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In this article, Richard looks at the big drivers of change for Africa’s
future: the Chinese presence, increasing connectivity, the return of
the diaspora, and political power, before taking a look at the
challenges for the future.

Think of an African and an identikit pops up in our minds but remember,
there is more human genetic diversity in Africa than in the rest of the
human race put together. Predicting its future - as a whole - is impossible.
How do you predict a future for Morocco or Egypt on the same trajectory
as Nigeria or Somalia? 

Having said that, there are some cultural, historical and economic traits
that are common to Africa south of the Sahara and north of South Africa
and this is what we usually mean when we talk about Africa. Why, for
example, do African countries in that band occupy more than half the
bottom places in all the global ratings that measure human well-being and
wealth? Most African countries have not kept pace with other continents. 

In Asia and Latin America, some regions which were the same or as
badly off as Africa 50 years ago, are now well ahead in terms of infant
mortality, education, and wealth. Why? And why is Africa, richly
endowed with people and resources, not as economically successful as
Asia or America? 

Before trying to answer these questions and trying to guess what Africa
may or may not look like in 25 years time, what are the predictions for
crucial factors: climate change and population growth? 
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africa is the most diverse
continent on the planet -
whether you talk of its
climate, landscape, politics 
or society, it is impossible to
make generalisations. 



changing climate, 
growing population
Africa's population is approaching one billion people.
On present trends it will rise to 1.5 billion by 2030.
Africa is an under-populated continent in terms of
space and population density but the question is
whether governments can deliver decent livelihoods
to this increasing population. The worrying fact is the
majority of Africa's people are, or are dependent on,
subsistence farmers on farms unmechanised and
dependent entirely on consistent rainfall. 

There is very little water conservation or fertiliser. In
Sub-Saharan Africa agriculture accounts for
approximately 21% of the GDP and nearly three
quarters of the rural population are smallholder
farmers. If, as predicted, the world heats up by two
degrees over the next 25 years, there will be drastic
changes in weather patterns. African farmers are
extraordinarily tough, resilient and resourceful, good
at surviving a drought every six or 10 years by using
survival techniques honed over generations. But
adapting to a fundamentally different weather pattern
may be very difficult, even for them.  

At present their energy source for cooking - even in
oil-rich countries - is charcoal. Africa's forests are

disappearing faster than any others on earth and their
loss accelerates global warming.   In Southern and
Northern Africa, areas that already suffer from periodic
drought, rainfall will decline. East Africa may actually
become wetter but not gently. Sudden torrential rain is
expected, bringing flooding and eroding precious soil.
Parts of the Sahara may also become wetter again.  

In tropical West Africa the picture is mixed, and the
experts cannot agree on exactly how the climate will
change, but they do accept that the rainfall pattern
could alter quite dramatically. 

More and more Africans, especially the young and not
only the best educated, are aiming for an urban
existence but towns will also be severely affected by
climate change. They depend on water. Cairo and the
towns along the lower Nile contain 74 million people, all
dependent on Nile water which comes from Central
Africa and the Ethiopian highlands. As it slowly crosses
the Sahara much of the Nile evaporates and it barely
reaches Egypt. Will climate change at the source stop

the Nile flow and make those cities uninhabitable? 

A rise in sea levels may also force several coastal cities
in Africa, 26 of them capitals, to be partly abandoned or
forced to move inland. Lagos is the largest of these
with a population of around 17 million though no one
has counted them accurately for a long time. Durban in
South Africa, with a population of 3.5 million, and
Accra, capital of Ghana, are also threatened. 

Can Africa generate enough wealth to adapt to this
new world of rising population and uncertain climate?
In the last seven years Africa's economies have
succeeded in growing at around 5% - 6% a year.
Some have done even better. Oil-rich states have
turned in some ridiculous statistics - Equatorial
Guinea's economy grew 31% in 2004 and Angola by
20.6% the following year. 

But this wasn't just a commodity boom. Oil-poor
Ethiopia has grown at around 10% a year from 2004
until the recession hit last year. As the recession
began the IMF predicted lower than expected growth-
rates throughout the world, but it raised the forecast
growth rates for Africa.  

These were not borne out. Africa, though it suffered
from none of the malaise that has caused collapse
elsewhere, has also been hit by recession. The
question is whether the drivers of this growth will
continue to drive development after the recession. 
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‘African farmers are
extraordinarily tough, but
adapting to a fundamentally
different weather pattern may 
be difficult, even for them.’
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china: leading 
the new
‘scramble 
for africa’?
The main driver is China's demand
for Africa's raw materials; oil, copper,
aluminium, pushing up their prices. The
Chinese, medium and small private companies
as well as the state-owned and state-backed
Behemoths, moved into Africa trading cheap
Chinese goods and buying up minerals and
timber. They ventured into zones where political
instability or conflict kept risk-averse western
companies drumming their fingers in safe hotel
rooms in the capitals. 

Many of the western companies, especially the
mining giants, regarded Africa as a pudding that
was too hot to eat. But surely no one else could
eat it so they waited complacently until things
cooled down and it was safe to re-enter. Suddenly
they found the Chinese had snuck in the back
door and gobbled up "their" pudding. 

A new scramble for Africa has begun. The West
has the technological edge but the Chinese,
backed by the wealthy Chinese Exim bank and
dollops of aid, sometimes in the form of new
presidential palaces with no questions asked, are
prepared to take far greater risks and do cosy
deals with African governments. African 

governments like the Chinese because they do not
give lectures about democracy, the rule of law or
human rights as western governments do. 

The recession has meant a decline in western
demand for Chinese goods and so weaker demand
for Africa's raw materials but China is continuing to
buy up mining concessions and lavish aid on the
continent. China's appetite for Africa's resources is
clearly undiminished and with planning horizons of
three or four decades compared to the planning
horizons of western companies of three or four
years, the Chinese are expected to become Africa's
prime partner in a decade or two. Barring the
collapse of China, this driver will continue. 

connected continent
The second and totally unpredicted driver of
development in Africa is connectivity - mobile
phones and the Internet. The brave mobile phone
companies that ventured into Africa in the 1990s
grossly underestimated the demand. They
expected to sell to those at the top with a western
standard of living, but it is taxi drivers and market
women who want and get mobile phones. With
very few working landlines and almost no public
phones, African countries skipped the land stage
and went for mobiles. 

Connectivity has made a huge difference to trade
within and outside the continent. Traders can check
prices elsewhere and deliver orders quickly and
effectively. This trend is set to continue with the
laying of a fibre optic cable around the continent,
connecting Africa to the rest of the planet, creating
innumerable opportunities for business and
enhancing the flow of knowledge and information.  

‘…with planning horizons of
three to four decades, the
Chinese are expected to 
become Africa’s prime partner
in a decade or two...’



return of the diaspora
The third driver is the return of the diaspora bringing
badly-needed attitudes and skills. In the late 1940s
another generation, returning from war where they
had been foot soldiers in the French and British
armies, played a transformative role in demanding
immediate self government and independence.
Could this generation of returnees have the same
impact by demanding that business and politics are
done according to international standards? 

Can they drive out the corruption and chicanery that
has become the norm in many African political and
business systems? The return of the diaspora will
undoubtedly continue, though in numerical terms it
may be exceeded by the brain-drain flowing out.
The diaspora impact is hard to measure and will
depend on whether the new professionals,
especially business executives, attain political power
or at least influence.  

people power
A fourth driver is precisely that factor: politics. It is
not difficult to envisage a dynamic successful
Africa. Everyone agrees: Yes it can. But it doesn't.
Why? It's the politics. Politics messed up Africa
and politics continue to thwart its economic
development. If Africa's 53 states could settle their
political problems its rulers could then concentrate
on using its wealth to benefit this and future
generations. But Africa's political space has been
taken over by small elite groups who are more
interested in their own power and wealth than in
creating a future for their countries. 

For example it is estimated that capital flight from
Africa between 1970 to 2004 was some $420
billion. Debt at the end of that period was $227
billion and for every dollar borrowed in that period,
60 cents left in capital flight. Some argue that the
difference between Asia and Africa in that period
was not corruption itself - that was bad in both
continents. The difference was that Asian bosses
invested their corruption wealth in their own
countries while African fat cats sent theirs to
Switzerland or British off-shore accounts. As long
as the ruling elite do not believe in the
development of their own countries, why would
anyone else invest in them?

In the last few years those flows have
begun to reverse. More and more
businesses say there has been a change in
the way Africa is governed. There is
less corruption, more adherence to
law, more stability and reliability.
Africa's wars have diminished in
number and destructiveness.
That is why they are investing.
They pulled back from Africa
in 2009 not because of any
change in the continent's
fortunes or behaviour but
because they needed
capital to shore up their

finances back home. Hopefully it will start flowing
back again when the panic is over. 

This depends on whether the recession will hit Africa
so badly that it will exacerbate political tensions and
make governments more repressive. That will reduce
investment and development prospects. Western
donors meanwhile may also feel the pinch and reduce
aid to Africa. While aid is not necessarily a driver of
change and may even prevent it, the sudden
withdrawal of aid may damage the fledgling
institutions on which good governance depends. In
the long term Africa's ability not just to keep
economic growth ahead of population, but to grow
exponentially, depends on successful politics that
makes the states and their institutions drivers of
development, not blockers.       

03

Outsights on Africa’s Future © Outsights

www.outsights.co.uk

‘More and more businesses say
there has been a change 
in the way Africa is
governed...that is why 
they are investing...’



This is at the heart of Africa's future. If African leaders
emerge who believe in Africa, set their sights on long
term development and do not steal the treasury,
Africa can flourish. But there are also fundamental
changes that the rulers of Africa must take if they are
to turn their governments and civil services from dead
weights on economic development into dynamic
facilitators of vibrant economies. 

Perhaps Africa's political instability itself produces
rulers who are desperate to hold onto power in the
short term with little time for long term planning. Part
of that instability maybe first-past-the-post, winner-
takes-all multiparty democracy. In societies made up
of dozens of different societies and ethnic groups -
hundreds in the case of Nigeria - the western
democratic model tends to split societies vertically
always leaving areas of the country and whole
groups of people out in the cold. Could African
legislators create constitutions that do not make
election losers feel they are traitors or rebels and at
the same time maintain parliaments' roles of scrutiny,
accountability and loyal criticism? 

African states are committed to democracy in theory
through the African Union's Charter. But the hope
that usurpers would be outlawed has so far proved to
be vain. In the last two years the coup has made a
come-back and criticism from the neighbours has
been muted. Too many African heads of state are
prepared to accept a return of the tyrants. And while
some successful coups and political movements
have been popular, they have mostly been ethnically
based or linked to one person. 

Nowhere in Africa has a popular uprising
overthrown a government or attacked a ruling elite
as a whole. But as the continent's population gets
larger and younger, a generation may come through

that takes power and uses it for the benefit of the
many rather than the few.  

African governments must also cede some power to
regional bodies and their neighbours. At present
national economies with their own currencies such as
Uganda, Malawi and Ghana are simply too small to
attract serious investments. The long standing but
unfulfilled pledges to integrate regionally have to be
acted upon. Regional currencies and infrastructure
must be put in place to allow goods to flow quicker
and cheaper. 

External pressure for democracy is likely to be
maintained by Western countries for whom
democracy and the rule of law in Africa seem to be a
fundamental policy - though the ruling families who
own Africa's oil states will not feel too much
pressure from America or Britain. The Chinese,
the coming power in Africa, are less interested in
these values, dealing only with states on a
government to government basis and believing
in "non-interference". This is good news for
Africa's rulers but bad news for African
people. However much China has helped
Africa economically, the ask-no-questions,
see-no-corruption policy will give the ruling
elites free rein to steal at will. The
Americans hope to persuade the Chinese
that they need stability to protect their
investments in Africa and that stability is best
achieved by democracy and respect for law and
human rights. However the Chinese are yet to be
persuaded and this theory has yet to be tested. 
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‘...as the continent’s population gets larger and younger, a
generation may come through that takes power and uses it for the
benefit of the many rather than the few’



the challenge ahead:
leadership, energy
and power
At present there is no sign that African states
are about to escape the political problems that
have bedevilled them since independence. But
whatever happens in Africa's politics the rest of
the world will not retreat from Africa again as it
did in the 1980s. Collapsed states like Somalia
and Congo create problems beyond their
borders which cannot be ignored. 

Emigration and diseases threaten Africa's
neighbours while its mineral wealth is essential
for global economic growth. The Chinese have
shown that its climate and political instability
are no deterrents so the rest of the world must
follow. Could this lead to a new scramble for
Africa? This is one depressing scenario in
which East and West keep self-serving
puppets in power to secure their sources of
minerals and oil.  

This can be avoided if African leaders take
control of their external relations and manage
their resources in their own long term interests.
If they get it right the opportunities are great.
Because of Asia's position as manufacturer to
the world, it will be some time before Africa
can take on that role. In the meantime it should
concentrate on its energy and its land. 

Land for growing food is abundant in
underdeveloped Africa. Outsiders such as

Saudi Arabia, China and Korea have been
seeking land in Africa to feed their own
populations. So far this has led to resentment.
But African governments could undertake
thorough land reform and make sure that land
is used to feed their own people as well as
feeding the rest of the world. 

Power includes the power of rivers such as the
Congo and the Niger but these may be
developed as lots of small projects rather than
big environmentally damaging dams. Africa will
grow in importance as an oil exporter but the
sun offers opportunities too. According to
Camilla Toulmin, Director of the International
Institute for Environment and development,
more energy "falls" on the Sahara desert in six
hours than the world consumes in a year. If
only some of that sun power could be
harnessed and sold Africa would be rich. 

But understanding Africa's diversity means
different scenarios may exist in neighbouring
regions and may ebb and flow over time. So
Africa might feed the world but suffer bouts of
starvation itself. It may produce stable states in
one country but anarchy next door. No
fundamental change will happen quickly. 

05www.outsights.co.uk

Outsights on Africa’s Future © Outsights

‘...more energy falls on the
Sahara Desert in six hours than
the world consumes in a year. If
only some of that sun power
could be harnessed and sold,
Africa would be rich.’ 
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