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Africa
A Light at the End of the Tunnel?

Herman J. Cohen*

E
veryone wants Africa to succeed.

In the broad sense, African na-
tions have no strategic adversar-
ies. Nor is most of Africa’s terri-

tory the objective of big-power hegemonic 
ambitions—with the exception of the 
eastern Horn, which is geographically 
close to the oil states of the Middle East. 
Most of the rest of the world’s nations 
would welcome African states’ participa-
tion in the global economy as full part-
ners. The major industrial powers would 
welcome the day when Africa ends its de-
pendence on both economic develop-
ment aid and humanitarian assistance. 
None of these powers seek spheres of in-
fluence in Africa.

Looking forward to the year 2020, we 
see that the outlook for the majority of 
African countries remains mediocre, at 
best, in the absence of major policy re-
forms at all levels. At the present time 
(2010), there is little indication that the 
required reforms will likely see imple-
mentation, with a few exceptions. The key 
to this bleak prognosis lies chiefly among 
the large, resource-rich African nations 
that demonstrate absolutely no political 

will to take the necessary steps leading to 
strong and sustainable economic growth. 
On the contrary, these countries are hope-
lessly mired down as prisoners of the sta-
tus quo and the special interests that want 
to keep them just where they are. These 
countries, which should normally be the 
engines of growth for all of sub-Saharan 
Africa, include Nigeria, Democratic Re-
public of the Congo, Sudan, and Angola. 
To this unhappy list we must add two 
smaller African states that showed great 
promise until the turn of this century—
Zimbabwe and Côte d’Ivoire—but which 
succumbed to civil strife that set both of 
them back several decades, with no turn-
around currently in sight.1

The one glimmer of hope among the 
larger African nations is the Republic of 
South Africa. Having achieved black ma-
jority rule only in 1994, South Africa has 
managed to avoid most of the mistakes 
made by those countries that achieved in-
dependence between 1957 and 1974. Al-
though South Africa’s real democracy has 
some way to go before consolidation, it 
appears irreversible.2 That nation has also 
preserved a market economy, the rule of 
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law, and a vigorous international trading 
capability. Nevertheless, South Africa’s 
uncertain political future and the absence 
of viable opposition to the power struc-
ture have caused potential investors to 
hesitate. In addition, its crime rate, one of 
the highest in the world, deters investor 
confidence. In the final analysis, South 
Africa’s natural market is the rest of Africa, 
and the absence of significant purchasing 
power to the north continues to dampen 
growth in South Africa itself.

The Roots of Stagnation
Why is Africa lagging behind the rest of 

the emerging world? Some historical rea-
sons, which provide perspective, continue 
to inhibit progress 60 years later. It is so-
bering to contemplate that Nigeria, 
Ghana, Kenya, Côte d’Ivoire, and Guinea 
had higher gross domestic products (GDP) 
per capita in 1950 than South Korea, Ma-
laysia, and Indonesia. What happened?3

Africa’s first generation of leaders, the 
captains of the anticolonial movement, 
made some important decisions about 
their political and economic policies that 
caused great damage to their nations and 
that continue to haunt their countries to 
this day.4 Virtually all African leaders re-
jected the Western-style democracy that 
they inherited from the European colo-
nial powers, considering multiparty de-
mocracy incompatible with African cul-
tural norms. As practiced in Europe and 
the United States, multiparty democracy 
is adversarial. In Africa, tradition requires 
the resolution of political issues through 
a slow process of consensus building from 
which solutions emerge.

The political system of choice, the 
“African one-party state,” proved all-
encompassing, including all citizens as 
party members from birth. Civil soci-

ety, the singularly important counter-
vailing power that constitutes the back-
bone of democracy, was co-opted into 
the single-party structure. The state/
party, which prohibited political oppo-
sition, owned all media. The party 
structure became a huge bureaucracy 
that constituted a parallel state within 
a state. Without opposition, the single 
political party became the most impor-
tant route to fame and fortune. With-
out multiparty elections, the single 
party could not be defeated. Hence, 
careers within the single party pro-
vided security as well as power.

Needless to say, the African one-party 
state at the national, provincial, and mu-
nicipal levels could not replicate the tra-
ditional consensus exercises led by the 
village chiefs. With so many different eth-
nic groups and their different languages, 
and with so many competing interests 
based on geography and economic re-
sources, government by consensus made 
no sense. Political opposition would inevi-
tably rear its head to air profound differ-
ences. Real conflicts required nonviolent 
resolution. With opposition forbidden 
under the one-party consensus system, 
people who expressed discontent and un-
happiness with the party in power faced 
incarceration. Thus, political prisoners 
became a fact of life. In addition, political 
opposition had to be stifled in its infancy. 
Consequently, the secret police became a 
growth industry. People were afraid to 
talk to each other in public places for fear 
of being overheard. To find out the truth 
about their own countries, citizens had to 
listen to the BBC, the Voice of America, 
or Radio France on shortwave radio.

Having no fear of the populace voting 
them out of office and enjoying total con-
trol over government bureaucracies, the 
single parties condemned themselves to 
fall into corruption and malfeasance. To 
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paraphrase Lord Acton, unchecked 
power is always abused. In addition, the 
tendency to bend or severely diminish the 
rule of law rendered those societies unin-
viting to private investors, both home-
grown and foreign.5

Socialism with an African Face
On the economic side, the initial deci-

sions were no less damaging to the pros-
pects for future prosperity than on the 
political side. Under the strong influence 
of their best friends in the United King-
dom and France, most of them ideological 
socialists, the first generation of free Afri-
can leaders opted for “African socialism,” 
the economic counterpart of the African 
one-party state. That translated into the 
state’s taking possession of the “com-
manding heights of the economy.” Within 
the first five years after independence, 
most of the large plantations, banks, in-
surance companies, telecommunications 
firms, agro-industries, mines, and facto-
ries were nationalized with compensation 
to the (mostly foreign) owners.

Government ownership of enterprises 
is not necessarily condemned in advance 
to failure. A number of such enterprises 
in Africa have proven profitable and ex-
pansive, such as Ethiopian Airways and 
Société Nationale Industrielle et Minière 
(SNIM), the iron ore mining company in 
Mauritania. Unfortunately, managers of 
the vast majority of African nationalized 
enterprises did not consider profitability 
and growth a high priority. Instead, gov-
ernment-owned enterprises have created 
employment for the ruling party’s sup-
porters and their families, many of whom 
come from rural areas, where salaried 
employment is scarce.

As the bloating of enterprises ex-
panded, profitability turned into loss 

making. The government had to subsi-
dize the enterprises in order to keep them 
in business. The money funneled into 
subsidies for enterprises reduced the 
amount of funds available to pay for vital 
traditional governmental services, includ-
ing education, public health, and mainte-
nance of infrastructure. Government bor-
rowing from central banks crowded out 
applicants for bank credit. All of these 
developments made it virtually impossible 
for the indigenous private sector to ob-
tain financing. The net result was an eco-
nomic vicious cycle, with subsidies to 
government enterprises reducing govern-
ment services, which in turn made it more 
difficult for existing private business to 
continue operating. As more investors 
disinvested, revenue from taxes and royal-
ties decreased, and so on.

In most African countries, the eco-
nomic vicious cycles were masked be-
tween 1957 and 1975, when the global 
economy enjoyed a commodities boom. 
The many tropical and mineral products 
exported to world markets by African na-
tions brought in high prices. Thus, those 
countries could avoid budget deficits, at 
least to permit the paying of salaries. 
Where cash was still short, some African 
governments could use their high earn-
ings as collateral for commercial borrow-
ing from London and New York banks. 
Sadly, those governments spent a signifi-
cant percentage of the receipts from ex-
ports and borrowing on white elephants 
rather than on water, roads, and power 
for the rural majorities.

Between 1975 and 1980, world com-
modity prices declined steeply. Electro-
lytic copper diodes exported from the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, for 
example, dropped from $1.40 per pound 
to $0.75—a catastrophic loss on copper 
exports of 400,000 tons per year. It was 
the same for natural rubber, palm oil, 
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coffee, and ground nuts. This occurred 
because of a leveling of demand from in-
dustrialized countries after the initial 
surge of World War II reconstruction, 
combined with increased exports from 
new producers in Latin America and 
Southeast Asia. Because African govern-
ments neglected maintenance and new 
investments in infrastructure in favor of 
subsidized state enterprises, their exports 
became less competitive, and they subse-
quently lost substantial market share to 
countries like Brazil, Indonesia, Thailand, 
and Malaysia. The Republic of Togo, to 
cite another example, used to supply 5 
percent of the European Union’s cattle 
feed with exports of cassava. Togo lost its 
entire European market to Thailand in the 
1970s due to the lack of competitiveness.

World Bank to the Rescue

By 1980 the World Bank considered 
the majority of African economies “in 
free fall,” overburdened by debt, incapa-
ble of paying government salaries, and 
suffering from declining infrastructure 
and essential services. Between 1980 and 
1990, most African countries signed on 
to tough World Bank economic-reform 
programs in return for substantial  debt 
rescheduling and development assis-
tance. They had no choice. The World 
Bank gave them significant breathing 
room on the road to economic recovery. 
By 1990 African countries that had ac-
cepted the World Bank recovery pro-
grams, called “structural adjustment,” 
had hit bottom and were steadily work-
ing their way back to financial stability. 
Growth rates of 2.5 percent to 3.5 per-
cent were mediocre compared to those 
of Southeast Asia but gave hope to some 
very sick economies.6

To make Africa’s prospects look even 
better, multiparty democracy started to 
break out all over the continent at the 
beginning of the 1990s. Two new gen-
erations of educated Africans, who had 
not known colonialism, demanded an 
end to political prisoners, media cen-
sorship, government media monopo-
lies, and just plain old dictatorship. 
They wanted multiparty democracies, 
and they started to get them.

Here we are today, two decades later, 
and whither Africa? Well, the answer is 
that not much progress toward poverty 
reduction has taken place. Africa’s 
share of world trade has decreased over 
that period (1990–2010) from 3 percent 
to 1 percent. Average annual GDP 
growth continues to move between 2.5 
percent and 5 percent. Considering the 
low bases of most African countries (the 
growth rate needed to reach sustainable 
development is 10 percent to 20 per-
cent), Africa still has not produced a 
single equivalent of the Asian “tiger.” 
What are the problems, and are there 
solutions?

The structural adjustment programs 
of the World Bank, International Mon-
etary Fund, and international donors 
established a macroeconomic floor for 
most African countries, reversing the 
free fall of the 1970s. But that marked 
only the beginning of the process of 
achieving sustainable development. 
Moving upward from that point would 
require even greater effort. Unfortu-
nately, African nations have encoun-
tered too many pitfalls along the way, 
including civil conflict; loss of market 
share in international trade through 
lack of competitiveness; continued ne-
glect of agriculture, which employs the 
majority of the people at subsistence 
level; and vagaries of global markets.
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Agriculture:  The Key
Among the several reasons for the ago-

nizingly slow progress in African develop-
ment, the neglect of agriculture is proba-
bly the most important. As one African 
head of state informed me recently, “By 
neglecting agriculture, we killed the 
goose that laid the golden egg.”

At the time of independence in the 
early 1960s, the African continent was a 
major exporter of tropical products, and 
most African nations were self-sufficient 
in food production. Unfortunately, with 
the notable exceptions of Côte d’Ivoire, 
Malawi, and Zimbabwe, most African gov-
ernments assigned their highest priority 
to satisfying the needs of the cities—the 
centers of political activity. This resulted 
in taxation of producers of wealth in the 
rural areas for the benefit of urban dwell-
ers. A corollary of this policy involved 
maintaining artificially high exchange 
rates so as to provide cheap imports for 
the urban populations. Among other re-
sults, this practice raised agricultural ex-
port prices artificially, thereby causing 
loss of market share to cheaper producers 
in Latin America and Southeast Asia. 
Needless to say, these policies reduced 
incentives for the farmers to produce for 
markets and caused major reductions in 
export earnings. With the lowering of op-
portunities for young people in farming, 
migration to cities expanded, thereby in-
creasing pressure on governments to rob 
Peter (the farms) to pay Paul (the cities).7

The World Bank stabilization programs 
eliminated artificial exchange rates. The 
devaluation of the common Commu-
nauté Financière d’Afrique (Financial 
Community of Africa) (CFA) currency in 
13 francophone countries in 1994 pro-
vided major relief to farmers, especially in 
those few nations with active agricultural 
support programs, such as Côte d’Ivoire.8 

But the African governments and interna-
tional donor community failed to follow 
up with agricultural modernization pro-
grams that could have tripled yields for 
grains, stabilized domestic markets, and 
expanded exports. The donors had no 
incentives to help African agriculture in 
view of their agricultural protectionism 
at home.

As for local food security, African farmers 
did a fairly good job of matching agricul-
tural production to population expan-
sion. But they ran out of steam around 
1995 when food imports began to expand 
significantly. From 2006 to 2008, world 
food prices increased dramatically, caus-
ing great hardship in a number of African 
importing countries that found them-
selves competing with the gigantic and 
wealthier populations of China and India. 
Currently, though, we see signs of African 
countries paying new attention to agricul-
ture, with talk of improved seed varieties, 
increased availability of fertilizer, and de-
velopment of local irrigation schemes. 
Better late than never.9

The African Entrepreneur:  
Under the Radar

After neglect of agriculture, the ab-
sence of an enabling environment for 
private investors represents the most im-
portant impediment to African develop-
ment. African entrepreneurs are reluc-
tant to invest. Unless a business person 
enjoys a close connection to the ruling 
elites, no rule of law exists; banks extend 
very little credit; many hurdles impede at-
tempts to start a business; and pathologi-
cal corruption is extremely stifling. Safety-
conscious investors keep their money 
outside Africa. In the final analysis, the 
ruling class takes a dim view of African 
entrepreneurs not closely connected to 
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the power structure and unable to win 
special privileges. Countries in Southeast 
Asia consider entrepreneurs partners in 
development. Those in Africa, however, 
often see them as a threat to power.10

To make matters worse, the lack of in-
vestment in infrastructure maintenance 
and upgrades over the years has steeply 
increased the cost of doing business for 
both local and foreign investors. Electric 
power is expensive and unreliable. Port 
operations are slow and inefficient. Workers 
often do not have needed skills, including 
basic literacy and a working knowledge of 
math. Roads to and from ports and neigh-
boring countries are badly in need of re-
pairs, making transport very expensive 
and slow. All other things being equal, 
Africa remains noncompetitive for value-
added investors.

Civil conflict has taken a heavy toll on a 
high number of African countries. Inter-
nal wars in Somalia, Sudan, Chad, and 
Ethiopia continue to inhibit development 
and continue to generate refugees and 
flows of illegal arms. Countries coming 
out of conflict have a long, steep hill to 
climb in order to repair destroyed infra-
structure, repatriate refugees, and restore 
basic services. Because of minority gov-
ernment in a number of African states, 
civil conflict lurks under the surface and 
can explode at any time. A monopoly of 
power residing in one minority ethnic 
group produces an absence of social capi-
tal and a disaffection from government 
among the excluded ethnic groups—a 
potentially explosive situation. A number 
of African countries continue to be ruled 
by ethnic minorities that have firm con-
trol over coercive power, which they show 
no intention of sharing.

The Resource Curse: 
Alive and Well

Countries along the west coast of Af-
rica, known as the Gulf of Guinea, have 
become both major and minor producers 
of hydrocarbons. Easy money coming 
from production-sharing agreements be-
tween governments and oil companies 
has resulted in declines in all other eco-
nomic activities. Why make an effort in 
infrastructure, agriculture, or manufac-
turing when a big monthly check comes 
in from Houston, Paris, Rome, or London? 
The resource curse has hit particularly 
hard in Nigeria, Gabon, Cameroon, Angola, 
and the two Congo republics. In Africa, 
perhaps only Botswana—the world’s big-
gest producer of high-quality diamonds—
has utilized an abundant natural resource 
wisely.11

The Big Four of Misery
The outlook for Africa as a whole re-

mains discouraging for a special reason 
which relates to the dismal internal per-
formance of the four countries that are 
most populous, biggest in land mass, and 
most fortunate in their abundance of 
natural resources: Nigeria, Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, Angola, and Su-
dan. All of them are mired down in civil 
conflict, debilitating corruption, and dys-
functional government.

With a population of 120 million people 
or more, Nigeria suffers from blockages 
by powerful vested interests. Such inter-
ests in the importation of refined petro-
leum products, for example, prevent the 
repair of four government-owned oil re-
fineries. New, privately owned power 
plants cannot receive allocations of natural 
gas because vested interests are profiting 
from imports of diesel generators for 
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homes and businesses. The stealing of 
crude oil from oil company pipelines is con-
nected to high-ranking politicians who real-
ize personal profits and finance their po-
litical machines from these criminal acts. 
When democracy returned to Nigeria in 
1999 after two decades of military rule, 
electricity production stood at 6,000 
megawatts. Eleven years later, it has 
dropped to less than 3,000 megawatts. 
The overall negative outlook appears ir-
reversible in Nigeria. The same holds true 
for Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Angola, and Sudan—countries that should 
be the locomotives of development for all 
of Africa. Sadly, they remain negative eco-
nomic forces.

African Points of Light and 
Potential World Players

Moving from the general to the spe-
cific, we see individual African countries, 
or clusters of countries, that seem capable 
of achieving sustainable development. 
Their governments are making an effort. 
In addition, a few African governments 
can pull some weight on the global scene.

In southern Africa, South Africa knows 
how to produce wealth and is making an 
effort to bring benefits to the people. 
Closely attached to South Africa are the 
economies of Botswana, Namibia, and 
southern Mozambique, where good poli-
cies encourage activity in the private sector.

In East Africa, the increasingly inte-
grated nations of Kenya, Tanzania, and 
Uganda show signs of breakthrough in 
development. Governance is generally 
good, if not brilliant, and entrepreneur-
ship is becoming politically acceptable.

In West Africa, the Republic of Ghana 
has become a role model for democratic 
transitions, the rule of law, and openness 
to business.12 Unsurprisingly, Pres. Barack 

Obama chose to visit only Ghana during 
his first visit to the continent of Africa in 
July 2009.

In the sector of international peace-
keeping operations and diplomatic con-
flict resolution, some African countries 
have begun to stand out. Nigeria, Angola, 
and Senegal have battle-hardened profes-
sional militaries that provide leadership 
in stabilization activities in conflict zones. 
Its own severe internal problems notwith-
standing, Nigeria—boasting Africa’s largest 
population and oil-production revenues—
serves as a key diplomatic mediator in 
conflict countries such as Sudan, Chad, 
and the Central African Republic.

In meetings of the G-20 economic 
powers, South Africa enjoys full member-
ship, indicating its growing weight on 
trade and investment issues. Within the 
World Trade Organization, the Africans 
have become increasingly sophisticated in 
their negotiations, demanding an end to 
farm subsidies that undercut African agri-
cultural production.

In the United Nations, Africa retains 
three Security Council seats on a rotating 
basis. A consensus of the entire African 
caucus at the United Nations decides the 
votes of the three Africans, who have re-
peatedly demonstrated their ability to tilt 
the balance between the Western mem-
bers and China and Russia.

Clearly, despite the weakness of indi-
vidual states, no one can take collective 
Africa for granted on the world stage. 
That continent has begun to carve out its 
own identity.

The Need for a New Paradigm
What is to be done? What can the inter-

national donor community do to make a 
difference in Africa? Do we need a new 
paradigm?
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To give it much credit, the interna-
tional donor community has been quite 
innovative in Africa. After a decade of 
heated debate, toward 1995 the donors 
agreed to forgive and reduce debt owed 
to international financial institutions 
(World Bank, International Monetary 
Fund, and the regional developments 
banks) by the poorest heavily indebted 
countries, most of them African. The ad-
ministration of Pres. George W. Bush was 
particularly creative with respect to Africa, 
persuading the other donors to move to-
ward grants rather than loans from the 
World Bank; establishing the Millennium 
Challenge Corporation, which selectively 
finds African countries with the best po-
tential for growth and gives them signifi-
cant amounts of money to implement 
homegrown development plans; obtain-
ing large appropriations from Congress 
to begin a huge program in Africa to com-
bat HIV, malaria, and tuberculosis; and 
expanding duty-free entry for African 
products, without a requirement for reci-
procity, in a program authorized in the 
final year of the Clinton administration.

The donor partners must contemplate 
what they can do now to help Africans 
make the right decisions to achieve break-
throughs in economic growth. Is there a 
new paradigm?13

The Essentials
Agriculture must come back. Only 15 

percent of African land is arable, but only 
15 percent of the arable land is actually 
devoted to modern agriculture. However, 
15 percent of African land equates to 45 
percent of the United States in a conti-
nent with fewer than one billion people. 
It is unacceptable, therefore, that Africa 
cannot feed itself and must lose scarce 
foreign currency to import food from 

around the world. An additional key ele-
ment of the modernization of agriculture 
in Africa involves land reform. Moreover, 
China and India will probably greatly in-
crease their consumption of protein and 
cereals as their middle classes grow—a 
situation that has already caused food 
prices to rise worldwide, making Africa’s 
self-sufficiency imperative. The other side 
of that coin, of course, is that Africa can 
earn money as a food exporter, as it did 
before the independence wave.14

The private sector must take the lead in 
stimulating economic growth—and the 
most important subset of the private sec-
tor is the African private sector. Though 
always welcome, foreign investors do not 
necessarily create jobs. The African entre-
preneur, if allowed to invest with security, 
will become the driving economic force.15

Infrastructure and its multiplier effect 
represent the key link to a revival of agri-
culture and to the rise of the private sec-
tor. Rural areas need infrastructure to 
provide irrigation water, roads to markets, 
and real-time communications for the 
modern farmer. The entrepreneur needs 
it to provide reliable power and water, ef-
ficient port services, and good road and 
rail communications. Until agriculture, 
the private sector, and related infrastruc-
ture become priorities in Africa, the rise 
of African economic tigers will remain 
elusive.

What about the international donor 
community? Does it need a new paradigm 
for Africa? I think it does. The Bush ad-
ministration’s Millennium Challenge Ac-
count adopted a policy of selectivity, find-
ing countries that have demonstrated an 
ability to grow rapidly and giving them a 
significant financial head start. These 
countries have made progress in imple-
menting a variety of reforms and have 
fulfilled a set of criteria, as witnessed by 
independent observers. The idea that all 
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developing countries should receive aid 
regardless of their level of policy reform 
has essentially been allowed to lapse.

The End of Dependency
The next logical step, in my view, would 

involve announcing the phasing out of 
development aid over a relatively reason-
able period of time, such as 15 years. At 
present, most African nations receiving 
foreign assistance include this aid in their 
annual budgets. In essence, those aid re-
cipients have developed a dependency 
that tends to dull other needed efforts to 
promote rapid growth. Foreign assistance 
for the poorest African countries is like 
the cursed oil resource for oil-producing 
countries in the Gulf of Guinea.

During those 15 years, foreign assis-
tance should focus on food self-sufficiency 

and agricultural exports, an enabling en-
vironment for the African private sector, 
and targeted infrastructure designed to 
make African nations global competi-
tors. The countdown to the end of for-
eign assistance will serve as an incentive 
for a much greater effort on the part of 
Africans themselves. For those African 
countries that border on collapse, or 
which suffer natural disasters, donor hu-
manitarian assistance would remain in 
place indefinitely.

Some would call this new paradigm 
“tough love.” That is exactly the right 
term. In the United States, President 
Obama, a son of Africa, has launched 
that policy. He is speaking out about 
corruption without fear of alienating 
the Africans who hear him. He is also 
insisting on food security and infrastruc-
ture development.16   
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