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KEY MESSAGES

• Africa’s GDP is expected to grow by 3.4 percent in 2021 after shrinking by 2.1 percent
in 2020 because of the COVID–19 pandemic. This recovery will mark the end of the worst
recession in more than half a century and will be underpinned by an expected resumption of
tourism, a rebound in commodity prices, and a rollback of pandemic-induced restrictions.

• The pandemic’s economic impact varies across countries. Tourism-dependent economies
are projected to recover from an 11.5 percent decline in 2020 to grow 6.2 percent in 2021; oil-
exporting countries, from a 1.5 percent decline to grow 3.1 percent; other resource-intensive
economies, from a 4.7 percent decline to grow 3.1 percent; and non-resource-intensive countries,
from a 0.9 percent decline to grow 4.1 percent.

• Africa’s macroeconomic fundamentals have been weakened by the pandemic. Fiscal
deficits are estimated to have doubled in 2020 to a historical high of 8.4 percent of GDP. Debt
burdens are likely to rise by 10 to 15 percentage points in the short to medium term. Exchange
rate fluctuations have been elevated, and inflation has inched up, with external financial inflows
heavily disrupted.

• COVID–19 effects could reverse hard-won gains in poverty reduction over the past two
decades. Revised estimates show that up to 38.7 million more Africans could slide into extreme
poverty in 2020–21, pushing up the total to 465.3 million people, or 34.4 percent of the African
population, in 2021. The estimated cost of bringing their income up to at least the poverty line is
about $7.8 billion in 2020 and $4.5 billion in 2021. Inequality is likely to increase, and school closures
could have long-lasting consequences for human capital accumulation and productivity growth.

• Lockdowns have been effective in curbing COVID–19 infections in Africa but at the
expense of economic activities. African countries with more stringent lockdown restrictions
have experienced fewer COVID–19 cases than others. However, the estimated effect of lockdown
restrictions is modest compared with that in other regions.

• Policy priorities to accelerate Africa’s transformation to a more resilient, inclusive, and
sustainable postpandemic recovery include:

• Continuing support for the health sector to consolidate gains in the fight against the pandemic.
• Effectively using monetary and fiscal support to underpin the economic recovery where

policy space remains available.
• Expanding social safety nets and making growth more equitable to address increasing

poverty.
• Scaling up active labor market policies to retool the workforce for the future of work.
• Intensifying structural transformation through digitalization and economic diversification to

build resilience.
• Fostering regional and multinational cooperation to ensure sustained and widespread recovery.

AFRICA’S GROWTH 
PERFORMANCE AND 
OUTLOOK AMID THE 
COVID–19 PANDEMIC
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Since July 2020, 
capital flight has 

reversed in Africa, 
and sovereign 
bond spreads 

continue to narrow

MACROECONOMIC 
PERFORMANCE AND 
PROSPECTS

Africa’s GDP is projected to recover in 
2021 after shrinking by 2.1 percent 
in 2020
Africa suffered its worst recession in more than 
50 years in 2020 due to the COVID–19 pan-
demic, as its GDP declined by 2.1 percent. But 
it is expected to increase by 3.4 percent in 2021. 
GDP per capita is estimated to have contracted 
by 10 percent in nominal terms in 2020. Because 
of the pandemic’s lower-than-expected impact 
on Africa,1 the recession in 2020 was not as 
severe as the Bank projected earlier. Africa suf-
fered fewer economic losses from the pandemic 
than other regions of the world (figure 1.1). Sim-
ilarly, the fatality rates per million people have 
been relatively modest in relation to other regions 
(figure 1.2).

The global economy is expected to have 
shrunk 4.4 percent in 2020, less severe than the 
4.9 percent contraction the International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF) forecast at the onset of the cri-
sis.2 The better-than-anticipated growth reflects 
the second- and third-quarter GDP performance 
in advanced and emerging-market economies, 
especially China, after lockdown measures 
were scaled back and prospects brightened for 

COVID–19 vaccines and therapeutics. The IMF 
now projects 5.2 percent global growth in 2021.

Leading indicators point to a recovery of 
economic activity. Indicators of business con-
fidence around the world, such as the industrial 
production indexes and the purchasing manag-
ers indexes, especially for Africa’s major trading 
partners, have picked up in the third and fourth 
quarters of 2020. High-frequency leading indica-
tors such as major trading partners’ stock market 
indexes have rebounded from declines that 
exceeded 50 percent between March and May 
2020 (figure 1.3). Commodity prices — especially 
energy and metals — recovered from the mid-2020 
decline but remain subdued (figure 1.4).

The high volatility in global financial markets in 
the first half of 2020 stabilized towards the end of 
2020 (see figure 1.3). Increasingly accommodative 
monetary policy by major central banks around 
the world (figure 1.5) has helped stem the capital 
flight from Africa that occurred at the peak of the 
crisis (figure 1.6). Since July 2020, capital flight has 
reversed in Africa, and sovereign bond spreads con-
tinue to narrow from the more than 700 basis points 
that prevailed in March and April 2020 (figure 1.7).

Healthcare systems have improved in many 
countries, thanks to increased investments; digi-
talization has ramped up in the wake of the crisis; 
and social protection schemes have broadened 
their coverage to include previously neglected 

FIGURE 1.1 Depth of recession, Africa and other regions, 2018–22
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The average 
GDP decline 
of 2.1 percent 
in 2020 and 
projected recovery 
to 3.4 percent 
growth in 2021 
mask significant 
heterogeneity

groups (for example, the reach of cash transfer 
programs expanded after the programs began to 
distribute funds through mobile money accounts 
in Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, The Gambia, Lesotho, 
Madagascar, and Namibia). But debt levels 
are expected to rise sharply, and if they are not 
addressed promptly, some countries might find 
themselves with a debt burden they cannot serv-
ice (a “debt overhang”), which might slow recovery 
in the medium term (see chapters 2 and 3).

Growth performance varies by 
regions and economic characteristics
Africa’s growth performance and recovery pros-
pects vary across regions and economic group-
ings (table A1.1 in annex 1.1). The average GDP 
decline of 2.1 percent in 2020 and projected 
recovery to 3.4 percent growth in 2021 mask sig-
nificant heterogeneity (figures 1.8 and 1.9).

East Africa  seems to be the most resilient region, 
thanks to less reliance on primary commodities 
and greater diversification.3 It enjoyed 5.3 per-
cent growth in 2019 and an estimated 0.7 percent 
growth in 2020. In 2021, growth of real GDP is 
projected at 3.0 percent, and in 2022, 5.6 per-
cent. The top performers in 2021 would be Dji-
bouti (9.9 percent), Kenya (5.0 percent), Tanzania 
(4.1 percent), and Rwanda (3.9 percent).

Southern Africa  is the region that was hardest 
hit by the pandemic, with an economic contrac-
tion of 7.0 percent in 2020. It is projected to grow 
by 3.2 percent in 2021 and 2.4 percent in 2022.

GDP in West Africa  is estimated to have con-
tracted by 1.5 percent in 2020, better than the 
initial projection of a 4.3 percent decline in June 

FIGURE 1.3 Stock market indicators and investors sentiment improving, January 2019–
November 2020
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FIGURE 1.2 COVID–19 deaths per million, by region, 2020
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Commodity prices 
recovered from the 

mid-2020 decline 
but remain subdued

2020, partly due to the relatively limited spread of 
the virus in the region. Many West African countries 
maintained positive growth in 2020 thanks to more 
targeted and less restrictive lockdowns — including 
Benin (2.3 percent), Côte d’Ivoire (1.8 percent), 
and Niger (1.2 percent). Other countries such as 
Cabo Verde (–8.9 percent), Liberia (–3.1 percent), 
and Nigeria (–3 percent) were in recession in 2020. 

Growth in the region is projected at 2.8 percent in 
2021 and 3.9 percent in 2022, as lockdowns are 
eased and commodity prices rebound.

In Central Africa,  real GDP is estimated to have 
contracted 2.7 percent in 2020. Countries sig-
nificantly impacted by the crisis in the subregion 
include Cameroon (–2.4 percent), Republic of Congo 

FIGURE 1.4 Commodity price indices, January 2019–November 2020
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FIGURE 1.5 Central bank policy rates headed for zero, January 2019–November 2020
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Bond and equity 
flows plummeted 
in March

(–7.9 percent), Democratic Republic of Congo 
(–1.7 percent), and Equatorial Guinea (–6.1 percent). 
Growth is projected to recover to 3.2 percent in 
2021 and 4 percent in 2022 in Central Africa.

The economies of North Africa  contracted by an 
estimated 1.1 percent in 2020, propped up mainly 

by Egypt, which maintained 3.6 percent growth 
despite the relatively severe health impact of the 
virus in the country. Other countries contracted sig-
nificantly in 2020, including Tunisia (–8.8 percent), 
Morocco (–5.9 percent), and Algeria (–4.7 percent). 
The effects of COVID–19, internal conflict, and a 
drop in oil prices caused an estimated 60.3 percent 

FIGURE 1.6 Bond and equity flows plummeted in March (December 2019–October 2020)
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FIGURE 1.7 The EMBI Global Africa spread, after spiking in March, returned to 600 basis points 
by November (November 2019–November 2020)
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Tourism-dependent 
economies are 

estimated to have 
experienced the 
sharpest decline 

in growth in 2020, 
–11.5 percent

contraction of real GDP in Libya. North Africa is 
projected to experience robust recovery of 4 per-
cent in 2021 and 6 percent in 2022.

Similarly, Africa’s growth performance varies 
across country groups depending on structural 
characteristics.

Tourism-dependent economies  are esti-
mated to have experienced the sharpest decline 
in growth in 2020, –11.5 percent for the group, 
which includes, among others, Mauritius (–15 per-
cent), Seychelles (–12 percent), and Cabo Verde 
(–8.9 percent). The group is expected to bounce 

FIGURE 1.8 Growth contracted most for tourism-dependent countries, least for low-income 
countries
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FIGURE 1.9 Growth’s decline was steepest in Southern Africa, 2020–21
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The projected 
growth recovery of 
3.4 percent in 2021 
and 4.0 percent in 
2022 is subject to 
high uncertainty

back in 2021 with a projected growth rate of 
6.8 percent, assuming that the pandemic is sub-
dued, permitting a resumption of international 
travel and tourism.

GDP in oil-exporting countries  is estimated to 
have contracted by 1.5 percent in 2020, due to 
the collapse in oil demand and prices, with Libya 
(–60.3 percent), Equatorial Guinea (–6.1 percent), 
Algeria (–4.7 percent), Angola (–4.5 percent), 
Nigeria (–3.0 percent) suffering the most. The 
recovery in 2021 is projected at 3.1 percent, fol-
lowing an expected modest recovery in oil prices.

Other resource-intensive economies  are esti-
mated to have contracted by 4.7 percent in 2020 
because of a drop in metal and mineral prices due 
to lower demand. Botswana (–8.9 percent), South 
Africa (–8.2 percent), Zambia (–4.9 percent), and 
Liberia (–3.1 percent) were particularly hard hit. 
Growth is projected to recover to 3.1 percent in 
2021.

Growth in non-resource-intensive econo-
mies  is estimated to have contracted by 0.9 per-
cent in 2020. This group was least affected by 
the crisis, thanks to diversified economic struc-
tures and earlier strong public investments. Most 
of these countries entered the pandemic from a 
position of strength, with average GDP growth of 
5.3 percent in 2019, and many did not implement 
stringent lockdown measures in 2020. Countries 
that maintained growth in 2020 include Ethio-
pia (6.1 percent), Benin (2.3 percent), Tanzania 
(2.1 percent), and Côte d’Ivoire (1.8 percent). This 
group is expected to rebound in 2021 with growth 
of 4.1 percent.

Headwinds and tailwinds to the 
Outlook

The outlook for growth recovery is subject to 
headwinds and significant tailwinds
The projected growth recovery of 3.4 percent in 
2021 and 4.0 percent in 2022 is subject to high 
uncertainty. New waves of the COVID–19 infections 
could require reimposition of severe containment 
measures — such as lockdowns and quarantines — 
that would retard or derail the recovery process. 

Downside economic and social factors include the 
risks of social tensions, debt overhang, extreme 
weather events, subdued commodity prices, 
weaker tourism and remittances, and financial 
market volatility that impedes capital flows.

But the projected recovery could be better than 
anticipated if effective vaccines become available 
and universally accessible sooner than expected 
and if countries’ efforts at structural transforma-
tion, including digitalization and work-from-home 
settings, continue to be intensified.

Tailwinds and upside factors
The recovery will likely be better than expected if:
• Universal access to safe and effective COVID–

19 therapeutics and vaccines occurs (box 1.1) 
and if vaccine availability permits activity to 
return to prepandemic levels, boosting con-
sumer and business confidence, consumption, 
and investments.

• The modest fiscal stimulus packages deployed 
by African governments can be sustained 
through 2021, so additional aggregate demand 
could help crowd in private investments and 
consumption.

• The accelerated digitalization in Africa resulting 
from pandemic-related containment measures 
continues to boost the productivity of human 
and physical capital in the private and public 
sectors.

Headwinds and downside risks
The projected recovery would be threatened by:
• Repeated COVID–19 waves, and slower- than-

expected progress on deploying safe and 
effective treatments and vaccines.

• Wary investor sentiment despite looser financ-
ing conditions (see figure 1.3) and only partially 
reversed capital flight from developing coun-
tries. High debt and liquidity shortfalls by Afri-
can sovereigns and corporates could tighten 
financing conditions for both.

• An increase in conflict-related events, which rose 
in 43 countries in 2020, bringing policy uncer-
tainty and dampening investor confidence.4

• Natural and weather-related catastrophes, 
such as the recent locust swarm, droughts, 
floods, cyclones, and the expected return of El 
Niño conditions to East Africa.
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• A sluggish rebound in tourism, remittances, 
and commodity prices, which could constrain 
public finances for tourism-dependent and 
oil-dependent economies.

• The projection assumes that oil prices rise from 
$41 per barrel in 2020 to $44 per barrel in 2021 
and to $50 per barrel in 2022 (still far below the 
pre pandemic price of $60 per barrel). It also 
assumes that remittance flows, which dropped 
by 9 percent in 2020, pick up and that tourism 
resumes.

MACROECONOMIC 
ENVIRONMENT AND 
FUNDAMENTALS

Fiscal, monetary, and financial sector 
developments

Exchange rate depreciations have continued
Significant currency depreciations observed 
in April (during the peak of the crisis) continued 
through the fourth quarter of 2020 (figure 1.10). For 

BOX 1.1 Fostering global partnerships for universal access to COVID–19 vaccines and treatments in Africa

Universal access to effective and affordable treatment and vaccines is critical to halt the course of the COVID–19 
pandemic. At the end of 2020, a few candidate vaccines that showed promising results were approved by reg-
ulators and were being administered, particularly to people in developed countries. Countries were scrambling 
to secure adequate supplies of vaccines even before regulatory approval. At the end of December 2020, more 
than half of all advance market commitments for COVID–19 vaccines had been made by high-income countries, 
possibly leaving African countries hard pressed to obtain much.

Accessibility for low-income groups requires collaboration among governments, the private sector, global 
health and multilateral agencies, and local communities. The COVAX initiative — a cost-sharing global alliance of 
more than 170 countries for COVID–19 treatment — aims to accelerate the development, production, and equitable 
access to COVID–19 vaccines for low-income economies that otherwise could not afford them. Other multilateral 
and global health agencies such as the United Nations and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation are stockpiling 
medical equipment, such as syringes and glass vials, to ensure effective vaccination programs in Africa.

But challenges remain, most importantly, producing vaccines fast enough for equitable distribution — which 
requires clockwork-like production, top-notch distribution networks, and efficient global coordination. Private 
philanthropic institutes are taking up the challenge. The Serum Institute of India has agreed to scale up produc-
tion of COVID–19 vaccines to supply low- and middle-income countries at affordable prices when regulatory 
restrictions are lifted. Governments and global health agencies could incentivize more pharmaceutical firms to 
do the same. Better yet, the region could collaborate with vaccine manufacturers and pharmaceutical compa-
nies to bring vaccine manufacturing closer to home, where possible. This would help reduce distribution costs 
and ensure timely supply, while building capacity within the region.

Authorities must intensify efforts to assure the public of vaccine safety with the buy-in of local communities 
and civic and religious leaders — as was done with polio vaccine in the 1990s. Multilateral agencies such as the 
African Development Bank can support regional institutions and governments to promote regional collaboration 
and peer-to-peer learning by health authorities in the deployment of effective measures.

While supply chain networks established at the start of the pandemic to distribute personal protective equip-
ment will prove useful for vaccine distribution, current available vaccines require special treatment and handling 
in transit and when being administered. This presents unprecedented logistical hurdles due to limited cold chain 
transport infrastructure and poor connectivity within Africa. Internationally, global courier services are working 
with governments to set up urgently needed distribution chains, but local preparedness is inadequate in most 
countries. Local governments must work with the private sector to establish specialized transport modes to 
reach less accessible communities. Local public health officials must be trained quickly to handle and admin-
ister vaccines effectively. The pandemic has highlighted the need to correct Africa’s weak health and transport 
infrastructure.
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Inflation in Africa 
is projected to 
moderate to 
9.0 percent in 2021

frontier market economies integrated into global 
financial markets, such as South Africa, recent 
depreciations can be attributed to sudden stops 
and reversals of capital flows. Exchange rate vol-
atility is particularly severe in tourism-dependent 
economies (such as Mauritius and Seychelles), 
and resource-intensive economies. High external 
debt service obligations (see chapter 2), dwin-
dling foreign reserves, and rising fiscal issues will 
prolong depreciation pressures for most African 
currencies.

Counterbalancing forces will keep 
inflation muted over the medium term
Inflation in Africa in 2020 was estimated at 
10.4 percent, almost the same as the 9.8 percent 
in 2019. It is projected to moderate to 9.0 per-
cent in 2021 (figure 1.11). The price level in Africa 
is subject to countervailing pressures. Upward 
price pressures arise from accommodative mon-
etary policy, the pass-through from exchange rate 
depreciation to prices, rising food prices because 
of low agricultural output, and increased produc-
tion and distribution costs due to supply-chain 
disruptions. Downside pressures include cheaper 
imported oil, increased precautionary savings 
due to perceived uncertainties, and the credible 

anchoring of inflation expectations in countries 
belonging to a currency union.

Accommodative monetary policy 
stance has been used to prop up 
liquidity
Monetary policies varied among countries prior to 
the pandemic. But the spread of COVID–19 has 
triggered a synchronization of policies, all of which 
are providing liquidity to ease the pandemic’s 
impact. African central banks have eased mon-
etary conditions with a variety of policy actions. 
Most central banks have cut monetary policy 
rates since January 2020 (figure 1.12). Central 
banks have also injected liquidity into the bank-
ing system, ranging from 0.5 percent of GDP in 
Angola to about 3.1 percent of GDP in Zambia.

Central banks have also used unconventional 
monetary and macroprudential tools, such as 
temporary suspension of loan payments by dis-
tressed firms and households. They have relaxed 
prudential constraints, for example, by reducing 
bank capital requirements. Other actions include 
the purchase of government securities (South 
Africa) and the delay of the transition to Basel III 
norms (the West African Economic and Monetary 
Union).

FIGURE 1.10 Exchange rate changes: January–November vs January–April in 2020
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FIGURE 1.11 Consumer price indices changes, January–September vs. January–April in 2020
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FIGURE 1.12 Monetary policy rate changes, January 2020 to September 2020
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The surge in fiscal deficits due to 
COVID–19 interventions is expected to 
moderate with the recovery
Fiscal deficits are estimated to have nearly dou-
bled, to 8.4 percent of GDP in 2020, from 4.6 per-
cent in 2019, because of heavy stimulus spend-
ing by many countries to alleviate the pandemic’s 
economic impact. The fiscal measures included 
above-the-line budgetary support through invest-
ments in health systems, expansion of social 
protection programs, and support to the pri-
vate sector, for example through tax relief. Some 
countries have also used below-the-line mea-
sures such as guarantees to support ailing busi-
nesses (see chapter 2). The average size of the 
fiscal stimulus packages deployed by countries is 
about 3 percent of GDP, but it varies significantly, 
from about 32 percent in Mauritius to 10 percent 
in South Africa to less than 1 percent in Tanzania 
(figure 1.13).

Besides the additional spending related to 
COVID–19 interventions, fiscal deficits in 2020 
were the result of revenue shortfalls for oil export-
ers, a narrowed tax base due to the economic 
contraction, and a decline in both imports and 
exports. Growing debt levels and debt service 
burdens (more than 20 percent of tax revenue for 

many countries) have squeezed available fiscal 
space for most countries, adding to gross financ-
ing needs. But the temporary debt service sus-
pension granted by G20 countries and the emer-
gency budget supports by multilateral institutions 
have helped alleviate the financing constraints 
(figure 1.14).

Modest fiscal consolidation measures are 
expected as economic activity resumes in 2021.

Macrofinancial regulatory 
forbearance has helped cushion the 
adverse effects of COVID–19 but 
raised financial vulnerabilities
COVID–19 has caused many businesses and 
households to face severe insolvency and illiquid-
ity constraints that hamper their ability to pay back 
maturing bank loans. Non-performing bank loans 
could lead to significant macrofinancial vulnerabil-
ities in the banking sector. Non-performing loans 
have increased the most in Angola, Republic of 
Congo, Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, and Zambia 
(figure 1.15). Prolonged forbearance of pruden-
tial rules and high levels of non-performing loans 
could be a major source of macrofinancial risk 
that could, in turn, derail the expected recovery. 
Financial market regulators must strike a balance 

FIGURE 1.13 Above-the-line measures and liquidity support, 2020
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The fiscal stimulus 
packages vary from 
about 32 percent 
in Mauritius to 
10 percent in 
South Africa to 
less than 1 percent 
in Tanzania
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Financial 
vulnerability 

can propagate 
and amplify 

the pandemic’s 
negative effects 

on the real sector 

between preserving financial stability, maintain-
ing a healthy banking system, and sustaining 
economic activity during the pandemic. This is a 
tricky but important assignment because financial 
vulnerability can propagate and amplify the pan-
demic’s negative effects on the real sector — what 
economists call the “financial accelerator”.5 Where 
loan restructuring is inevitable, regulators should 
work with banks to ensure that such processes 
are transparent, fair, and expeditiously completed.

Financial flows: Foreign direct 
investment, remittances, tourism, and 
official development assistance

Financial inflows have been disrupted but are 
expected to rebound
Financial inflows have been significantly disrupted 
by the pandemic. Major inflows, including foreign 
direct investment (FDI), portfolio investments, 
remittances and official development assistance 

FIGURE 1.14 Fiscal balance to GDP, by region
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FIGURE 1.15 Non-performing bank loans in total gross loans, 2018 and 2020
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FDI flows are 
estimated to 
have declined by 
18 percent, from 
$45.37 billion in 
2019 to an estimated 
$37.20 billion in 2020

(ODA), declined between 2019 and 2020 (figure 
1.16). FDI flows are estimated to have declined 
by 18 percent, from $45.37 billion in 2019 to an 
estimated $37.20 billion in 2020 — mainly due to 
heightened uncertainty in the investment climate. 
The decline in investment flows is broad-based, 
affecting all sectors, including tourism, leisure, 
energy, aviation, hospitality, and manufacturing.6

Portfolio investments completely reversed in 
2020 from a net inflow of $23 billion in 2019 to a 
net outflow of $27 billion in 2020, as investors liq-
uidated their investments in search of safer assets 
elsewhere. ODA is estimated to have decreased 
by 10 percent in 2020, from $52.88 billion in 2019 
to $47.59 billion in 2020.

Remittances and migrant flows have 
contracted for most countries
Remittances, the most significant source of exter-
nal financial inflows to Africa, had been increasing 
until the pandemic in 2020 (figure 1.16). Remit-
tances to Africa declined from $85.8 billion in 
2019 to $78.3 billion in 2020. Countries with the 
most significant drop in remittances were Leso-
tho, Mozambique, and Seychelles (figure 1.17).

The economic fallout of the pandemic, including 
lockdowns, job losses, and business closures has 
affected migrant workers in popular destinations 

across the world. Many migrant workers — in par-
ticular those in low-skill and part-time jobs — work 
in contact-intensive sectors such as tourism, hos-
pitality, and retail businesses and have suffered 
job and income losses. Many migrants also work 
in health and other so-called essential jobs, where 
they are disproportionately exposed to COVID–19, 
which may affect their ability to work and send 
money home. Moreover, for the first year in recent 
decades, international migration decreased in 
2020, suggesting that future migrant remittances 
will moderate until international labor mobility fully 
resumes. Policymakers must address challenges 
with migration and remittances to make them cri-
sis-proof in the future (box 1.2).

Tourist arrivals in Africa nearly ceased 
at the pandemic’s peak
Africa had the world’s second-fastest growing tour-
ism sector before the pandemic — it grew 5.6 per-
cent between 2017 and 2018 and lagged behind 
only Asia and the Pacific. In 2018, the sector 
accounted for 8.5 percent of Africa’s GDP and 
employed about 24 million people.7 The pandemic 
virtually halted international tourism. The number of 
international tourist arrivals between April and June 
2020 was 98 percent lower than in the same period 
in 2019 and only started a halting recovery in August 

FIGURE 1.16 All financial flows have been declining since 2017
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2020 (figure 1.18). The pandemic also hurt aviation. 
The International Air Transportation Association esti-
mates that Africa’s aviation industry lost $2 billion in 
2020. Demand for air travel is not expected to reach 
its pre-COVID–19 levels before 2023.

External positions and current 
account balances

External positions deteriorated during the crisis 
but are projected to recover in the near term
The overall current account deficit for Africa is 
estimated at 5.5 percent of GDP in 2020 and 

is projected to narrow to 4.1 percent in 2021 
and 2.7 percent in 2022. The narrowing largely 
reflects the expected recovery of GDP and of Afri-
ca’s major commodity exports. Weak domestic 
demand and fewer capital projects are expected 
to lower import demand in the medium term. The 
projected improvement in current account bal-
ances is, however, particularly uncertain for coun-
tries with contact-intensive sectors such as tour-
ism, hospitality, entertainment, and transportation 
(figure 1.19).

The current account has been driven primarily 
by trade deficits and net factor payments abroad 

BOX 1.2 Increasing remittances’ resilience to shocks

Gains in poverty reduction, human capital, and sustainable development are under serious threat because of 
the pandemic, which makes it imperative to keep migrants’ transfers flowing. Although remittances have been 
adversely affected by the COVID–19 pandemic, they have been less volatile and more resilient than foreign direct 
investment. Remittances have also decreased much less than what was initially projected earlier in 2020. This 
resilience can be explained by several factors. Migrants dipped into savings for money to send back home. They 
were more likely to send remittances through recorded channels and digital means. And many migrants had 
income from host governments’ cash transfers, which dampened the pandemic’s effect on remittances flows.1 
However, migrants may not be able to keep up this behavior if more policies to support them are not adopted.

Governments’ pandemic relief policies must include migrants in both destination and origin countries. For 
instance, Senegal, a top remittance-receiving country in Africa, has allocated financial aid to its diaspora of 
about $23 million. This is both a signal of solidarity and a way to cushion the impact of the crisis on migrants’ 
transfers. Destination countries should also include migrants both in their income support programs and in their 
health strategies.

To support efforts to keep remittances flowing during the pandemic, several countries and international orga-
nizations have launched a call for action. Key recommendations include mobilizing migrants’ savings through 
diaspora bonds and improving data monitoring to track nonrecorded flows, including those through informal 
channels or digital means. It is critical to enhance the remittance infrastructure by incentivizing digital payments, 
enabling better access to banking and transfers services, and reducing the cost of transfers through more 
competition or tax credits to providers.2 Beyond money transfers, there is a need to find ways to invest more 
remittances in transformative projects in, say, the health or education sectors. The value of social remittances 
— that is, migrants transferring their knowledge and experience to foster change in social norms or in public 
policy — should not be neglected either during the pandemic or after it.

Finally, beyond keeping remittances flowing, it is important to keep migration and human capital flowing. 
Given that most immigration happens within Africa, regional integration through the African Continental Free 
Trade Agreement and effective implementation of the Free Movement Protocol in Africa would temper adverse 
shocks and maintain the remittances increasingly vital for many countries and households across the continent.3

Notes

1. Ratha and others 2020.

2. Mohielden and Ratha 2020.

3. Konte and Mbaye 2020.
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Remittances to 
Africa declined from 
$85.8 billion in 2019 
to $78.3 billion 
in 2020.

FIGURE 1.17 Remittance inflows declined in almost all African countries between 2019 and 2020
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Source: African Development Bank, World Bank, and IMF Balance of Payments Statistics database.

FIGURE 1.18 Africa is one of the regions where international tourist arrivals have fallen the most 
(January–August 2020)
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The current account 
has been driven 

primarily by trade 
deficits and net 

factor payments 
abroad and propped 

up by current 
transfers, including 
remittance inflows 

and foreign aid

(the value of earnings on foreign investments 
minus payments to foreign investors) and signifi-
cantly propped up by current transfers, including 
remittance inflows and foreign aid (figure 1.20).

The number of months of imports that for-
eign exchange reserves can cover has nar-
rowed because many countries depleted their 
external reserves to finance pandemic-related 

expenditures. External buffers measured as a 
percent of GDP fell for 31 of the 52 African coun-
tries with available data between 2019 and 2020 
(figure 1.21). Depleting buffers might lead to for-
eign exchange shortages, which could put further 
depreciation pressures on a country’s exchange 
rate and undermine its ability to service debt 
denominated in a foreign currency.

FIGURE 1.19 Current account balances by economic region, 2018–22
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FIGURE 1.20 Current account balance decomposition, 2000–19
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Women and female-
headed households 
could represent a 
large proportion 
of the newly poor 
due to COVID-19

SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC 
EFFECTS OF LOCKDOWNS IN 
AFRICA

Poverty and welfare impact of 
COVID–19 in Africa

COVID–19 effects will reverse hard-won gains 
in poverty reduction
The pandemic’s impacts have reversed hard-won 
gains in poverty reduction and inclusive growth. 
COVID–19 is estimated to have increased the pro-
portion of people living on less than $1.90 per day 
by 2.3 percentage points in 2020 and by 2.9 per-
centage points in 2021,8 leading to extreme pov-
erty rates of 34.5 percent in 2020 and 34.4 per-
cent in 2021 (figure 1.22). COVID–19’s effect on 
poverty has been the worst for oil-exporting 
countries, which experienced a decline in export 
volume and price. But it was less than anticipated 
partly because of the mild recovery in global oil 
prices that started in May 2020.

Updated estimates show that up to 38.7 million 
more Africans could slide into extreme poverty 
due to COVID–19
More than 30.4 million Africans were pushed into 
extreme poverty in 2020 and as many as 38.7 mil-
lion could be in 2021 as a direct consequence of 

COVID–19 (figure 1.23). Most of the people falling 
into extreme poverty are those with lower levels 
of education and few assets, those in vulnerable 
employment and informal jobs, low-skilled work-
ers, and those already in precarious situations 
(such as households affected by locust invasions 
or drought). These groups are more exposed 
because they often work in contact- intensive sec-
tors, such as retail services, or in labor-intensive 
manufacturing activities with fewer opportunities 
to socially distance, or work from home. Women 
and female-headed households could represent a 
large proportion of these newly poor.

On average, African countries needed to allocate 
more than 0.8 percent of their GDP in 2020 to close 
the extreme poverty gap caused by COVID–19
The African Development Bank estimates that 
African countries would have needed to spend 
about $158 million on average in 2020 (or 0.8 per-
cent of GDP) to raise all their new extremely poor 
citizens to the $1.90-per-day poverty line (to close 
the extreme poverty gap). For 2021, it is estimated 
that countries would have to spend $90.7 million 
on average, or about 0.5 percent of GDP. Com-
bined, African countries with available data would 
need to allocate $7.8 billion in 2020 and $4.5 bil-
lion in 2021 to eliminate the income shortfall of the 
new poor caused by COVID–19.

FIGURE 1.21 External reserves in 2020 fell in 31 countries
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Effectiveness and consequences 
of COVID–19 lockdown measures in 
Africa
African countries have imposed lockdown 
measures — closing schools, workplaces, and 
public transport; cancelling public events; 

restricting private gatherings, domestic and 
international travel; and issuing stay-at-home 
requirements — to contain the spread of COVID–19.

African countries took preventive measures as 
soon as COVID–19 cases were reported
At the height of the COVID–19 outbreak in Africa, 
between March and July 2020, governments 
across the continent instituted stringent restric-
tions regarding international and domestic trans-
port, public events, and school openings. African 
countries have been proactive in their responses, 
taking preventive measures as soon as confirmed 
COVID–19 cases were reported (figure 1.24). One 
day after the first COVID–19 case was detected, 
half of African countries with available data 
restricted international travel through arrival screen-
ing, quarantines, bans of arrivals from some or all 
regions, and even total border closures. It took just 
three days for 50 percent of African countries with 
available data to announce restrictive measures on 
schools and universities and less than two weeks 
to impose stay-at-home restrictions.

As confirmed COVID–19 cases increased, 
African countries tightened their lockdown mea-
sures: the lockdown stringency index9 increased 
exponentially between 30 and 60 days after the 
first COVID–19 cases (figure 1.25, left panel). 
It declined thereafter as countries started to 

FIGURE 1.22 Africa’s extreme poverty rates, 2018–21
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FIGURE 1.23 Additional number of extreme poor due to COVID–19, at 
the $1.90-a-day poverty line
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gradually relax restrictive measures following a 
reduction in daily new COVID–19 cases. Figure 
1.25, right panel, shows that a quarter of African 
countries reached full lockdown restrictions within 
12 days after confirmation of their first COVID–19 
case. On average, it took a month for African 
countries to achieve full lockdown stringency. At 
maximum stringency, daily COVID–19 infections 
approached on average 0.1 cases per thousand 
people in Africa, compared with 2.5 cases in other 
regions and 1.8 cases on average in the world.10

Lockdowns have been effective at 
mitigating the spread of COVID–19 in 
Africa…
Regression analyses of COVID–19 infections in 
relation to the stringency of lockdowns — with 
other covariates such as public information cam-
paigns, testing, and contact tracing controlled 
for — show that stringent lockdowns effectively 
reduced COVID–19 infections in Africa, with 
effects starting about 30 days after implementa-
tion (figure 1.26). The lag in response could stem 
from the COVID–19 incubation period of up to two 
weeks, the time necessary for testing, and the lag 

between the official announcement of lockdown 
measures and their enforcement (see annex 1.2 
for details on methodology). Evidence suggests 
that schools, public transport, and workplace 

FIGURE 1.25 Timing and speed of lockdown stringency in Africa, 2020
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FIGURE 1.24 Timing of COVID–19 lockdown measures in Africa, 2020
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closures, cancellations of public events, and stay-
at-home requirements have been more effective in 
curbing COVID–19 infections than other types of 
lockdown restrictions (figure 1.27).

…but they have only had a marginal 
effect on COVID–19 infections in 
Africa compared with other regions
Even though lockdowns dampened COVID–19 
infection rates, they appear to have done so at a 
lower rate than in other regions of the world. A strin-
gent lockdown induces a reduction in the cumu-
lated COVID–19 infection cases of about 0.1 per-
cent after a month and about 1 percent after 60 
days since the announcement of a lockdown. In 
comparison, using subnational data for 339 units 
in 15 of the G20 countries (with the largest econo-
mies), the IMF found that a month after imposition 
of a lockdown, COVID–19 cases were 58 percent 
lower than in subnational units without a lockdown.11

The lower impact of lockdown measures on 
COVID–19 cases in Africa could result from various 

factors. For example, the structure of African econ-
omies and labor markets is dominated by informal 
workers — almost 90 percent of all employment, or 
77 percent when agriculture is excluded — who are 
unable to work from home.12 In this context, the 
marginal impact of imposing more stringent lock-
down measures is low because they are difficult to 
enforce. For informal sector workers, staying home 
means potentially losing their jobs and livelihoods, 
leading to the dilemma of choosing between suf-
fering from hunger at home and going to work, 
risking exposure to the coronavirus.

Countries that introduced more stringent 
lockdown measures suffered sharper economic 
contractions in 2020
Lockdowns can have serious economic conse-
quences because they disrupt economic activi-
ties, livelihoods, and mobility. Figure 1.28 shows 
the association between lockdown stringency 
during the first half of 2020 and the growth rates of 
two economic indicators — GDP and the industrial 
production index (IPI) — in a regression analysis 
weighted by each country’s COVID–19 cases (per 
thousand people) to control for the spread of the 
virus. The results suggest that African countries 
with available data that implemented more strin-
gent lockdown measures experienced more signif-
icant economic contractions.

LONG-TERM HUMAN-CAPITAL 
IMPLICATIONS OF COVID–19

The pandemic has long-term 
implications for human capital 
development
Millions of children have already lost a half year 
to a full year of learning, with poor communities 
disproportionately affected. Disruptions in routine 
essential healthcare services — such as malaria 
prevention and treatment, vaccinations, and 
maternal and child health services — have resulted 
in a secondary health crisis. Also, a disproportion-
ately high rate of pandemic-induced job loss and 
livelihood damage among women will degrade 
human capital through lower investment in chil-
dren’s health, nutrition, and education. Unless 
there are effective remediation policies, the loss 

FIGURE 1.26 Responses of COVID–19 cases to lockdown 
stringency in Africa
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will reverse some progress in human capital devel-
opment over the past two decades.

Protracted school closures will 
exacerbate learning inequality and 
increase dropout rates
Almost all African countries closed schools for 
a protracted period because of COVID–19.13 

During the 2020 academic year, schools were 
closed for more than 100 days, a full semester’s 
worth of education (table 1.1). In some regions, 
such as East Africa and North Africa, schools 
were closed for much longer — an average of 
140 days in East Africa and 106 days in North 
Africa. In most cases, virtual or hybrid classes 
were not options. In some countries, such as 

FIGURE 1.27 Responses of COVID–19 cases to different lockdown measures in Africa

School closures

Days since shock to lockdown stringency index
0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Workplace closures

Days since shock to lockdown stringency index
0 10 20 30 40 50 60

Public event cancellations

Days since shock to lockdown stringency index
0 10 20 30 40 50 60

International travel restrictions

Days since shock to lockdown stringency index
0 10 20 30 40 50 60

–2.0

–1.5

–1.0

–0.5

0.0

–2.0

–1.5

–1.0

–0.5

0.0

–2.0

–1.5

–1.0

–0.5

0.0

–0.50

–0.25

0.00

0.25

0.50

Note: The figures report the responses (in percent) of COVID–19 cases per thousand people to one unit of shock from the different lockdown mea-

sures using local projections (Jorda 2005). Each lockdown index has been normalized between 0 and 100. The shaded area denotes the 90 percent 

confidence interval with standard errors clustered at country level.

Source: Staff computations based on data from Oxford Coronavirus Government Response Tracker.
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During the 2020 
academic year, 

schools were 
closed for more 
than 100 days, 

a full semester’s 
worth of education

FIGURE 1.28 Lockdowns and economic activity in Africa during the first half of 2020
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TABLE 1.1 School closures by African region and selected countries,  
16 February 2020–1 December 2020

Average number of days

Academic 
breaks

Closed due to 
COVID–19 Fully open Partially open

Africa 66 101 84 57

East Africa 58 137 93 41

North Africa 91 106 55 49

Central Africa 67 92 78 53

West Africa 73 91 81 58

Southern Africa 53 85 92 73

Rest of the world 63 99 95 62

Finland 90 58 142 …

Japan 34 24 176 56

Republic of Korea … 79 175 36

Singapore 29 27 207 27

Source: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization database.
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Health facilities and 
professionals were 
forced to repurpose 
for COVID–19 
treatment, disrupting 
elective and 
outpatient services

Ethiopia, Uganda, and South Sudan, schools 
were closed for more than 200 days in the 2020 
academic year (figure 1.29). When virtual schools 
were available, most students missed classes, 
even where the internet was widely available. For 
example, about 80 percent of students missed 
virtual learning in Kenya — which has an 83 per-
cent internet penetration rate.14 Virtual schooling 
also raises concerns about learning inequality 
between students who have internet access and 
those without access, particularly in rural areas 
with lower internet access.

School closures adversely affect educational 
outcomes such as test scores, test score–
adjusted years of schooling, and dropout rates. 
It is estimated that about 6.8 million students are 
likely to drop out of school globally, with a typical 
student losing a Program for International Stu-
dent Assessment (PISA) score of up to 16 points, 
equivalent to 6 months of learning.15 The loss in 
learning outcomes is expected to be worse for 
low-income countries, for girls, and for students 
in poorer communities, exacerbating gender and 
income inequality in learning. The estimated life-
time earnings loss from school closures related 
to COVID–19 is 43 percent to 61 percent of cur-
rent GDP in low-income countries, 15 percent to 
22 percent in middle-income countries, and 6 
to 8 percent in high-income countries.16 School 
closures also damage children’s nutrition and 
health because school-feeding programs are 
disrupted.

Disruptions in health care systems 
from COVID–19 have led to a 
secondary health crisis
The pandemic has disrupted healthcare systems 
worldwide, provoking a secondary health crisis. 
The disruption has affected both healthcare supply 
and demand. Health facilities and professionals 
were forced to repurpose for COVID–19 treatment, 
disrupting elective and outpatient services. About 
90 percent of countries experienced disruptions 
in their healthcare services between March and 
June 2020.17 Routine but essential services, such 
as HIV therapy, immunization, family planning 
and contraception, and mental health care were 

considerably disrupted in low-income countries 
(see table A1.3 in annex 1.1).

Demand-side factors due to loss of livelihood 
have resulted in declining healthcare utilization.18 
Almost 25 percent of individuals reported that 
they or someone in their household missed or 
delayed healthcare services due to the pandemic, 
and more than one-third reported difficulties in 
obtaining medicines (figure 1.30). Social distanc-
ing and other measures also imposed significant 
constraints on physical access to healthcare. For 
instance, about 76 percent of countries reported 
reductions in outpatient care due to lower 
demand.

COVID–19’s disproportionate effect 
on women’s jobs could widen gender 
disparities
The pandemic severely affected sectors where 
female employment is disproportionately high, 
such as hotels and restaurants.19 As workplaces 
closed, earnings decreased or disappeared for 
self-employed and hourly wage workers. World 
Bank data for 15 African countries show that about 
one-third of working-age individuals in Africa 
stopped working during the pandemic (figure 
1.31). Even most of those who kept their jobs 
through the pandemic experienced a reduction in 
their working hours by 11.5–15.6 percent. Globally, 
during the first two quarters of 2020, more than 
103 million full-time jobs were lost, with an esti-
mated average loss of income of 10.7 percent.20

Women are more vulnerable than men to job 
losses in times of crisis: they account for 39 per-
cent of global employment, and have accounted 
for about 54 percent of overall job losses during 
the COVID–19 pandemic.21 The risk of job losses 
for women due to COVID–19 is much higher than 
for men in part because the pandemic affected 
sectors where female employment is high. Wom-
en’s loss of income often has long-lasting effects, 
such as increased levels of child malnutrition, 
school dropout, poor health, and child labor. 
Left unmitigated, the pandemic’s negative effect 
will have both short-term welfare implications 
and lasting consequence for human capital and 
growth (box 1.3).
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FIGURE 1.29 Number of days school closed due to COVID–19 in African countries
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BOX 1.3 Providing protective spaces for girls during COVID–19 school closures: Lessons from the Ebola outbreak in 
Sierra Leone

In times of pandemics and disease outbreaks, school closure is often one of the preferred tools to stop the spread of infec-
tions. During the 2014–15 Ebola virus disease (EVD) outbreak in West Africa, Sierra Leone, one of the worst-hit countries, 
closed schools for more than nine months — sending thousands of students home with no alternatives, such as virtual classes. 
Young girls, in addition to losing learning from school closure, spent a significant amount of time with men in an unsafe envi-
ronment, exposing them to violence and sexual exploitation.1

Teenage pregnancies increased significantly during the closure, with an unusually high percentage of adolescent girls 
reporting first-time pregnancies. Teen pregnancy is one of the primary causes of death among adolescent girls in Sierra 
Leone, where illegal abortion practices are widespread. Pregnancy can force girls to drop out of school, with a life-altering 
impact. For instance, box figure 1.3.1 shows that teen pregnancy became a major reason for dropout among girls ages 12–17 
during the EVD outbreak in 2014–16 compared with the pre-Ebola periods.

BOX FIGURE 1.3.1 Reasons for girls ages 12–17 dropping out of school in Sierra Leone study villages
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Source: Bandiera and others 2020.

A randomized control trial study by Bandiera and others (2020) estimated the benefits of a protective space for young girls 
in Sierra Leone during EVD outbreak school closures. Young girls who did not have access to safe spaces during the crisis 
had a higher risk of pregnancy after the pandemic. They also spent 50 percent more time with men, 25 percent less time on 
formal learning activities, and had school enrollment rates that were 17 percentage points lower.

In the study, a local nongovernmental organization provided a safe space (club) under an empowerment and livelihood for 
adolescents program for randomly selected young girls. The safe space offered an environment in which girls could meet and 
socialize, acquire life skills to improve their reproductive knowledge and health, and receive vocational training to improve their 
labor market prospects. The study shows that providing safe spaces for girls during extended school closures reduced teen 
pregnancy in the postcrisis period by 50 percent. A long-term follow-up also indicated that such interventions resulted in a 
relatively improved human capital accumulation by young girls. Overall, the study showed that providing safe spaces for young 
girls during extended school closures has a lasting beneficial impact on human capital accumulation.

Note

 1. Taulo 2020.

Source: African Development Bank staff based on Bandiera and others (2020).
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FIGURE 1.30 Disruptions in accessing health care and obtaining medicines due to COVID–19
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FIGURE 1.31 Male and female individuals who stopped working since COVID–19 outbreak
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BUILDING RESILIENCE AND 
ACCELERATING RECOVERY

Building economic resilience and 
reducing vulnerabilities
The pandemic has exposed the economic vulner-
abilities of many African countries. The focus of 
governments now that the pandemic appears to 
be abating in most countries should be to reopen 
economies safely, accelerate recovery, and reduce 
economic vulnerabilities. Building resilience and 
accelerating economic recovery requires:
• Reducing an economy’s vulnerability to shocks.
• Increasing its capacity to absorb shocks.
• Improving its ability to reallocate resources and 

recover from shock.
Economic vulnerability is measured by the 

structural features of an economy that determine 
the extent to which its development trajectory is 
distorted by an exogenous shock. To assess this, 
the African Economic Outlook team constructed 
economic vulnerability indices (EVI) for all African 
countries.22 The index focuses on structural char-
acteristics that accentuate underdevelopment and 
factors that are not the result of misguided poli-
cies but limit policymakers’ capacity to respond 
to shocks and are beyond the country’s con-
trol.23 A lower EVI index indicates lower economic 
vulnerability.

Two-thirds of countries in Africa had high 
economic vulnerability and exposure to shocks 
before the pandemic
The EVI index shows that 31 African countries 
are above the United Nations Department of Eco-
nomic and Social Affairs threshold of 36 points 
and therefore classified as economically vulner-
able, suggesting that more than half of African 
countries were highly economically vulnerable in 
the prepandemic period (figure 1.32).

Economic resilience indices (ERI) were con-
structed for 46 African countries. Economic resil-
ience refers to an economy’s policy-induced ability 
to recover from, or adjust to, the negative impacts 
of adverse exogenous shocks and to benefit from 
positive shocks.24 The ability to recover is often 
associated with an economy’s flexibility. That flex-
ibility could be limited, depending on the coun-
try’s room for policy maneuver.25 If the economy 

possesses discretionary policy space to counter-
act the effect of shocks, it would be more resil-
ient. Resilience also captures the ability to absorb 
shocks, so the overall effect of a shock is neu-
tralized or made negligible. The ERI indicates that 
the six least resilient economies are Angola, Cen-
tral African Republic, Chad, Democratic Repub-
lic of Congo, Guinea-Bissau, and Sudan, while 
the six most resilient are Botswana, Mauritius, 
Namibia, Rwanda, Seychelles, and South Africa 
(figure 1.33).26

Some highly vulnerable countries have 
managed to use appropriate policies to boost 
their economic resilience
Figure 1.34 classifies countries into four possi-
ble situations in terms of their vulnerability and 
resilience characteristics. The best-case quad-
rant displays countries that are not inherently 
vulnerable and have resilience-building policies, 
such as Mauritius and Namibia. The worst-case 
quadrant contains countries that are inherently 
vulnerable economically, yet have policies that 
further weaken their resilience. Countries with 
high economic vulnerability that use appropriate 
policies to boost their resilience and withstand 
exogenous shocks are classified as “home-made” 
and include Botswana, Rwanda, and Seychelles. 
Finally, countries in the “self-inflicted” quadrant 
have low economic vulnerability but policies that 
have adversely affected their economic resilience, 
exposing them to adverse effects from shocks 
from past policies. Most African countries fall into 
this category.

Government size, financial 
sector development, and export 
concentration are the three primary 
drivers of the capacity to absorb 
shocks and recover quickly
Results from a dynamic output-gap regression 
model identify government size, financial sector 
development, and export concentration as the 
main determinants of an economy’s ability to 
absorb shocks and recover quickly (figure 1.35). 
First, the government can use its size — its ability to 
spend, invest, and make transfers — to lift aggre-
gate demand, which can help create employment 
and boost recovery. However, a balanced use of 

The focus of 
governments 
should be to 
reopen economies 
safely, accelerate 
recovery, and 
reduce economic 
vulnerabilities
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The government can 
use its size to lift 

aggregate demand, 
which can help 

create employment 
and boost recovery

government size should be maintained to avoid 
crowding out the private sector through high taxes 
and interest rates. Second, financial sector devel-
opment could absorb or amplify shocks, depend-
ing on how governments use macroprudential 
policies. The financial sector can be used to real-
locate savings and borrowings during a time of 

crisis. Third, export concentration plays an impor-
tant role in an economy’s ability to absorb shocks 
and recover quickly. Reliance on a narrow range 
of export products tends to amplify the impact 
of external shocks in Africa. Economic diversifi-
cation, therefore, is key to building Africa’s shock 
absorption capacity. These results do not suggest 

FIGURE 1.32 Rankings on the economic vulnerability index
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FIGURE 1.33 Rankings on the economic resilience index
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that other factors are not important for building 
Africa’s resilience but identifies these as the most 
significant.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The global scale of the COVID–19 pandemic and 
its repercussions require that the policy responses 
be bold, coordinated, targeted, and sustained until 
full recovery is achieved. Withdrawing policy sup-
port prematurely might undermine gains already 
made. The following actions are recommended:
• Continue support of the health sector 

to consolidate gains in the fight against 
the pandemic. In the face of a second wave 
of the pandemic observed in several regions 
during the last quarter of 2020, countries 
must continue to make resources available for 
the healthcare system to cope with the virus 
and other preventable diseases. Also, routine 
public health campaigns, such as child vacci-
nations against polio and measles, treatment 
for malaria, maternity care, and treatment for 
other chronic diseases, must not be disrupted 
due to excessive focus on the COVID–19 
pandemic. To reduce overreliance on foreign 
industries, policymakers need to develop the 

FIGURE 1.34 Classification of countries by vulnerability and resilience characteristics
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FIGURE 1.35 Factors determining absorption capacity and 
recovery speed
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Where there is 
still fiscal space or 
access to liquidity, 

policymakers should 
continue fiscal and 
monetary support

medical equipment and pharmaceutical indus-
try in Africa.27

• Sustain monetary and fiscal support to 
underpin the economic recovery. Where 
there is still fiscal space or access to liquidity, 
policymakers should continue fiscal and mon-
etary support until the expected economic 
recovery has fully materialized. Once recov-
ery has been achieved, governments should 
commit to a credible fiscal consolidation path 
to restore debt and fiscal sustainability. Where 
there is no longer fiscal space, policymakers 
should seek international support through 
grants and concessional loans to support the 
recovery process. Unfortunately, many coun-
tries already face difficulties with high public 
debt levels. Support programs are likely to 
lead to a further build-up of debt. Policymakers 
should prepare early for debt restructuring and 
resolution (see chapter 3).

• Strengthen the effectiveness of macro-
economic policies to accelerate eco-
nomic recovery. Authorities should strike a 
balance between mitigating the impact of the 
crisis and maintaining macrofinancial stability. 
Policymakers must counteract the pandem-
ic’s impact with sound, broad-based macro-
economic management through appropri-
ate monetary, fiscal, and financial policies. 
While central banks continue to boost liquid-
ity through monetary policy easing, inflation 
expectations should continue to be credibly 
anchored to avert any instability that could 
deepen the pandemic’s adverse economic 
impact. Countries should allow exchange 
rates to adjust in an orderly manner to cush-
ion the pandemic’s effects, particularly where 
external buffers are low. For frontier market 
economies facing sudden stops and reversal 
of financial flows, temporary capital controls 
can stem capital flight until markets normalize. 
Where financing constraints permit, carefully 
designed fiscal policies, such as broad-based 
tax cuts and pandemic-proof public infrastruc-
ture investments in strategic sectors, can be 
used to lift aggregate demand and accelerate 
the anticipated recovery. Macroprudential vig-
ilance by supervisors and regulators should 
encourage early, proactive identification of 

non-performing loans and actively support pre-
emptive corporate and private debt restructur-
ing to avoid a financial system crisis.

• Address increasing poverty by expand-
ing social safety nets and making growth 
more equitable. About 30.4 million more 
Africans were pushed into extreme poverty in 
2020 as a result of the pandemic. Policymakers 
must avoid losing more than two decades of 
progress in poverty eradication by stepping up 
efforts to lift people from extreme poverty and 
increasing the coverage and scope of social 
protection to find and lift the newly poor. Pol-
icymakers can take advantage of increasing 
digitalization to boost the effectiveness, reduce 
the cost, and expand the reach of social pro-
tection programs. In countries where safety 
nets are narrow and mobile penetration is still 
low, policymakers should explore innovative 
ways to identify and reach vulnerable groups 
through such steps as providing in-kind sup-
port, including free food banks, medical sup-
plies, housing, and other aid through local 
governments or faith-based and community-
based organizations.

• Minimize the long-term implications of 
the pandemic on human capital accu-
mulation. Without effective interventions 
to reverse some of the pandemic’s adverse 
effects on education, health, and nutrition, 
long-term damage to the continent’s human 
capital is likely. Whenever in-person learning 
is practical with appropriate safety protocols in 
place, policymakers should immediately open 
schools. When in-person classes are imprac-
tical, learning can continue using traditional 
print, radio, television, and digital technologies 
such as smartphones and computers.

• Scale up active labor market policies to 
retool the labor force for the future of 
work. Policymakers must prepare workers for 
a transition to automation that was accelerated 
as employers coped with the side effects of 
COVID–19. This acceleration of digitalization 
will be disruptive, so policymakers must scale 
up efforts to retrain and reskill the labor force 
as quickly and broadly as possible to facili-
tate workers’ transition from low-productivity 
and obsolete sectors and jobs into new and 
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A greater challenge 
ahead is debt 
management, 
because many 
countries already 
face problematic 
build-ups of 
public debt

emerging ones. They should encourage labor 
reallocation through job search and job match-
ing policies and establish public works as a 
source of training and experience for the new 
digital economy. Policies should also eradicate 
labor market rigidities to smooth the reallo-
cation of workers into growing sectors. That 
might require legislative changes.

• Accelerate structural transformation 
through digitalization, industrialization, 
and diversification. Africa’s policymakers 
can make their economies more resilient by 
implementing structural reforms that diversify 
their productive base. This includes building 
Africa’s human capital and promoting jobs in 
high-productivity sectors, intensifying reforms 
to improve the investment climate, and advanc-
ing digitalization. They should adopt policies 
that promote economic resilience by strength-
ening macroeconomic stability, improving 
market flexibility, and enhancing political, 
social, and environmental governance.

• Strengthen regional and multinational 
solidarity to enable shared and sus-
tainable recovery. Regional cooperation 
is essential to safeguarding gains in the fight 
against the pandemic and creating conditions 
for a sustainable recovery. Africa’s policy-
makers must continue to call for greater coor-
dination among countries, especially in the 
health sector. While the announcement of 
COVID–19 vaccines appears to be a welcome 

step toward subduing the virus, the massive 
purchase of doses by the world’s rich coun-
tries and the complex storage and distribution 
issues for at least one of the vaccines raise 
concerns about vaccine availability to people 
throughout the world regardless of wealth. 
Developing countries have already taken steps 
to present a solid front for vaccine purchases. 
South Africa and India, supported by many 
developing countries, recently submitted an 
urgent proposal to the World Trade Orga-
nization to temporarily suspend patents on 
COVID–19 vaccines and treatments until the 
end of the pandemic.

• Institute governance reforms to enhance 
the efficiency of public spending and to 
block leakages to ensure transfers reach 
their intended targets. Good governance 
remains paramount to an effective response 
to the crisis. Countries must implement gover-
nance reforms to rebuild and strengthen trust 
in public institutions. Citizens and businesses 
would be reluctant to adhere to public deci-
sions when trust in public institutions is erod-
ing. Trust can be achieved through greater 
accountability, transparency, and compliance 
standards. Reforms should also build capac-
ity to respond to new challenges, including the 
digital transformation of economies. A greater 
challenge ahead for policymakers is debt man-
agement, because many countries already 
face problematic build-ups of public debt.
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ANNEX 1.1 STATISTICAL APPENDIX

TABLE A1.1.1 Real GDP growth (percent)

December 2020 estimates

2019
2020 

estimated
2021 

projected
2022 

projected

Central Africa 2.9 –2.7 3.2 4.0

Cameroon 3.7 –2.4 3.5 4.0

Central African 
Rep. 4.5 0.4 3.3 5.1

Chad 3.0 –0.6 6.1 5.0

Congo 0.2 –7.9 0.7 0.6

Congo, Dem. Rep. 4.4 –1.7 3.3 4.5

Equatorial Guinea –5.6 –6.1 2.6 3.3

Gabon 3.9 –2.7 2.1 3.8

East Africa 5.3 0.7 3.0 5.6

Burundi 4.1 –3.3 3.5 2.1

The Comoros 2.0 –0.9 3.5 4.5

Djibouti 7.8 1.4 9.9 8.1

Eritrea 3.8 –0.6 5.7 3.7

Ethiopia 8.4 6.1 2.0 7.9

Kenya 5.4 1.4 5.0 5.9

Rwanda 9.4 –0.4 3.9 6.9

Seychelles 4.7 –12.0 4.6 5.8

Somalia 2.9 –1.5 2.9 3.2

Sudan –2.5 –8.4 –1.1 1.4

South Sudan 7.4 –3.6 0.1 2.5

Tanzania 6.8 2.1 4.1 5.8

Uganda 7.5 –0.5 4.8 5.4

North Africa 4.0 –1.1 4.0 6.0

Algeria 0.8 –4.7 3.4 2.9

Egypt 5.6 3.6 3.0 4.9

Libya 9.9 –60.3 37.5 54.9

Mauritania 5.9 –3.6 2.8 4.2

Morocco 2.5 –5.9 4.5 3.2

Tunisia 1.0 –8.8 2.0 3.9

Southern Africa 0.3 –7.0 3.2 2.4

Angola –0.6 –4.5 3.1 2.4

Botswana 3.0 –8.9 7.5 5.5

Lesotho 0.6 –5.2 4.1 4.4

Madagascar 4.4 –4.0 3.5 4.5

Malawi 5.7 1.7 3.3 6.2

December 2020 estimates

2019
2020 

estimated
2021 

projected
2022 

projected

Mauritius 3.0 –15.0 7.5 6.7

Mozambique 2.3 –0.5 2.3 4.5

Namibia –1.6 –7.9 2.6 3.4

São Tomé & Príncipe 1.3 –6.4 2.1 5.4

South Africa 0.2 –8.2 3.0 1.6

eSwatini 2.2 –3.2 1.4 0.7

Zambia 1.4 –4.9 1.0 1.9

Zimbabwe –6.0 –10.0 4.2 3.0

West Africa 3.6 –1.5 2.8 3.9

Benin 6.9 2.3 4.8 6.5

Burkina Faso 5.7 –0.2 5.1 5.2

Cabo Verde 5.7 –8.9 4.4 4.8

Côte d’Ivoire 6.4 1.8 6.2 6.5

The Gambia 6.2 –2.4 3.2 5.1

Ghana 6.5 1.7 4.0 4.1

Guinea 5.6 5.2 5.6 5.1

Guinea–Bissau 4.5 –2.8 2.9 3.9

Liberia –1.4 –3.1 2.8 3.5

Mali 5.1 –2.0 4.0 5.7

Niger 5.9 1.2 6.9 7.8

Nigeria 2.2 –3.0 1.5 2.9

Senegal 5.3 –0.7 5.1 6.0

Sierra Leone 5.4 –2.7 3.1 4.3

Togo 5.5 0.4 4.3 5.6

Africa 3.3 –2.1 3.4 4.6

Excluding Libya 3.2 –1.8 3.1 4.0

Excluding Nigeria 3.5 –1.9 3.7 4.9

Memorandum items

North Africa  
(including Sudan) 3.6 –1.6 3.7 5.7

Sub–Saharan Africa 3.0 –2.6 3.0 3.9

Sub–Saharan Africa 
(excluding South Africa) 3.6 –1.5 3.0 4.3

Oil–exporting 
countries 3.2 –1.5 3.1 4.9

Oil-importing countries 3.6 –2.8 3.7 4.3

Source: African Development Bank statistics.
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TABLE A1.1.2 Country groupings

Oil exporters
Other resource 
intensive

Non-resource 
intensive Tourist dependent Low income Middle income

Algeria Botswana Benin Cabo Verde Benin Algeria

Angola Burkina Faso Burundi The Comoros Burkina Faso Angola

Cameroon Central African Republic Cabo Verde Mauritius Burundi Botswana

Chad Congo, Dem. Rep. The Comoros São Tomé and Príncipe Central African Republic Cabo Verde

Congo Ghana Côte d’Ivoire Seychelles Chad Cameroon

Egypt Guinea Djibouti Congo, Dem. Rep. The Comoros

Equatorial Guinea Liberia Eritrea Eritrea Côte d’Ivoire

Gabon Mali Ethiopia Ethiopia Djibouti

Libya Namibia The Gambia Guinea Egypt

Nigeria Niger Guinea-Bissau Guinea-Bissau Equatorial Guinea

South Sudan Sierra Leone Kenya Liberia Gabon

South Africa Lesotho Madagascar The Gambia

Sudan Madagascar Malawi Ghana

Tanzania Malawi Mali Kenya

Zambia Mauritania Mozambique Lesotho

Zimbabwe Mauritius Niger Libya

Morocco Rwanda Mauritania

Mozambique Sierra Leone Mauritius

Rwanda Somalia Morocco

São Tomé and Príncipe South Sudan Namibia

Senegal Tanzania Nigeria

Seychelles Togo Congo

Somalia Uganda São Tomé and Príncipe

eSwatini Senegal

Togo Seychelles

Tunisia South Africa

Uganda Sudan

eSwatini

Tunisia

Zambia

Zimbabwe
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TABLE A1.1.3 Disruptions in healthcare services due to COVID–19

Healthcare services
Proportion 
(percent)

Outreach services 70

Facility-based services 61

Noncommunicable diseases diagnosis and treatment 69

Family planning and contraception 68

Mental health 61

Cancer diagnosis and treatment 55

Malaria diagnosis and treatment 46

Tuberculosis case detection and treatment 42

Antiretroviral treatment 32

24-hour emergency room services 22

Urgent blood transfusion 23

Emergency surgery 19

Source: World Health Organization.
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ANNEX 1.2 ESTIMATING THE IMPACT OF LOCKDOWNS USING 
LOCAL PROJECTIONS

To estimate the impact of lockdowns on COVID–
19 cases, we rely on the Local Projections (LP) 
framework.28 LPs are flexible tools that accommo-
date a panel structure, do not constrain the shape 
of the impulse response functions, and are thus 
less sensitive to misspecification. The following 
specification has been used on a sample of 50 
African countries with data from 14 February 2020 
(the date of the first confirmed COVID–19 case in 
Africa) to 30 November 2020:

lnCi,t+h – lnCi,t–1 =  α i,h + γt,h + ∑P

p=0
βh,pSIi,t–p + 

∑P

p=0
τh,pXi,t–p +  

∑P

p=1
σh,plnCi,t–p + ε i,t+h

where lnCi,t+h denotes confirmed COVID–19 cases 
per thousand people (in log) in country i on day 
t + h, with h being the horizon (h = 1, 2, …, 60). 

lnCi,t–1 refers to COVID–19 cases per thousand 
people (in log) on day t – 1. SIi,t–p is the lockdown 
stringency index in country i on day t – p, where 
p features lags to account for the impact of past 
values. lnCi,t–p is used to track the stage of the 
pandemic in the country. The specification also 
includes a week’s worth of lags (p = 1, 2, …, 7). 
Xi refers to a vector of control variables: public 
information campaigns, testing, and contact trac-
ing. ε i,t+h is the error term. The specification also 
includes country (α i,h) and time (γt,h) fixed effects 
to capture time-invariant country features and 
shocks that are common across countries. The 
impulse responses are constructed based on 
the estimated βh,p coefficients of lockdown strin-
gency SI at each horizon. The confidence bands 
are based on the respective estimated standard 
errors for each horizon, clustered at the country 
level.
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NOTES

1. Some forecasts had suggested that up to 3 million 

people would die in Africa (UNECA 2020), but by the 

end of November, there were about 50,000 COVID–

19 deaths.

2. IMF 2020.

3. East Africa was the second most diversified region 

in terms of exports over the past five years, with a 

concentration index of 0.37 (based on UNCTAD’s 

Hirschman-Herfindahl index), after North Africa 

(0.32), and followed by Southern Africa (0.43), West 

Africa (0.48), and Central Africa (0.54).

4. ACLED 2020.

5. Bernanke, Gertler, and Gilchrist 1999.

6. UNCTAD 2020.

7. African Development Bank 2020.

8. Estimates include 50 of 54 African countries. Data 

for Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea, Libya, and Somalia are 

unavailable.

9. The lockdown stringency index is provided by the 

University of Oxford’s Coronavirus Government 

Response Tracker. It ranges between 0 (no lock-

down restriction) and 100 (maximum lockdown 

stringency). It averages the eight lockdown mea-

sures listed in figure 1.24.

10. The estimated results are valid to the extent that the 

COVID–19 infection rates reported in countries are 

accurate.

11. IMF 2020.

12. ILO 2018.

13. https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse.

14. Miller 2020.

15. Azevedo and others 2020.

16. Azevedo and others 2020; Psacharopoulos and 

others 2020.

17. WHO 2020a.

18. WHO 2020b.

19. Abay, Tafere, and Woldemichael 2020.

20. ILO 2020.

21. Madgavkar and others 2020.

22. The index was constructed using the UN-CDP 

methodology (UN 2018).

23. The EVI is composed of eight indicators, grouped 

under subindices with different weights, including 

size of population (0.125), remoteness or landlock-

edness (0.125), merchandise export concentra-

tion (0.0625), share of agriculture in value added 

(0.0625), share of the population in low coastal 

zones (0.125), instability of exports of goods (0.25), 

instability of agricultural production (0.125), and vic-

tims of natural disasters (0.125). Indicator values are 

converted into index scores between 0 and 100, 

using the max-min approach.

24. Briguglio and others 2009.

25. For example, if debt levels or deficits are already 

very high, there would be limited room to facilitate 

recovery.

26. The economic resilience index captures four major 

components: macroeconomic stability, microeco-

nomic market efficiency, good governance, and 

social development.

27. For more details on how African countries can 

strengthen their health systems amid the COVID–19 

pandemic, please refer to African Development 

Bank (2020).

28. Jorda 2005; IMF 2020.
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