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1.1  Africa’s Recent Performance
On the whole, African countries showed good performance in 
2012. North Africa returned to some growth, reversing the sharp 
decline caused by the revolution, while Sub-Saharan Africa 
continued to reap the benefits of the natural resource boom. 
Sustained policy improvements were a key factor. 

Real GDP Growth. Africa’s growth in 2012 is estimated at 6.6 
percent—up from 3.5 percent in 2011 (Figure 1.1)—though with 
considerable variation across regions and countries. The recovery 
and output expansion in Libya, as its oil returned to market, had 
an important impact on Africa’s average performance, raising 
overall growth by an estimated 2 percent. In its absence, aver-
age growth would have been lower than 5 percent. On the other 
hand, five countries had negative growth in 2012, mostly due to 
escalation in domestic instability including armed insurrection 
and political unrest. When excluded, the remainder of Africa 
averaged growth close to 7 percent. Excluding South Africa (2.5 
percent), which accounts for over a third of the sub-region’s out-
put, growth in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) exceeded 6 percent. The 
natural resource boom—with high commodity prices and large 
export volumes—was a major factor in Africa’s growth overall 
(Figure 1.2). For example, oil-exporting countries grew 8.7 percent 

(compared to only 2.8 percent in 2011). Net oil-importers, on the 
other hand, grew only 3.9 percent (against 4.3 percent in 2011). 
Africa’s rapid pace of urbanization and its expanding middle 
class together also underpin the resilience of domestic demand.

Following the sharp decline in 2011 associated with the Arab 
Spring, North Africa rebounded strongly in 2012. Libya grew 
95.5 percent (reversing the contraction of 50 percent in 2011) 
as full oil production and other economic activities resumed. 
Tunisia grew 3.3 percent as its economy, especially tourism, 
began a slow recovery. There was also growth in more popu-
lous Egypt (2.2 percent) and Algeria (2.5 percent) as well as in 
oil-importing Morocco (3.2 percent).

The largest economy in West and Central Africa, Nigeria, grew 
6.6 percent, with telecommunications, construction, and agri-
culture as well as oil providing impetus. Reflecting the commod-
ity boom, Ghana grew 7.1 percent, while Equatorial Guinea and 
Gabon grew more than 5 percent on higher oil prices.

East Africa grew at 4.5 percent, aided by increases in 
domestic demand, especially investments in infrastructure, 
 mining,  construction, and information and communications 
 technologies.

In 2012, Africa continued to demonstrate considerable resilience to external shocks, 

while it also benefited from high commodity prices. This chapter provides a brief overview of 

Africa’s performance during this year, including the causes of regional variation, and takes a look 

at its medium-term prospects.

Source: AfDB Statistics Department.
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Figure 1.1
Africa’s Economic Growth: The Big Picture  

Source: AfDB Statistics Department.
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In Southern Africa, growth in 2012 was only moderate. South 
Africa, the regional growth motor, grew by only 2.5 percent in 2012 
(down from 3.5 percent in 2011) under the impact of high unem-
ployment and labour unrest. Angola, Mozambique, and Zambia 
grew on average by over 7.5 percent with the commodity boom. 

Macroeconomic Performance. Average inflation in Africa, at 9.1 per-
cent in 2012, was slightly higher than 2011 (Figure 1.3) and above 
that of comparable regions in the developing world, where inflation 
was about 6 percent, and the Eurozone, where it was only about 2 
percent. In contrast to past decades, African inflation was mostly 
below 10 percent during the 2000s, a reflection of the strength 
of macroeconomic management in recent years. However, a fur-
ther downward trend in inflation is projected in the medium term, 
reflecting generally weak global demand, anti-inflation policies 
pursued by some African governments, and the fading impact of 
the drought that ravaged parts of the continent in 2011.

Source: AfDB Statistics Department.

(e): estimates
(p): projections

Figure 1.3
Average Inflation in Africa and other Regions (%) 
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Source: AfDB Statistics Department.

(e): estimates
(p): projections

Figure 1.4
Oil-exporting African Countries: surplus/deficit  
(% of GDP)
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Figure 1.5
Oil-importing African Countries: twin deficits  
(% of GDP)
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Figure 1.6
External Financial Resources  
(USD billion)
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Africa’s fiscal balances moderated in 2012 (Figures 1.4 and 
1.5)—with deficits averaging 2.5 percent of GDP (down from 
3.1 percent in 2011)—but with big differences between (net) oil 
importers (averaging 4.9 percent) and oil exporters (averag-
ing only 0.8 percent). High commodity prices helped boost 
government revenues in oil- and metal-exporting countries, 
but also enabled them to increase government outlays on fuel 
subsidies, among others. Reflecting the commodity boom, 
Africa’s current account was robust, with real exports growing 
6.9 percent (even as the terms of trade for Africa as a whole 
deteriorated as commodity prices moderated while those for 
manufactures rose). Current account surpluses of oil exporters 
Libya, Congo, Nigeria, Algeria, Angola, and Gabon increased 
over 7 percent, while those of mineral exporters Botswana and 
Zambia were lower, at about 6.5 percent. On account of higher 
import costs for oil and food, the rest of Africa had large cur-
rent account deficits. 

External Financing. Despite the sovereign debt crisis in the 
Eurozone, net aid flows to Africa have not fallen in absolute 
terms (Figure 1.6). However, because of the global economic 
slowdown and fiscal difficulties in many donor countries, aid 
flows are expected either to stabilize at current levels or decline 
in the near term. Net foreign direct investment flows remained 
fairly high (USD 42.7 billion in 2011, the latest year for which 
there is sufficient data), though lower than the peak of close 
to USD 60 billion in 2008. Remittances grew to USD 41.8 billion 
in 2011 (from USD 38.5 billion in 2010).

1.2  Africa’s Economic Prospects 
Africa’s medium-term prospects are favourable: commodity 
prices will continue to be good, though not reaching recent 
peaks, FDI flows will continue to be high in response to the 
decreasing macro-risk associated with the African economies, 
South-South trade and investment, and good policy frame-
works. Risks include domestic political instability and external 
price and weather shocks. 

Africa’s GDP is expected to grow by 4.8 percent in 2013, slightly 
higher than 2012, adjusted for the Libyan effect discussed above. 
Growth will be underpinned by:

•  expanding domestic demand;
•  moderate to high commodity prices;
•  increasing South-South trade and investment; and
•  investment in energy and transport infrastructure, telecom-

munications, and social services. 

A number of formerly fragile countries in both West and East 
Africa are expected to perform well, with positive impacts on 
their regions (Map 1.1). 
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Source: AfDB Statistics Department.

Map 1.1
Africa’s Growth Projections, 2013, by Sub-region 

Inflation is expected to recede to single digits in most countries 
(averaging about 7.4 percent overall), owing to anti-inflation 
policies and projected bountiful harvests in many parts of the 
continent. Given narrow tax bases, however, revenue genera-
tion will remain a challenge for many countries. A number of 
countries are already exploring innovative approaches to raising 
resources for domestic investment, especially for infrastructure. 
Nigeria, Ghana, Senegal, Kenya, Namibia, and Zambia have 
gone to global markets, and will be followed by many others.

Despite robust recent performance, Africa continues to face 
risks and vulnerabilities, including:

• domestic political instability;
• derailed or postponed fiscal reforms; and
•  protracted industrial disputes, partly arising from perceived 

domestic inequalities.

Adverse weather conditions could also again undermine growth 
in some countries. And globally, Africa cannot insulate itself 
from the risks tied to sluggish recovery, nor the slowdown in 
emerging economies including China. The risks need to be 
addressed, experience has shown that if ignored they could 
erode confidence and reverse progress.

1.3  Africa’s Progress Towards 
Achieving Millennium 
Development Goals 

MDGs are still a work in progress. Although most African coun-
tries will not attain them, a key benefit has been the incorpora-
tion of the MDG toolkit into their policy frameworks, enabling 
efforts to proceed after 2015. 

Africa’s recent economic performance has enhanced its chanc-
es of reaching some Millennium Development Goals. The 
MDG Report 2012, a joint publication by the Bank, Economic 
Commission for Africa, African Union and the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP), notes that most African 
countries have made progress on a number of MDG goals and 
targets, even though many will not be met by 2015 (Table 1.1). 
The Report notes that progress on several indicators is accel-
erating: universal primary education—total enrolment is now 
above 80 percent, with gender parity—though quality remains 
poor, and many countries will likely not meet school-completion 
targets. Gender equality has received a boost from unlikely 
quarters, including women ascending to top positions in gov-
ernments and as members of parliaments, even in some fragile 
states. Attendance at tertiary levels, especially in the sciences, 
remains skewed in favour of men, although the share of women 
employment outside agriculture is increasing. 

Progress has been made on environmental sustainability, at least 
in terms of minimizing greenhouse-gas emissions and reduc-
ing the local consumption of ozone-depleting substances. But 
few countries have established full-fledged reforestation plans.

Though many of these targets will not be met, there has been 
progress in:

•  maternal health;
•  child mortality;
•  eradication of extreme poverty and hunger; and
•  combating the disease burden, including HIV/AIDS and  malaria.

For example, poverty in Sub-Saharan Africa—measured as sub-
sisting on less than USD 1.25 a day—declined from 56.5 percent 
in 1990 to 47.5 percent in 2008, with more recent data for indi-
vidual countries showing further improvement. Furthermore, 
HIV/AIDS is declining, especially in Southern Africa, as behav-
iours change and antiretroviral therapies become more avail-
able. Looking ahead, resources will be crucial to ensure further 
improvements and to address the post-MDG agenda. The 
MDG Report 2012 argues that ultimately African countries will 
have to transform their economies in ways that support inclu-
sive growth, while generating enough domestic resources to 
reduce dependency on external financing, and the implications 
of its variability.

Africa
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Goal and Target
(from the Millennium Declaration) Status Remark
Goal 1
Eradicate extreme poverty
and hunger

Off track $1.25-a-day poverty in Africa (excluding North Africa) 
declined from 56.5 percent to 47.5 percent during 
1990–2008

Goal 2
Achieve universal primary education

On track:  
net enrolment

Average enrolment exceeds 80 percent: issues of 
quality remain

Most countries are not expected to meet the 
completion target

Goal 3
Promote gender equality and empower women

On track Good progress at primary level but weak parity at 
secondary and tertiary levels of education. Share of 
women employed outside agriculture is increasing
 
High representation in parliaments including in 
fragile states

Goal 4
Reduce child mortality

Off track Declining, but slowly

Goal 5
Improve maternal health

Off track Declining, but slowly

Goal 6
Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases

Off track Changes in behaviors and access to antiretroviral 
therapy are having a positive impact on HIV/AIDS 
prevalence, especially in Southern Africa. Malaria-
related deaths have declined by a third since 2000, 
but the disease continues to be a serious scourge. 
The overall disease burden in Africa remains high in 
absolute terms and compared to other regions

Goal 7
Ensure environmental sustainability

On track:  
improved water supply

Few countries have reforestation plans

Emissions minimal for most countries with little 
increase

Most countries reduced consumption of ozone 
depleting substances by more than 50 percent

Source: Based on “Table 1 Africa’s MDGs Performance at a Glance, 2012” in MDG Report 2012, co-authored by African Development Bank, Economic Commission for Africa, African Union, and 
United Nations Development Programme.

Table 1.1
Africa’s Progress on MDG Goals/Targets 
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