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Africa’s private sector is coming of age: It is poised to become the main engine of growth for the African 
continent.

Over the past decade, African countries have made great strides in improving their economic mana-
gement and creating a better business climate. Countries such as Mauritius are leading performers on 
the global competitiveness index. These achievements are demonstrated by the remarkable growth in 
construction, retail, telecommunications and financial services of recent years. This in turn contributed 
to Africa’s relative resilience in the face of the global financial crisis. We are also witnessing the emer-
gence of a new African middle class with money to spend on consumer items, creating exciting new 
opportunities for business.

Today, however, Africa’s private sector still faces a daunting array of challenges, including inadequate 
infrastructure, unfair tax regimes, a mismatch of skills, and limited access to finance. It is not yet genera-
ting the jobs needed to make major inroads into African poverty. Moreover, four out of every five private 
sector jobs in Africa are informal, many of them unpaid.

The African Development Bank is addressing the constraints on private sector development. We be-
lieve developing the private sector —and the jobs they provide— is fundamental for creating inclusive 
growth. The private sector also provides essential goods and services to the public, and a key source of 
the revenues that African countries need to meet their development challenges.

We have therefore made private sector development one of the four priorities of our Medium Term 
Strategy 2008–2012, together with infrastructure, governance and higher education. Our goals include 
improving the business environment, promoting inclusion through local enterprise development, and 
promoting social and environmental responsibility. Private sector development is the 2011 theme of the 
African Development Report, to highlight its potential in Africa. We want to send a clear signal to the 
world that Africa is open for business. The Report also notes our analysis of the challenges ahead, and 
how we at the Bank are working with our partners to address them.
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Most African countries recognize the critical role that the private sector can play to help the continent 
reach its full economic and social potential. The private sector reduces poverty and drives economic 
growth and job creation, while empowering poor people by increasing their incomes and providing 
a broad range of products and services at lower prices. This requires an environment that supports 
small, medium and large companies alike. It also requires the creation of a favorable business 
climate (including the legal and regulatory environment), addressing the continent’s infrastructure 
deficit, improving access to finance, strengthening human capital and skills development, fostering 
entrepreneurship, and improving corporate governance. All too often, however, Africa lags behind 
other developing regions in addressing these challenges, and ongoing efforts need to be intensified.

The private sector —which accounts for over four-fifths of Africa’s total production, two-thirds of 
investment and three-fourths of credit to the economy— holds the key to the inclusive economic 
growth and high levels of employment that the continent needs to successfully tackle poverty. Decades 
of difficult political, economic, and social conditions, together with burdensome government policies, 
have constrained private sector development in Africa. Thanks to macroeconomic and structural 
reforms, the continent’s economy has made significant strides over the past 10 years, and its resilience 
to the global economic downturn highlights how much has been achieved. Yet, fast growing gross 
domestic product has failed to translate into equal gains for all Africans: The number of poor people 
and indicators of inequality and unemployment, particularly amongst youth, have increased.

The 2011 African Development Report focuses on private sector development as the engine of Africa’s 
economic development. It examines the challenges facing private sector development, and highlights 
ways to address these challenges, taking country differences into account. It concludes by discussing 
the Bank’s role in support of private sector development.

The African Development Bank has been promoting private sector development for over 40 years 
and is committed to working with its development partners to support it.  To generate greater 
developmental impact, the Bank is integrating private sector development across all its operations. 
Its objectives are threefold: (i) supporting regional member countries in improving business-enabling 
environments, and strengthening their international competitiveness; (ii) broadening participation 
and inclusion in the private sector and supporting local enterprise development for spurring robust 
employment creation and improving social well-being; and (iii) encouraging social and environmental 
responsibility, sustainability, and good corporate citizenship in private sector development.

Insights from this report are targeted towards existing and potential African and global private 
sector operators looking to enter or expand in the continent, and to policymakers and development 
partners that can shape the business climate. This report also promotes increased collaboration and 
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partnership among stakeholders to significantly enhance the ability of the private sector to advance the 
development process in Africa.

The elements to achieve unprecedented private sector growth all exist. We hope that this report will 
help bring them to reality.

Professor Mthuli Ncube
Chief Economist and Vice-President,
African Development Bank Group
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