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• The Namibian economy contracted by 0.8% in 2017 as 
a result of continued fiscal consolidation and reduced 
investment in the mining sector that weakened internal 
demand.

• The economy faces increasing challenges because 
further fiscal consolidation efforts are required to contain 
debt, while structural reforms are needed to diversify the 
economy from agriculture and mining into new higher 
added value job creation sectors.

• The new fifth national development plan focuses on 
economic transformation programmes. It allocates 
around 42% of current GDP to infrastructure investment 
over five years, through public, private and development 
financing. The cross-sectoral programme includes 
energy, water supply and transport networks. 

 
OVERVIEW

Namibia posted an average growth rate of more than 5% 
between 2010 and 2015. However, this expansion reached its 
limits in 2016 following a surge in debt levels and falls in external 
demand and investment. Economic growth declined from 6% to 
0.7% of GDP in 2016 and is estimated to have contracted fur-
ther by 0.8% in 2017. The construction sector and related indus-
tries were particularly affected, notably by the completion of 
major mining projects, and there were spill over effects in other 
sectors, especially in the wholesale and retail trade sector. The 
agriculture and mining sectors bounced back, but not strongly 
enough to offset declines in other sectors.

Inflationary pressures were subdued by the economic slow-
down and dropped from 6.7% in 2016 to 6.2% in 2017. The mid-
term outlook is positive. Projections suggest improved agricul-
tural conditions, increased mining production, and a recovery in 
manufacturing, which will benefit from an expected economic 
pick-up across the region. Growth is expected to be 1.1% in 2018, 
rising to 2.8% in 2019. However, there are significant downside 
risks. Weak revenues from the Southern Africa Customs Union 
(SACU) could further constrain fiscal consolidation, leading to 
higher debt levels, and lower-than-expected external demand 
for commodities would affect financing of the current account.

Over the next 5 years, the new fifth national development plan 
(NDP 5) projects infrastructure investment of around NAD 74 
billion (Namibian dollars), or 42% of GDP in 2017, in a cross-sec-
toral programme that includes energy, water supply, and trans-
port. The NDP 5 focus is on structural transformation and mod-
ernization of the economy by value added industrialization. It 
recognizes that infrastructure is an enabler of transformation. 
This ambitious investment plan is to be financed by public, pri-
vate and development funding sources.
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RECENT DEVELOPMENTS  
AND PROSPECTS 

Namibia is a middle income country with a GDP of USD 10 948 
million (2016). The country’s economic performance has cooled 
since 2015; GDP growth dropped from 6% to 0.7% in 2016 and 
contracted by an estimated 0.8% in 2017. The contribution of 
net exports of goods and services to GDP growth recovered 
in 2016 and 2017 as new mines commenced production, but 
foreign direct investment (FDI) and consumption-related imports 
declined significantly. The slowdown followed several years of 
robust average annual growth (above 5%) between 2010 and 
2015, on the back of strong investments in the mining sector 
and expansive fiscal policies. The country’s high levels of public 
and publicly-guaranteed debt were estimated to have reached 
54% of GDP in 2017, forcing the Government to adopt a fiscal 
consolidation programme in 2016, while the end of the construc-
tion of several large mining projects reduced foreign investment. 
Current expenditure was adjusted by 0.5% of GDP between FY 
2015/16 and FY 2017/18, but investment expenditure was cut 
from 6.5% to 4.1%, with consequent effects on public demand. 
An analysis of aggregate demand showed a sharp contraction 
in gross domestic fixed capital formation (GDFCF), owing largely 
to the completion of the new private mining investment projects 
mentioned above. GDFCF contracted by 28.7% in 2016 and by 
24.4% in 2017. Additional falls in demand were caused by lower 
demand for international commodities, while subdued economic 
activity in South Africa and Angola sharply reduced demand for 
Namibian goods and services. In addition, the increasingly lev-
eraged positions of companies and households curbed credit 
to the private sector, which was also crowded out by expan-
sive public domestic borrowing. Credit to the private sector 
nearly halved from 8.5% in 2016 to 4.5% in 2017. An increase in 
arrears to the private sector (2.4% of GDP in 2017) had a further  
detrimental effect on economic activity. The arrears have since 
been settled. The cumulative effect was to curb public and 
private demand, and external demand and investment, result-
ing in an economic contraction that exposed the vulnerability 

of Namibia’s relatively small economy to external shocks and 
financing constraints.

Namibia’s economic structure is increasingly influenced by the 
extractive sector. From 2011 to 2017, the primary sector’s con-
tribution to GDP increased from 18.3% to 20.6%, on the back of 
large investments in new mining operations. The principal prod-
ucts extracted are diamonds, copper and gold, and increasingly 
uranium. On the other hand, the contributions to GDP of agri-
culture and fisheries declined (by 0.6 and 0.8 respectively) to an 
aggregate of 7.5%. The share of the secondary sector steadily 
dwindled from 20.8% in 2011 to 17.6% in 2017. The sector 
contracted as major construction projects ended and per-
sistent drought affected the electricity and water sectors, while 
manufacturing was impacted by lower domestic and external 
demand. Manufacturing as a share of GDP fell from 14.8% in 
2011 to 11.7% in 2017. Accounting for 61.8% of GDP in 2017, 
the tertiary sector continues to make the largest contribution to 
GDP, and broadly maintained its share since 2011 (61%). 

High corporate debt levels and constrained public investment 
are likely to curtail necessary investment in the economy and 
hinder long-term growth prospects. Both Moody’s and Fitch 
downgraded Namibia’s credit rating in 2017 to below investment 
grade (Ba1 and BB+ respectively) on the basis of low growth 
perspectives, fiscal slippages, and rising debt (relative to GDP). 
In addition, presidential elections in 2019 could put pressure on 
the fiscal consolidation. 

However, the medium-term growth outlook is positive, on the 
back of strong growth from new mines and recovery in agri-
culture. Real GDP growth is projected to rebound to 1.1% in 
2018 and further recover to 2.8% in 2019, assisted by stabilized 
commodity prices and positive political developments across 
the region (in Angola, Zimbabwe and South Africa). These fac-
tors may have positive spill over effects on demand for Namib-
ia’s products and services and may also boost investors’ confi-
dence in the region.

TABLE 1. Macroeconomic indicators

 2016 2017(e) 2018(p) 2019(p)

Real GDP growth 0.7 -0.8 1.1 2.8

Real GDP per capita growth -1.5 -2.9 -1.0 0.7

CPI inflation 6.7 6.2 5.7 5.6

Budget balance (% of GDP) -9.3 -5.2 -9.4 -9.4

Current account (% of GDP) -20.1 -20.4 -23.0 -24.6

Source: Data from domestic authorities; estimates (e) and predictions (p) are based on the authors’ calculations.
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MACROECONOMIC POLICY

Fiscal policy 
After 2016, fiscal policy steadily tightened after a period of 
expansionary fiscal policy. The policy environment increased the 
Government’s financing needs and worsened the fiscal deficit 
and public sector debt. The fiscal deficit as a share of GDP wid-
ened from 6.6% in FY 2014/15 to 8.5% at the end of FY 2015/16 
as revenue inflows failed to keep pace with growth in public 
spending. Total expenditure rose from 41.9% of GDP to 42.3%, 
driven by growth in capital spending, subsidies and transfers, 
and public sector wages and salaries. Total revenues dropped 
from 35.3% of GDP in FY 2014/15 to 33.9% in FY 2015/16 due 
to a sharp reduction in SACU and domestic tax receipts. (SACU 
receipts represent about 35% of total Government revenues.)

To bring the deficit below the domestic fiscal target of 5% of 
GDP and preserve macroeconomic stability, the 2016/17 mid-
year budget review proposed expenditure cuts of up to 2.8% 
of GDP. The aim was to rein in current non-productive spend-
ing but preserve growth-enhancing capital investments and 
strengthen domestic revenue mobilization. However, overall 
expenditure was reduced by just 1.8% of GDP (to 40.5%), and 

the largest adjustment derived from a cut in capital expendi-
ture from 6.5% in 2015/16 to 5.2% of GDP in 2016/17, while 
the wage bill rose from 15.5% to 16.4% in the same period and 
interest payments jumped from 1.7% to 2.6% of GDP. 

The underlying objectives of fiscal policy are to bring the medi-
um-term expenditure outlook into line with significantly reduced 
public revenue, support rebuilding of macro-fiscal accounts, 
and achieve a pro-poor and growth-friendly consolidation pro-
gramme. The Government expects total expenditure as a per-
centage of GDP to be contained in the medium term expendi-
ture framework (MTEF), assisting the budget deficit to narrow 
gradually in accordance with fiscal benchmarks. In the 2018/19 
budget statement, the Minister of Finance underscored the 
need to continue with ‘growth friendly’ fiscal consolidation to 
protect and create jobs, while raising additional tax revenue. 

Monetary policy 
Aligning itself with the stance of the South Africa Reserve Bank 
(SARB), in 2017 the Bank of Namibia (BoN) reverted to the 
tight monetary policy initiated in 2016 and reduced its policy 
rate to 6.75% from 7%. Namibia enforces a monetary peg with 
the South African Rand. In 2016, driven up by higher food and 

TABLE 2. GDP by sector (percentage of GDP)

2011 2017

Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting
of which fishing

8.9

3.5

7.5

2.7

Mining and quarrying 
of which oil

9.4

–

13.1

–

Manufacturing 14.8 11.7

Electricity, gas and water 2.2 2.8

Construction 3.8 3.1

Wholesale and retail trade; repair of vehicles; household goods; restaurants and hotels
of which restaurants and hotels

14.3

1.9

15.0

2.7

Transport, storage and communication 5.5 5.3

Finance, real estate and business services 17.1 15.2

Public administration and defence 10.5 11.6

Other services * 13.6 14.7

Gross domestic product at basic prices / factor cost 100.0 100.0

* Other services include: Education, health and social work and other services. 

Source: Data from domestic authorities.
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administrative prices, the inflation rate averaged 6.7%. The 
BoN was forced to raise the repo rate in April 2016 to align 
with SARB’s policy rate in the context of the Common Mone-
tary Area. The tightening helped to contain rising private sector 
credit linked to luxury imports, reducing pressure on interna-
tional reserves and the currency peg. 

In line with monetary tightening and declining business sen-
timent, credit growth dropped sharply from 15% in 2015 to 
4.5% in 2017. Instalment credit contracted by the end of 2017, 
while overdrafts slowed down. Mortgages remained fairly flat 
and accounted for 68% of credit to individuals. In December 
2017, the overall liquidity of the banking sector stood at 3.1  
billion NAD. After strong depreciation at the end of 2016, due to 
political events in South Africa, the NAD started to appreciate 
during the second half of 2017, and particularly at the end of 
the year, after a new president took office in South African and 
in response to a weakening US dollar (USD). The NAD closed 
2017 10% stronger vis-à-vis the USD and 1% stronger vis-à-vis 
sterling (GBP), but lost almost 3% against the Euro (EUR). The 
real effective exchange rate appreciated by 2.4% during 2017. 

Economic co-operation, regional integration  
and trade 
The bulk of Namibia’s exports benefit from preferential trade 
agreements, notably under SACU and the European Union (EU) 
Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) signed in 2016. As a 
member of SACU, Namibia enjoys free movement of goods, a 
common external tariff regime, and harmonised rules of origin. 
Namibia’s access to the United States market under the Afri-
can Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) was also extended 
to 2025. In 2015 Namibia, as a member of SACU, signed the 

Tripartite Free Trade Agreement between the Southern African 
Development Community (SADC), the Common Market for 
Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA) and the East African 
Community (EAC), gaining access to an integrated market of 
nearly 600 million people. Namibia also attended the signing 
of the African Continental Free Trade Agreement (AfCFTA) in 
Rwanda on 21 March 2018 but has yet to sign the agreement.

Namibia’s top five merchandise exports are diamonds, 
copper cathodes, fish, copper ores, and zinc. Diamonds 
alone accounted for 33% of export earnings in 2017. South 
Africa remains the main source of imports to Namibia. Prin-
cipal imports include vehicles, boilers, machinery, and con-
sumer goods. South Africa accounted for 56.1% of all Namib-
ia’s imports in the fourth quarter of 2017, followed by Zambia 
(7.0%, mainly copper cathodes), and China (5.9%, iron and 
steel, machinery, etc.). The main destinations for Namibia’s 
exports remain South Africa (26.7%) for diamonds, live animals 
and fish, followed by Botswana (13.3%) for diamonds. Ongo-
ing expansion and modernization of the Walvis Bay Port and 
planned infrastructure improvements to the four corridors (Trans 
Kalahari, Trans Cunene, Trans Orange and Trans Caprivi) will 
help Namibia achieve its ambition to become a logistics hub in 
Southern Africa. In the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business 
Report of 2018, Namibia ranked 127 out of 189 economies on 
trading across borders in 2017 (down from 123 in 2016). 

The trade balance deficit is expected to improve in the medi-
um-term, owing mainly to a decline in the value of imports 
and a slight rise in the value of exports. International reserves 
increased substantially to about 4.6 months of import cover at 
the end of 2017, supported by increased inflows from SACU, a 

TABLE 3. Public finances (percentage of GDP at current prices)

2009/10 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18(e) 2018/19(p) 2019/20(p)

Total revenue and grants
Tax revenue

Grants

31.1

28.7

0.3

35.3

33.1

0.1

33.9

31.7

0.1

31.2

29.2

0.0

34.2

32.1

0.0

30.5

28.6

0.0

30.4

28.4

0.0

Total expenditure and net lending
Current expenditure

Excluding interest

Wages and salaries

Interest 

Capital expenditure

32.8

26.1

24.6

11.7

1.6

5.7

41.9

35.4

34.0

15.3

1.5

6.4

42.3

35.8

34.1

15.5

1.7

6.5

40.5

35.4

32.7

16.4

2.6

5.2

39.4

35.3

32.3

17.1

3.0

4.1

39.9

35.3

31.9

16.7

3.5

4.6

39.8

35.3

31.2

16.6

4.0

4.5

Primary balance -0.1 -5.2 -6.8 -6.7 -2.2 -5.9 -5.4

Overall balance -1.6 -6.6 -8.5 -9.3 -5.2 -9.4 -9.4

Source: Data from domestic authorities; estimates (e) and predictions (p) are based on the authors’ calculations.
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loan from the African Development Bank, repayments of debt 
by the Banco Nacional de Angola, and repatriation of foreign 
investments by domestic financial institutions. Notwithstand-
ing, and despite the BoN continued asset swap programme, 
the outlook for international reserves is reserved until inherent 
structural bottlenecks that drive external sector imbalances 
are addressed, resulting in a gradually increased in the current 
account balance deficit.

Debt policy 
Capital market issuances, combined with depreciation of the 
currency, sharply increased public debt from 24.8% of GDP 
in 2014 to an estimated 46.5% at the end of 2017, breaching 
the Government’s own fiscal limit of 35% of GDP. Gross public 
debt and publicly-guaranteed debt, including guarantees 
to state owned enterprises (SOEs), was estimated at 54% of 
GDP by the end of 2017. The Government went to international 
capital markets to close its financing gap, while diversifying its 
debt portfolio. Proceeds have gone into public sector capital 
investments, with part of the Eurobond used to bolster inter-
national reserves. The latest analysis carried out by the IMF in 
2017 shows that, although Namibia’s public debt sustainabil-
ity and outlook remain below the distress threshold of 60% 
of GDP, debt is deteriorating and could reach 70% by 2022. 
Although the percentage of foreign currency-denominated debt 
fell 35.6% in FY 2018/19 (from 45% in FY 2015/16), foreign cur-
rency-denominated debt and short-term debt expose Namibia 
to exchange rate and roll-over risks. Short-term treasury bills 
accounted for about 39% of the Government’s domestic debt 
at the end of 2017. With emerging liquidity constraints in the 
domestic market, the authorities’ borrowing strategy under the 
MTEF for 2018/19-2020/21 is to continue diversifying sources of 
borrowing while focusing on debt denominated in South African 
Rand (ZAR) and extending the maturity profile. The 2005 sover-
eign debt management strategy is being revised to ensure that 

fiscal risk benchmarks reflect recent developments in the econ-
omy. The revision may raise the sustainable limits of foreign debt 
above the current level (20% of total debt) to make room for 
the country’s mega infrastructure financing needs. Accelerated 
fiscal consolidation efforts combined with projected improve-
ments in growth and revenues are expected to reduce public 
debt as a share of GDP in the medium term.

ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL 
GOVERNANCE

Private sector 
Namibia’s business environment is better than the sub-Saharan 
African average, but significant challenges remain. The World 
Bank’s Ease of Doing Business report for 2018 ranked Namibia 
108 out of 189 economies in 2017, down from 104 in 2016. The 
pace of business regulatory reform needs to quicken to enable 
Namibia to catch up with countries like Mauritius, South Africa, 
Rwanda and Botswana, the four sub-Saharan African countries 
which were ranked higher in terms of competitiveness. Start-
ing a business and registering property are particularly difficult 
in Namibia. Whereas it takes an average of 4 days in Rwanda 
and 6 days in Mauritius to start a business, it takes 66 days 
in Namibia. Registering a property takes 52 days in Namibia, 
almost double the time required in South Africa (23 days). The 
World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Report for 
2017-2018 flagged ‘access to finance’, an ‘inadequately edu-
cated workforce’ and ‘inefficient Government bureaucracy’ as 
the most problematic factors for doing business in Namibia. Its 
findings agreed with a survey in 2014 by the Namibia Cham-
ber of Commerce and Industry’s which reported that access 
to finance and the cost of finance, shortage of relevant skills, 
and access to land were the leading constraints affecting the 
business and investment climate. The Global Competitiveness 

TABLE 4. Current account (percentage of GDP at current prices)

2009 2014 2015 2016 2017(e) 2018(p) 2019(p)

Trade balance
Export of goods (f.o.b)

Import of goods (f.o.b)

-22.2

33.5

55.7

-30.2

29.7

59.9

-32.9

28.0

60.9

-25.4

30.4

55.8

-28.7

29.8

58.6

-26.8

30.0

56.8

-26.4

29.9

56.3

Service 0.9 0.9 1.3 -0.7 -0.5 -0.7 -1.0

Factor income -1.1 -0.6 -0.9 -3.2 -3.6 -5.0 -6.3

Current transfers 13.0 13.5 12.0 9.2 12.4 9.6 9.0

Current account balance -9.4 -16.4 -20.5 -20.1 -20.4 -23.0 -24.6

Source: Data from domestic authorities; estimates (e) and predictions (p) are based on the authors’ calculations.
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Report also highlighted that small and medium enterprises 
(SMEs) were more affected than large corporations. Additional 
impediments to doing business included: skills shortage, and 
securing business visas and work permits for skilled staff (which 
required up to 90 days to process). The Report slightly improved 
Namibia’s ranking for ‘availability of scientists’; its score of 103 
was two places higher than in 2016-2017 and 27 places higher 
than in 2014-15. 

The Growth at Home strategy adopted in 2015 proposes bold 
reforms that seek to improve the business environment. A struc-
tured public-private partnership (PPP) forum is being set up to 
initiate business reforms. To streamline business registration, in 
September 2016 the Government enacted legislation to estab-
lish the Business and Intellectual Property Authority (BIPA), 
which provides business applicants an on-line service to search 
business names, register businesses, and track application 
status. The Government is also drafting relevant legislation that 
will facilitate the entry of skilled labor, provide a one-stop shop 
for investors, and improve access to land. 

Financial sector 
Namibia’s financial sector is relatively well developed. Both 
banking and non-banking institutions play a significant role in 
the sector. According to a FinScope Survey, financial inclusion 
stood at 69% of the population in 2011. The banking sector, with 
an asset value of 75% of GDP, is highly concentrated. The four 
biggest banks, three of which are South African subsidiaries, 
control 99% of total assets. Nonetheless, banks are profitable 
and well capitalized. 

In terms of financing priority investments, the principal challenge 
is the maturity mismatch between short-term liquidity and long-
term financing needs. In addition, financial institutions that sup-
port development, including the Development Bank of Namibia 
and the AgriBank, still rely heavily on Government funding, partly 
because of caps on on-lending rates and other mandate restric-
tions. Namibia’s non-banking financial sector, with net assets 
at 138% of GDP, is solvent and well capitalized and is the main 
source of deposits for the banking sector. Key non-banking 
financial institutions include pension funds, long- and short-term 
insurance, collective investment schemes, investment manage-
ment, and micro-lending. In 2015, the assets-to-GDP ratio of 
the investment industry and pension funds stood at 100% and 
90% respectively. Namibia’s financial system is, therefore, flush 
with investible funds. More importantly, 40% of all pension fund 
assets must be invested domestically. 

Public sector management, institutions  
and reforms 
A three year rolling MTEF, introduced in 2002/03, is the Govern-
ment’s principal tool for achieving transparency, accountability 
and predictability in allocation of public resources to priority 
areas. The Ministry of Finance presents an accountability report 
in the National Assembly alongside other budget documents. 
A new Public Procurement Act was enacted in April 2017 to 
further strengthen financial management and related institu-
tional arrangements. Its extension to extra-budgetary entities is 
expected to help reduce their cost. 

Namibia’s accountability systems are therefore strong, in line 
with the guidelines set out in the Constitution and State Finance 
Act of 1991, amended in 1995. A civil service code of conduct 
guides hiring and promotion based on merit. However, the 
World Economic Forum’s Global Competitiveness Report for 
2017-2018 found that ‘inefficient government bureaucracy’ and 
‘poor work ethics’ in the national labor force were among the 
five most problematic factors for doing business in Namibia. 

While judicial independence is ranked reasonably high in the 
Global Competitiveness Report, Namibia’s performance on the 
quality of ‘institutions’ is affected by the general view that there 
is ‘favouritism in decisions of Government officials’. The country 
scored overall 4.0 out of a possible 7 and ranks 90 out of 138 
economies. In 2017, on Transparency International’s Corruption 
Perception Index, Namibia ranked 5 among 47 sub-Saharan 
African countries and 53 out of 176 countries globally. The Con-
stitution was amended in 2010 to incorporate anti-corruption 
measures that oblige the state to “put in place administrative and 
legislative measures necessary to prevent and combat corrup-
tion”. Anti-corruption efforts will be further strengthened by a new 
public procurement law that strengthens the legal and regula-
tory framework and established an independent oversight body. 

Natural resource management and environment
Vision 2030 identifies sustainable environmental management 
as a key focus for economic transformation; the Fifth National 
Development Plan identifies environmental sustainability as one 
of its four pillars. Namibia’s 2012 industrial development policy 
recognizes the need to ‘green the economy’ through sustain-
able manufacturing and development practices. The policy on 
climate change has been applied since 2011 to mitigate the 
impact of an inherently variable climate and protect Namibia’s 
natural resource endowment and livelihoods. Namibia has also 
submitted its ‘intended nationally determined contribution’ to 
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change. 
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Namibia relies heavily on the extraction and use of its vast nat-
ural resources. Protected areas cover approximately 17% of the 
country and are at the core of its strategy for managing Namib-
ia’s natural resources soundly. The country earns international 
recognition for its community-based management. However, 
carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions in Namibia have rapidly risen 
from being negligible in 1990 to 1.4mt/capita in 2014. The 
impact of climate change is manifesting itself in the increased 
frequency of hot days, heat waves and droughts. Because of the 
protracted drought between 2013 and 2016, agricultural output 
contracted (recovering in 2017). Local hydroelectricity genera-
tion also fell by 18.8%, leading to a 7% increase in electricity 
imports. To reduce Namibia’s need to import electricity and help 
green the economy, the utility NamPower has awarded indepen-
dent power producers 14 licenses to establish solar and wind 
power plants of 5MW each. Larger renewable energy projects 
are in the pipeline, which will include the use of biomass from 
invader bush. To forestall future crises, environmental protection 
and regulation, including by means of environmental and envi-
ronmental impact assessments, have been given high priority. 

Political context 
Namibia is a constitutional multiparty democracy in which free 
and fair elections are held regularly. The South West Africa Peo-
ple’s Organization (SWAPO) has dominated politics since inde-
pendence from South Africa in 1990. SWAPO won the general 
election in November 2014 and the local election in 2015 with 
overwhelming majorities. The country’s governance record con-
tinues to improve. Based on a consolidated assessment of ‘rule 
of law’, ‘role of Government’, ‘regulatory efficiency’ and ‘open 
market policies’, the Heritage Foundation’s Index of Economic 
Freedom raised Namibia’s score from 59.4 in 2014 to 61.9 in 
2016, placing it 8 in Africa. The Mo Ibrahim Index of African 
Governance also raised Namibia’s score by 1.7 points in 2015, 
ranking it 5 out of the 52 African countries surveyed. In 2015, 
former Namibian President Hifikepunye Pohamba was awarded 
the Ibrahim Prize for African Leadership. Namibia remains the 
country with the freest press in Africa according to Reporters 
without Borders. The next presidential election is scheduled in 
2019; SWAPO is again expected to win.

SOCIAL CONTEXT AND  
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

Building human resources 
On the UNDP’s Human Development Index (HDI) in 2016, 
Namibia ranked 125 out of 188 countries with a score of 0.640, 
placing it above the average of countries in the medium human 
development category. The national human resource develop-
ment plan (NHRDP) for 2010-2025 recognizes that the country’s 

potential for economic and employment growth has been 
hindered in part by a mismatch between the demand for and 
supply of skilled labor. To address this challenge, Namibia needs 
to invest more in education, both in basic education and in tech-
nical and vocational education training (TVET). 95% of Namib-
ian children have access to education but education outcomes 
remain poor, contributing to exclusion as well as the skills mis-
match. The gross enrolment ratio sometimes reaches 109% in 
primary school, but declines to 65% in secondary schools and 
less than 10% in tertiary institutions. Nearly 21.5% of teachers 
are not qualified and the majority of these teach in early grades 
of primary education (2016). Completion rates in TVET are only 
60%, and at university level 50%, due to the weak capacity of 
students leaving school, and the socioeconomic challenges 
that students face.

The health sector has made good progress as maternal mor-
tality fell from 449 (in 2006) to 385/100 000 live births in 2013, 
while infant mortality declined from 46/1 000 to 39/1 000 and 
under 5 mortality from 69/1 000 to 54/1 000 between 2006 and 
2013. Teenage pregnancies accounted for 15.4% of pregnan-
cies (in 2014-15) and 10.1% of maternal deaths. 87% of all births 
occur in health facilities and 88% are attended by skilled birth 
attendants, while 94% of the health facilities provide prevention 
of mother-to-child transmission (PMTCT) services. The propor-
tion of HIV-exposed infants who receive ARVs has risen to 91%, 
and the incidence of PMTCT has fallen from 5% in 2013 to 3% 
in 2015. 

The Government’s health priority is to control epidemics of com-
municable diseases, including HIV/AIDS and malaria. Currently, 
health adjusted life expectancy (HALE) is estimated at 58 years. 
HIV/AIDS prevalence in pregnant women fell from a peak of 
22% in 2002 to 17.2% in 2016. However, 29% of young women 
live with HIV as compared to only 8% of young men. Although 
ranked among the four countries with the highest prevalence 
of TB, Namibia’s treatment success rate was 87% in 2015-16. 
There has been a significant drop in both malaria morbidity and 
mortality, from 29.6/100 000 population in 2006 to 0.9 /100 000 
in 2013 (Ministry of Health, 2016). Namibia funds more than 75% 
of its total health expenditures through domestic resources. In 
FY 2018/19 the Government planned to allocate 10.2% of the 
budget to the health sector (still below the 15% of budget target 
agreed in Abuja). 

Poverty reduction, social protection and labor 
Namibia has reduced poverty at one of the fastest rates in 
Africa, though income inequality remains high. About 17.2% 
of Namibians were estimated to be living on less than USD 
1.9 per day in 2017, which represented a fall of 52% relative 
to 2002-2003 and 37.3% relative to 2009-2010. Some 40.6% 
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of the population live below the lower middle-income country 
threshold of USD 3.2 per day. Poverty is higher in rural areas 
(27%) than in urban areas (10%); higher among women (22%) 
than men (16%); and high among old age pensioners (44%), and 
subsistence farmers (39%). 16% of Namibians are categorized 
as ‘working poor’. While poverty has seen a remarkable decline, 
income inequality remains persistent. Namibia has a Gini coef-
ficient of 0.572 and inequality has declined by only 5% relative 
to 2009/10. If adjusted for inequality, Namibia’s HDI score of 
0.64 drops to 0.415, a loss of 35.2%. Food poverty also remains 
a challenge. While there has been some decline, nearly 5.8% 
of the population remain unable to buy the minimum calorie 
requirement of 1 200 kcal/day. Another challenge is the high 
level of unemployment (34.0% in 2016). Unemployment is par-
ticularly high among young adults (43.4%) and women (58.5%) 
relative to men (29.8%), and in rural areas (39.2%) relative to 
urban areas (30.3%). 

Over the years, redistributive policies (including progressive 
income tax, zero rating of basic food commodities consumed 
by the poor, and incremental adjustment of social grants) have 
been introduced to reduce poverty and inequality. Measures 
have also been put in place to increase the coverage of social 
programmes. At the end of 2017, 204 621 persons were receiv-
ing the old age and disability grant, while 344 055 children ben-
efited from one of four child grants. In addition, 365 854 learn-
ers benefited from school feeding programmes. However, not 
all needy people have access to social welfare grants. Some 
lack adequate documentation or information, or fall through the 
cracks of a social protection system in which policies, strategies 
and resources for eradicating poverty are managed in an unco-
ordinated manner by different entities. Better co-ordination, 
even the merging of the ministries that administer social grants, 
as well as a robust social protection policy, are required. 

Affordable housing is also recognized to be a critical compo-
nent of efforts to address poverty and improve welfare stan-
dards. The Government has estimated that 74% of Namibians 
cannot afford conventional housing; those in low- and mid-
dle-income brackets are particularly affected. It proposes in the 
next national development plan (NDP 5) to accelerate housing 
delivery by promoting stakeholder involvement and developing 
alternative models of house construction. In 2016, the Govern-
ment launched a blueprint on poverty eradication and wealth 
creation, which emphasizes the need for inclusive growth to 
address severe poverty and inequality. 

The country’s ‘war on poverty’ has stimulated the creation of 
food banks and doubled old age pensions under the Govern-
ment’s Harambee Prosperity Plan (HPP) for the period 2016 
to 2020, from NAD 600 per month in 2014 to NAD 1 250 per 

month in 2018. In the 2016/17 mid-term review of the budget, 
the Government announced plans to implement targeted mea-
sures to reduce poverty and vulnerability by conducting expen-
diture reviews to strengthen social safety nets and increase 
efficiency. 

Gender equality 
Concerted policy efforts to reduce gender disparities have 
borne fruit. In 2016, Namibia rose two places to rank 14 out of 
144 countries on the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender 
Gap Index (compared to 16 out of 142 countries in 2015). It is 
third in Africa after Rwanda and Burundi. Gender parity has 
been achieved at all education levels. In 2015, women managed 
27% of all firms, exceeding the average in both Africa (15%) and 
middle income countries (17%). The 2016 Mo Ibrahim Index 
of African Governance rated Namibia the fifth most improved 
country on gender during the period 2006-2015. Women hold 
37.7% of parliamentary seats. In spite of this progress, chal-
lenges remain. The country has high rates of gender based 
violence and child marriage. In 2016, Namibia had a gender 
inequality index of 0.474, placing it 108 out of 159 countries. To 
address remaining challenges, it will be important to accelerate 
implementation of gender-responsive budgeting and strengthen 
the co-ordination mechanism for national gender policy. 

THEMATIC ANALYSIS: 
INFRASTRUCTURE FINANCING 

Namibia has one of the lowest population densities in the world; 
only Mongolia and Greenland have lower densities. The popula-
tion of roughly 2.3 million is dispersed over an area of 823 680 
km2, producing a population density of 2.8 persons per km2. 
This has implications for the provision and cost of infrastruc-
ture. Despite the vastness of the country, Namibia’s infrastruc-
ture scores comparatively well in the World Economic Forum’s 
Global Competitiveness Reports. It ranked 45 out of 137 coun-
tries in the 2017-2018 report for the quality of its overall infra-
structure, and even higher for quality of ports (26) and roads 
(31). The quality of its electricity supply and railway infrastruc-
ture were ranked lower in comparative terms (51 for both), while 
fixed telephone lines and mobile telephone subscriptions under-
performed (ranked 87). Namibia seeks to become the regional 
logistics hub of Southern Africa, and to that end has an ambi-
tions infrastructure development programme.

Access to safe water has increased. 92.9% of all households 
had safe water in 2016 compared to 87.2% in 2001; rural areas 
benefited particularly (access in rural areas rose from 79.9% to 
85%). The provision of sanitation has also improved. Over the 
same period, the share of households without toilet facilities 
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dropped from 54.2% to 45.7%. However, while the proportion 
of rural households without toilet facilities fell (from 78.3% to 
70.0%), the proportion of urban households without toilet facil-
ities increased by 8% (from 17.4% to 26.0%). This increase can 
be explained by the inability of local authorities to keep pace 
with rural-urban migration. The Government plans to build 30 
000 rural toilets during the Harambee Prosperity Plan (2016/17 
to 2019/20) and to end the use of bucket-systems in Namibia.
The Government aims to provide 100% of the population with 
safe water by the 2020s. It has invested heavily in new water 
infrastructure by constructing the Neckartaldam in the south of 
the country, which will be used for irrigation and water supply, 
and drilling new boreholes in Windhoek to access water aqui-
fers and refill water aquifers for storage. The Government is also 
considering building a desalination plant on the coast to supply 
water to the central areas and Windhoek, complementing the 
existing private plant.

In 2015, the national electricity grid connected 34% of rural and 
75% of urban households. The Government plans to increase 
coverage to 50% by 2020 and to connect all schools and health 
facilities to the grid. Namibia’s installed electricity generation 
capacity amounts to some 490MW, but peak demand cur-
rently exceeds 650MW and is expected to grow to 755MW by 
2022. Furthermore, domestic generation capacity relies heav-
ily on hydropower (max. 347MW), which in turn depends on 
the water level of the Kunene river. Seasonal variations mean 
that power cannot be generated at full capacity throughout the 
year. Namibia therefore imports about 63% of its total elec-
tricity demand from countries in the region. To reduce import 
dependency and exploit to the full renewable energy sources 
(solar, wind, biomass from invader bush), the national electricity 
utility Nampower has signed 18 power purchase agreements 
with independent power producers. They have started to build 
solar plants and wind parks to generate capacity of 171MW 
at an estimated cost of NAD 4.2 billion. In parallel, Nampower 
is supporting construction of a gas-fired power station in the 
south west of the country to take advantage of offshore gas 
fields. The plant’s generation capacity is currently expected to 
generate 442.5MW for an estimated investment cost of NAD9.4 
billion, which could rise to 850MW if off-take agreements with 
neighbouring countries materialize. In order to attract additional 
private investment to the energy sector, in July 2017 the Govern-
ment approved an energy policy and a renewable energy policy, 
providing a legal and regulatory framework as well as guidelines 
for private investors in the sector.

Namibia also has two deep water ports operated by the Namibia 
Ports Authority. The Walvis Bay port is currently being expanded 
to increase its container handling capacity from about 350 000 
twenty-foot equivalent units to about 1 million TEUs. Land recla-
mation and construction of the necessary facilities are expected 
to be completed toward the end of 2018. In addition, a new port 
north of Walvis Bay is under construction to accommodate bulk 
shipments and fuel storage. 

Namibia’s has 46 000 km of roads, most of which are gravelled. 
Some 6 000 km are upgraded to bitumen standard. To achieve 
the status of a regional logistic hub, substantial investment in 
roads will be required to accommodate additional demand for 
transport services. The Government is therefore rehabilitat-
ing and extending the road network. Major ongoing projects 
include a two-lane freeway between Windhoek and Okahandja 
and a dual-lane road to the Hosea Kutako International Airport. 
Other roads at the coast and in the east of the country are being 
upgraded to bitumen standard to reduce traffic on existing 
trunk routes. Between 2016 and 2022 the Government plans to 
upgrade about 1 000 km of roads to bitumen standard and 500 
km to gravel standard, while some 2 300 km and 4 800 km will 
be re-sealed and re-gravelled respectively.

Though it was rated 51 out of 137 countries in the latest Global 
Competitiveness Report, the railway infrastructure requires fur-
ther investments. Namibia still uses the narrow Cape gauge. 
The railway network has been expanded to the north central 
areas and up to the Angolan border at Oshikango. It extends 
over about 2 700 km. About 50% of the network complies with 
SADC’s 18.5 tonne axle load standard; other sections can only 
carry 16.5 tonnes or less. The Government has increased its 
investment in the railway network with the objective of upgrad-
ing it to SADC standards in terms of axle load but also average 
speed, which is currently uncompetitive with road transport. 
According to NDP 5, 70% of the railway network should comply 
with SADC axle load standards by 2022. The Governments of 
Namibia and Botswana have been in consultation about the 
construction of a 1 500 km trans-Kalahari railway line to connect 
the coal deposits in Botswana to the port of Walvis Bay. A feasi-
bility study was conducted, but no final decision has been taken.
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Since 2016, Namibia is linked internationally through the West 
Africa cable system (WACS), which provides faster internet and 
higher bandwidth. The WACS lands in Swakopmund and con-
nects Namibia but also Botswana internationally. Mobile phone 
coverage now extends to 95% of the population; mobile phone 
subscriptions have risen to 119 per 100 people. However, in 
2015 only 21% of the population, and only 25% of schools and 
13% of health facilities were covered by broadband infrastruc-
ture. The Government intends to roll out broadband coverage to 
cover 100% of schools, 90% of the population and 80% of health 
facilities by 2022. The mobile phone market is currently domi-
nated by one player, while a second company struggles to make 
meaningful inroads. The Government holds a majority holding in 
both providers, but might offer a stake in the dominant player to 
the public. The communication regulatory authority of Namibia 
has granted new licenses and it is expected that a new mobile 
phone operator will have entered the market by June 2018.

With the exception of the electricity and ICT sector, private 
investment in physical infrastructure is very limited. This is likely 
to change, because the Government has put in place policies 
and a legal framework for public private partnerships and has 
established a PPP unit in the Ministry of Finance. The upgrade 
of the Hosea Kutako International Airport at Windhoek could 
become the first major PPP project, since the Government cur-
rently lacks the resources to finance this investment. The cur-
rent tight fiscal situation is expected to stimulate the Govern-
ment to seek alternative ways of financing the country’s huge 
infrastructure needs. 


