Fund, which is managed by Lion’s Head 
Global Partners (LHGP) Asset Management, was ap-
proached by Impaxis to act as an anchor investor 
and facilitator at an early stage, says Brock Hoback, 
executive director at LHGP Asset Management. It has 
worked with Impaxis and Sonatel in crowding in other 
anchor investors as well as providing guidance on the 
commercial and due diligence requirements of both 
local and international investors.

In the West African CFA franc zone, real economy 
transactions remain rare and the ALCB Fund is eager 
to broaden the types of investors coming to the mar-
et. Sonatel’s social impacts, by enhancing financial 

inclusion, connectivity, and access to information 
across the income spectrum, are very appealing to the 
ALCB Fund as well as to other developmental lenders,” 
says Karl Von Klitzing, chairman of the ALCB Fund.

EAIF, which is part of the Private Infrastructure 
Development Group (PIDG), has a strong mandate to 
stimulate infrastructure development in the region, 
says Sumit Kanodia, an investment director at Ninety 

ne, the asset management firm of E .
This transaction represented a good opportu-

nity for EAIF to participate in a local currency bond 
issuance in the West African CFA franc zone, says 
Kanodia, adding that the fund initially committed to 
a significant share of the transaction with a credit 
approval of up to CFA30bn ($50m).

Given the positive response of investors, the trans-
action was eventually oversubscribed by 22% and 
EAIF cut its participation by half to CFA15bn ($25m) 
to accommodate more investors in the transaction.

Overall, the Sonatel debt instrument attracted 
around CFA21bn ($38m) from both developmental 

Deal  of the Month



The African 
telecoms sector is 
seen as a resilient 
commodity by 
investors.

The Sonatel bond issuance of CFA100bn is the 
largest issuance to date of a non-public entity on 
the BRVM. 

The transaction has tested the depth and absorp-
tion capacity of the local investor base and displays 
that debt capital markets are a viable avenue for 
corporates to tap large pools of capital and diversify 
funding sources, says Brock.

While Covid-19 is severely impacting the global 
economy, the current situation represents an op-
portunity for Sonatel and the telecommunications 
industry, says Dramé. Movement restrictions have 
accelerated the demand for digitalisation services, 
connectivity and network security. There is a need 
from corporates and individuals for a robust and 
improved digital ecosystem. 

Telecommunications has become a staple indus-
try, says Diaw, adding that mobile money and data 
penetration have not yet reached full potential. 

The success of the transaction reveals that the 
telecommunications industry in Africa is seen by 
investors as a resilient commodity against economic 
cycles, says Von Klitzing.

The article on this page was brought to you by Orbitt  
www.orbitt.capital ■
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lenders, says Cheikh Medoune Sylla, Sonatel head of 
finance, adding that the multilateral finance insti-
tution West African Development Bank (BOAD) also 
took a considerable subscription of CFA10bn ($18m).

Telecoms resilience
Sonatel has been listed on the BRVM since 1998, and 
its market capitalisation amounts to approximately 
35% of total market capitalisation on the bourse. 
Shareholders include Orange (42%) and the Govern-
ment of Senegal (27%).

 For the three years until 2019 Sonatel had a 
stronger average revenue per unit (ARPU) growth 
than other companies, translating into a continuous 
increase in revenues on a year-on-year basis since 
2014 from CFA816bn ($1.5bn) to CFA1,087bn ($1.9bn) 
in 2019, according to Sonatel’s 2019 audited annual 
financial statements.

From a funding perspective, Sonatel’s leverage 
is also lower than most of its peers, says Diaw. It 
offers voice and data connectivity in rural areas 
and mobile money services to populations who do 
not have access to traditional banking solutions. It 
is one of the biggest employers in the region with 
more than 160,000 indirect employees and a major 
tax contributor, says Diaw. 



Black ownership in 
reporting companies 
across the economy 
was just 29% in 2019, 
compared to 25% in 
2018 and 32% in 2016
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Black economic 
power matters: 
Is South African 

transformation dead? 

Thirty years after Nelson Mandela’s release from prison, the ANC’s vision 
of economic equality for the black majority is still far from being realised. 
David Thomas investigates what can done to force the pace of change

 O
n 23 May 1990, just months after his dra-
matic release from Victor Verster prison 
after decades of incarceration, Nelson 
Mandela addressed an audience of 300 
mostly white business leaders at the 
commanding heights of South Africa’s 

apartheid economy in Johannesburg. As he grappled 
with the transition from white minority rule to black 
majority rule, Mandela spoke openly about the crucial 
necessity of economic transformation, the country’s 
“thorniest issue”.  

“If we are genuinely interested in ending the old 
social order and bringing in a new one, character-
ised by notions of justice and equity, it is quite obvi-
ous that the economic power relations represented 
by the reality of the excessive concentration of power 
in a few white hands have to change. We make this 
demand not as a result of any imperative that might 
be said to drive from ideological convictions. We make 
it because we cannot see how it would be possible 
to pull our country out of the economic 
crisis, in part caused and e emplified by 
white control of economic power while, at 
the same time, we perpetuate this power 
structure... one of these imperatives is 
to end white domination in all its forms, 
to deracialise the exercise of economic 
power.” 

Thirty years later, as demands for racial 

justice and economic equality shake the globe in the 
wake of the Black Lives Matter protests, it is pain-
fully clear how far South Africa remains from Man-
dela’s vision of a deracialised economy that delivers 
a greater share of control, ownership and wealth to 
its black majority.  

According to government statistics, control of the 
economy remains rigidly racialised in favour of the 
7.8% of the population who are white to the exclu-
sion of the 80.8% who are black African. The annual 
data released by the B-BBEEC in July reveals that 
black ownership in reporting companies across the 
economy was just 29% in 2019, compared to 25% in 
2018 and 32% in 2016. 

No single sector of the economy has more than 
50% black ownership in large entities, with entities 
in historically white-dominated sectors of the South 

frican economy such as finance  and agriculture 
(12%) particularly resistant to change. Construction 
(48%), property (42%) and ICT (36%) are deemed to 
be showing “relatively good” progress. Black women 
remain particularly marginalised, with their average 
ownership of large entities just 12.1%.

Control of South Africa’s boardrooms remains 
similarly racialised. Black representation on JSE-
listed boards is just 43%, 20% of whom are black 
women. According to the government’s Commission 
for Employment Equity report for 2018-19, 66.5% of 
top management in reporting employers are white, 

Opposite: A black 
businesswoman 
gives a presentation. 
Despite advances 
black representation 
on JSE-listed boards 
is just 43%, 20% 
of whom are black 
women. 
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compared to 15.1% African, 5.3% coloured and 9.7% 
Indian, with the rest comprised of foreign managers. 
At senior management level the picture is slightly 
improved, but white managers still outnumber Af-
ricans by 54.4% to 23.2%, compared to 8% coloured 
and 11.1% Indian, with the remainder foreign.      

With the business sector reluctant to change and 
successive ANC governments, including Mandela’s, 
having done little to force the pace – let alone achieve 
the 1955 Freedom Charter’s radical demand for the 
national wealth of the country to be restored to the 
people – some e perts offer a blea  prognosis for 
the future of transformation in an era of renewed 
economic turmoil.  

“Most South Africans would agree this has been 
a deep disappointment, putting it mildly. The trans-
formation project is a disaster,” says Duma Gqubele, 
an economist and founding director at the Centre for 
Economic Development and Transformation, who be-
lieves that government figures overstate the real pace 
of change. “With this Covid crisis it’s not a priority 
right now I don’t think, there’s bigger problems relat-
ing to mass unemployment, poverty and inequality...
There isn’t the political will under the new president. 
It’s completely lost momentum. It’s almost the end 
of the transformation project now.” 

With South Africa’s economy expected by the IMF 
to shrink by 7.2% this year as a result of the Covid-19 
pandemic, President Cyril Ramaphosa’s attention 
has turned elsewhere and the room for increased 
participation in the economy is shrinking. But with 
patience wearing thin with a business community 
which has long given lip-service to transformation 
while dragging its heels, there are signs that the gov-
ernment and regulators are shifting to a more forceful 
approach to compel businesses to quicken the pace 
of black inclusion. With political voices calling for 
immediate, radical empowerment, the laissez-faire 
approach that has characterised government policy 
may be replaced by a more robust system to compel 
companies to act.  

“Where the market chooses to do the wrong things 
there must be consequences for non-compliance. 
There needs to be enhanced consequence manage-
ment for private sector and government entities,” 
says Zodwa Ntuli, commissioner at the B-BBEEC. “If 
the will to drive transformation was there and fully 
supported, we should be seeing progress that is more 
defined than what we’ve seen.  

Strengthening the empowerment agenda 
The importance of transforming the racial makeup 
of the economy has not always been an afterthought 
for the ANC. Launched in 2003 under the govern-
ment of Thabo Mbe i, the flagship Blac  Economic 
Empowerment Act was an ambitious 
attempt to close the gap and improve 
black participation in the economy. 

Effectively a form of a rmative ac-
tion, the codes grant scores to compa-
nies and government entities based on 
their achievement in the core areas of 
black ownership, management con-
trol, skills development, enterprise 

and supplier development, and socio-economic de-
velopment. 

In theory, companies must achieve certain scores 
to earn a certificate which allows them to benefit 
from government contracts and concessions. Certain 
industries, including mining, go further, requiring 
businesses to have a particular percentage of black 
ownership or a certain black economic empowerment 
(BEE) level in order to gain a license to operate.  

A compliance industry has emerged to guide com-
panies through BEE policies and structure deals and 
transactions to transfer stakes to black shareholders. 
Yet the overall success of BEE has been wildly incon-
sistent. After years of slow progress, the B-BBEEC, a 
new government regulator, was launched in 2016 and 
charged with monitoring and accelerating progress. 
ommissioner Ntuli says that in too many firms and 

sectors, there is still an obvious reluctance to trans-
form.    

“The one thing we’re concerned about is the pace, 
we don’t believe the measured entities are actually 
paying the right attention to economic transformation 
and driving it to increase inclusivity much quicker... 
You have some progress but it’s not consistent, you’re 
not able to say this particular sector is doing well and 
consistently so. Overall, the pace is not good, we’re not 
seeing a real drive to go beyond the bare minimum.”  

Progress reversed
On many of the regulator’s metrics, progress reversed 
between 2018 and 2019. Black management control in 
reporting entities slid from 45% to 39%, skills devel-
opment stalled, enterprise and supplier development 
fell to 51% from 60%, and socio-economic develop-
ment slipped from 71% to 68%. Only 53% of JSE-listed 
entities and 39% of government entities achieved the 
priority elements of the scheme, compared to 60% and 
50% in 2018 respectively. Only construction, trans-
port and property showed consistent improvement of 
black ownership over a three-year period, according 
to comparative data of certificates uploaded to the B-
BBEEC portal. In 2019, the agriculture sector showed 
the biggest improvement, increasing by 13%, but ICT 
and tourism registered marginal declines.  

“The outcome of the compliance analysis for the 
2019 period shows a slow pace in transformation 
with priority elements barely being achieved,” reads 
the downbeat National Status and Trends in B-BBEE 
2020 report. “Interventions are required to increase 
compliance levels to stimulate the pace of transfor-
mation. Compliance with reporting requirements 
remains inadequate.” 

Alarmingly, many entities did not even report on 
their progress. Just 42% of listed entities and 15% of 
state organs and public entities reported in compli-
ance with the legislation, while 69% delivered late 
submissions. The lack of reporting suggests that some 
companies are registering no progress whatsoever, 
says Ntuli. Even where companies have seemingly 
complied, says Gqubele, the reality of transforma-
tion can be exaggerated far beyond the actual reality.  

“I used to work with a lot of companies on trans-
formation. Most companies aim to be a level 4 con-
tributor and you go into the canteen and there’s no 

When there is an 
underlying resistance 
to change you see 
unscrupulous practices of 
trying to comply without 
doing the correct things

Opposite: A black 
businessman 

l i
to a colleague. In 
2018-19, black 
management control 
in entities reporting 
to the government’s 
empowerment 
regulator fell from 
45% to 39%.
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black people, and the few black people come to you 
and say how did you get this company to be level 
4? The companies got very expert in gaming the 
system and getting good scores. It’s become a whole 
industry.” 

A series of illegal tactics have emerged – notably 
“fronting”, where black people are given the appear-
ance of management control and ownership without 
wielding genuine power – that seek to subvert the 
legislation while appearing to comply with its re-
quirements.  

“There has historically been resistance to change,” 
says Ntuli. “And that in itself presents a serious chal-
lenge around compliance. When there is an underlying 
resistance to change you see unscrupulous practices 
of trying to comply without doing the correct things. 
That’s brought to the fore fronting practices, which 
focus on a tick-box exercise which seeks to make en-
tities look like something is happening when nothing 
is happening. When you don’t believe in something 
you put in place a structure and unit to just look at 
it for compliance reasons and it’s not part of your 
overall strategy. There isn’t much of a strategic focus 
on implementing transformation initiatives.” 

After delivering four annual reports that show a 
consistently slow pace of transformation alongside the 
offer of support and advice to companies, Ntuli says 
that the regulator is ready to move to an enforcement 
footing with companies that have proved unable or 
unwilling to reform.  

“In the beginning we adopted a compliance-driven 
strategy where we help and give an opportunity to 
correct that. We’re here to assist. That’s what we’ve 
done for three years, now we’re in year four and the 
compliance strategy needs to move to an enforcement 
strategy. We’ll be implementing legislation to make 
sure there are consequences for those who don’t do 
what is necessary. You can’t sit on a compliance strat-
egy when there are indications there is resistance.” 

Those consequences could include aggressively 
excluding entities which are not transforming from 
government contracts and incentive schemes. The B-
BBEEC has a strategic relationship with the JSE which 
makes BEE compliance a listing requirement, and 
the government may move to closely integrate BEE 
requirements into sector masterplans. Fronting, which 
is already illegal, will continue to be prosecuted.  

Education and economic failures 
But critics say that an outsized focus on the BEE 
failures of the business sector risks drawing the 
wrong conclusions about why the policy has largely 
failed. Haroon Bhorat, professor of economics and 
director of the Development Policy Research Unit at 
the University of Cape Town, says that the failure of 
BEE is a reflection of the wider failure of government 
education policies to equip black graduates with the 
right skills to enter the workforce.   

“Structural inequality in South Africa has actually 
risen since 1994,” he explains. “We haven’t had suf-
ficient jobs-intensive growth. You’ve got a schooling 
and higher education system that has struggled to 
produce the quality and type of graduates required by 
firms – there’s a massive shortage of STEM qualifica-
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Source: 19th Committee for Employment Equity Report 2018-19

formance has also undermined BEE by starving black 
shareholders of the means to acquire sta es in firms, 
even at a discount. The B-BBEEC recommends that 
government should increase funding for BEE transac-
tions and implement fle ible funding structures by 
partnering with ban s and financial services com-
panies, but progress is slow.  

“When you look at the last decade you’ve had 
0% growth per capita GDP, a lost decade in terms 
of economic transformation. Unemployment, pov-
erty and inequality have skyrocketed. GDP has been 
declining for five consecutive years since ... the 
numbers don’t add up. You can’t accumulate capital 
if the economy isn’t growing, it’s as simple as that,” 
says Gqubele. Bhorat concurs.

“You’ve had low growth which means lower divi-
dends, lower growth opportunities for companies, 
and that makes companies less able to structure [BEE] 
deals. In the last decade you’ve emerged from a period 
of state capture, so you’ve had corporates looking at 
this environment and becoming very conservative 
about who they engage with. They are afraid to do 
business with government, so they don’t really need 
the BEE status, which holds back equity deals.” 

Given the lack of black investment consortiums 
with the capital to complete BEE deals, many time-
limited transactions have reverted to white share-
holders despite companies continuing to receive BEE 
credit, Gqubele argues.  

“For a business to claim points another black per-
son should come after [black investors] sold their share 
after seven years to create liquidity in empowerment 
finance. But the government created certain rules 
where companies were allowed to claim ownership by 
black people even if they didn’t continue to have own-
ership – lobbying by the banks and the mines bullied 
the government into agreeing. This is the once em-
powered, always empowered debate. It killed liquidity 

tions. All that does in a scarce skills environment is 
place a premium on those with those skills at high 
levels and exacerbates inequality. 

“The overlay in South Africa is that a lot of these 
divisions and cleavages and inequalities are race 
based... The danger is that you treat this purely as 
a discriminatory outcome rather than a structural 
outcome. There may be instances where employers 
could be discriminatory, possibly there are informa-
tion asymmetries where they don’t know where to 
loo  for those particular s ills and that’s definitely 
an issue. There are structural features which point to 
a much more urgent medium-term requirement for 
policymakers and the economy to improve school-
ing, look at higher education and the graduates and 
qualifications they have.  

South Africa’s long-term economic underper-

Unskiled workers by
population group
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by population group

Top management by
population group

Workforce representation remains highly unequal in South Africa
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                  At 79% of the economically active population (EAP), Africans are vastly underrepresented 
in senior and top managment, while representation of the white population is six to seven times their EAP
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and coloured youths – but the programme has been 
hugely effective.     

The efforts made by S , which address both the 
educational deficit and the professional and cultural 
barriers to success, offer a positive model of how 
black transformation could work across the economy 
in white-dominated industries.  

“The takeaway message is not to say we can’t do 
anything until these structural things are done – 
companies need to work as hard as possible to close 
down information asymmetries, to realise they can’t 
use their old networks to search for black talent. We 
know networks are old and based on individuals at 
the executive level that tread water while nothing 
changes, and those are integral challenges. [But] to 
really turn the dial we better not forget the structural 
features,” says UCT’s Bhorat.  

The Covid-19 pandemic and subsequent recession 
may put transformation on the back-burner, but it 
also offers an opportunity for a new future that is 
“inclusive, empowering to women, young people and 
to black people in the main,” says President Cyril 
Ramaphosa.  

But as the example of SAICA shows, if black people 
are to take their rightful place at the heart of South 
African business and the economy, it cannot simply 
be left to the government – progress requires funda-
mental cultural change in the upper ranks of white 
businesses as well.  

“After many years working in transformation in 
companies, the penny dropped. We’re actually dealing 
with residual racism and until you confront that is-
sue you’re never going to make progress on transfor-
mation,” says Gqubele. “You can sugarcoat it around 
trying to sell the economic benefits of diversity, but 
that doesn’t work if there’s downright racism. There’s 
residual racism in corporate South Africa they don’t 
want to talk about. We have to talk about it.” ■

in the model, a lot of transactions have now unwound, 
and there’s no new transactions happening.” 

  
Accounting for success 
And yet despite the continuing tailwinds of the econ-
omy and problems in the BEE model, one sector has 
demonstrated that meaningful transformation can 
happen with an unbending commitment to change 
and a properly resourced plan of action. In 2002, just 
3% of the membership of the South African Institute 
of Chartered Accountants (SAICA) under the age of 35 
were blac  fricans, but in  that figure reached 
25%, with coloured representation more than doubling 
to 6% and Indian representation more than doubling 
to 17%.  

The major hurdle that the accounting profession 
faces, along with other scarce-skills professions, is 
that just 12% of students pass maths with marks 
above 60%. But instead of relying on the government 
to fi  the education system, S , under the leader-
ship of executive director for nation building Chan-
tyl Mulder, launched Thuthuka, a schools project 
which includes academic support programmes, career 
awareness projects and development camps. 

The project nurtures an interest among young 
people in pursuing chartered accountancy as a career 
and actively helps students to achieve their goals. 
There is still a long way to go – there are over 6,000 
black chartered accountants today, of whom more 
than half are female, compared to over 30,000 white 
chartered accountants - but at a tertiary 
level, African and coloured students now 
ma e up  of the annual first year 
accounting degree intake, according to 
SAICA.  

Transformation is not cheap – R117m 
($7.1m) was raised in 2019 alone to sup-
port 1,206 underprivileged African 

Until you confront 
residual racism 
you’re never going 
to make progress on 
transformation

Above: 
Schoolchildren in 
Natal. Improving 
education to address 
skills shortages is 
an issue that needs 
to be addressed 
urgently in South 
Africa.  
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Inequality remains 
 high in South Africa

Statistics South Africa’s most recent report on 
inequality in outh Africa nds that despite some 
advances, progress in achieving economic equality 
since the country’s democratic transition in 1994 
remains limited. In this infographic we highlight some 
of the ma or ndings of the report

Inequality in South Africa
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Black Africans still have the 
lowest amount of assets 
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Stats SA compiled 
an index based on 
possession of 18 assets 
indicative of wellbeing 
over a six-year period. 
Black Africans’ scores 
showed the highest 
increase but were still 
the lowest overall.
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Black Africans still have the 
lowest amount of assets 

Gender equality
persists 

l ill c lici i

Whites still dominate the elite
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White South Africans make up 8.8% of the population 
but white-headed households still account for 
the majority of the elite group (those who have a 
standard of living far above the average).

The labour market still 
strongly reflects the 
persistent legacies of 
apartheid policies, with 
black Africans experiencing 
unemployment rates four 
to five times as high as 
those of whites.

■  Black African
■  Coloured
■  Indian/Asian
■  White

■  Black African
■  Coloured
■  Indian/Asian
■  White

Unemployment rates by   
population group (2011-17)
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The fortunes of Africa’s retail 
sector off er a useful snapshot 
of trends in the wider 
economy. Dianna Games
examines the expansion of 
South African retail across 
the continent and what it 
tells us about Africa’s wider 
investment climate  

ers Atterbury, Hyprop, Attacq, Liberty 
Properties and others, snapped up shop-
ping mall developments developed by 
UK-based Actis and others in Nigeria, 
Zambia and Ghana. 

Problems emerge
The South African engagement was gen-
erally positive –  the companies brought 
jobs and training, expanded the market 
for local producers, implemented new 
retail technology, introduced new goods 
and built infrastructure and entertain-
ment facilities for the newly emerging 
consumers.   

However, there were problems. In a 
few countries, Shoprite was criticised for 
importing most of its goods rather than 
sourcing locally, and wage and dumping 
disputes erupted in some markets.

The companies themselves were on 
a steep learning curve, as they quickly 
learned that the South African model did 
not always easily replicate itself in other 
African markets, which were themselves 
diff erent from each other.  

Some adapted better than others. 
Shoprite, despite exiting three markets to 
date (Egypt, Tanzania and Mauritius), has 
navigated some of Africa’s most challeng-
ing environments. It has reduced currency 
and logistics risk with local sourcing – in 
some markets, local products comprise 
about 80% of total stock – and set up 
centralised warehousing.  

But some did not adapt su   ciently. 
South African high-end food retailer 
Woolworths, for example, found the chal-
lenges of operating in Nigeria too daunt-
ing and exited the market, even as Pep 
Stores was expanding.  

Falling demand poses challenge
But declining consumer demand in high-
cost, infl ationary environments has be-
come a challenge for everyone. The vola-
tile oil price has been a major factor in 
some of the biggest markets patronised by 
South African retailers, notably Nigeria, 
Angola and Ghana. 

The plummeting oil price from 2014 
drove Nigeria and Angola into recession 
and sparked serious foreign exchange 
shortages and currency devaluation. In 
2020, record low prices came just as these 
economies were coming out of a period of 
prolonged recession. The noc -on eff ect 
hit consumer pockets hard. 

Last year, Shoprite’s shares fell to their 
lowest level in more than three years af-
ter the company disclosed a 20% drop in 
earnings, driven largely by poor perfor-
mance and currency problems in its non-
South African operations. It is closing 
unprofi table stores in its rest-of- frica 
operations while rationalising its expan-

T
he retail sector in Africa has 
been one of the big success 
stories of the past decade, 
driven initially by a con-
sumer boom in a handful of 
high-growth economies, de-

mographics and a growing middle class. 
South African retailers and developers 
have ridden this wave, but in recent years 
some have encountered di   culties that 
refl ect wider problems in the frican in-
vestment environment.

The beginning of Africa’s consumer 
boom precipitated a round of growth in 
Western-style shopping malls, which were 
designed to off er a new e perience to 
consumers used to small neighbourhood 
stores and the large open markets that 
characterise shopping in most of Afri-
ca. South African developers and retailers 
marched north to explore these markets 
as an alternative to the overcrowded and 
largely saturated market at home. 

Shoprite, Africa’s biggest supermarket 
chain, was one of the fi rst. ts fi rst move 
outside South Africa and its immediate 
neighbours Lesotho, Swaziland, Namib-

THE VIEW Dianna Games

South African
retail and the
story of Africa’s 
consumer boom
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ia and Botswana had been to Zambia in 
1995, where it opened a further 17 stores 
in less than a decade. t opened its fi rst 
store in Nigeria in 2005 and by 2018 it had 
25 stores across the country. Currently, 
it has operations in 13 African countries 
outside South Africa. 

iversifi ed department store ame, 
which was acquired in 1998 by Massmart 
(itself acquired by Walmart in 2011), is 
present in 12 countries. Another South 
African supermarket giant, Pick n Pay, 
has set up stores across southern Africa.

Low-cost clothing retailer Pep Stores 
set up in six African markets, including 
Nigeria, where it has outlets in 20 cities, 
while clothing and household retailers 
Mr Price and Truworths joined restau-
rant chains, mobile phone companies, 
hospitality groups, and many other South 
African companies investing in other Af-
rican countries.

Private equity money lined up behind 
this popular commercial opportunity and 
facilities managers made the move to 
provide services to new developments in 
modernising cities. Property develop-
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sion plans in what it called “persistently 
challenging trading conditions”.

One of the countries it is busy exiting 
is enya, as a result of unprofitable trad-
ing. It only entered the market in 2018 
after the demise of two of that country’s 
largest retailers – Nakumatt and Uchumi.

Pep Stores has closed the last of its 
20 stores in Zimbabwe, ending a 20-year 
presence in the country after battling to 
trade amid soaring inflation, fuel short-
ages, currency issues and stagnant wages. 
Mr Price announced in late June that it 
would close its last remaining store in 
Nigeria in early 2021.

Property companies, too, are exiting 
their investments in the rest of Africa, 
such as Hyprop, which is disposing of its 
African investments in favour of more 
profitable opportunities in Eastern Europe.

Need for reform
There are many reasons why some of 
these investments have not worked out. 
They include the tendency for retailers 
and mall developers to go big in coun-
tries based on the size of the opportunity, 

A sales assistant in a Shoprite 
supermarket. The groccery 
c i
African retailers to expand into 
the rest of Africa.

while the real need is for much smaller, 
and more widely dispersed, shopping cen-
tres in big African cities.

There is also the issue of cost. Build-
ing malls in countries without the rel-
evant skills, a lack of locally available 
equipment and inputs, land shortages 
and power and water deficits, ma es de-
velopment costs prohibitive and drives 
down yields.  

 relatively low stoc  of su ciently 
sized local tenants and the tendency of 
global brands to either sit on the fence 
or distribute through small franchises is 
another challenge. 

While the retail sector is often used as 
a barometer of a country’s fortunes, the 
issues are not peculiar to this sector or to 
South African companies. But they provide 

a snapshot not just of the challenges of 
doing business in Africa, but also the ebb 
and flow of fortunes on a continent with 
so much promise and opportunity. 

Some of these trends can be attributed 
to inappropriate business models that are 
not tailored to local conditions or fle ible 
enough to roll with the punches. 

The fundamentals that have attracted 
many investors have not changed – lack 
of competition in many sectors, growing 
populations, an expanding middle class 
and improving governance among them. 
But the investment story in Africa, in 
South Africa as much as elsewhere, is 
much less compelling of late than it was 
a decade ago. 

Reform in Africa is not happening fast 
enough. Most countries have avoided 
taking bold steps towards much-needed 
structural reform, preferring to tinker 
around the edges of their challenges. 
Thus, they remain vulnerable to internal 
and exogenous shocks. 

Although investing in Africa is a good 
long-term bet, even savvy investors will 
not be around forever. ■ ■

The fundamentals have  
not changed but the  

investment story in Africa 
is much less compelling than 

it was a decade ago



Time to 
unite behind 
an African 
candidate to  
lead WTO

With three African candidates running 
for the post of director-general of the 
WTO and the continent’s exports held 
back by an unequal system of trade, 
Africa faces some tough decisions.  
JP Singh outlines the issues  

 T
he year 2020 is a remarkable moment 
for African commercial diplomacy. Three 
of the eight candidates nominated to be 
the next director-general of the World 
Trade Organisation are from Africa: 
former Egyptian ambassador and later 

senior T  staff member amid Mamdouh, former 
Kenyan trade minister Amina Mohamed and former 
Nigerian finance minister Ngo i onjo- weala. The 
leading candidates are the two women.

These candidacies are symbolic and substantive. 
They underscore Africa’s growing importance in 
global economic governance, and provide an op-
portunity to debate the continent’s future in inter-
national trade.

The position opened when the current director-
general Roberto Azevêdo decided to step down a year 
early, ostensibly to provide the next DG 
with an opportunity to shape the WTO’s 
next ministerial conference in Kazakh-
stan in 2021. The ongoing US-China trade 
conflict has stalled the T ’s major func-
tions: the Doha Round of multilateral trade 
talks launched in November 2001 fell apart 
over Chinese and US agriculture subsidies, 
and the highest dispute settlement body 
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of the organisation effectively closed in ecember 
2019 after the US refused to allow the appointment 
of new judges.

An African director-general may be perfectly po-
sitioned to mediate the conflict between the S and 
China, and produce some needed reforms that are 
important for Africa’s future in the global economy.

Talented candidates
irst some conte t  highly qualified fricans have 

regularly headed N bodies and its a liate agencies. 
Five of the 31 executive heads of the United Nations 
system at present are from Africa including the WHO 
and UNCTAD. Two secretaries general of the UN in 
the past were from Egypt and Nigeria. Okonjo-Iweala 
has been quick to point out in interviews that she is 
one among many highly qualified frican women.

owever, the elite triumvirate of N-a liated 
economic agencies – the IMF, World Bank, and the 
WTO – has been beyond Africa and the developing 
world’s reach. Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, a distinguished 
development economist, was managing director of the 
World Bank and in 2012 she ran for its presidency. She 
lost because the Bank’s executive board was unwilling 
to upset the tacit agreement by which the president 
has always been a US citizen..

In seeking WTO leadership, African diplomats 
have come a long way since the 2003 WTO ministe-
rial conference in Cancún when the trade ministers 
of the so-called Cotton-4 countries – Benin, Bur-
kina Faso, Chad, and Mali – gave an emotional press 
conference asking the US to cut its cotton subsidies, 
estimated to be in the range of bn and affecting 
10m farmers adversely in West Africa. Underlying 
this advocacy was smart diplomacy calibrated with 
technical details and data.

Fast forward to the 2015 WTO ministerial confer-
ence in Nairobi where its chair, Kenya’s Amina Mo-
hamed, brokered a deal on cutting export subsidies 
in agriculture, including cotton. Africa went from 
importuning in 2003 to being in the driver’s seat in 
2015. Amina Mohamed chaired the 11th ministerial 
conference and she was the first female to head the 
WTO’s important General Council.

Hamid Mamdouh helped craft the General Agree-
ment on Trade in Services during the Uruguay Round 
of trade (1986-94) and headed the services and invest-
ment division at the WTO from 2001-17. The develop-
ing world, which stood opposed to high-tech services 
trade in the 1980s, graduated to provide leadership 
on these issues through o cials such as Mamdouh.

Looking at the candidate records, three things 
stand out. First, they represent the best of commercial 
diplomacy anywhere. Second, their record speaks to 
upholding markets and a rules-based multilateral 
trading system. Third, they can broker compromises 
and consensus. The latter feature will be especially 
important for mediating the trade conflict between 
the US and China that threatens to bring down the 
multilateral trade system altogether.

Reforming Africa
Africa also has some painful choices to make both 
in terms of its own unity and, in the long run, for its 
future in international trade. Should an African DG 
be selected, they would be symbolic of African unity 
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The three African 
candidates for 
the post of WTO 
director-general 
(from left to right): 
Nigeria’s Ngozi 
Okonjo-Iweala, 
Egypt’s Hamid 
Mamdouh and 
Kenya’s Amina 
Mohamed.

and, subsequently, well-positioned to cajole Africa 
on internal issues.

The three candidates have until September 7 to 
persuade other member states to support them, after 
which the WTO will take another two months to se-
lect a consensus candidate through several rounds of 
elimination. In 2013, Kenya’s Amina Mohamed lost in 
the first round when she could not garner frica-wide 
support. This year Hamid Mamdouh claimed African 
Union support but so did Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala after 
she was nominated. To move forward, it is important 
that Africa present a consensus candidate soon.

Africa also has to undertake another internal 
reckoning toward a reform agenda in the long-run. 
The old system of trade, which can be traced to the 
colonial era, provided preferential access for a limited 
amount of exports from the developing world. This 
system produced ine ciencies and clientalism. t 
also allowed the developed world to manipulate the 
developing world with its patronage and paternal-
ism. For example, instead of providing access for 
cotton, the United States gave foreign aid of $110m 
to the C4 states. To grow, Africa needs to graduate 
toward non-preferential trade access, and compete 
on the strength of its exports. African exports have 
remained depressed and stuck in preferential access.

There is a new Africa of entrepreneurship and tal-
ent that provides a different vision. n the first decade 
of the st century,  flows to frica grew almost 
five times. hile  has not increased substantially 
since the global financial crisis, there are many 
African economies that continue to outpace others 
and attract investment. Botswana, Mauritius, and 
South Africa are high middle-income economies in 
the orld Ban ’s definition. frican economies such 
as Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, and Egypt have graduated 
from low to low middle-income status. Even through 
the pandemic Ethiopia and Ghana are expected to 
register positive GDP growth rates for 2020. There 
are IT growth centres that run from Accra to Addis 
Ababa, and up and down the continent.

The new director-general at the WTO will not 
speak for Africa alone, but having an African at the 
helm will be symbolically important for the con-
tinent  offering smart economic diplomacy, and 
demonstrating the advantage in its products from 
cotton to the creative industries. ■

JP Singh is professor of international commerce and policy 
at the Schar School of Policy and Government at George 
Mason University and Richard von Weizsäcker fellow with 
the Robert Bosch Academy  in Berlin. 



Covid-19
exposes 
urgent need 
for universal 
internet access

Covid-19 has brought to light the vast digital divide 
between the developed world and the global South. 
Bridging this gap is essential for Africa’s economic 
development, says Addisu Lashitew

 I
f Covid-19 has exposed the fault lines of in-
equalities around the world, chief among 
them is the gaping digital divide between the 
developed world and the Global South. The 
pandemic has been particularly unkind to 
developing countries in Africa and elsewhere, 

where stay-at-home restrictions in the absence of 
strong internet infrastructure have ended up caus-
ing a severe toll on livelihoods. Some developing 
countries that had imposed serious social distancing 
laws were forced to backtrack, in part because they 
lacked the digital connectivity to support teleworking 
and e-commerce.

Extending infrastructure 
Less than 39% of Africans have internet access due to 
a combination of supply and demand side constraints. 
A larger share of the population lives in rural areas 
that are expensive to connect using current cable or 
satellite technologies. As a result, fewer jobs can be 
done from home, while the scope for using virtual 
education during the period of lockdown becomes 
minimal. 

A recent World Bank survey that tracks the ef-
fects of Covid-19 has revealed that only one-third 
of Nigeria’s primary and secondary school 
students were able to engage in any form 
of virtual education during the lockdown. 

Among them, only 7% used mobile-
based applications, compared to 20% 
that used radio and 17% that used TV 
programmes. The loss of human capital 
as a result of the interruption in school-
ing in the absence of virtual education 
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will hence be severe in developing countries such 
as Nigeria. 

At the same time, this connectivity gap represents 
a vast untapped growth potential for technology 
fi rms. Tech giants li e Facebook and Google are 
searching for cost-eff ective ways to e tend internet 
connectivity to rural areas through radical innova-
tions, including the use of high-altitude, solar-pow-
ered weather balloons and drones for transmitting 
internet signals. 

Facebook is making progress in its plan to in-
stall a 37,000km-long subsea cable around Africa in 
collaboration with local telecom service providers. 

oon, a recent spin off  from oogle, has fast-trac ed 
its testing of weather balloons in response to the 

ovid-  outbrea . n  uly, it launched its fi rst-
ever commercial deployment of the technology by 
providing 4G LTE connectivity to tens of thousands 
of users in remote areas of Kenya.

No development without internet
Perhaps one of the major policy implications of 
Covid-19 is that universal connectivity is indis-
pensable for economic resilience, and perhaps too 
important to be left to private businesses alone. It 
is, however, unclear how governments can help ex-
tend connectivity, an area that requires signifi cant 
technological advances. 

Capable emerging economies with sizeable rural 
populations could do well by investing in innovations 
that lower the cost or increase the reach of internet 
connections, either independently or through part-
nerships with technology fi rms. t the very minimum 
they will have to simplify the regulatory burden for 
disruptive innovations that aim to extend connec-
tivity, and defy the impulse to ban them in response 
to pressure from established telecom operators that 
stand to lose from these innovations.

More broadly, Covid-19 will perhaps bring sali-
ence to the view that internet connectivity is a basic 
human need or even a right, a view long advocated 
by Facebook co-founder and CEO Mark Zuckerberg. 
Development practitioners will also have to emphasise 
the public good aspects of internet connectivity, and 
grant the desired kind of policy support for initiatives 
that seek to narrow the digital divide. 

Improving payment services 
Next to poor infrastructure, limited access to digi-
tal payment systems is perhaps the most binding 
constraint for e-commerce in the developing world. 
Cash is used in almost 90% of retail transactions in 
Africa, forcing digital businesses like Uber to resort 
to its use. Since digital transactions underpin all e-
commerce ecosystems, their poor development will 
cripple entrepreneurship in all domains.

Less than 10% of the adult population has access to 
credit cards in most African countries. By comparison 
more than 60% of adults in emerging economies like 
Brazil and China have access to credit cards. Many 
African countries, however, have high usage of mobile 
money payment systems like M-Pesa, which do not 
require internet connectivity. IMF data shows that 
more than 60% of adults are active users of mobile 
money in countries like Botswana, Kenya, Namibia, 
Tanzania, Uganda, and Zambia. 
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Below: A Kenyan 
schoolgirl is able to 
study online using 
her smartphone – 
but many of Africa’s 
students have not 
had access to virtual 
education during 
lockdown.

with Reliance, an Indian telecom giant, is expected 
to upgrade WhatsApp into a payment platform, po-
tentially extending payment to over 400m users. This 
service, called WhatsApp Pay, is soon expected to be 
introduced in Brazil and Indonesia. 

The bottom line 
Covid-19 has brought to the limelight the vast digital 
divide between the developed world and the Global 
South. As the developed world becomes even more 
interconnected with the rolling out of 5G networks, 
there is a risk that the developing world will be left 
farther behind. 

Bridging the digital divide by improving infra-
structure and facilitating digital payment will go 
a long way towards improving economic growth 
and resilience. It could hasten modernisation of the 
informal economy, and spur a gig economy that can 
offer income sources to millions of citi ens. t will 
also make our world better prepared to cope with the 
next pandemic. ■

Addisu Lashitew is a David Rubenstein research fellow at 
the Global Development and Economy programme of the 
Brookings Institution. He can be reached at Alashitew@
Brookings.edu

Most successful digital payment services – such 
as WeChat Pay and Alipay in China, Apple Pay and 
Google Pay in the West – were developed by internet 
platforms. Platforms are well positioned to launch 
successful digital payment services due to their 
networ  advantage, which offers a large pool of 
potential users who can be easily integrated within 
the existing platforms. 

Facebook, for example, expects to launch Libra, 
a blockchain-based digital currency, by the end of 
this year, potentially extending the ability to make 
digital payments to its 3bn users, most of whom live 
in the developing world.

For developing countries, this creates the risk 
of over-dependence on quasi-monopolistic foreign 
firms for a privacy-sensitive service with high public 
interest. But attempting to create domestic innova-
tions in this high-tech field might not be feasible, 
and could continue enfeebling the e-commerce 
ecosystem. The best call for these countries seems 
to be to apply strong regulatory oversight and attract 
a handful of global payment services to improve 
competition. 

India, for instance, has achieved a highly com-
petitive payment system that now includes Google, 
Walmart and Facebook. Facebook’s new partnership 



Tech 
ecosystem 
must tackle 
sexual 
harassment

Effective gender equality policies, 
from recruitment through to 
salary equity, are key to reducing 
sexual harassment in Africa’s tech 
companies. It’s time that such 
measures were put in place across the 
board, argues Lexi Novitske

 I
n recent months the African tech landscape has 
been rocked by allegations of sexual miscon-
duct and gender discrimination. A failure to 
act as platforms to prevent, be a safe place to 
report and discipline misconduct echoes the 
problems that drove widespread criticisms of 

venture capital companies by the #MeToo movement. 
On 24 June music website Okayplayer announced 

that CEO Abiola Oke had resigned following an open 
letter from women at the firm that outlined below 
market salaries, inappropriate behaviour and verbal 
abuse. 

On July 7, the board of Nigerian ISP Tizeti Network 
said that it had reinstated Kendall Ananyi as CEO 
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after accepting the findings of independent legal 
counsel” that a case of sexual harassment made 
against him in early une had not been established . 
However, his alleged victim, tech consultant Kelechi 

doagwu, claimed that there had been no process, 
transparency, clarity, structure, or independence” in 
the company’s investigation. 

A wake-up call for investors
The dialogue following these events is a wake-up call 
for local VCs and entrepreneurs to focus their atten-
tion on culture, policies, and governance systems at 
the earliest stages of startup investment. Investors 
have a duty to act beyond their own organisations, 
and to ensure that governance is correctly upheld 
throughout their portfolios.

A pre-#MeToo survey showed that the vast ma-
jority of boards (77%) had not discussed accusations 
of sexually inappropriate behaviour or sexism in the 
workplace. For nearly all of them, recent scandals 
around sexual harassment didn’t trigger the creation 
of a plan of action (88%) or any actualisation of the 
risk assessment regarding these issues (83%). 

Why? The boards believed it wasn’t a primary 
problem at their companies. Many boardrooms in 

frica have a similar perception, with high-profile 
incidents only beginning to come to light. Beyond 
the negative impacts that misconduct can have on 
company brands, legal liability, and social impact, 
the IFC has shown that putting policies in place for 
creating a respectful workplace and addressing sexual 
misconduct can drive productivity, profitability, 
and performance”. Ultimately being proactive when 
dealing with governance concerns around harassment 
and discrimination is beneficial to the bottom line, 
as well as to the working lives of employees. 

Investors working on the continent must guide 
their investee companies to enact formal policies 
about appropriate conduct between employees and 
the broader ecosystem, while allocating resources 
to prevent harassment, instructing proper reporting 
channels, investigating all complaints fairly and 
equitably, and creating a respectful company culture 
through measurable, consistent actions. 

Due process of the law can take time in many of 
Africa’s jurisdictions, and moving forward with an 
action such as removing a founder from his manage-
ment role before a legal decision is reached may not 
be straightforward. However, investors need to have 
the processes in place to act without delay in the face 
of serious allegations at their investee companies, 
should they occur. ithin investment firms, a policy 
for team members and their internal interactions, as 
well as their behaviour outside the firm with ecosys-
tem participants, investee companies, and pipeline 
companies, is essential as a first step. 

Creating and upholding an environment 
of diversity, free from discrimination
Gender balance and equality policies, starting from 
the recruiting process, through to promotion schemes 
and salary equity, are key to reducing harassment 
in Africa’s tech companies. McKinsey’s 2016 Women 
Matter Africa report showed that the number of female 
chief executives in Africa sits at just 5%, with only 
29% of senior management roles held by women. 
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Research also shows there is a direct link between 
gender segregation and sexual harassment. 

To move the needle on harassment, investors must 
hold the senior management of portfolio companies 
responsible for the implementation of non-discrimi-
nation and equal inclusion plans through measurable 
and achievable goals. The 2X Challenge, an initiative 
to promote enhanced economic participation in de-
veloping markets through the allocation of invest-
ment, has set an example with targets of 20-30% of 
women in senior leadership positions and 30-50% of 
women across the workforce. 

As part of environmental, social, and governance 
(ESG) value creation, investors must support and 
monitor companies’ progress on inclusion plans, 
while making sure all employees are protected from 
harassment and discrimination. The same principles 
of diversity and inclusion should also be put in place 
for internal investment teams. Having a diverse team 
of investors and a gender-lens investing approach, 
further promotes diversity across portfolios. 

Cultural ‘norms’ don’t justify harassment 
Cultural “norms” are often stated as a reference point 
to determine whether statements are inappropriate, 
with the argument that “things can’t change over-
night  imposed on activists fighting for equality in 
Africa. While it is prudent to be open to debate on 
what sensitivities should be applied in the context 
of cultural behaviours, many actions simply do not 
have a grey area. 

No behaviours that create a feeling of inferiority, 
including not only sexual assault but also ridicul-
ing behaviours, social exclusion and physical abuse, 
should be tolerated at any organisation. For women 
in the o ce certain patronising treatments such as 
insisting that they dress in certain ways not applied 
to their male colleagues, serve food and drinks, or 
not participate in certain bonding exercises (such as 
sporting activities), may make women feel inferior, 
whether directly intended or not. 

Investors and companies play a critical role in 
providing education to employees and ecosystem 
participants on what harassment is, what form it 
takes, what causes it, what conditions foster it, and 
how it is linked to broader patterns of discrimina-
tion and inequality. Allowing serious harassers to 
resign quietly does not effect cultural change.  
broader approach that holds institutions account-
able for systemic harassment should be investigated, 
implemented, and tracked.

Time for action
It’s time for the ecosystem to call on companies and 
organisations in Africa to enact measurable responses 
to misconduct. “We are working on it” is not enough 
of a response. We at Acuity Venture Partners pledge as 
an open-source approach to share our own statement, 
external policy, and points of contact for reporting 
harassment or governance-related concerns at our 
investee companies in the next 30 days. We encourage 
other investors across the industry to join; together 
we can make our ecosystem better. ■

Lexi Novitske is a managing partner at Acuity Venture  
Partners



East African 
Community 
battles  
trade disruption

The East African Community is one 
of Africa’s most integrated regional 
blocs, but the Covid-19 pandemic has 
caused massive disruption to both its 
internal and external trade.  
Tom Collins reports

 A
t the Kenya-Uganda border towns 
of Malaba and Busia during the 
initial stages of Covid-19, 
queues of lorries stretched 
up to 65km as the Ugandan 
authorities imposed compul-

sory coronavirus tests on Kenyan lorry 
drivers before they entered the country. 

Kampala implemented the measure in late 
April when it became clear that truck drivers 
were key vectors of transmission. Similar issues 
unfolded at busy border crossings across the six 
countries that make up the East African Community 
(EAC) as governments failed to harmonise preventa-
tive measures at the regional level. 

At the Rwanda-Tanzania border crossing of Ru-
sumo, Tanzanian drivers were forced to hand cargo 
over to Rwandan counterparts who took it onwards 
to Kigali. 

The sudden disruption spelt disaster for the in-
dustries and businesses that rely on fluid borders in 
a region routinely heralded as the most integrated in 
Africa. The cost of moving goods around the region 
rose by an initial 30%, according to TradeMark East 
Africa (TMEA), though the trade body believes this 
figure has since decreased as the region adopts a 
more coordinated response. 

“Covid-19 has been really disruptive in terms 
of cost structures,” says Frank Matsaert, TMEA’s 
CEO. “I expect things to normalise now that we have 
much more agreement between EAC member states. 
The tailbacks at the Ugandan border are down to 
15km – that’s more than it’s been in many years – so 
there are still things to be done but I believe that it 
will happen by the end of July.” 

Opposite: Trucks 
wait at the Malaba 
border crossing 
between Kenya and 
Uganda.

Initial disruption 
Most of East Africa’s imports pass through Kenya’s 
port of Mombasa or Tanzania’s port of Dar es Sa-
laam, both of which saw trade volumes fall during 
the initial stages of the virus. 

Mombasa, which accounts for roughly 60% of 
regional imports, saw a 4.7% reduction in volumes 
between January and May as Chinese exports in raw 
materials and capital goods fell, says Gilbert Langat, 
CEO of the Shippers Council of Eastern Africa. 

hile this affected enya’s manufacturing sec-
tor and other industries, it spelt greater trouble for 
landlocked countries like Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi 
and South Sudan which rely on the port of Mombasa 
for imported goods. 

Around 85% of the cargo landed at Mombasa is 
loaded onto Kenya’s standard gauge railway (SGR) 
and transported to Nairobi before it is moved by 
truck to Uganda and beyond via the “northern cor-
ridor”. Kenya is the main transit hub for the EAC 
region, accounting for around 46% of total exports 
and 41% of total imports. 

While most countries allowed nationwide logis-
tics to continue despite implementing widespread 
lockdowns, much of the intra-regional activity was 
greatly reduced due to border issues. 

Before Covid-19, it had taken cargo around 3.5 days 
to be transported from Mombasa to Kampala, 7 days 
to Kigali, 10 days to the DRC and 14 days to South 
Sudan. The virus more than doubled the length of 
time taken to transport goods: the journey to Kam-
pala extended to 7-10 days, while it took 21 days to 
Kigali and far longer to the DRC and South Sudan. 

“Before Covid-19 we were able to get cargo to 
Kampala for between $2,000 to $2,200 – now it has 
increased to $3,200,” says Langat. 

c l l i
The delays were largely driven by regula-

tory changes implemented by each country 
to minimise the risk of foreign lorry drivers 

spreading the virus. A Kenyan truck driver driv-
ing to Rwanda via Uganda would likely need 
to be tested for Covid-19 three times – once 

in each country – rather than being able 
to use paperwork accepted across the 
entire region. At the beginning of the 

pandemic, these tests were analysed in urban 
centres far from national borders leaving truck 

drivers stranded for days in inhospitable border 
towns. This level of mistrust and lack of coordination 
led to calls for a regionally mandated response from 
the Arusha-based EAC Secretariat. The regional body 
published a set of “administrative guidelines” for the 
movement of goods and services during Covid-19 – 
which included advising countries to use gazetted 
routes and encouraging truck drivers to travel with 
a maximum of three people – but many believed it 
did not go far enough. 

To facilitate border crossings, TradeMark East 
Africa (TMEA) has worked with EAC member states 
to develop an app that stores health certificates is-
sued by test centres working to agreed standards.

“The test results are put on the app, which is 
recorded on blockchain so it can’t be faked, and 
then the truck driver is tracked all the way,” says 
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East Africa

The six members 
of the EAC: South 
Sudan, Uganda, 
Kenya, Rwanda, 
Burundi and 
Tanzania.
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The virus more than doubled the length 
of time taken to transport goods: the 
journey from Mombasa to Kampala 
extended from 3.5 to 7-10 days

Matsaert. “They can only stop at certain places along 
the corridor so that the driver doesn’t pick up an 
infection. It should create a lot more trust between 
partner states.” 

The app was rolled out in late July, and the CEO 
hopes it will have an immediate impact on some 
10,000 trucks operating in the region. 

hile it is initially being offered as a bilateral 
agreement between states, it is hoped that it will 
eventually be adopted at the regional level. This could 
offer a model for how East frica loo s to overcome 
logistical challenges in the future, using what TMEA 
calls safe trade zones (STZs). These zones would im-
plement agreed health and safety measures between 
countries, allowing traders who meet requirements 
to cross borders.

Along with the impact on established businesses, 
the border closures have been disastrous for informal 
traders who have mostly been barred from making 
crossings. Around 90% of informal cross-border trade 
has ceased since Covid-19. 

Now that countries are beginning to lift lockdowns 
and resume international and domestic air travel – 
despite rising cases – informal trade is expected to 
resume. 



Left: A truck driver 
prepares a meal on 

i
wait to enter Kenya 
from Tanzania. 

Political tensions
The EAC obtained the highest overall score for 
regional integration of all Africa’s trade blocs in  
UNECA’S Africa Regional Integration Index 2019, 
which was based on measurements of the free move-
ment of people, infrastructural integration, macro-
economic integration, productive integration and 
trade integration. It has a higher percentage of intra-
regional trade than the other regional blocs, but trad-
ers and businesses are quick to criticise the shifting 
landscape of tariff and non-tariff barriers, while 
political tensions between member states continue 
to slow down efforts towards further integration.  

Tanzania’s response to coronavirus has largely 
been at odds with the rest of the bloc. After declaring 
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Tanzania Burundi Uganda RwandaLandlocked economies will be hardest hit 

A recent report from the Brookings Institution 
on the effects of Covid-19 on trade in East Africa 
identifies “a concerning scale of disruption to 
intra-regional commerce” and some particularly 
worrisome trends for the landlocked countries of 
the region. 

The authors cite figures from the Economist 
Intelligence Unit predicting big falls in imports 
and exports for Burundi, Uganda and Rwanda 
(see graph) as a result of the restrictions on trade. 
In contrast, Kenya and Tanzania’s access to 
international trade via the ports of Mombasa and 
Dar es Salaam will help to minimise the costs of 
such restrictions on their economies.

The authors conclude that “a coordinated EAC-
wide approach is critical for intra-regional trade 
to remain buoyant… and for ensuring vulnerable 
countries are cushioned from the Covid-19 crisis 
fallout.” They also highlight the urgency of 
implementing the African Continental Free Trade 
Area (AfCFTA) to mitigate the negative effects of 
Covid-19 on trade.

Source:  The Impact of the COVID-19 Crisis on Trade: 
Recent Evidence from East Africa, by Andrew Mold, 
and Anthony Mveyange, Brookings Institution 2020

his country virus-free despite carrying out very few 
tests, Tanzania’s President John Magufuli blasted his 
neighbours for implementing lockdowns. Neighbour-
ing Kenya and Zambia have closed the borders amid 
disquiet over his coronavirus response. 

“The president of Tanzania encouraged his 
country men to sell goods to Kenya at a very high 
cost,” says an African Development Bank infra-
structure expert, speaking on condition of anonym-
ity. “This might just be politics, but the underlying 
current is hostility. All these things add up and when 
you take them together it will lead to lasting prob-
lems unless the leadership says let’s look at this 
together.”

As a member of the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC), Tanzania has been criticised in 
the past for prioritising its southern neighbours over 
the eastern bloc. 

Elsewhere, the standoff between ganda and 
Rwanda since 2017 has seen trade volumes plum-
met between two countries that were once thriving 
partners. Rwanda and Burundi’s trade ties have simi-
larly been held hostage to fraught political relations, 
although new leadership in Bujumbura following the 
death of resident ierre N urun i a in une offers 
the chance for a reset. espite such di culties and 
the coronavirus fallout, experts see regional integra-
tion continuing on a progressive path.   

“There will always be ups and downs as part of 
the integration process,” says TMEA’s Matsaert. “But 
I do see these disputes around a longer-term trend 
of cooperation. We need to make sure that there are 
regional institutions strong enough to arbitrate on 
disagreements. Whenever I talk to businesses, they 
always stress just how important the EAC is to in-
vesting in the region. It is a great asset.” ■



Africa Re to Disburse 
US$ 3.3 million for the Fight 
Against Covid-19 in Africa

The African Reinsurance Corporation (Africa Re), the premier 
reinsurance group in Africa, has announced the disbursement of the 
sum of US$ 3.3 million to assist stakeholders in the ongoing �ght 
against the Covid-19 pandemic in the continent. The announcement 
was made after the 42nd Annual Ordinary Meeting of the General 
Assembly held on 30 June 2020.  

This assistance will be managed by the Africa Re Foundation, an 
independent institution, set up to handle the corporate social 
responsibility projects of the Africa Re Group. 
 
This support will be channelled to various government and private 
institutions at the forefront of the �ght against the pandemic for 
awareness campaigns, preventive measures, acquisition of medical 
equipment and personal protective equipment. The disbursement is 
broken down as follows: 

•  Cities Hosting Africa Re Of�ces: US$ 2,000,000 will be allocated  
 to the 8 African cities hosting Africa Re Of�ces namely, Lagos,  
 Johannesburg, Nairobi, Cairo, Abidjan, Casablanca, Mauritius and 
Addis Ababa;

• African Insurance Associations: US$ 820,000 will be allocated to 
the 41 associations of insurers in the 41 member States of Africa Re;

• Africa CDC: US$ 500,000 will be granted to the Africa Centres for  
Disease Control and Prevention, a public health agency of the 
African Union.

“Staying together with our communities in the �ght against the 
Covid-19 pandemic is in line with Africa Re’s mission. This is a duty, 
as well as a matter of pride, to contribute to the risk mitigation of 
the health crisis and its socio-economic fallout”, said Dr. Corneille 
KAREKEZI, the Group Managing Director and Chief Executive Of�cer of 
the pan-African institution, while commenting on the initiative.

Despite the obvious negative outlook for the African insurance and 
reinsurance industry for 2020, Africa Re wishes to strengthen the 
capacity and capability of Africa’s public health institutions to ensure a 
quick recovery from the ongoing health crisis.

About Africa Re Group 
African Reinsurance Corporation (Africa Re) Group is the leading pan-
African reinsurance company in Africa and the Middle East, which was 
established in 1976 by African member states of the African Union (AU, 
formerly OAU) and the African Development Bank (AfDB). 

At the end of 2019, the share capital of Africa Re was comprised of 
the following shareholders: A) 41 African States (34%), B) the African 
Development Bank (8%), C) 114 African insurance and reinsurance 
companies (35%) and D) 3 Non-Regional Global Leading (Re) 
Insurance Groups (23%).

Headquartered in Lagos, Nigeria, it has the largest reinsurance 
commercial network in Africa with 8 of�ces across Africa: Casablanca, 
Cairo, Abidjan, Nairobi, Johannesburg, Lagos, Ebène (Mauritius) and 
Addis Ababa. In addition to its 6 Regional Of�ces across Africa, its 
two main subsidiaries are the Africa Re (South Africa Ltd.) based in 
Johannesburg and the Africa Retakaful Company based in Cairo, Egypt.

With US$ 845 million of Premium Income written and US$ 975 
million of Shareholders’ Funds at the end of 2019, Africa Re remains 
the leading provider of underwriting reinsurance capacity in Africa, 
allowing the �nancial protection of up to US$ 40 billion of insurance 
risk exposure on the continent.

Africa Re is ranked 37th in the Top 40 Global Reinsurance Groups by 
Standard & Poor’s in 2019. It enjoys the highest international �nancial 
rating at Full A / Stable Outlook by A.M. Best and an A – / Stable 
Outlook by Standard & Poor’s. 

For more information, please visit www.africa-re.com

About Africa Re Foundation 
Africa Re Foundation is registered in Mauritius and funded by the 
Africa Re Group with up to 2% of its annual net pro�t. It is a body 
responsible for the implementation of its corporate social responsibility 
initiatives.

Africa Re Foundation has contributed immensely towards the 
development and growth of the African Insurance industry. Among 
others, key funded initiatives are:

• Young Insurance Professionals Programme which currently trains 
more than 1,000 young African to enhance their knowledge and 
capacity in insurance through online training programmes;

• Support to Regulation Authorities and Markets for the development 
of the insurance industry through the various initiatives and 
studies in the �elds of Mortality Tables, Minimum Premium Rates, 
Digitalization, Blockchain Technology, Micro Insurance, etc;

• Support to Community-Based Risk Management Initiatives to 
improve risk prevention and management through donations of 
Mobile Clinics, Household Products to Internally Displaced Persons, 
Fight Against Ebola, Natural Disaster Relief, etc;

• African Insurance Awards which celebrate excellence and reward 
good performance, corporate leadership and innovation in the 
African insurance industry each year.

For questions, please contact:
Mr. Alfred ADOGBO
Corporate Communications
Mobile Phone: +234 706 957 5806
E-Mail Address: adogbo.alfred@africa-re.com



Ethiopia 
protests 
threaten to 
derail Abiy’s 
reforms

The murder of Oromo singer and activist Hachalu 
Hundessa in late June has led to civil unrest and 
government clampdowns that could threaten 
Ethiopia’s reform process. Tom Collins reports

Abiy has responded 
to the instability by 
rounding up scores 
of opposition figures 
and seeking to blame 
foreign and domestic 
detractors
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  I
t was two weeks after the fatal shooting of 
popular Oromo singer and activist Hachalu 
Hundessa in Addis Ababa on 29 June that the 
true extent of the damages wrought by civil 
unrest in Ethiopia became clear. 

After a two-week internet ban imposed by 
the government shortly after the musician’s death 
was lifted, scenes of looted shops and damaged 
property in towns across the romia region filtered 
out to the wider world, evidence of the unrest that 
led to at least 177 deaths and 5,000 arrests, rights 
groups say. 

Hundessa’s music was the soundtrack to Oromo 
protests that eventually brought an end to over two 
decades of Tigray-dominated rule in Ethiopia.  

His death has ignited growing discontent within 
his community over prime minister Abiy Ahmed’s 
national vision for the country, which some see as 
weakening Oromia’s federally enshrined role and 
encroaching on its people’s culture and tradition. 

Two murder suspects have been arrested and a 
third is reported still to be on the run. The govern-
ment has linked them to the militant wing 
of the once-banned Oromo Liberation 
Front (OLF) – an organisation crafted to 
achieve self-determination for Ethiopia’s 
largest ethnic group.

Though Abiy was lauded for introduc-
ing a raft of economic and democratic 
reforms upon entering o ce in  and 
garlanded with a Nobel Peace Prize in 
2019 for his regional diplomacy, allega-
tions of authoritarianism – including 
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Opposite: Oromo 
demonstrators 
protest the death 
of musician and 
activist Hachalu 
Hundessa.

the arbitrary arrest of journalists and opposition 
figures – leave many fearful that the positive news 
is fading in Ethiopia. 

This has been the most significant and concen-
trated outburst of violence since the transition,” says 
Murithi Mutiga, Crisis Group’s project director for 
the Horn of Africa. 

“There has been a steady drumbeat of ethnic 
displacement and killings across the country but 
this is one of the most serious challenges Abiy has 
faced since coming into o ce. The danger is that in 
asserting himself and trying to gain control, he may 
move in a more illiberal direction.” 

Scattergun approach   
Abiy has responded to the instability by rounding up 
scores of opposition figures and see ing to blame 
foreign and domestic detractors, often without giving 
evidence, say critics. 

The whereabouts of do ens of influential politi-
cians and journalists including Jawar Mohammed, 
founder of the Oromia Media Network (OMN), Bekele 
Gerba, deputy chairman of the Oromo Federalist 
Congress party, and blogger Eskinder Nega were still 
unknown at the time of writing. 

The prime minister has attempted to paint the OLF 
as a regional threat by suggesting it is an expan-
sionist movement that seeks to incorporate Oromo 
peoples across the border in Kenya, known as the 
Borana, into a “greater Oromia”. 

cial sources have also lin ed the opposition 
Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) to the as-
sassination, while Abiy has referred to “two-faced” 
o cials in his own government who are wor ing 
with “extremist elements”, which some commenta-
tors see as signalling an imminent purge.

The arrested suspects had still not been charged 
at the time of writing. If the police investigation is 
not seen to be impartial, Abiy’s approach may further 
aggravate tensions that have come to the fore since 
he released political prisoners and lifted clampdowns 
on institutional and social media.  

“There is a lot of speculation in terms of what 
has happened with regards to Hundessa’s killing,” 
says Ahmed Soliman, Horn of Africa researcher at 
Chatham House. 

“The prime minister has come out with a scatter-
gun approach and blamed different institutions 
without providing evidence, which is unhelpful. 
There needs to be a proper judicial process to iden-
tify what has happened and who may have carried 
out this act.” 

Tensions high
The prime minister’s theories come at a time when 
Ethiopian government tensions with the Tigray-
region, which is governed by the TPLF, and Egypt 
are high. Ethiopia and Egypt have failed to reach a 
diplomatic agreement over the filling of the rand 
Ethiopian Renaissance Dam on the Nile – which 
Egypt claims is a threat to its water security – in an 
ongoing dispute which could escalate and draw in 
other regional powers. 

Experts have also expressed concern over Tigray’s 
decision to hold regional elections in August, in 
defiance of the government’s decision to postpone 
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national and regional elections until 2021 due to the 
Covid-19 pandemic. 

Since the prime minister, an Oromo, came to 
power in 2018 the once dominant Tigray elite have 
retreated to their region.

“The Tigray election is perhaps one of the big-
gest challenges to stability in Ethiopia,” says Crisis 
Group’s Mutiga. 

“There is a sense of grievance at the way various 
TPLF elites were treated after the transition. They 
are also well armed and have a complement of se-
curity forces. It all looks quite ominous. The centre 
has warned that they will not allow the elections 
to go ahead. This is a dispute which could turn very 
ugly, very quickly.” 

Some analysts say that Abiy’s improved relations 
with Eritrea are a mutually beneficial strategy to 
contain the Tigray region, which has a historically 
tense relationship with Eritrean president Isaias 
Afwerki. 

Though Abiy won the Nobel Peace Prize in 2019 
after negotiating an end to conflict with Eritrea – 
one of frica’s longest low-level conflicts – the peace 
agreement has been criticised for its failure to 
involve multiple parties.

Reform programme at risk
While Ethiopia was heralded as the world’s fastest 
growing economy in 2018, many are concerned that 
the recent unrest and the threat of further instabil-
ity will derail promising initiatives that could aid 
growth prospects, including the liberalisation of the 
banking and telecoms sectors. 

As a result of Covid-19, the IMF has already cut 
Ethiopia’s growth to 3.2% this year – the lowest 
since 2004. 

iolence may dent investor confidence further, 
while foreign partners adopt a wait and see approach 
to how Abiy handles the upcoming election in Tigray, 
the dispute with Egypt over the GERD, and the peace 
and stability of the country as it heads towards a 
general election next year. 

“Layered on top of the current unrest is the impact 
of Covid-19 on key export sectors and considerably 
high rates of unemployment among the youth,” 
says Mutiga. 

“Despite how attractive Ethiopia is, investor con-
fidence won’t be helped by rounds of unrest. t would 
be helpful if evidence emerges of a durable compact 
formed with elites about how to manage the way 

forward.” ■



Kenyan banks
stable but
lending
frozen

Kenya’s banks are well capitalised 
and have good liquidity, but if they 
do not overcome their aversion to risk 
businesses will be starved of the credit 
they need to recover from Covid-19. 
Tom Collins reports

While most banks 
are still in a healthy 
position, the ongoing 
uncertainties may lead 
to industry casualties if 
Covid-19 causes further 
disruption to travel and 
trade

 B 
usiness owners looking for a bank loan 
in Kenya during the Covid-19 pandemic 
may struggle to access credit as more 
than 40 lenders in the local market seek 
to conserve capital to withstand the global 
economic shock. 

While hospitality, tourism and manufacturing look 
to stage a rebound following the recent easing of re-
strictions by the government, the ban s need to fi nd 
a way to support Kenya’s tentative economic recovery. 

Despite regulatory changes by the Central Bank 
of Kenya (CBK) to encourage lending, the industry 
remains cautious following a .  drop in profi ts 
before ta  in the fi rst quarter of this year and a rise 
in non-performing loans from 12.5% to 13.1% – the 
highest since August 2007. 

CBK governor Patrick Njoroge warned in May that 
almost 75% of SMEs may fail to reopen following 

ovid- ’s impact on personal and corporate fi nances. 
But many lenders in the Kenyan marketplace are 

well capitalised and hold su   cient liquidity to be able 
to lend to businesses, even if demand for 
credit has fallen. 

“The liquidity that the banks are hold-
ing is because they are not lending, the 
asset book is not growing,” says George 
Bodo, CEO at Callstreet Research and Ana-
lytics. “They are taking deposits, but they 
are not deploying them.” 

Stable but uncertain 
Several factors contribute to the relative 
strength of the banking industry in East 
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Africa’s largest economy during a period which has 
otherwise seen widespread bankruptcies in sectors 
ranging from aviation to hospitality. 

Last November’s removal of a controversial lend-
ing cap on interest rates to the private sector –  a cap 
restricting interest rates to no more than 4% above 
the base rate set by the CBK – allowed banks to grow 
commercial loan books in the months leading up to 
the outbreak of the virus. 

“If we look at the interest capping, most banks 
were not able to eff ectively price ris ,  says abil 
Olaka, CEO of the Kenya Bankers Association (KBA), 
an industry body. “They were not lending to the pri-
vate sector. The fallback was to allocate resources 
into treasury bills and government securities. When 
the cap was lifted they began lending to the private 
sector, so they are now fairly well liquid.”

In March, the CBK again intervened to support 
the banking industry as the pandemic took hold 
by reducing the cash reserve ratio – the minimum 
amount a bank must hold in reserves – from 5.25% 
to 4.25%. 

This released around $261m in liquidity for com-
mercial banks, allowing them to cover some of the 
extra costs incurred by Covid-19. Despite healthy 
reserves many banks have seen income streams and 
monthly earnings greatly diminished.

Together with the CBK, banks agreed to provide 
credit holidays for personal loans and discuss mora-
toriums with businesses shortly after the fi rst coro-
navirus case was announced in Kenya in March. In 
order to encourage cashless transactions as a means 
to limit the spread of the virus, the CBK announced 
that there would be no charges on mobile transactions 
below KSh1,000 ($10) and the transaction limit would 
be raised to KSh150,000. 

The move has weighed on income, though the 
CBK agreed not to recognise loan holidays as non-
performing loans in order to avoid imposing punitive 
regulatory fees. Equity Bank and Standard Chartered 

enya  were the fi rst top lenders to announce a drop 
in earnings for the fi rst three months of the year, by 
14% and 16.6% respectively. 

“The global Covid-19 pandemic has mutated into 
a global economic crisis, occasioned by a sudden 
standstill in economic activity as a result of the 
global lockdown,” says James Mwangi, CEO of Equity 
Group Holdings, the parent group of Equity Bank. 
“This has introduced unprecedented uncertainty 
within the global fi nancial systems, prompting us 
to adopt a conservative approach fortifying our bal-
ance sheet and assuring ample liquidity to support 
our customers.”

Potential risks 
While most banks are still in a healthy position, the 
ongoing uncertainties may lead to industry casual-
ties if Covid-19 causes further disruption to travel 
and trade. 

hen you drill down to specifi c institutions you 
may fi nd some which are operating on the thresh-
old from the liquidity and capitalisation point of 
view,” says KBA’s Olaka. “There are those that may 
be at risk, especially if the pandemic extends much 
longer.” 

Early signs of distress include NBCA, Kenya’s third 

East Africa
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largest bank by assets following last year’s merger 
between two mid-sized banks, which has closed 14 
of its branches citing Covid-19. 

Equity Group Holdings has also backed out of a 
deal to acquire Atlas Mara subsidiaries in Rwanda, 
Tanzania, Mozambique and Zambia, although its 
enthusiasm may already have been cooling prior to 
the pandemic. The halt in negotiations “was largely 
motivated by a change in EGH’s strategy in view of 
the eff ects of the ovid-  pandemic worldwide and 
on the economies in which EGH entities operate,” 
Atlas Mara said in a statement.

Many banks have decided to retract dividends an-
nounced at the start of the year or ask shareholders 
for more capital if possible, says Callstreet’s Bodo, 
who predicts non-performing loans could rise to 
20% by the end of the year. 

“While the capitalisation looks good on paper, I 
would prefer the CBK to do a stress test on the banks 
and see who can withstand extreme shock. For now, 
you can’t tell what is happening. If Covid-19 contin-
ues, I wouldn’t be surprised if some of the smaller 
entities went bust.” 

fter three high-profi le ban s and a supermar et 
fi led for ban ruptcy in recent years, consumer con-
fi dence in fi nancial institutions remains low, posing 
a risk to the industry. 

A mid-level manager at United Bank of Africa 
(UBA) told African Business on condition of anonymity 
that he had received numerous calls asking about the 
health of the economy, the strength of local banks 
and whether or not to withdraw deposits. 

To safeguard against customer losses, the Kenya 

Kenya’s banks 
need to fi nd a way 
to support the 
country’s economic 
recovery.

Deposit Insurance Corporation recently increased the 
percentage of deposits it will pay to depositors in the 
event of a bank’s failure .

Supporting recovery 
The worry for Kenya is that risk-averse banks warding 
against future fi nancial disruption will be unable to 
support economic recovery. 

The industry has previously been accused of play-
ing it safe by investing in low-risk assets. According 
to a recent survey by the CBK, 64% of commercial 
banks expect high to moderate credit growth in 
July to August, driven by improved economic activ-
ity, compared to 64% of banks which expected the 
demand for credit in May to June to be either low 
or very low. This suggests that chief executives and 
senior o   cers may be more inclined to lend in the 
domestic market. 

KBA’s Olaka believes that reckless lending may 
create a fi nancial crisis with a much higher cost  
than the health crisis. Both the government and 
the banks must share the burden of revamping the 
economy, he says. 

For its part, the CBK has introduced a government 
guarantee scheme to back commercial credit. 

“The government is coming up with a risk-sharing 
framework with the banks, which will hopefully allow 
lending to heavily impacted SMEs that will otherwise 
not be able to access credit,” says Olaka. “However, 
the amount is only $28m. Even if it were leveraged 
three times over that would only be a drop in the 
ocean for SMEs. It’s far less than what they require 
to survive this particular period.” ■
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Special Report: Agriculture

A Botswanan farmer tends his crops. 
The government has supported the 
agricultural sector under Covid-19,
but as a result it has had to put 
infrastructure spending on hold.

 A
long the tarmacked border separat-
ing Kenya and Tanzania, hundreds of 
truc s filled with perishable food sit 
in the heat. At the roadside, drivers 
lounge on cardboard mats in patches 
of shade for up to a week as swabs are 

sent to Nairobi for coronavirus testing. By the time 
drivers complete their journeys, much of their cargo 
is putrid, and with many planes grounded, Kenyans 
are seeing price hikes on supermarket shelves. 

That is just one of Africa’s 110 borders. The block-
age offers a glimpse into the devastation the ovid-  
pandemic is beginning to wreak on the continent’s 
agricultural sector, which provides a livelihood to 
60% of the continent’s workers. 

The virus and its loc downs affect frican farm-
ers, agribusinesses and SMEs, as well as consumers 
and government departments involved in the sector, 
which together comprise 23% of continental GDP. In 
various countries, however, the picture was already 
less than rosy before the pandemic hit, with 650m 
people facing food insecurity. 

For the optimist, the question arises: could the 
coronavirus turmoil present an opportunity to re-
imagine food security and build resilience for the 
future? 

Ever adaptable, African farmers have begun to 
experiment with apps and new technologies. Mean-

Africa’s 
agricultural 
sector faces 
up to Covid-19 
crisis

So far African agriculture has held up better under 
Covid-19 than many feared, but what will the long-
term consequences be? Charlie Mi c ll introduces 
our special report on African agriculture with an 
analysis of the impact of the pandemic on the sector



Hopes for the 
continent’s green 
revolution are not 
dead. But governments 
must act now to 
limit the long-term 
economic consequences 
of the pandemic

while, policymakers and relief organisations are 
refocusing on food production and provision. Pioneer-
ing policymakers are prioritising food security and 
shifting to clean energy sources, such as hydroelectric 
and solar. 

When it comes to agriculture, “Covid-19 appears 
not to have caused, so far, as terrible a collapse as it 
might have done,” says Christopher Cramer, a pro-
fessor at SOAS, University of London. “Some parts of 
East Africa, West Africa and very much of South Africa 
went into the pandemic on the back of harvests that 
were much better than in the past few years.” 

Strong agricultural output in many major grow-
ing regions followed years of drought. In 
South Africa, for instance, maize pro-
duction in 2020 is expected to be more 
than 30% higher than in previous years. 
All across the continent, many planting 
seasons were drawing to a close when 
the pandemic escalated in March, sparing 
farmers from the coming price fluctua-
tions in agricultural inputs. 

Experts are quick to point out that Af-
rican food production and supply have 
risen steadily since the 1960s, despite 
doom and gloom predictions, particularly 
in countries such as Malawi, Ethiopia and Ghana. 
And yet the industry has struggled in Zimbabwe and 
grown sluggishly in the likes of Senegal and Côte 
d’Ivoire. 

Meanwhile, certain agricultural regions were 
already in trouble when pandemic fears locked 
them down, principally East Africa, which is facing 
floods and a locust infestation of proportions not 
seen in 70 years. In Zimbabwe and Mozambique, 
rainfall in late 2019 was uncharacteristically light, 
while conflict in Nigeria, South Sudan and the arid 
Sahel have compounded food insecurity. And with 
commodity prices falling earlier this year, growers 
of vital crops such as cocoa and coffee are edging 
towards disaster. 

Still, in many regions, the pre-existing agricultural 
tailwinds have been just enough to sustain agricul-
ture sectors in the face of these challenges and the 
coronavirus. 

On 28 February, an Italian man who works in Nige-
ria became sub-Saharan frica’s first o cial ovid-  
case. Since then, Africa as a whole has recorded more 
than 860,000 cases, while many more will go unre-
ported. While numbers are mounting, this is not yet 
the devastating outbreak many feared. 

And yet an upsurge would lay bare the continent’s 
weak healthcare systems – Nigeria, Africa’s largest 
economy, has just 450 ventilators for a population 
of 200m – and direct attention away from security 
challenges in conflict-prone areas. The prospect of 
a food crisis, however, has garnered less attention. 
And yet, Africa is a net food importer to the tune 
of around $47bn annually and is now facing border 
closures worldwide. 

Supply chain issues
The first impact was on flower farmers in East 

Africa, who saw demand from European markets 
essentially collapse,” says François Conradie, senior 
political economist at NKC African Economics. “Sup-
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ply chain issues have also been relevant as imported 
inputs have become harder to come by.” 

For smallholder farmers across the region, seeds, 
fertiliser, animal feed and crop protection instruments 
upon which they rely to maximise yields have become 
scarce, or substantially more expensive, hindering 
production of widely-consumed crops such as rice and 
mai e, as well as Ethiopian coffee, enyan horticulture 
and Ghanaian pineapples. 

Many agricultural SMEs have been forced to down-
size or fold as food has rotted on farms or in trucks, 
causing job losses, food insecurity and poverty. Mean-
while, lockdowns have sucked the life out of the in-
formal sector, the primary source of employment in 
sub-Saharan Africa. 

According to World Bank data, 70% of Nigerian 
households have seen their income fall, with vola-
tility highest in rural areas where farming usually 
pays the bills. 

Between late April and early June, Precision Ag-
riculture for Development (PAD), a Boston-based 
non-profit, surveyed nearly ,  enyan farmers 
and agri-dealers. Eight in 10 agri-dealers reported a 
decrease in farmer footfall, and 76% reported lower 
sales compared to a month earlier. 

Special Report: Agriculture
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Below: Workers 
pack pineapples in 
Benin. Exports of 
the fruit, which is 
prized in Europe, 
fell to zero in April 
due to transport 
restrictions. 

in the next 30 years. That is why governments and 
institutions across the continent must act now. 

“States cannot rely easily on foreign investment or 
aid – they need to build resilient export sectors and to 
take a national role in promoting change,” says Pro-
fessor Cramer. “Spending on public agricultural R&D 
needs to rise, investment in irrigation needs to rise.” 

The African Development Bank has launched the 
Feed Africa Response to Covid-19 (Farec), which has 
earmarked $10bn to support governments, small-
holders and the private sector. Importantly, it em-
phasises sustainable growth in food production and 
distribution, and has already supported around two 
dozen countries, creating “green corridors” to move 
agricultural products and handing out loans. 

Meanwhile, agribusinesses themselves have plead-
ed with governments to encourage cargo flights, 
through tax incentives, fuel subsidies and landing 
charge waivers. n enya, international cargo flights 
have slowly picked up, albeit at twice the price per 
kilo compared to the start of the year. 

Digital solutions
Farmers, too, continue to employ novel solutions, 
many of them digital, to safeguard their agricultural 
incomes. PAD produces digital tools to advise farmers 
on what to plant and when, as well as what equipment 
to use to safeguard their crops. “Overall, 98% of agro-
dealers reported communicating with suppliers via 
mobile phone, and 70% reported receiving messages 
from farmers about inputs at least once a day,” says 
Sam Strimling, a research associate at PAD. Mean-
while, a collaboration between the UN’s Food and 
Agriculture Organisation and Penn State University 
is allowing East African farmers to pinpoint locust 
swarm locations for pesticide spraying. 

“Financial challenges experienced and anticipated 
by farmers as a result of the pandemic were somewhat 
mitigated by optimism about forthcoming harvests,” 
says Emmanuel Bakirdjian, Africa regional manager at 
PAD, “with 52% of farmers expecting a more bounti-
ful harvest than the previous year.” 

The depreciation of African currencies, while a 
challenge at a governmental level, could actually 
make life easier for farmers once freight picks up 
again, by making local currency incomes higher for 
exporters and putting more money in their pockets 
to purchase inputs domestically. 

“To make the most of the opportunity, we would 
need to see more willingness from protectionist gov-
ernments to tolerate currency weakness, and from 
governments generally to focus on the improvements 
in the business and investment environments,” says 
Conradie. In the past, countries such as Nigeria have 
been reluctant to float their currencies, instead opt-
ing for dollar pegs. 

Still, there is plenty more to be done and the lower-
than-expected spread of Covid-19 in Africa should 
not breed complacency. 

Hopes for the continent’s vaunted green revolution, 
built on rising agricultural production over the past 
half-century, are not dead. But governments must in-
vest in irrigation, encourage a shift towards digitisa-
tion, support smallholder farmers with loans and act 
now to limit the long-term economic consequences 
of the coronavirus pandemic, before it is too late. ■

Farmers, meanwhile, said the price of inputs had 
risen, and 55% said they had been forced to borrow 
money in the preceding month to cover living ex-
penses. That stops them making important invest-
ments for the next harvest. 

Long-term consequences
But the impact on farmers and pastoralists, who 
cannot move freely under lockdown rules, is only 
half the story. Export cuts – due to reduced global 
airfreight, collapsed demand from European, Asian 
and US markets and smaller agricultural outputs – 
could cause inflation, which in turn could depreciate 
African currencies. And most African nations have 
considerable external debt stocks, paid in US dollars. 

overnments find themselves having to spend 
more to cope with the pandemic at the same time as 
these economic problems result in lower tax revenues, 
so they borrow more,” says Conradie. “In the long 
term this is going to crowd out productive invest-
ment spending and even some crucial spending on 
social safety nets.” 

The implication of a farming crisis is a long-term 
hit to already vulnerable African economies and less 
food for a continent whose population is set to double 



 A
mid the disruption of the Covid-19 
pandemic, Debisi Araba, presses the 
positive case for the future of African 
agriculture. “There is no reason why 
we can’t be self-su cient and able to 
feed the world,” he says at the end of 

our hour-long conversation. 
But throughout the conversation he also empha-

sises that the “transformation journey” will not take 
place overnight and will rely on cooperation between 
government and the private sector. A process that is 
“public-sector enabled and private-sector led” is his 
formula for success.

It was in May that Debisi took up his post as 
managing director of AGRF, the forum that brings 
together the major stakeholders in Africa’s agricul-
tural landscape every year. But despite his young age, 
Araba has been at the forefront of African agriculture 
for many years. A senior adviser in 2015 to the former 
minister of agriculture of Nigeria, Akinwumi Adesina, 
the current president of the African Development 
Bank (AfDB), Araba also served as regional director 
for Africa at the International Centre for Tropical 
Agriculture, which aims to bring an evidence-based 
approach to decision making around agriculture.

The question on everybody’s mind is the impact 
Covid-19 has had on African agriculture. UN agencies 
have predicted a global food emergency due to border 
restrictions, slowing harvests and a loss of income 
for farmers. Globally, markets have so far proven 
resilient with stocks of most staple foods adequate. 
The worry is that unless sustainable action is taken, 
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food shortages, disrupted supply chains, lower pro-
duction and rising prices could emerge. Coupled with 
the locust invasion in East Africa and the continuing 
challenge of climate change, the African continent is 
far from immune to collateral damage from Covid-19.

Araba says the pandemic has been a stress test to 
global food systems, exposing the “soft underbelly 
that we’ve taken for granted”. Africa has shown 
some resilience  but the full impact is yet to be felt 
in terms of future harvests and loss of income, he 
says. Political will to take remedial action will be 
necessary to avert the worst effects, he says, noting 
that there has been a heightened sense of awareness. 
Nevertheless, he would like to see more urgency: 
the continent needs to focus on ramping up produc-
tion. This year’s AGRF Summit will address many of 
these themes (see overleaf).

i i l ic l
He hopes the pandemic will raise the importance of 
agriculture in government priorities and warns of the 
consequences of inaction. 

“There are health implications if people don’t have 
access to healthy and nutritious foods: in other words 
malnutrition from poor harvests and lack of access 
to foods,” he says. “There are economic implications. 
And there are political implications. We have seen 
governments fall because of inadequate food poli-
cies, not just in Africa but around the world. We saw 
that in Thailand with the rice farmers because of a 
subsidy programme that didn’t work out.”

He fears that a lot of small and medium enterprises 
in agriculture will go out of business unless govern-
ments take the necessary action to support them, as 
they have for airlines and the hospitality trade. That 
needs political leadership, whether through a support 
fund, insurance mechanism systems or other fiscal 
incentives. raba is confident the pandemic will re-
inforce the need for investment and reform and will 
bring about fundamental changes. 

“We need to invest in infrastructure and technolo-
gies. There are means and measures to dampen the 
effect li e using  cold storage and cold chain supply 
and using modern technologies like solar powered 
cooling systems.” 

There is room for greater collaboration at a con-
tinental level, especially in terms of data. Araba has 
been touting the need for the continent to collate data 
of grain reserves and government and private food 
stocks. These simple measures will help map stocks 
so that when a crisis hits an accurate food map of 
the continent exists to help manage surpluses and 
shortages in a more effective manner. This can then 
be integrated into an interconnected trading platform, 
to help trade within Africa and enable Africa to set 
the terms of its global trade. 

This is all part of “being more deliberate”, he ex-
plains. “Right now, every planting season is done with 
hope. Every harvest is met with uncertainty in terms 
of how much you’re going to sell and at which price.”

Araba is an advocate of the private sector being 
at the heart of the transformation. Like the AfDB’s 
Adesina, Araba wants people to look at agriculture 
as a profitable business sector. griculture is not 
something you do when all else has failed,” he says. 
“Agribusiness is complicated, and that’s why it needs 

Special Report: Agriculture

‘African 
agriculture 
will not wilt 
in the face of 
Covid-19’

Ahead of the AGRF Summit in 
September managing director Debisi 
Araba talks to us about the challenges 
and opportunities facing Africa’s 
agricultural sector this year

Interview Dr Debisi Araba, Managing Director, AGRF



‘Agribusiness is complicated, and that’s 
why it needs serious, business-minded 
people who are dedicated and intelligent 
to make a success of it’
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serious, business-minded people who are dedicated 
and intelligent to make a success of it.”

Transforming agriculture 
But it also needs supportive government policy. 

is home mar et of Nigeria offers an interesting 
case study in the controversies of agricultural pol-
icy. While the government is keen to encourage 
domestic production, central bank activity to limit 
access to foreign exchange for importers of maize 
has proved controversial. 

One outcome that policymakers should expect is 
a rise in the price of maize, and “as a policymaker 
you need to be comfortable with the consequences 
of this action,” he explains. 

He’d like to see a programme focused on increas-
ing productivity, investing in seed systems, mecha-
nisation and security so that cultivation areas are 
not threatened by encroaching livestock. Investment 
in irrigation and roads and market systems will 
smoothen volatility. 

“Transformation is about moving from one way 
of doing things to another, better way. The yield gap 
is there and Nigeria needs to increase productivity 
when it comes to producing maize.” 

He lauds entrepreneurial Nigerian businesses 
like Babban Gona Farms and Tomato Jos that have 
introduced innovations to the business model, out-
performed national average yields and built strong 
businesses.

“It requires a cohesive and sustained assault on 
the challenges holding productivity back,” says 
Araba. “So I’d like to see everything [central bank 
policy alongside a programme focused on production 
and productivity] happening at the same time. And 
we should not simply focus on maize for domestic 
consumption. 

“This is where I think we miss the core message: 
Nigeria should be a global agriculture and food pow-
erhouse and a net exporter, supplying maize to West 
Africa. We need people with big ambitions both in 
the public and private sector. We’re starting to see 
these people.”

Prescient theme for this year’s summit
The theme of the 2020 AGRF Summit, “Feed the Cit-
ies, Grow the Continent”, was chosen last November, 
long before the pandemic struck. But it is prescient, 
says Araba, with urban centres particularly vulner-
able to shocks.

“We need to have an honest conversation on agri-
culture and food, what we grow, how we process it, 
what we consume and in what quantities,” he says. 
“We need to understand what future we want and 
how Africa can play a greater role in global food 
production and do so in a more sustainable and 
cohesive manner.”

The summit will provide a platform for Africa to 
sort out its priorities ahead of the UN Food Systems 
Conference taking place in 2021. 

  is the confluence of the ideas, energy and 
drive of the agriculture and food sector in Africa,” 
says Araba. “My message to the general public is 
that people are working day and night to ensure our 
food systems thrive. To government, we need to 
work even harder but we can lean on each other for 

support and knowledge. And to the private sector, 
it is through their ingenuity and persistence that 
economies thrive, but they need to make their voices 
heard by the public sector. Private enterprise does 
not thrive in silence.” 

espite the di culties of the pandemic, climate 
change, and East African locust swarms, 2020 has 
also seen impressive cooperation among multilateral 
agencies and governments, including the World Bank, 
the FAO, and the AfDB. AGRA is leading the way by 
providing technical support to national governments 
to align resources in response to Covid-19. 

“Africa will not wilt in the face of this pandemic,” 
says Araba. ■ 

The 2020 AGRF summit

This year’s gathering will take place online from  
8-11 September. The theme will be “Feed the 
Cities, Grow the Continent” and it will be centred 
around four broad issues: 

– Resilience: investing in enterprises and
innovations to build a sustainable and inclusive
future

– Markets and trade: building inter-connected
African markets to create opportunities across
the supply chain

– Nutritious food: creating markets for African
products that fuel diverse, healthy diets

– Food systems: looking at the whole agricultural
ecosystem to ensure Africa is producing the right
foods in a sustainable manner.

High-level dignitaries and private-sector experts 
will debate the questions and registered delegates 
will be able to pose questions to speakers via 
integrated chat functions, as well as via social 
media.

For further information go to www.agrf.org 

Below: Smallholders 
from the innovative 
Babban Gona Farms 
network in Nigeria.
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In advance of next year’s UN Food Systems Summit, many 
people are saying that the world’s food systems are broken. 
What needs fixing?
We are producing probably 300 to 400 times as much 
food as we did in the s and we have figured out 
completely new ways of producing food that should 
make it very easy for us to be comfortable from a food 
security perspective. 

But we still have 690m people that are going hun-
gry. We have excess food in the system but food is 
not getting to some of the people who need it most. 
Then there is the fact that food-related diseases are 
the number one cause of death when you look at what 
is happening from a global perspective. I think 22 to 
30% of deaths globally are the result of how we eat. 

Lastly, right now, one third of emissions contrib-
uting to climate change come from the agricultural 
sector itself. e have figured out unbelievable ways of 
producing food, but we are doing it in a manner that is 
not sustainable. We are doing it in a manner that is not 
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Fixing the world’s food 
systems: a problem we 
must solve together

Interview Agnes Kalibata, Special Envoy for the UN Food Systems Summit, 2021 

With millions still going hungry and 
agriculture a major contributor to 
climate change, how can we nd 
sustainable solutions to the world’s 
food problems? The UN Secretary 
General’s Special Envoy for the 
2021 Food Systems Summit, Agnes 
Kalibata, answers our questions 



feeding us better and we are doing it in a manner that 
is not reaching the most vulnerable among us. That’s 
why people say that our food systems are broken.

What has been the impact of Covid-19 on global food 
systems?
For people that depend on imported food, we saw a 
rise in the cost of food, largely as a result of disrupted 
supply chains. 

The disruption to supply chains even at local level 
started being a major problem. The biggest victims of 
that ripple effect have probably been SMEs that wor  
in the agricultural landscape. SMEs in the agriculture 
landscape are responsible for the movement of 80% 
of the food that is eaten away from the farm.

This was a major challenge for them and of course, 
for the jobs that are associated with them. They are 
the biggest employers in the agricultural sector. This 
has been a major disruption in our agricultural land-
scape.

There is also the issue of lost harvests, for those 
countries in season such as those in Southern Africa.

Since people figured out that ovid is probably 
going to be here for longer than a month – which 
is what people originally thought – the system has 
begun to slowly pick up again, though very cautiously. 
But overall we have so far managed to respond to the 
crisis and countries saw that food, like health, was 
a critical good that required special treatment and 
needed to keep moving. So mechanisms were put in 
place to make this happen. 

Are you encouraged by the measures taken in Africa?
Probably the biggest challenge our countries are fac-
ing is funding in the face of Covid-19. After protect-
ing people, the next biggest investment should be 
supporting the agricultural sector, for two reasons: 
first, because it will ensure that we have a safety net 
system. Second, because it contributes 30% of our of 
GDP and we will probably contribute more as some 
of the other sectors suffer. 

e import significant amounts of food and this is 
an opportunity to look at those markets and see how 
they can be part of harnessing and contributing to 
how we strengthen the resilience of farming goods 
in these countries. 

Are governments ensuring they’re not overly reli-
ant on different supply chains and becoming more 
self-su cient in food production

It’s very interesting because there are major con-
versations really looking at supply chains, and for 
good reasons. People are worried that as Covid con-
tinues to be a challenge we will need to shorten supply 
chains. It’s not just Africa, Europe is looking at it. In 
their case it’s more to do with reducing the carbon 
footprint of food. In Africa it’s more about building 
resilience. 

Food systems contribute a third of all greenhouse gas 
emissions. Is this also the case in Africa and are there 
quick wins to reduce emissions?
They say that Africa’s contribution to greenhouse 
gases is only about 3.8% but when you look at it from 
an agricultural perspective I’m sure we could do bet-
ter. Instead of farming more land we could look at 
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greater intensification, producing more with less. e 
could also definitely reduce the impact on biodiversity 
by looking at technology that could help us increase 
productivity without impacting the environment 
in a bad way. There are many ideas and very many 
technologies that can definitely have a huge impact.

Will it be easier to get consensus at the summit than it 
would have been a year ago?
A number of things have happened that may make it 
easier for us to get consensus. I think what we need to 
agree on now is what would constitute transformative 
action, what are going to be the trade-offs and how 
we should prepare for them.

When I look at the interest that the food system 
summit has raised globally it’s huge. Interest has been 
further galvanised by the onset of Covid. There’s a lot 
of clarity around the fact that we have many fragilities 
around our food systems. All that has contributed to 
recognising that we really must do something to build 
greater resilience in them. We need to act together. 

For me it’s really a question of staying on top of 
that, ensuring that every country is engaged enough 
to be able to present its own action plan when it 
comes to dealing with the food systems and what 
needs to change around food systems in their par-
ticular context.

Are you positive that concrete actions will emerge from 
next year’s summit?
ood systems will offer solutions to how we deal with 

ending hunger, with nutrition and how we ensure that 
we strengthen resilience for families and households. 
These are all things that are within our control. 

What has been lacking is how it all comes together 
with a real sense of purpose and ambition to get these 
things out of the way. It’s how we prioritise these 
problems. It’s how we look at them from a global 
perspective. It’s not an African problem, it’s not a 
European problem. What happened with Covid is a 
global problem, what happened before Covid with cli-
mate change is a global problem that impacts people 
very far removed from where some of these problems 
are happening. 

or the first time we understand how intercon-
nected we are with these challenges and really being 
able to work through all this together as a globe and 
as a community is going to be the test of our time. 

Will Africa demand anything in particular?
This is not a place where we go to negotiate; this is 
a place where we frame solutions. Africa needs to 
come up with ambitious solutions for how it will deal 
with the problem of hunger, with nutrition, with the 
environment. For all those things, Africa has to come 
with its own solutions and Africa’s partners have to 
understand the role they have in strengthening that 
perspective, not just for Africa but for East Asia, for 
South America, for the private sector. So that’s why 
we’re not tal ing about trade-offs and we can’t have 
winners and losers. We have to have win-win solu-
tions, where we support each other. ■

o nd out more about the N ood ystems ummit 
2021, go to https://bit.ly/2P6CNMA 



Locusts wreak 
havoc on 
East African 
agriculture

According to the World Bank, the current locust 
infestation will cost East Africa and Yemen $8.5bn 
this year. Charlie Mitchell reports on local and 
international efforts to stem the plague

 E
ach day, specialised pilots climb into 
planes and helicopters and ta e flight 
above Kenya, Ethiopia and Somalia. On 
the ground, experts from the UN Food 
and Agriculture Organisation (FAO), gov-
ernment teams and farmers direct them 

towards the threat. Upon arrival, they spray gallons 
of pesticide in a desperate attempt to subdue the 
worst locust plague in decades. 

In recent months, teams have saved 600,000 hec-
tares of vegetation and crops, says Keith Cressman, 
senior locust forecasting o cer at the . That is 
equivalent to 1.2m tonnes of food, or sustenance for 
. m people. The efforts that have been achieved 

so far have had a very positive impact, yet it’s not 
enough,” he says. “We still have locust swarms.” 

According to the World Bank, the infestation will 
cost East Africa and Yemen $8.5bn this year, exacer-
bate food insecurity and send shockwaves through 
the economies of Kenya, Ethiopia, South Sudan, 
Uganda, Rwanda and others. While the coronavirus 
captures the headlines, the insects are wreaking 
their own distinct form of havoc. 

ocal, national and international efforts to con-
front the problem have so far proven inadequate, 
leaving affected smallholder farmers praying for a 
change in the weather. With the exception of more 
diversified enya, agriculture contributes around 
30% of regional GDP and employs 65% of its work-
force. 

Billions of the three-inch-long insects 
arrived from Yemen in late 2019, dispersed 
by cyclones and chasing unseasonably wet 
weather. But what followed in June was a 
powerful second wave, 400 times larger. 
The effect has been li ened to the  

ustralian bushfires, which decimated an 
area the size of Portugal. 

Opposite: A member 
of Kenya’s National 
Youth Service  
sprays pesticides 
in an area infested 
by desert locusts in 
Turkana County.

“This is similar to the situation in the 1950s,” says 
Cressman. “Despite advances in technology, when 
you have a very unusual combination of weather and 
very favourable circumstances for the locusts, they 
can get out of control.” 

Crops devastated
Their consumption of crops and grazing land makes 
for grim reading. A swarm measuring one square 
kilometre is capable of eating the same amount 
of food as 35,000 people in a day, and swarms can 
grow several hundred times bigger. Cressman says 
rain-fed cereal crops, including millet and sorghum, 
have been hardest hit. Then the insects move onto 
leaves, flowers, cereals and rice. 

The situation is particularly worrisome in Kenya, 
which has not had such a serious locust infestation 
for 70 years and therefore lacks vital infrastructure 
and expertise. Somalia, still plagued by insecurity, 
and Ethiopia, where prime minister Abiy Ahmed’s 
transformation efforts have given way to violent 
protests, are also in deep trouble. 

But swarms have also been seen in South Sudan, 
Rwanda and Uganda, and could spread west across 
the conflict-ridden Sahel to fertile est frica if the 
weather changes. 

Ahmed Soliman, a Horn of Africa research fellow 
at Chatham House, says the locust plague might 
have damaged 200,000 hectares of arable land in 
Ethiopia alone. “For many countries in the region, 
agriculture makes up 30-40% of GDP and employs 
as much as 80% of the population in some capacity, 
so it’s a huge impact.” 

Around 75% of East African growers are small-
holders, currently facing a triple threat of locusts, 
flooding and the economically ruinous coronavirus 
pandemic. 

“Covid-19 is already disrupting markets, driv-
ing up food prices, squeezing small businesses and 
limiting livestock trade,” says Allison Huggins, 
Mercy Corps deputy regional director for Africa, in 
a statement. 

Locust swarms hit farmers in their pockets and 
stomachs. Already, 20m people in the region do not 
have secure access to food, according to the World 
Food Programme, but the pandemic and locusts could 
see that doubled in months. Crops vitally important 
to East African economies including bananas, barley, 
coffee and cotton are currently being overrun. 

The insects also push herders to non-traditional 
grazing lands – a challenge in itself due to corona-
virus lockdowns and curfews – often leaving women 
behind to feed children. This sometimes leads to 
violent clashes with farmers, adding to disputes of 
the sort that have left more than 8,000 people dead 
in Nigeria’s arid Middle Belt since 2011. Malnourished 
animals fetch less at market and provide less milk 
for children. 

Macroeconomic shocks
Meanwhile, hits to farmer livelihoods have esca-
lated into macroeconomic shoc s. ey financial 
indicators like real GDP growth, revenue, exports, 
and possibly debt are being impacted negatively by 
the locust swarms,” says Kelvin Dalrymple, a vice 
president at Moody’s. s a result, the firm has re-
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A swarm measuring 
one square kilometre  
is capable of eating  
the same amount of 
food as 35,000 people 
in a day
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vised its 2020 GDP growth estimates downwards for 
several regional countries.  

“Lower agriculture contribution to GDP growth 
will dampen government revenue generation capacity 
at a time when financial mar et volatility is already 
constraining liquidity and creating funding chal-
lenges,” says Dalrymple. 

The swarms will test limited food stocks in the 
fragile region, add to public debt, remove a vital 
economic driver and e acerbate inflationary pres-
sure exerted by Covid-19 related export cuts and 
panic buying. That could cheapen regional currencies 
and prevent East frican countries from paying off 
external debt stocks. 

All that is a recipe for political insecurity, with 
Sudan and Ethiopia in particular currently undergoing 
transitions. “Countries in the Horn have quite fragile 
political situations,” says Soliman. “The desert lo-
custs are an added layer that could lead towards tip-
ping the balance towards conflict.  n recent wee s, 
Ethiopia has experienced an uptick in ethno-national 
violence, with the swarms “adding to stress levels,” 
he adds. 

War against the insects
Fortunately, international and local organisations and 
governments are waging war on the insects. In May, 
the orld Ban  pledged m for affected countries, 
partly in grants and low-interest loans directly to 
farmers, while the FAO has sought more than $300m 
from donors. The FAO is also testing drones for locust 
surveillance and control in Kenya, although payload 
and battery problems persist. 

However, Cressman says that the Covid-19 pan-
demic is hindering control efforts by closing airports, 
keeping experts away and delaying deliveries of 
pesticide. In Somalia, for instance, much-needed 
pesticide arrived in June, three months late, mean-
ing the FAO missed an entire generation of locusts. 
In Kenya, social distancing rules are hindering on-
the-job training. 

African farmers are using apps, developed by 
the FAO and Penn State University to direct spray-
planes to swarms. The data is uploaded automatically 
when the farmer has connectivity, while growers can 
communicate with one another on the app. These 
techniques reflect the rise of precision agriculture 
in Africa, where smallholder farmers are increas-
ingly maximising yields with digital solutions. 

However, the FAO has just four planes in Kenya, 
four in Ethiopia, and two helicopters in Somalia, 
meaning pilots often cannot reach infested areas 
before the locusts relocate. That has left some farmers 
in Kenya’s hard-hit Turkana County pouring leaves 
boiled in washing powder on affected areas. 

Locust swarms of biblical proportions and the 
Covid-19 pandemic therefore look set to slash East 

frican growth projections and sap investor confi-
dence in the region. And as the swarms continue to 
eat everything in their path, growing in strength 
and numbers, those tas ed with fighting them are 
running out of options. 

“This summer there should be very good progress 
made in reducing the locust numbers,” says Cress-
man. “But if the weather continues to be favour-
able for the locusts, they will continue to breed.” ■



Deforestation is a major problem in Côte d’Ivoire, the world’s largest cocoa bean producer.  
Arouna Coulibaly, Senior Vice President, Managing Director Olam Cocoa and Coffee,
Côte d’Ivoire (pictured below), explains how Olam is addressing the problem through 

programmes focused on sustainable production and farmer livelihoods

KEY TRENDS DRIVING
OUR STRATEGY

Increasing farmer resilience

C
ocoa has been a part of who I 
am since my fi rst job in a cocoa 
processing factory over 35 years 
ago. I’ve come to know cocoa 
farmers  across every continent 
and lead the development of a 

business in my native country Côte 
d’Ivoire with the largest procurement 
network for sustainable cocoa.

I started my career as an engineer 
in cocoa processing before manag-
ing industrial operations and quality 
systems in the cocoa business in Af-
rica, the Americas and Europe, covering 
bean trading and industrial processing. 
Working in multi-functional businesses 
and cross-cultural organisations, I ac-
quired in-depth technical expertise in 
cocoa processing, chocolate making, 
food industrial processing as well as 
business and value chain restructuring, 
alignment, integration and develop-
ment to gain an all-round knowledge 
of the product’s value chain. 

Côte d’Ivoire accounts for over 40% 
of world cocoa bean production. The 
trees are grown by around a million 
smallholder cocoa farmers, on tiny 
farms, where running water and elec-
tricity are luxuries. Deforestation is a 
major issue facing the industry, but 
it’s inherently bound up with poverty 
as farmers encroach to grow more. 
We must ensure that we tackle both 
together – to source cocoa that is both 
Right-for-the-Producer and Right-
for-the-Planet.

We therefore focus on three key areas:

• Sustainable production and farmer 
livelihoods – we have many long-
standing programmes across the 
world, but technology today is driv-
ing greater impact potential. As part 
of our goal to achieve 100% trace-
able cocoa volumes from our global, 
direct origination supply chain by 
2020, we have scaled up our range 
of digital mapping tools. By record-
ing data like labour and agricultural 
practices, as well as farm size and 
distance to infrastructure, we can 
issue farmers with tailored Farm 
Development Plans, delivering ad-
vice based on data about their farm 
– something they just never had.

• Forest protection and restoration 
– this includes helping to preserve 
and rehabilitate 460,000 ha of clas-
sifi ed forest here in te d’ voire.

• Social inclusion and community en-
gagement – such as partnerships to 
improve access to education for chil-
dren. We also shouldn’t under-esti-
mate the importance of investing in 
processing in countries where cocoa 
is grown. Our year-round presence on 
the ground and our processing facili-
ties give farmers visible market ac-
cess. Having managed cocoa process-
ing facilities in Europe, I’m pleased to 
now be closer to the farmers.
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• Sustainable production and farmer 
livelihoods 
standing programmes across the 
world, but technology today is driv-
ing greater impact potential. As part 
of our goal to achieve 100% trace-
able cocoa volumes from our global, 
direct origination supply chain by 
2020, we have scaled up our range 
of digital mapping tools. By record-
ing data like labour and agricultural 
practices, as well as farm size and 
distance to infrastructure, we can 
issue farmers with tailored Farm 
Development Plans, delivering ad-
vice based on data about their farm 
– something they just never had.

• Forest protection and restoration 
– this includes helping to preserve 
and rehabilitate 460,000 ha of clas-
sifi ed forest here in te d’ voire.

• Social inclusion and community en-
gagement
improve access to education for chil-
dren. We also shouldn’t under-esti-
mate the importance of investing in 
processing in countries where cocoa 
is grown. Our year-round presence on 
the ground and our processing facili-
ties give farmers visible market ac-
cess. Having managed cocoa process-
ing facilities in Europe, I’m pleased to 
now be closer to the farmers.

processing factory over 35 years 
ago. I’ve come to know cocoa 
farmers  across every continent 
and lead the development of a 

business in my native country Côte 
d’Ivoire with the largest procurement 
network for sustainable cocoa.

I started my career as an engineer 
in cocoa processing before manag-
ing industrial operations and quality 
systems in the cocoa business in Af-
rica, the Americas and Europe, covering 
bean trading and industrial processing. 
Working in multi-functional businesses 
and cross-cultural organisations, I ac-
quired in-depth technical expertise in 
cocoa processing, chocolate making, 
food industrial processing as well as 
business and value chain restructuring, 
alignment, integration and develop-
ment to gain an all-round knowledge 
of the product’s value chain. 

Côte d’Ivoire accounts for over 40% 
of world cocoa bean production. The 
trees are grown by around a million 
smallholder cocoa farmers, on tiny 
farms, where running water and elec-
tricity are luxuries. Deforestation is a 
major issue facing the industry, but 
it’s inherently bound up with poverty 
as farmers encroach to grow more. 
We must ensure that we tackle both 
together – to source cocoa that is both 
Right-for-the-Producer and Right-

Opposite: Olam 
cocoa production 
activities in Côte 
d’Ivoire.



AtSource drives key enablers 
such as sustainability and  
digital transformation and  

offers shared services to  
optimise synergies across 

its operating groups 

From our ultra-modern factories in 
Abidjan and San Pedro, we produce sin-
gle origin cocoa cake, cocoa masses and 
cocoa butters under our Unicao brand. 
These ingredients, with their distinc-
tive est frican flavour, become part 
of recipes worldwide. 

And this journey is one that we can 
now map for customers across mul-
tiple sustainability metrics for more 
informed interventions – Côte d’Ivoire 
being the first cocoa origin on lam’s 
pioneering AtSource platform.

AtSource meets multiple social and 
environmental targets and guaran-
tees traceability by allowing custom-
ers worldwide to monitor each stage 
of a product’s journey. AtSource drives 
key enablers such as sustainability and 
digital transformation and offers shared 
services to optimise synergies across its 
operating groups. 

Positive outlook for processing
Since the integration of ADM’s cocoa 
operations in 2015, Olam’s country ca-
pacity has more than doubled. Our ca-
pacity utilisation, previously at 60%, 
has improved to more than 85% since 
October 2016, thanks to expanding 
market opportunities and cocoa bean 
availability and quality. Our team and 
improved technological skills have also 
enabled us to differentiate and inno-
vate products and stock keeping units 
(SKUs).

Côte d’Ivoire continues to be the top 
cocoa producing origin in the world. 
This is due to efforts made by the on-
seil af  acao ouncil for offee and 
Cocoa or CCC), agribusinesses like Olam 
Cocoa and NGOs over the years to en-
sure more sustainable cocoa farming, 
which supports farmer and community 
revenues and improves farmer liveli-
hoods. s a result, quality has signifi-
cantly improved and should continue 
to do so.

The government of Côte d’Ivoire 
remains committed to this trend in 
order to achieve a realistic target of 
2m tonnes and more. Government 
supported operational incentives for 
grinding sector, including tax incen-
tives will continue to boost national 
industrialisation and are likely to 
change the dynamics of the broader 
cocoa sector. ■



Lessons from 
Covid-19: 
local is best

Covid-19 has highlighted the need for 
greater food self su ciency in Africa. 
The private sector can lead the way 
with innovation but government must 
support its efforts, says MD Ramesh

 A
s the largest economy and the most 
populous country on this rich conti-
nent, Nigeria truly has a golden op-
portunity to lead the march and set 
benchmarks for how African countries 
should reshape their economies and 

prepare their industry in response to the impact of 
the Covid-19 pandemic. 

To its credit, the government of Nigeria has re-
acted well by rapidly swinging into action, enforcing 
preventive measures and setting up isolation camps. 
The response around civil distancing has been well 
communicated and the leadership at various levels 
has been reaching out to the populace to keep it well 
informed. The health authorities have been visiting 
factories to ensure the necessary sanitary precau-
tions are in place.

The TGI group, where I serve as the group CEO for 
our agriculture business, has had a long and suc-
cessful history of commerce in Africa with much of 
the action focused in West Africa. Given low levels 
of food production throughout the continent, the 
founders of the group saw a gap and positioned the 
business to focus on local production – that is foods 
processed locally to serve local dietary needs. Some 
of the by-products are exported and serve to generate 
precious foreign exchange. 

The founders focused on a fully integrated approach 
to agriculture. For example, they looked to convert 
oil seeds into edible oil for human consumption and 
seed cake for animal feed; local paddy was 
converted to premium local rice and locally 
grown raw cashews were processed into 
choice kernels for export markets. 

All these activities  were strategically 
chosen to serve the four imperatives of the 
African conundrum – employment, import 
substitution, upskilling and food security.

As the pandemic reached our countries 
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of operation, like most companies, our primary focus 
was the safety of our colleagues. We introduced new 
processes and made arrangements so that the living 
quarters and factories complied with vetted hygiene 
requirements and provided our teams with the neces-
sary prevention equipment.  

With regards out-grower programmes, it was a 
matter of protecting both lives and livelihoods. We 
respected our commitments to service our farmers in 
rice, cotton and soya, and despite the various chal-
lenges, we managed to ensure that seed and other 
agriculture inputs continued to be provided to these 
farmers, whilst taking the necessary precautions. 

Shortening supply chains
So what have we learned? The pandemic has high-
lighted the need for greater food su ciency, espe-
cially in light of closed borders and broken supply 
chains. We stand by our belief that the emerging 
champions of this pandemic will be those that can 
contribute to food security and self-su ciency. 

We anticipate tighter restrictions in terms of food 
imports, which in any case are becoming less fash-
ionable. This is already happening. Today it’s about 
shortening the supply chain and this is aligned to the 
different strategies to bring in more local content and 
local solutions to food systems. 

Urban areas provided an interesting stress test 
during this pandemic. Urbanisation throughout the 
continent is a reality and, with cities under lockdown, 
we saw how vulnerable these could be, especially as 
connectivity to where food production takes place is 
sub-optimal. 

This resulted in shortages of essentials and has 
highlighted the need to set up small cultivation areas, 
strategically located on the outskirts of our megaci-
ties. It’s an opportunity to create new value chains 
and empower small-scale farmers to help them grow 
essentials such as vegetables and seasonal fruits to 
serve these urban centres. 

In a display of a perfectly symbiotic relationship, 
the farmer gains from a huge ready market nearby 
while farming on relatively cheap land, while the city 
secures the supplies of fruits, vegetables, poultry and 
dairy products, with a low carbon footprint to boot. 

This is but a small demonstration of how countries 
will have to apply special focuses on agriculture, 
develop sustainable and viable ecosystems and work 
out methods to feed themselves and be resilient to 
different shoc s. Business as usual won’t wor .

Import-trading is passé. It was interesting to see 
in July the Central Bank of Nigeria terminate the 
allocation of foreign exchange to maize importers. 
It’s a sign that governments want to move towards 
complete self-su ciency. 

However, these policy measures need to be 
coordin ated: that is, production needs to be built 
around higher yields, using productive seeds, cheap 
inputs, available finance, with the farmer nowing 
that there is an off-ta er of his product. 

Having worked in African agriculture for over 25 
years, we still haven’t resolved the yields issue. At 
the same time, we need to strengthen storage and 
processing facilities. The good news is that we are 
seeing increased urgency to deal with all these issues 
following the pandemic.

Special report: Agriculture

The big five imports on 
the continent – wheat, 
rice, sugar, edible oil 
and dairy – should be 
pointedly targeted by 
each country
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Below: Agricultural 
ll ic

bags in Kebbi state, 
northwestern 
Nigeria.

Alternate crops 
It is essential to gain governmental policy support 
to find alternate crops that grow in plenty in our 
climates but which have been overlooked in the past 
because of negative perceptions or Western eating 
habits. We have seen it to some extent with cassava, 
which has replaced many crops that Nigeria used to 
import to produce bread and even beer.

Thereafter, the private sector can play its role in 
processing, packaging and marketing these foods 
to local mar ets.  study produced five years ago 
in Southern and Central Africa uncovered about 20 
different substitutes to the traditional carbohydrate 
grains like rice, maize and wheat. 

If this indigenisation trend indeed catches up and 
the private sector plays ball, it will create a new dy-
namism in terms of food production and processing 
that can only be beneficial for the continent.

i e the Ethiopian super-grain teff and the est 
African fonio, there are many underexposed and 
unknown possibilities that we, as Africans, need to 
uncover, embrace and innovate within our feeding 
programmes. Sheanut and sorghum are two other 
examples of such food products that can plug and 
play into the food basket.

With domestication of food production in mind, 
the big five imports on the continent – wheat, rice, 

sugar, edible oil and dairy – should be pointedly 
targeted by the leadership in each country. These 
comprise 80% of the total food import bill for Africa.

 Dairy is really a sitting duck: we have the head 
count in terms of cattle, we are simply missing ad-
equate and e cient cold chains. enya has shown 
the way it can be done and a thriving dairy industry 
there demonstrates the impact on employment, im-
port substitution and local industry benefits. This is 
a live African success example that can be replicated 
by other countries.

It’s now the time for leadership in Africa to step 
up. The pandemic has forced our hands by exposing 
the vulnerability of the nation and its population to 
uncontrollable factors. While the private sector will 
have to lead the way with innovation, imagination 
and investment in this post-Covid world, government 
has to provide leadership by paving the way for the 
local food industry to thrive.

The African customer awaits well positioned busi-
nesses with innovative and convenient food solutions. 
Let’s play! ■ 

 

MD Ramesh is Group CEO TGI AGRI Business,  a consumer 
goods business with a large focus on Nigeria. It plans to 
invest m in agriculture over the next ve years.  



Nuradin Osman, a Somali entrepreneur who knows first-hand what famine 
means, is determined to accelerate a new era in African agriculture, 

offering profitable agribusiness investment and solutions to address existing 
gaps in African agriculture and eradicating extreme poverty across the 

continent. He spoke to African Business about his new ventures

TAKING AFRICAN AGRICULTURE 
TO THE NEXT LEVEL

 H ow can a breakthrough in African 
agriculture change African food 
systems, address hunger and mal-
nutrition and change the livelihoods 
of many Africans living below the 
poverty line? 

This is what Nuradin Osman asks himself 
as he continues his mission to bring about 
food security and profitable agribusiness 
development in Africa. 

Food security and agribusiness to help 
create an inclusive economic model of growth 
has always been at the centre of Nuradin’s 
life. Before the age of 16, he had twice ex-
perienced famines, first as a three-year-old 
boy living with his mother in a small village 
in Somalia, and later as a teenager living in 
Mogadishu during the civil war in Somalia 
in the early 90s. These tragic events led to 
an unforgettable experience of what chronic 
hunger and famine means for people. 

He left Somalia to go and live in the 
Netherlands and went on to gain experi-
ence and skills in global agriculture, best 
farming practices and innovations for de-
veloping high yielding crops and livestock 
production. With extensive experience in the 
corporate world for agricultural equipment 
manufacturer AGCO, he lived and worked 
in different countries across the globe such 
as US, Brazil, Switzerland and across the 
continent of Africa. 

Over 30 years of experience – working on 
global agriculture, innovations, businesses 
and implementing agricultural projects in 
Africa and across the globe – has given him a 
full understanding of the African agricultural 
landscape from the political to the social as 
well as the business environment that the 
agricultural sector has to contend with.
  
A new era for African agriculture
Back in the Netherlands, Osman set up 

facilities and other key areas of agriculture.
is first two projects, he tells us, will 

be on livestock: a pork processing unit in 
Uganda and beef production in Tanzania. In 
Uganda, he has an exclusive contract to buy 
pork from a pig farm that his production line 
will process at a rate of 2-3 tonnes per day. 
He plans to then replicate this model with 
fish, using the e isting supply chain. 

is firm is also specialised in project de-
sign, implementation and managing and 
assisting in raising finance from investors 
for profitable agribusiness investment in 
Africa. For example, there is an ongoing ad-
visory and project management service for a 
Canadian company looking to grow cannabis 
for medicinal use out of Lesotho. 

A glance at African agriculture
Osman says one major issue is that agri-
cultural land is fragmented. Accounting for 
over 60% of the world’s arable land, with 
billions in investment potential, Africa has 
resources capable of feeding its population 
and the world, but slow progress has been 
made due to issues such as low yields, low 
mechanisation level, post-harvest losses, 
finance, dependency on rain-fed agriculture 
and others. For example, he explains, we 
generally have two tomato harvests a year 
on the continent as opposed to six a year in 
the Netherlands. 

Post-harvest loss is a big challenge in 
Africa as it reduces smallholders’ income 
by nearly 15%. “Perished food products are 
often thrown away, such as tomatoes which 
could be transformed into animal feed,” he 
says. “Likewise, manure from livestock can 
then be used for farming purposes, taking a  
circular economy approach.” 

As regards agricultural mechanisation in 
Africa, he comments that most agricultural 
operations are carried out using light hand-
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Nuradin Osman, founder of Grosso Foods, is 
passionate about achieving food security and 

il i l i i i ic

I n t e r v i e w :  N u r a d i n  O s m a n ,  F o u n d e r ,  G r o s s o  F o o d s  B . V .

Grosso Foods B.V. last year, an agribusiness 
investment company dedicated to promoting 
profitable investment in frican agricul-
ture while accelerating agribusiness growth 
across different value chains. 

“The disruptions in food systems due 
to the ovid-  pandemic, re-a rm a new 
transformation agenda and desire to pro-
mote profitable agribusiness in frica for 
investors, farmers, government and for the 
continent.,” says Osman.

Grosso Foods B.V., he says, will focus on 
resilience in food production; mechanisation, 
technology, and innovations for agribusiness; 
optimisation of value-chains and value addi-
tion; skills and capacity development; inte-
grated agricultural trade and market access; 
boosting competitiveness in the livestock 
sector; boosting irrigation for high-yielding 
crops; setting up storage and processing 



Grosso Foods B.V. will create 
a new era by developing the 
capacity of local farmers and 

working with different players 
to establish modern farms, 

processing facilities and  
market linkages 

held tools and equipment. In Nigeria for in-
stance, the National Centre for Agricultural 
Mechanisation (NCAM) has estimated that 
only 3% of agricultural work is done with 
engine-powered technology, while hand 
tools account for 90% and 7% is performed 
using animal power.

Agriculture he argues, is disjointed and as 
a result, it is far from optimised, which calls 
for an integrated approach that is also based 
on price stability and an enabling policy 
environment. 

Creating integrated value chains
Osman cites some international companies 
as his benchmarks. These include: CP Foods, 
a vertically integrated Thailand-based agro-
industrial and food business; Tyson Foods, 
the largest beef exporter in the US; and Ama-
zon, which has shown great innovation when 
it comes to mastering the value chain and 
getting goods to the end user. 

owever, he says that to function effec-
tively within the African agriculture market, 
“it is crucial to understand the local markets 
in which you operate.” 

To optimise integrated agricultural value 
chains for Africa, it is important to help Af-
rica reduce its food importation bill. 

“Africa spends $40bn annually importing 
food. Across the continent, food takes the 
biggest percentage of monthly income for 
most Africans,” he says. “Yet a deep analy-
sis of the whole value chain reflects that 
most food production, distribution, process-
ing outlets and many other chains are not  
owned by Africans.” 

alue chains drive profitabil-
ity. This is why a country like the 
Netherlands ranks as the biggest 
exporter of onions, animal feed 
and fish feed. sman says that one 
way to e ciently benefit from ag-

riculture is to effectively control its value 
chain from farm to fork, a concept he calls 
“the last mile or uberisation of food”.

One limiting factor to an integrated value 
chains approach especially in Africa is the 
issue of scale and price control. “Without 
scale and price regulation it will always be 
cheaper to buy foods off the international 
markets,” he says. “Although, several ap-
proaches to stabilise prices for farmers, such 
as voucher schemes, insurance schemes and 
others, can be adopted.”

He says that policy plays an important 
role in building a robust agriculture for any 
country. In Africa, policymakers often fail 
to look at the problem holistically and, as a 
result, policy is not effectively formulated or 
implemented to connect the dots for African 
agriculture. 

Building back better from Covid-19
He says that the pandemic has exposed the 
necessity of building resilience and profitable 
food systems. Food is an important factor 
for survival and thus needs a new approach 
in order to position African food systems to 

meet growing demand.
The Covid-19 pandemic has heightened 

the importance of self-su ciency and put a 
lot more focus on local production of foods, 
he says. Grosso Foods B.V. will create a new 
era by developing the capacity of local farm-
ers and wor ing with different players to 
establish modern farms, processing facilities 
and market linkages as a means to close the 
weak links in African agriculture.

To boost local production and develop 
capacity across value chains, he says that 
his company will roll out a mechanisation 
strategy for African agriculture to drive rural 
employment, increase productivity and eco-
nomic livelihood. Part of this strategy will 
work on using petrol stations as a point of 
contract where farmers can rent a tractor to 
help with farm activities such as soil prepa-
ration, planting, weeding and harvesting.

A light for a new era
What drives his passion for Africa is the 
desire to help the continent achieve food 
security, drive profitable agribusiness and 
create values across the agricultural value 
chains as a holistic approach to break Af-
rica’s cycle of poverty, says Osman. 

He says that with one hectare of land, 
2-3 tonnes of soybean can be produced, and 
with just 1 tonne of soybean, it is possible 
to feed 400 children three meals a day. This 
is evident from a tested model in Zambia. 

Beyond achieving food security and 
building profitable agribusiness for eco-
nomic prosperity for the continent, he says 
that building capacity and skills, facilitat-
ing knowledge exchange and implementing 
projects and programmes that address lack 
of youth involvement in agriculture, ru-
ral development and technology adoption 
are part of the integral mission for Grosso 
Foods B.V.  ■

I n t e r v i e w :  N u r a d i n  O s m a n ,  F o u n d e r ,  G r o s s o  F o o d s  B . V .



John Deere 
deal revives 
Zimbabwe 
mechanisation 
hopes

Deliveries of tractors and generous loan arrangements 
have raised cautious hopes among Zimbabwe’s 
farmers, but will the new arrangements make 
a signi cant difference to the country’s ailing 
agricultural sector? Tendai Marima reports

1300 tractors, 80 
combine harvesters 
and many other pieces 
of vital agricultural 
equipment will be 
offered to farmers 
under a new model for 
equipment sourcing

 D
ozens of yellow four-wheel tractors, 
along with eight combine harvesters 
and other pieces of agricultural equip-
ment were delivered to Zimbabwe in 
April as part of an audacious attempt 
to mechanise and modernise a farm-

ing industry currently reckoned to have a shortage 
of over 30,000 tractors.  

The delivery was part of a deal with John Deere, 
the world’s largest manufacturer of agricultural 
equipment. Under a $51m facility Zimbabwe will 
eventually receive 1300 tractors, 80 combine har-
vesters and many other pieces of vital agricultural 
equipment, which will be offered to farmers under 
a new model for equipment sourcing. 

Since the fast-track land reform programme in the 
s, government efforts to mechanise agriculture 

have been characterised by financial challenges, 
corruption and limited repayment of loans. The 
deal, facilitated by local distributor AFGRI, which 
will initially train government staff and 
regional engineers on the equipment, is 
intended to benefit up to ,  farmers 
via loan arrangements with local banks 
which require a 20% down payment and 
repayment over three to five years with 
a low interest rate of up to 8%.

Zimbabwe previously signed mechani-
sation deals with manufacturers in Brazil, 
Belarus, China and India, which exported 
farming machinery at subsidised prices. 
With the Zimbabwean government as 
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guarantor, equipment was bought through conces-
sional loans that sought to promote South-South 
cooperation. However, forex shortages stalled plans 
announced in 2018 to establish a machinery assembly 
plant by India’s Mahindra.  

In an attempt to learn from those failures, which 
were usually managed by a wholly state-owned as-
set finance company, the responsibility for assessing 
creditworthiness and loans issuance for the John 
Deere equipment will be with two local and one 
foreign-owned bank in the hope of improving repay-
ment transparency and e ciency. 

According to the UN’s Food and Agriculture Or-
ganisation, Africa has less than two tractors per 1,000 
hectares of cropland compared to 10 tractors per 1,000 
hectares in South Asia and Latin America. Under the 
African Union’s 2014 Malabo Declaration, African 
Union member states explicitly committed them-
selves to making investments in “suitable, reliable, 
and affordable mechanisation and energy supplies  
in order to double productivity by 2025. 

Zimbabwe’s agricultural sector performance has 
been severely hampered by a lack of agricultural 
inputs and finance, high input costs, and recurrent 
droughts, and experts say that mechanisation will 
improve yields, land management, the quality of 
produce and boost employment.

While some farmers see the facility as a milestone 
for Zimbabwe’s agricultural recovery and develop-
ment after two decades of policy drift, others re-
main pessimistic as the country endures its worst 
economic crisis in a decade. Paul Zakariya, head of 
the Zimbabwe Farmers Union, says that spiralling 
annual inflation of over  has left many farmers 
financially incapacitated, leaving ohn eere equip-
ment “way out of the reach of many farmers” even 
with generous loan terms.  

“Input prices are increasing at a rate that has never 
been seen before, and with that it leaves a category 
of farmers with decisions to downsize or not to grow 
anything at all. It’s not only the inputs, but it’s also 
the fuels. There are availability issues and the price 
is also going up, so if you want to run a tractor you 
need to think twice; how many hectares am I going 
to do, what is within my means? These are some of 
the challenges farmers are facing,” he says.

Meeting the needs of smallholders
Toendepi Shonhe, a researcher with Agricultural Pol-
icy Research in Africa, says that the “tractorisation” 
of agriculture has largely focused on middle-scale 
farmers, but the needs of smallholder farmers are 
different. ith limited collateral security to support 
a tractor loan application and a high cost of borrow-
ing, smallholders have to resort to finding cheaper 
alternatives like seasonal tractor loans. Shonhe argues 
that high-powered tractors are not the only solution 
to improved productivity for this class of farmer. 

“I think there is a need to combine tractorisation 
and irrigation, and if you do that you will then be able 
to address problems like water supply and to infuse 
two-wheel tractors that are able to till smaller lands 
that are available and affordable to many smallholder 
farmers,” he says. 

Nelson Mudzingwa, an agronomist and reset-
tled farmer who lives on an apportioned 10-hectare 

Special Report: Agriculture
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farm that was previously part of a 2,000 hectare 
cattle ranch in Mashava, southeastern Zimbabwe, 
says farmers in his community would benefit from 
shared equipment if the financial terms were af-
fordable. One tractor and a combine harvester could 
support over 400 farmers living in the Shashi block 
of farms, he says.  

“We have a good irrigation system, because the 
boreholes weren’t destroyed when we occupied this 
ranch in 2000, but the community here could use one 
tractor and a combine harvester that we could share 
on a rotation basis,” he explains. “Most of the work 
we do is with our hands, but a communal tractor, 
although it would be expensive, would really help 
cut the costs of extra labour. A harvester for those 
who are starting to grow wheat might be a good 
investment, but finding the money is the challenge.   

ci l i
Agriculture is the bedrock of Zimbabwe’s livelihood 
with more than 70% of the population of 14.4m di-
rectly or indirectly dependent on the sector. With the 
country under a coronavirus lockdown for more than 
three months, farmers face challenges in transport-

Below: A 
Zimbabwean farmer 
drives a John Deere 
tractor.

ing produce to market arising from a strict 12-hour 
curfew, restrictions on public gatherings and a ban 
on inter-city travel via public transport. 

With some open-air markets closed in Zimbabwe’s 
main cities, Harare and Bulawayo vegetable sellers 
have resorted to selling produce from car boots while 
fruit and vegetable delivery services have grown as 
a new avenue for sale. Zakariya says the Covid-19 
virus has highlighted the inadequacies of the current 
farming system.

“Coronavirus has just exposed a lot of gaps in our 
production and marketing systems... running our 
operations as strictly business entities will require 
a total mindset shift,” he says.

Even with a farming community used to hasty 
improvisation and tough economic conditions, Zim-
babwe requires agricultural policies that can deliver 
a sustainable recovery from the lasting shocks of the 
land reform programme. While mechanisation facili-
ties offer hope for some farmers, further financial 
support from government and banks to enable the 
sustainable sourcing and maintenance of equipment 
will be essential if John Deere’s machines are to have 
an optimal impact and boost national productivity. ■



Agritech 
platforms 
revolutionise 
farming 
investment

Crowd farming platforms are using 
technology to connect smallholders 
with much-needed investment across 
the continent, helping to close the 
agriculture nancing gap and connect 
urban investors with agriculture.  
Will McBain reports

Nigerian startups in 
particular have taken 
off in recent years, and 
it’s becoming clear that 
the model is replicable 
across the continent

 D
uring one dry season when he was at 
school in Sokoto, in Nigeria’s North 
West, Onyeka Akumah raised 500 
chicks into fully-feathered chickens 
to sell at mar et and used the profits 
to buy gifts for friends and family at 

Christmas. He “scattered the business” when forced to 
slaughter the ones he didn’t sell, but his earliest foray 
into trading would sow his vision for Farmcrowdy, a 
“crowd farming” company that aims to revolution-
ise agriculture financing.  

Founded in 2016, Farmcrowdy serves as a conduit 
between small-scale farmers in need of capital and 
Nigerian retail investors wishing to invest in the 
sector. 

The firm says it has raised over m for ,  
farmers in four years, providing smallholder farmers 
with app-based data and market analysis, crop and 
property insurance, and a pricing decision market tool 
that tracks current market rates and trends. 
Nigeria’s recent crowd farming uptake is a 
key factor in the World Bank estimating the 
potential of Africa’s crowdfunding market 
at $2.5bn by 2025. 

Farmcrowdy is expanding its scope. Its 
budding transport and logistics network, 
bolstered by February’s acquisition of 
livestock production company Best Foods, 
shifts the produce from farms across Ni-
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geria to storage facilities near Lagos before supplying 
roughly 29,000 retailers. 

Farmcrowdy’s online app, Crowdyvest, pools in-
vestor funds before the company allocates capital to 
individual farms. Returns vary depending on the type 
of investment, but for a minimum holding period of 
seven months, investors might earn around 11%, while 
farmers may ta e home  of profits from their 
produce at the end of harvest.

“We brought technology into the whole farming 
process in Nigeria,” says Akumah, Farmcrowdy’s co-
founder and CEO. “Technology changes the way people 
invest in agriculture, and encourages the growing of 
organic food to eat, so it makes it really exciting for 
people.” 

Reducing the funding gap
A host of crowd farming platforms have sprung up 
across the continent in recent years, connecting 
smallholders with much-needed investment. Glob-
ally, the financial sector meets less than  of total 
smallholder demand for financing, but crowd farming 
is starting to reduce the deficit on a continent where 
60% of the world’s uncultivated arable land lies dor-
mant. Africa has among the lowest agricultural yields 
in the world, making it ripe for positive disruption 
through technology. 

In South Africa, Livestock Wealth connects on-
line investors with cattle farmers. The minimum 
speculation is  per cow, and stoc s can fluctuate 
depending on the market price of beef and rainfall. 
Such methods could help urban South Africans to 
connect with traditional agricultural practices. 

“Underinvestment remains one of the key chal-
lenges facing agriculture in Africa, but crowd farming 
has seen major successes,” says Souhir Mzali, the 
Africa regional editor at Oxford Business Group.  

Nigerian startups in particular have ta en off in 
recent years, and it’s becoming clear that the model 
is replicable across the continent. You have growing 
interest from a domestic rising middle class, and an 
African diaspora hungry for alternative investment 
opportunities, while digital solutions are gaining 
traction in Ghana, Nigeria, Kenya and other African 
countries in response to lockdowns and social dis-
tancing. It’s likely that crowd farming will see a lot 
of growth in the near future.” 

As Nigeria’s lockdown pummelled the economy 
and Nigerian farmers battled supply chain disrup-
tion, the agritech sector stepped up. Farmcrow-
dy offered produce through its armcrowdy oods 
app to prevent harvests from rotting, a bleak situation 
laid bare when directors realised their staff couldn’t 
get food from the market amid strict government 
enforced curfews. 

onfidence in e-commerce is growing. n influ  
of food apps has nudged consumers to change their 
habits, led by digital businesses adapting to the pan-
demic. Lockdowns have helped open people’s minds to 
cashless payments, according to Akumah, and a recent 
study from mar et research firm Nielsen found that 
30% of online consumers in Nigeria, Kenya and South 
Africa shopped more online as cities ground to a halt. 

“I think people were forced to use apps during the 
lockdown period,” Akumah tells African Business. “It 
just too  off immediately because there’s a growing 

Special Report: Agriculture



August/September 2020 African Business 61

demand for food, and we sensed the gap and oppor-
tunity. It’s been a terrible time, but from our side, 
bringing forward food ordering apps has helped rescue 
the hard work our farmers have done, so I think it’s 
been a good season considering all things.” 

Meeting the challenges
However, challenges remain. A lack of inputs have af-
fected the planting and harvesting seasons, says Mzali, 
while agritech platforms face roadblocks in the form 
of opaque land rights and creeping foreign ownership 
of prime arable land. On most platforms, investors do 
not have the opportunity to visit their funded farms 
to check on the progress of their investment.  

n hana, crowd farming firm gripool lays on 
tours of farms to reassure investors. The crowd farm-
ing business negotiates with local chiefs to sign leases 
for communally owned land, before digging boreholes 
to irrigate the territory, and deploys measures to 
combat soil erosion. 

The unique challenge a icting the majority of 
smallholder farmers in Ghana is that most of these 
farmers were informally holding land under the cus-
tomary land tenant systems,  says Yaw uffour wuah, 
the startup’s CEO. “This meant that they didn’t have 
the legal protection that came with title deeds, making 
them cautious about investing in developing the land, 
because it could be taken from them at any time.” 

ith five-year deeds secured for the farmers, 
online users invest roughly $62 per unit – each unit 
measures 40 square metres – with returns at about 

Below: The 
Farmcrowdy team 
and sponsors on 

c i
in Kwara state, 
Nigeria.

$11 per unit after harvest, according to Awuah. 
The farms and all the crops are insured, and with 

gripool confirming a buyer before harvest, the com-
pany says that at a minimum the investors’ original 
stake is guaranteed. For every 300 units that are 
purchased, one more farmer is employed, while in-
vestors get to choose which crop to grow, and Ag-
ripool chooses the best seeds to plant. 

“We cut the costs for farmers, providing them with 
the land, the collateral, and education in the latest 
farming methods,” says Awuah. “We sort the logistics 
and give access to markets, but it’s also important 
that these communities cultivate high value crops 
that are in demand. Investors should also meet the 
farmers, so they get to understand how the entire 
thing works.”

Paths to scale
s crowd farming increasingly offers nimble, local-

ised solutions in the agricultural sector, businesses 
like Farmcrowdy demonstrate a path to scale. In 
the long term, agritech outfits could aid frican 
governments’ desires to get more citizens farming 
with private investor engagement.  

At Farmcrowdy, further partnerships are being 
identified across the region. e’re changing the 
thinking of farming as a way of survival, to thinking 
of farming as a business. I know that Africa can feed 
the world, and if governments implement the Af-
CFTA and invest in infrastructure, this will allow us 
to do that,” says Akumah. ■
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Promagric:
Tackling crop disease with AI 
Despite the vigilance of farmers, crop diseases con-
tinue to exact a heavy toll on agricultural produc-
tion across Africa. Many of the continent’s vary-
ing environments provide the ideal conditions for 
diseases and crops to prosper. Large producers can 
employ specialists to identify and tackle diseases 
but such e pertise is out of the fi nancial reach of 
most farmers. Promagric has therefore developed 
its linicplant platform using artifi cial intelligence 
(AI) to diagnose crop diseases from images up-
loaded by farmers to help combat crop 
disease and reduce agricultural losses.
Farmers upload either still photos or 
videos of the aff ected plants for instant 
feedback and solutions. It also suggests 
biological treatments and provides advice 
on disease prevention. 

Featuring a forum led by experienced 
agronomists and farmers, the company 
aims to improve productivity and prof-
itability. Farmers and agronomists pay 
€3 ($1.18) for every 20 images they have 
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analysed for the condition of plants, or €8 for 60 im-
ages. The company expects to have 500 customers by 
the end of this year by making use of its database of 
the 3,000 farmers with whom it has worked for four 
years on other projects.

Founded in Cameroon in 2017 by Pyrrus Koudjou, 
the company has now expanded into Côte d’Ivoire, 
Mali and Senegal by integrating a mobile payment 
solution developed by Ivorian startup CinetPay. In 
November 2019, the company won the Med’innovant 
Africa prize for sustainable development in Africa and 
the Mediterranean region. 

AgriEdge:
Targeted data and solutions for farmers 
Moroccan startup AgriEdge has developed a precision 
agriculture services platform to reduce the operating 
costs and maximise the yields of smallholder farmers. 
Taken together, this should increase the income of 
producers and increase food supplies for consumers. 
The company takes a wide range of data, including 
satellite and drone imagery and weather data, to 
determine the optimum level of water and fertiliser 
to give to each crop.

AgriEdge is seeking to expand its commercial 
operations, while supporting as many farmers as 
possible by off ering two options, including reemium, 
which provides smallholders and cooperatives with 
access to basic crop monitoring and yield estimates. 
Its Premium service, which is targeted at govern-
ments, NGOs, large scale farmers and agri-business 
companies, provides precise irrigation, plant disease 
management and yield prediction. Information can 
be provided daily or less frequently and at anywhere 
from farm to national level, and AgriEdge’s manag-
ing director Faissal Sehbaoui says that the platform 
reduces farmers’ costs by 20%.

The founders spent two years developing the busi-
ness plan and testing their concept with farmers in 
diff erent regions across Morocco. They sought to 
develop platforms that were tailored to the needs 
of individual farmers, rather than providing blunt, 
one si e fi ts all  advice. ne of the Mohammed  
olytechnic niversity’s fi rst startups, the company 

hopes that the success of those using the platform 
will encourage other farmers to adopt it and plans to 
roll it out across the African continent.

AgriEdge seeks to act as a bridge between small-
holder farmers and advanced research and develop-
ment by wor ing with the international scientifi c 
community to promote sustainable agriculture. It 
organises its annual international scientifi c event 
called Agri Analytics Days to bring experts in digital 
agriculture from diff erent continents together to 
discuss the latest advances. The company has also 
developed a separate platform, called AgriSoo9, which 
is a marketplace that allows farmers and farming 
cooperatives to market their products.

Flamingoo Foods:
Getting rice to market
Flamingoo Foods is another agricultural startup that 
uses the latest weather and satellite technology to 
improve food distribution. Based in Tanzania, the 
company predicts food shortages and surpluses in East 
Africa, developing storage capacity and processing 
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Tomato Jos:
Import substitution in Nigeria 

While some social enterprises seek to support pro-
ducers in an entire sector and across a whole country, 
others focus their energies on a far narrower, tar-
geted niche. Tomato Jos supports tomato producers 
around the northern Nigerian city of Kaduna, where 
the tomato farmers it works with now achieve yields 
above the national average. For many years, Nigeria 
produced about two-thirds of all of the tomatoes 
grown in West Africa but was simultaneously the 
world’s biggest tomato puree importer because of the 
lack of local processing capacity. Nigeria’s tomato 
puree import bill has averaged $360m a year over 
the past few years.

One of Tomato Jos’s founders, Mira Mehta, saw 
tomatoes piled by the side of the road because a 
bumper crop meant that there was insuffi  cient lo-
cal demand and too few opportunities for exports. 
She responded by launching Tomato Jos in Panda, 

Nasarawa state, in 2014, to support the production 
of tomato puree and paste within the region, thereby 
reducing the country’s import bill. The for-profi t 
social enterprise is particularly innovative because 
it involves growing and processing food products 
for local consumers. Most other African agricultural 
initiatives aim to process food for export or produce 
raw foodstuff s for local consumption. Replicating the 
pattern of many successful agricultural and social 
enterprises in the region, participating farmers are 
guaranteed a fair, consistent price when their crops 
are ready for harvest. 

Farmers are trained in the application of the in-
puts required to increase yields and harvest crops 
more effi  ciently. Tomato Jos also provides logistics 
and supply chain support to navigate the “last mile” 
to smallholder farms and securely transport produce 
to the processing facility. Finally, it handles food 
processing and packaging at the plant that prepares 
and brands fi nished goods for distribution within 
the domestic market.

Below: Tomato 
Jos has achieved 
improvements in 
tomato cultivation 
far above average 
Nigerian yields.



plants to ensure that any surpluses are retained and 
channelled to drought-hit areas rather than wasted. 
Most companies work within a limited range of ag-
ricultural production, whether as farmers, traders, 
retailers or in developing seeds, fertilisers or other 
agricultural inputs, but Flamingoo Foods is also 
involved in producing and marketing the rice itself.

The company operates processing facilities in 
the Rukwa Valley in western Tanzania, where rice 
is dried, cleaned, milled and stored, to support local 
farmers. Rukwa Valley farmers previously transported 
their paddy by donkey but Flamingoo Foods now uses 
a truck to transport more than 200 tonnes a month. 
Its storage facility in Majimoto, Katavi, has the ca-
pacity for about 800 tonnes. Stored rice is regularly 
inspected and kept clean, with the additional option 
of fire insurance.

The milled rice is then marketed in Tanzania and 
also neighbouring Burundi, Rwanda, Uganda, Zam-
bia and Democratic Republic of Congo. It is also sold 
directly from the mill and in the company’s own 
shops in Musoma and Mwanza. It produces about 
1,000 tonnes of rice a year, which is sold in bags of 
25kg, 50kg or 100kg.

hile irregular and insu cient rainfall has always 
been a problem in eastern Africa, climate change is 
making it even more unpredictable, so it is vital that 
the agricultural and agribusiness sectors become 
more agile in ensuring that demand is met. Su cient 
food is grown across the region almost every year, as 
drought affecting one area may not affect another, 
but the big challenge has been ensuring that food is 
transported to those who need it.
 
Givefood.ng:  
Providing food to those in need 
Emergency food relief platform Givefood.
ng raises money via crowd sourcing to 
provide food to those living in extreme 
poverty. Both donors and beneficiaries 
are sourced and identified online. or -
ing through a network of supermarkets, it 
uses existing food supply chains in many 
parts of Nigeria, including Abuja, Lagos, 
Kano and Cross River and Delta states. It 
aims to expand to become a truly nation-
wide operation by working through local 
communities and religious organisations.

The voluntary organisation was formed 
by a coalition of leading public and private 
partners including the Lagos State government, Bab-
ban Gona, Shoprite, Facebook and Flour Mills. As of 
10 July, it had donated more than 200,000 meals to 
vulnerable Nigerians during the Covid-19 pandemic 
and has set itself the testing target of providing 1m 
meals to those most in need during the crisis. In a 
statement, the organisation said: “To increase sup-
port from anyone in the Nigerian diaspora as well 
as the open-hearted international community, we 
have implemented a PayPal payment option across all 
Givefood.ng platforms. Thanks to this improvement, 
more people can share their resources seamlessly.”

oca- ola and financial services company Stan-
bic IBTC are among the companies working with 
the voluntary organisation during the coronavirus 
crisis, including by helping to market its service, 
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attracting more donors and providing food and drink 
themselves. Stanbic IBTC has agreed to support 5,250 
people throughout the pandemic. While the Nigerian 
government has eased its lockdown, the associated 
economic crisis is affecting people more deeply than 
previously. Many poor households have lost whatever 
source of income they previously had. The United 
Nations World Food Programme estimates that the 
number of people facing acute food insecurity in the 
country has doubled as a result of Covid-19.

Babban Gona:
Equipping small-scale farmers 
The lead coordinator of Givefood.ng, Babban Gona is 
a social enterprise that has successfully supported 
more than 70,000 smallholders by equipping them 
with the right skills, products and services needed to 
significantly improve their living standards. Through 
its franchising model, smallholders are able to access 
seeds, fertiliser and extension services, while securing 
a guaranteed market price for their crops. The end re-
sult has been consistently higher than average yields.

Nigeria’s agricultural sector was neglected for 
many years as successive governments focused on oil 
production but the sector’s economic and employment 
value has become increasingly recognised by both 
the federal and state governments. Most initiatives 
have been targeted at large scale, export-orientated 
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producers, but Babban Gona, which means “great 
farm” in Hausa, seeks to support the many small-
scale farmers who make up the bulk of the country’s 
agricultural workforce. 

It seeks to end persistent poverty among as many 
Nigerian smallholder farmers as possible. It has set 
a target of increasing the income of 1m smallholders 
by 2025 and creating 10m jobs by 2030. Babban Gona 
Franchise Farmer Groups receive tailored and cost 
effective end-to-end professional training, input, 
credit and marketing services, plus access to stor-
age facilities for maize to reduce the proportion of 
crops lost. Members now have 12,000 hectares under 
sustainable cultivation.

unded by financial institutions and governments, 
including the Nigerian government and the Entre-
preneurial Development Bank, it focuses on four key 
services, including financial services, agricultural 
inputs, farmer training and marketing services. 

Frutos da Lagoa:
Integrating smallholders into supply chains

rior to independence, ngola was self-su cient in 
all key food crops except wheat and was an exporter 
of cash crops, in particular coffee and sugar. owever, 
despite the country’s favourable climate and exten-
sive arable land, the sector was neglected following 
the oil boom.

Microfinance institutions M s  tend to see farm-
ers as high risk. One company trying to break the 
chain is Frutos da Lagoa. Alongside Coopera, a local 
financial cooperative, it is running a pilot programme 
to integrate smallholder farmers into an existing sup-
ply chain. Its joint business plan entails proving credit 
to small farmers to enable them to farm fish at scale. 

More specifically, rutos da agoa provides the 
fingerlings, feed and training to small farmers and 
then buys bac  the grown catfish to process in the 
processing facility. This creates a win-win-win situa-
tion for all parties involved. Farmers have a buyer for 
their product, guaranteeing an income and reducing 
operational ris . The financial cooperative gets a 
competitive return on its capital, knowing that the 
market exists for its debtors, and Frutos da Lagoa has 
a more robust source of fish.

Mario Mendes, founder of Frutos da Lagoa, says 
that the ey is to offer financial support and training 
around farming but also around financial literacy. 

The cooperative model ensures these smallholder 
farmers have greater bargaining power when buying 
their inputs. This system works, he argues, because 
it removes the “uncertain factor” so that the farmers 
only focus on the production of their products. Now 
it’s about scaling up this model and work towards 
tackling Angola’s $8bn food import bill.

Governments of Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire:
Floor price mechanism for cocoa
While many of the most innovative solutions to Af-
rican agricultural problems are online platforms, 
supportive pricing structures can have just as much 
impact. ildly fluctuating crop prices ma e it dif-
ficult for producers to predict their revenue, both in 
terms of generating income and the ability to invest in 
their operations. The governments of Ghana and Côte 
d’Ivoire have therefore decided to set a joint minimum 
trading price for cocoa production.

In 2019, they struck a deal with big chocolate 
producers to ensure a minimum price and therefore 
provide farmers with a minimum income from this 

ctober. They agreed a floor price of ,  a tonne 
for 2020-21 and beyond, incorporating a premium of 
$400 a tonne, to increase farmer incomes by about 
a fifth. rices had been static for the three years 
prior to the 2019-20 season. Cocobod chief executive 
Joseph Aidoo described it as “an historic meeting 
during which suppliers and buyers have engaged 
and agreed on a price below which the producers 
will not sell.”

The two countries are by far the biggest cocoa 
producers in the world, accounting for more than half 
of global output. In the past, their cocoa marketing 
boards – the offee and ocoa ouncil  in te 
d’Ivoire and the Ghana Cocoa Board (Cocobod) – set 
different prices, resulting in widespread smuggling 
across their common border. 

The Covid-19 crisis has had a big impact on global 
demand, with mounting surpluses and prices 30% 
below average. This could threaten the deal, although 

ocobod is confident that farmers will still receive 
a higher price than would otherwise have been the 
case. However, the two governments and marketing 
boards are confident that the mechanism will wor  
well in the longer term. ■ 
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As the UK Supreme Court 
considers a case against 
Royal Dutch Shell by two 
Niger Delta communities, 
Linus Unah looks at a long 
history of failure to properly 
regulate Nigeria’s oil sector 

 O
n 23 June, the UK Supreme 
Court heard an appeal by the 
Ogale and Bille communi-
ties of the Niger Delta against 
Royal Dutch Shell (RDS), reo-
pening the possibility that 

the oil multinational could be found re-
sponsible in the English courts for pollu-
tion caused by the pipelines of its Nigerian 
subsidiary.

After decades of operating in the Nige-
rian oil industry, the Anglo-Dutch major 
is no stranger to legal challenges stem-
ming from its alleged impact on the envi-
ronment. For decades, communities in the 
Niger Delta have alleged oil spills and the 
contamination of water bodies, ground-
water, agricultural land, mangroves and 
fish habitats.  

In 2016, the Ogale and Bille commu-
nities began legal action in the UK with 
law firm eigh ay. The communities al-
leged systematic and ongoing oil pollution 
because of Shell’s operations. The Ogale 
community is a rural community of about 
40,000 people situated in Ogoniland in the 
Niger Delta, while the Bille community in 
is populated by nearly 13,000 residents.

The communities took their case to 
the English courts on the basis that RDS, 
which is headquartered in London, is le-

Nigeria

Niger Delta 
communities 
fight for justice 
over oil spills

Countryfile

global metals and mining company Ve-
danta Resources for the actions of its 
Zambian subsidiary, Konkola Copper 
Mines, over alleged toxic emissions. This 
created a precedent that allowed a further 
appeal by the Ogale and Bille communities 
to be pursued in the Supreme Court.

“The ruling in the Vedanta case clari-
fied the law in this area and we hope the 
Supreme Court will agree that our cli-
ents should be able to hold Royal Dutch 
Shell to account in the English courts for 
the devastating damage Shell has caused 
to their communities over many years,” 

aniel eader, solicitor at law firm eigh 
Day, said in a statement. 

The 23 June hearing was livestreamed 
as judges listened to submissions from 
lawyers representing both sides. SPDC 
has argued that the case should be heard 
in Nigeria. The court’s ruling is expected 
before the end of this year or early next 
year, a court spokeswoman told Reuters.

“We have always been adamant that 
the only hope for the people of Ogale to 
get justice for decades of pollution visited 
upon us by the acts of Royal Dutch Shell 
is through the Courts of the United King-
dom,” His Royal Highness King Okpabi, 
Paramount Ruler of the Ogale Community, 
said in a statement.

Lack of community engagement
The ongoing case mirrors a larger problem 
in the relationship between oil-produc-
ing communities in the Niger Delta and 
oil exploration companies. SPDC blames 
crude oil theft, illegal refining, and sab-
otage of oil pipelines for the oil spills. 
Militant groups have attacked facilities, 
disrupting production and causing sig-
nificant revenue losses. The impact on the 
wider Nigerian economy, which is heavily 
reliant on oil, has been dire. Nigeria lost 
$38.5bn to oil theft between 2009 and 
2018, according to the Nigeria Extractive 
Industries Initiative.  

SPDC attributed nearly 90% of oil spills 
on the SPDC facilities in 2017 to “illegal 
activities” but admitted that spills also 
occur due to “operational reasons”. 

But campaigners say a lack of proper 
community engagement is detrimental to 
oil firms’ operations in the delta. 

A broad range of environmental legis-
lation and guidelines have been adopted 
and updated over the past four decades 
to reduce oil spills and pollution. Several 
government agencies have been appointed 
to regulate the sector, the most recent of 
which is the National Oil Spill Detection 
and Response Agency (NOSDRA) set up 
in 2006. 
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gally responsible for the environmental 
failures of the Shell Petroleum Develop-
ment Company of Nigeria (SPDC). Accord-
ing to Leigh Day, such cases can take up to 
20 years to resolve in the Nigerian courts.

SPDC is the operator of a joint venture 
agreement involving the government-
owned Nigerian National Petroleum Cor-
poration, which holds 55%, Shell 30%, 
Total Exploration and Production Nige-
ria Limited 10% and Nigerian Agip Oil 
Company limited 5%, according to the 
SPDC website. It has more than 6,000km 
of pipelines and flowlines,  flowsta-
tions, 8 gas plants and more than 1,000 
producing wells and employs more than 
4,500 people.  

In January 2017, the UK High Court 
ruled that RDS was not responsible for 
the harm because it was merely a hold-
ing company which did not exercise any 
control over SPDC. That decision was ap-
pealed and, while the judges agreed that 
the igh ourt judgment was flawed, the 
Court of Appeal held by majority in Feb-
ruary  that there was insu cient 
evidence of “operational control” by RDS 
to hold it liable. 

However, in April 2019, the UK’s Su-
preme Court found that a Zambian com-
munity could sue London-headquartered 



The act establishing NOSDRA mandates 
companies to report an oil spill within 24 
hours or face a fine of N ,  ,  
for each day of failing to notify authori-
ties. Delays with commencing clean-up of 
the affected site can attract an additional 
fine of N m. N S  reports that hun-
dreds of court cases are filed yearly over 
oil spills and pollution, but the wheels 
of justice grind slowly for communities 
seeking justice.

Weak regulation
Erabanabari Kobah, an environmental sci-
entist and campaigner in the Niger Delta, 
says that oil companies take advantage 
of weak institutions and lack of strict 
enforcement to operate with “negligence”. 

He blames cosy relationships between 
oil companies and government o cials 
and says this has affected enforcement 
and allowed a lack of accountability and 
transparency to flourish. 

“The level of recklessness is appalling... 
The more we extract oil, the more the en-
vironment gets into trouble, the more the 
means of livelihood is taken away from 
the people,” he says.

The Stakeholder Democracy Network 
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S N , a local nonprofit supporting com-
munities affected by oil spills and pollu-
tion, has argued that when government 
agencies regulating the oil industry are 
heavily reliant on production for revenue 
there can be a reluctance to enforce en-
vironmental restrictions. 

“If the regulators, or indeed the [petro-
leum] ministry, are dependent on oil for 
revenue in any way, situations may arise 
where the regulators may be reluctant to 
enforce ‘best practice’ because enforce-
ment may reduce its own income,” the 
SDN wrote in a report.

The government’s response to the crisis 
came on the back of a 2011 United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP) report 
that recommended an initial fund of $1bn 
to commence the clean-up of affected 
sites which it said could take up to 30 
years to be fully recovered. 

In 2012, Nigeria’s federal authorities 
established the Hydrocarbon Pollution Re-
mediation Project (HYPREP) to implement 
the UN’s recommendations. In 2017, the 
project was rebranded and placed under 
the environment ministry. The SPDC joint 
venture provided $10m to enable HYPREP 
to begin the clean-up process.  

In late June this year, Isa Wasa, HY-
PREP’s head of community engagement, 
said clean-up has started in some 21 sites 
and is due to be completed this year. Wasa 
also said the project has provided liveli-
hood training and equipment, fi ed water 
projects, conducted health interventions, 
and created jobs for young people in the 
region. 

However, a recent report published by 
Amnesty International and other groups 
cited a November 2019 UNEP report that 
said “HYPREP is not designed, nor struc-
tured, to implement a project as complex 
and sizable as the Ogoniland clean-up.”

The report, No Clean Up, No Justice, which 
was published in late June, found that the 
21 sites undergoing clean-up represent 
only  of the total affected area identi-
fied by NE .  

The efforts that have been made have 
been too little, too weak and have not 
resulted in effective clean up,  the report 
alleges. 

Last year, Premium Times, a local online 
newspaper, found that nearly all the 16 
firms contracted to start the initial phase 
of the clean-up lacked experience in re-
mediation of oil spills. ■



Tamale

Ghana
Accra

Sekondi-Takoradi

Opposite: Right to Dream academy players 
leave the pitch after playing in an exhibition 
match in Akrade, eastern Ghana.

Ghana’s Right to Dream 
football academy is not 
only producing top players 
but also working to ensure 
their true value is recognised 
by European clubs. Will 
McBain reports 

 A
ged 12, Burkinabé footballer 
Ousseni Bouda caught wind 
of trials taking place in 
northern Ghana, hosted by 
the Right to Dream football 
academy. Secretly wearing a 

football kit underneath his school uni-
form, he biked and hitchhiked from the 
outskirts of the Sahara desert and across 
Burkina Faso’s border with Ghana, only to 
discover the trials had finished.  

As he sat dejected in the rain, a scout 
acknowledged Bouda’s passion and ar-
ranged a further match on his behalf. His 
talent shone through, and he became the 
first boy from Bur ina aso to engage in 
a football and education programme at 
the academy in Ghana, before travel-
ling to the US on a scholarship at 16. In 
America, his footballing and academic 
s ills flourished and he earned an athletic 
scholarship to Stanford University.   

Bouda is now on course to join a club 
of over 80 Right to Dream graduates who 
have completed studies at major uni-
versities in the US or Europe. He’s also 
expected to qualify for the next draft 
of college students from which North 
America’s Major League Soccer (MLS) 
teams annually select new players. Tak-
ing inspiration from Liberia’s President 

Ghana

Winning streak 
for Ghanaian 
football 
academy

Countryfile

open educational pathways to schools in 
the UK. 

“This isn’t a European approach where, 
if you’re not good enough at the end of 
the season, you’re asked to leave,” says 
Tom Vernon, the academy’s founder and 
former Manchester United head scout in 
Africa, who moved to Ghana in 1999. “In 
Europe that may be morally objectionable, 
but you still go back to a good school and 
you can find other clubs, so you’re not left 
high and dry. I think this Right to Dream 
model has the purpose to develop the 
country, and not primarily the objectives 
of a first team.  

Since 2005, the academy has produced 
nearly 50 professional footballers who 
have signed contracts at clubs in Europe 
and North America. Leicester City’s Ni-
gerian striker Kelechi Iheanacho trained 
at the academy. The tricky winger David 
Accam now plays for Nashville SC in the 
MLS and for the Ghanaian national team. 
Strasbourg’s forward Abdul Majeed Waris 
is another graduate of the academy, which 
assesses 25,000 predominantly nine- and 
10-year-old children each year competing 
for 18 scholarships. 

With unparalleled opportunities and 
fierce competition, the academy’s pro-
gramme demands intelligence and ex-
ceptional footballing ability. Yet once a 
child earns a coveted spot – it costs the 
academy $25,000 per year to educate, feed 
and house each child – a six-year schol-
arship is secured, regardless of footballing 
progress, allowing children to develop in 
a settled environment. 

The academy began in 2001 on a soli-
tary dusty field in ccra, its footballers 
quartering with Ghanaian, British and 
American coaches and volunteers at Ver-
non’s house. After securing a permanent 
base, Tullow Oil – the mineral exploration 
multinational – provided sponsorship, 
and Manchester City later partnered with 
the academy for several seasons, grant-
ing Right to Dream a reported £850,000 a 
year. Tullow continues to provide spon-
sorship and the academy receives money 
from philanthropists. US and European 
institutions who take on graduates cover 
the costs of scholarships through part-
nerships with Right to Dream. 

Manchester City’s partnership ended 
when the players City signed from Right 
to Dream failed to get game-time, lead-
ing Vernon and investors to buy Danish 
Superliga outfit  Nordsj lland in . 
The stadium was renamed Right to Dream 
Park, and Ghanaian footballers now pack 
out the starting eleven.   

The results have been eye-catching. FC 
Nordsj lland boasts the youngest team 
across Europe’s top divisions, with an av-
erage age of 21.5 years in domestic games. 

The academy has produced 
nearly 50 professional 

footballers who have signed 
contracts at clubs in Europe  

and North America
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George Weah, himself a former footballer, 
Bouda’s future ambition is to lead his 
country, telling staff he’ll ma e sure it’s 
not one of the poorest in Africa anymore, 
lifting it out of poverty”. 

Such dreams are inculcated on the 
academy’s eight football fields nestled 
against the banks of the Volta river near 
Atimpoku, a two-hour drive northeast 
of Ghana’s capital, Accra. With over 50 
staff, students learn robotics, perform 
in theatrical renditions of plays such as 
Lord of the Flies, and study in classrooms 
named after inspirational Africans like 
Nelson Mandela. Eighteen teachers pro-
vide a Cambridge-accredited curriculum 
with core STEM and humanities subjects. 
Students sit IGCSE examinations, which 



The club qualified for the Europa eague 
competition qualifying rounds in 2019, 
mostly with players from the Ghanaian 
and Danish academies. 

This season’s top pick from Ghana, the 
versatile attac ing midfielder Mohammed 
Kudus – who scored 11 goals in 25 appear-
ances for the “Wild Tigers” – signed for 
Ajax for €9m ($10.4m) in July. 

Money from Kudus’s transfer will be 
invested in additional coaches and im-
proved facilities, while bolstering the 
number of girls placed at the academy in 
Ghana, which is the only girls’ footballing 
academy on the continent. In 18 months, 
some of them could join Nordsj lland’s 
Danish Women’s Cup winning team. Oth-
ers will start scholarships in the US and 
could eventually join a club that is set 
to compete in the Women’s Champions 
League. 

“The move that we made here, to be 
able to maximise transfer fees and bring 
our brand into Europe, means that we are 
now in a position of sustainability,” Ver-
non says. “The system is rigged against 
African youth development, so we had 
to buy a club here to provide part of that 
solution.” 

The system is rigged against 
African youth development... 

players are grossly undervalued 
in the European market
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“African players are grossly underval-
ued in the European market. You can go 
to South America and pay €50m for a 16-
year old like Real Madrid did recently, but 
people turn up in West Africa, and seem 
to think that anything above €250,000 for 
a transfer fee is trying to take advantage 
of Europe, in some kind of bizarre way. 
So we had to take a step here in order to 
realise real transfer value, which then 
provides a route to sustainability for Right 
to Dream.” 

The business model is unique, and of-
fers a potential hybrid approach to replace 
the litany of failed academies in Africa, 
according to Stefan Szymanski, professor 
of sport management at the University of 
Michigan, and co-author of Soccernomics. 

“This model is in some sense, classi-
cally the wrong way round, in as much as 
the money and assets comes from Africa, 
and goes into Denmark,” he says. 

“This partnership shows there’s room 
for other models with some joint part-
nership, where European clubs put in the 
money, but the Africans get ownership 
control.” 

Szymanski says a rapidly expanding 
population in Africa means that a com-
mercially viable domestic league will 
eventually make economic sense. It will 
be a long wait however, and with deep 
corruption hampering national federa-
tions, few European clubs invest on the 
continent. 

“Ultimately, the European clubs do not 
want African football and its domestic 
football to be particularly successful, be-
cause, well, where are all those massive 
fans in Nigeria going to go?” 

Vernon says FIFA must allocate more 
places for African nations in World Cups. 
“The more slots you have in the World 
Cup, the more money you generate, 
meaning you can build academies and 
improve youth development. It’s amaz-
ing how some of these things can hide 
in plain sight, and maybe it’s time for a 
slightly firmer approach in terms of how 
African football is positioned within the 
global game.” ■
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The Ubong King Foundation is a non-profit organisation that helps young people 
identify their talents and build leadership skills. Its founder, serial entrepreneur 

Ubong King (below), talks to African Business about his motivational work 

FROM DEPENDENCY MINDSET
TO PRODUCTIVITY MINDSET

You do a lot of work to support the youth.
Do you feel this is a crunch time for jobs 
prospects in Nigeria and for the youth in 
general?
The youth in Nigeria form a large chunk 
of the population; 75% of the country’s 
population are under 45 years. After 
secondary and university education a 
lot of them do not have the opportunity 
to get jobs and the truth is that the jobs 
are not there. I was also in that situ-
ation growing up, but I did two very 
important things that helped me to 
change my position in life: a mindset 
renewal and building an entrepreneur-
ship educational mindset. I saw the 
changes in me and I said to myself that 
 will help others fi nd their potential 

in this system. It has been accepted by 
many youths and I have had the privi-
lege to have over 200,000 followers on 
my social media platforms.

What do you suggest can be done to sup-
port them?
We need to tell them the truth as 
often as possible that the world has 
changed from what it was before. 
The old curriculum in schools, 
preparing them for jobs that are 
not there, is outdated. We should 
teach more entrepreneurship 
education so they can learn to 
start their own businesses and 
create employment opportuni-
ties for the larger society.

You’ve been involved in numerous 
initiatives to support and empower 
the youth: can you talk us through 
them? 
I do a lot of programmes and they 
are tagged with diff erent names such 

All my events have the same 
objective: to change the 

dependency mindset many 
young people have... to stir up 
their hunger and push them 

to do more for themselves and 
accomplish more 

P a r t n e r  I n s i g h t

as Hangout with Ubong King and 
THINKATION. Both events see an av-
erage attendance of between 500 to 
5000 physically present at the location 
and 1,000–3,000 online. Both events 
have the same objectives: to change 
the dependency mindset many young 
people have. Many Nigerians and Afri-
cans are educated, but they don’t know 
how to realise their potential, so my 
mission is to stir up their hunger and 
push them to do more for themselves 
and accomplish more. We have seen 
many results in Nigeria and across Af-
rica while on this mission. But we want 
more. We want to be able to create more 
entrepreneurs in Africa to give more 
opportunities in Africa.  

The messages you’ve been sending about 
the post-Covid world have been positive. 
What brings about this positivity? 
There is no situation that lasts for-
ever. The infl u  of negative news is 
drowning us and if we want to win we 

must hear the right kind of informa-
tion. Fear cripples people and faith 
empowers people. If you can build 
a man’s faith in himself, he will 
achieve more. 

We will be starting a project 
call PROJECT 1000. It will be 
looking at building one person 
per 1,000 families from the pov-
erty mindset to the prod uctivity 
mindset. It will teach participants 
about the beauty of technology, 
use of artifi cial intelligence, sales, 

communication, the digital space 
and fi nance. f we get it right, we 

have saved a person, a family and a 
community. Participants from all over 

Africa are welcome to join.
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Can Africa follow 
Asia’s tigers?

The Asian Aspiration 
examines what Africa can 
learn from the explosive 
economic growth of Asian 
countries over the last half 
century. Review by  
Stephen Williams

region is just as politically diverse as Af-
rica with different models historically 
leading to impressive success and stun-
ning failure. Just how diverse is illustrated 
by the case of Japan compared to the Phil-
ippines. Japan’s remarkable recovery from 
the ashes of World War II followed the US 
delivery of $15.2bn between 1945 and the 
end of its occupation in 1952 along with 
important reforms encouraging labour 
unions, land reform and women’s suffrage 
in the late 1940s.

“Within 10 years of Japan’s shipyards 
being allowed to produce again in 1952, 
Japan overtook Britain as the world’s big-
gest shipbuilders, the Kure yard foremost 
among them. The vanquished quickly 
became the victors. Similar stories were 
repeated in the automotive and motorcycle 
industries.” At the heart of this business 
revolution was an enabling policy envi-
ronment.

You need to have fierce policy compe-
tition, which is focused principally on the 
benefit to business as the ey customer 
of government,” the authors quote Ken-
ichi Ohno, who has advised the Ethiopian 
government and others, as saying. “That 
is why and how Asia works.” 

But in the Philippines, where the US 
also had a significant role in the post 
World War II scenario, Washington was 
content to run the archipelago through 
local power brokers. Central government 
was ineffective while real political power 
lay with local potentates – a sure-fire 
recipe for bad governance.

Large-scale international borrowing 
was used, not as in Taiwan or Korea to 
drive industrialisation, but for elite plun-
dering. By the time the dictatorial Ferdi-
nand Marcos period ended due to a 1986 
uprising, the country was “mired in debt, 
with widening poverty and unemployment 
amid extensive corruption and human 
rights abuses”.

Following the Marcos era a string of 
presidents, most of whom faced allega-
tions of corruption after leaving o ce, 
supervised a stuttering economy that did 
little to lift a long-suffering population 
from poverty.

The contrast between Japan and the 
Philippines’ post-war fortunes is stark. 
Examining the reasons for their sharp 
divergence offers clues as to the different 
paths that African nations could take  – 
they could forge genuinely open econo-
mies with fierce competition, or sin  to a 
battle among local elites for the spoils of 
governance. 

ther national profiles include indi-
vidual chapters on China’s rapid growth; 
Vietnam and Cambodia’s extraordinary 
recovery from the horrific conflicts of 
the 1970s; the experience of South Korea, 

THE ASIAN ASPIRATION
Why and How Africa 
Should Emulate Asia

By Greg Mills, Olusegun 
Obasanjo Obasanjo, 
Hailemariam Desalegn 
and Emily van der Merve

£25 Hurst Publishing/
Brenthurst 

 T
he issue of why the Asian re-
gion has developed so mark-
edly compared to Africa is a 
question that has gripped 
development economists for 
many years.

At independence, in the mid 1960s, 
African and Asian nations were roughly 
equivalent in terms of their economic 
and social trajectories yet, within a few 
decades, had significantly diverged in so 
many important measures. Whether it is 
terms of debt, GDP, poverty rates or levels 
of infrastructure, frica has significantly 
underperformed the Asian region.

The Asian Aspiration, written by former 
Nigerian and Ethiopian leaders Oluse-
gun Obasanjo and Hailemariam Desalegn 
alongside Greg Mills and Emily van der 
Merwe at the Brenthurst Foundation, 
chronicles the untold stories of explo-
sive growth and changing fortunes: the 
leaders, events and policy choices that 
lifted a billion people out of abject poverty 
within a single generation. It asks what 
lessons Africa can apply from this historic 
achievement.

This book attempts to provide an analy-
sis of the recent history of Asia in chapters 
on Japan, Taiwan, Singapore, South Korea, 
Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand, 
China and Vietnam.

The authors discuss the authoritarian 
tendencies of a number of Asian leaders 
and whether or not this benefited eco-
nomic development.

The verdict seems to be “no”, which 
will come as a surprise to supporters of 
African autocrats who argue only strong-
man policies can deliver national unity and 
economic stability. Rather, the chapters 
that outline the various Asian nations’ 
development paths demonstrate that the 
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Female garment 
workers in Vietnam.  
In 30 years the 
country has risen 
from being one of 
the world’s poorest 
to middle-income 
status.

Thailand and Singapore; and a history of 
the massive population booms of Malaysia 
and Indonesia.

Lessons for Africa
The lessons for Africa that can be drawn 
from the recent history of Asian nations 
are considered in the second part of this 
intriguing book.

As the authors make clear: “Asia can 
claim no special legacy of good institu-
tions, or a less damaging colonial past. 
Despite the divergence in their respective 
development trajectories, over the past 
50 years, Southeast Asia and Africa enjoy 
prominent historical parallels.”

That said, Southeast Asia’s 20th century 
economic transformation has its origin 
in the way that systems of government 
evolved to lift the fortunes of billions 
of people. Can this trend be replicated 
in Africa? Here, the book is less clear. It 
presents a number of theories without 
pinning its conclusion with any certainty 
– instead, presenting the idea that Asia is 
so big and diverse it is di cult to gen-
eralise about common values”.

 This smacks of something of a com-
promise – rather than reaching a con-
clusion the authors choose to present a 
number of hypotheses and ask the reader 
to select one or more that might explain 
just why sia and frica have such differ-
ent development experiences. Neverthe-
less, by drawing together the thoughts of 
so many experts this book is a valuable 
contribution to a debate on just how Africa 
should move forward and make the most 
of the opportunities it possesses.

But a couple of paragraphs leap out as 
especially pertinent. “Most economies 
develop in stages. While development is 
not a destination, there were signposts 
along the way [in the case of Asia] that 
included agricultural reform, frequently 
catalysed in the case of East Asia by large-
scale investment in agriculture. Land re-
distribution was premised on increased 
productivity, alongside (or followed by) 
universal access to education. 

“This was often followed, in the case of 
Japan, Taiwan, Korea and China, by urban 
growth and the rise of light manufactur-
ing, spurred by agro-processing.”

The relevance of Asia’s example comes 
as Africa is facing a population boom, 
which can either lead to crisis or prosper-
ity; and as Asia is again transforming, this 
time out of low-cost manufacturing into 
high-tech, leaving a void that is Africa’s 
for the taking – if it can learn the right 
lessons from the Asian experience. 

In the words of Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, 
former president of Liberia: “Asia’s rapid 
progress reveals there is no enduring rea-
son why Africa should be poor.” ■



Independent
panel’s fi ndings 
should end
AfDB dispute

An independent committee has 
dismissed allegations against AfDB 
president Akinwumi Adesina. David 
Thomas says that the decision leaves 
him and the Bank free to focus on 
their crucial work at a time of crisis

Editor’s View

The independent 
panel exonerated 
AfDB president 
Akinwumi Adesina  
(pictured above) of 
all charges levelled 
against him.    O

n July 28, an independent panel led by 
former Irish president Mary Robinson 
tasked with reviewing the process by 
which the African Development Bank 
exonerated president Akinwumi Adesina 
of allegations of ethical misconduct de-

livered its verdict. Whistleblowers made 16 allegations 
against the president in January, including that he had 
granted contracts to acquaintances and appointed 
relatives to strategic positions at the Bank. 

The independent panel, which also included Has-
son Jallow, former chief justice of the Supreme Court 
of Gambia, and Leonard McCarthy, a former South 

African director of public prosecutions and former vice 
president of integrity at the World Bank, concluded 
that it “concurs with the [Ethics] Committee in its 
fi ndings in respect of all the allegations against the 

resident and fi nds that they were properly considered 
and dismissed by the Committee”. 

It further concluded that “it has considered the 
resident’s submissions on their face and fi nds them 

consistent with his innocence and to be persuasive”. 
The independent panel was established after com-

plaints from the US, the Bank’s largest non-African 
shareholder, that the original fi ndings of the ethics 
committee of the Bank’s board, which dismissed the 
allegations as “frivolous and without merit”, had been 
fl awed. Those fi ndings were upheld by the Ban ’s 
bureau of the board of governors.

Demanding an independent probe in May, US 
Treasury secretary Steven Mnuchin said “We have 
deep reservations about the integrity of the com-
mittee’s process... Instead, we urge you to initiate an 
in-depth investigation of the allegations using the 
services of an independent outside investigator of 
high professional standing. Considering the scope, 
seriousness, and detail of these allegations against the 
sole candidate for ban  leadership over the ne t fi ve 
years, we believe that further inquiry is necessary to 
ensure that the Bank’s president has broad support, 
confi dence, and a clear mandate from shareholders.   

It is right that both the 16 allegations against 

President Adesina and the decision to clear him have 
been comprehensively investigated. Multilateral insti-
tutions and their leaders, who are responsible for the 
disbursal of billions of dollars of development loans 
on the continent, must be of the highest integrity and 
beyond reproach. The conclusions of the independent 
panel clear the way for the governors of the Bank to 
re-elect desina, the sole candidate, to a second fi ve-
year term as president in late August.  

Critical work 
Now that the independent panel has upheld the deci-
sion to clear Adesina, the African Development Bank 
must be allowed to continue its work unhindered at 
this crucial time. As Africa reels under the economic 
impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, the supportive 
role of multilateral institutions has never been more 
critical. 

The Bank has played a crucial role in disbursing 
fi nancial support to economically stric en countries 
struggling under lockdowns and trade barriers. It has 
launched a $10bn crisis response facility to boost Afri-
can nations’ ability to tackle the health and economic 
eff ects of ovid- , and has been a strong frican 
voice in the demands for temporary debt relief. The 
Bank must now be allowed to turn all of its focus to 
helping the continent defeat and recover from the 
pandemic. ■
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The decision clears the way for the 
governors of the Bank to re-elect 

Adesina, the sole candidate for Bank 
leadership, to a second fi ve-year term
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