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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In 2019, the international economic environment experienced a slight dip in global economic growth to 2.9%

from 3.6% in 2018. This slowdown was mainly due to trade and geopolitical tensions between the USA and China and

uncertainties surrounding the Brexit. The projections made before the outbreak of the coronavirus pandemic (COVID-19) 

forecast global real GDP growth rates of 3.3% and 3.4% in 2020 and 2021, respectively. These projections have been

revised downwards in light of the risks to global economic growth from the pandemic whose impact has caused a decline

in international trade, a slump in oil prices, a drop in investment, financial resources and tourism revenues, and pressure

on health and social systems. The IMF has now revised its global growth forecast down by 6.3 percentage points to 

-3% in 2020 because of the COVID-19. According to African Development Bank estimates, Africa’s real continental GDP

growth rate is forecast to contract to -3.2% in 2020, representing a loss of 7.3 percentage points compared with the 

pre-pandemic forecast of 3.9%. In general, the severity of the COVID-19’s negative impact on global growth will mainly

depend on: (i) the scale and speed of the virus’s spread throughout the countries; (ii) the effectiveness of health and 

economic measures adopted by governments to contain it; and (iii) the amount of resources committed to supporting

the economies.

In 2019, Central Africa’s growth rate was the same as in 2018, which remained lower than the Africa average

(3.2%). As in 2018, the real GDP growth rate was 2.8% in 2019 - one of the lowest in the five regions of the continent.

Growth was stronger in East Africa (5.2%),  North Africa (3.7%) and West Africa (3.6%). Only Southern Africa (0.3%)

posted lower growth in 2019. In 2019, the region’s key macroeconomic indicators improved: (i) average inflation at

2.6% was the lowest of all the regions; (ii) the fiscal balance showed a surplus equivalent to 0.5% of GDP making Central

Africa the only region without a deficit; and (iv) the current account deficit narrowed to 1.9% of GDP, the best performance

of all the regions. 

The prospects for medium-term economic growth in Central Africa were favorable before the coronavirus 

pandemic. The pre-COVID-19 real GDP growth rate for the region was projected at 3.5% in 2020 and 2.9% in 2021,

supported by the continuing implementation of the reforms embarked upon, dividends from key investments, development

of economic diversification and debt management efforts made. However, the prospects are now gloomier since the

onset of the pandemic. In the latest macroeconomic projections that factor in the disease’s potential impact, AfDB has

projected a growth rate of -2.5% for the region in 2020 in a best-case scenario where the situation is controlled in 

the short term, i.e. a drop of 6.1 percentage points compared with its original pre-COVID-19 projection of 3.5%. In a

worst-case scenario, where the pandemic is more slowly contained, the estimated growth rate for 2020 is -4.3%, i.e.

a drop of 7.8 percentage points compared with pre-COVID projections. 

External and internal factors will have negative impacts on these projections. Externally, the anticipated slowdown

of global growth in 2020 and 2021, especially in China, the United States and Europe – the region’s major partners -
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is expected to be accompanied by a decline in investment in Central Africa and a drop in exports from the region, 

which will weaken the growth momentum. Internally, insecurity and political instability in some countries could continue

to impede economic growth in the region making it more difficult to manage the coronavirus pandemic. Economic 

governance problems as well as the business climate also present major challenges. Resolving imbalances and 

maintaining macroeconomic stability is necessary to control fiscal slippage and debt crises in the region. 

Moreover, the region’s dependency on natural resources is one of the main drivers of fragility of the economies,

underscoring the need to engage in efforts that will structurally transform and diversify the economies by building 

resilience to shocks. The shortage, poor condition and lack of infrastructure (transport, water, electricity, ICT, etc.) to

support and accompany production are hindering structural transformation. Due to the infrastructure gap, businesses

do not have the appropriate conditions for their growth and competitiveness and face higher factor costs. Public-private

partnerships should be considered given the mismatch between existing human resources and the immense needs. 

Moreover, persisting epidemics in some areas, the effects of climate change and other ecological disruptions have had

a negative impact on the region’s production. Lastly, one of Africa’s major challenges remains its weak human capital. 

Therefore, the main economic policy recommendations in Central Africa should be to (i) take appropriate 

health and economic measures to contain the negative consequences of the coronavirus pandemic in the countries; 

(ii) consolidate peace, security and stability;  (iii) strengthen economic governance by pursuing efforts to improve the 

macroeconomic framework and the business climate, (iv) promote economic diversification; (iv) invest in infrastructure

and improve domestic resource mobilization; (vi) mitigate the effects of climate change; and (vii) develop human capital. 

In addition to the lack of economic diversification, weak human capital, insufficient decent jobs and appropriate

skills also represent challenges for Central Africa. Hence, countries of the region aim to invest in strengthening

human capital to support the structural transformation policies initiated to diversify their economies. Production currently

depends on rents derived from abundant natural resources (mining, oil, gas, agriculture, etc.) that are usually exported

with little processing. The programs to develop new skills and build new capacity adapted to current and future economic

realities are based on the two pillars of human capital – education and training, on the one hand, and health and social

protection, on the other.  

A job structure analysis for Central Africa with a focus on the informal sector and precarity reveals different 

dynamics, depending on the main economic activity of the country concerned. The ‘agricultural’ countries 

(Cameroon, CAR, DRC and Chad), the majority of whose jobs are in agriculture have low unemployment rates but very

high rates of underemployment, informality and vulnerability. Conversely, the ‘oil’ countries of the region (Congo, Gabon

and Equatorial Guinea), have relatively high unemployment rates but with less informality and precarity. Furthermore,

the combination of informal jobs and self-employment (generally in agriculture or petty trading) appears to be a source

of employment vulnerability in the region. 

Because of the mismatch between training supply and the real needs of the economies, people coming from

the region’s education system struggle to enter the labor market. This results in high unemployment, especially 

underemployment, underscoring and accelerating the deterioration of the stock of human capital built. 

The region’s other salient feature is the low level of public financing of the education and training system.

Despite political undertakings to increase the amount of resources allocated to the sector, they remain limited, partly
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due to the 2014-2015 oil and mining crisis, which had a negative impact on public finances. Furthermore, exceptional

spendings on security – in particular, to combat armed or terrorist groups – consume a high proportion of available

public resources. Aware of this problem, Governments, wishing to secure a minimum amount of resources to finance

education and/or employment, established special-purpose funds whose effectiveness is not yet proven. 

Despite these constraints, the region has many assets that could be turned into development opportunities

such as  (i) a very young population; (ii) a geographical location at the center of Africa that could serve as a logistics

crossroads for the entire continent; (iii) vast areas of agricultural land and tropical forests that could transform the region

into a granary and lumberyard for the continent; (iv) an exceptional water system that could supply hydropower to all of

Africa; (v) subsoils that are rich in hydrocarbons and minerals, but whose local value chain development potential has

not yet been sufficiently explored. Highly developed human capital and appropriate skills could ensure that these 

opportunities are more effectively harnessed. 

In light of this review, policy recommendations were made to provide Central Africa with efficient human capital

and competitive workers once the coronavirus pandemic has been brought under control. 

• At the government level, the priorities could be as follows:

(i) Strengthening the national education systems to adapt them to the real needs of the economies: bolstering 

science and technical curricula to improve professionalization;

(ii) Reinforcing national health and social protection systems to retain productive human capital and competitive 

businesses;

(iii) Promoting youth and women’s entrepreneurship to reduce unemployment and underemployment, while 

promoting the development of a middle class;

(iv) Promoting innovative financing for educating and training youth and women;

(v) All these measures must be part of a broader framework that will improve access to financing, energy and 

infrastructure development.

• For development partners, apart from the pandemic response efforts, the design and financing of the following

projects are recommended:

(i) To reform the education system: a study on the identification of sectors with strong job-creating potential 

for the future and those with skills gaps;

(ii) To strengthen health and social protection systems: support for the establishment and strengthening of 

universal health insurance systems;

(iii) To promote youth and women’s entrepreneurship: support for the establishment of policies to scale up 

local gas, oil and mining content, and support for the establishment of entrepreneurship promotion funds in 

agribusiness and agroforestry;

(iv) To promote innovative financing: the generalization of integrated infrastructure projects with education and 

health components as well as support for excellence-based scholarships in priority education areas.
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MACROECONOMIC PERFORMANCE 

AND PROSPECTS

1.1 INTERNATIONAL ECONOMIC
ENVIRONMENT 

The growth rate of the global economy declined slightly

in 2019 (Figure 1). According to data from the International

Monetary Fund (2020)1, the real GDP growth rate was 

2.9% in 2019 compared with 3.6% in 2018. This slowdown

in global economic activity was mainly due to trade and 

geopolitical tensions between the USA and China and 

uncertainties surrounding Brexit as well as contractions 

observed in several emerging economies. This negative 

trend was also the result of certain structural factors, in 

particular lower productivity and an ageing population in 

developed countries. 

In the advanced economies2, growth was estimated at

1.7% in 2019, lower than in 2018 (2.2%). This downturn is

partly due to the slowdown of industrial production linked to

weak external demand. In the medium term, growth in these

countries, severely impacted by the coronavirus pandemic

(COVID-19), is expected to fall far short of the original 

projections of 1.7% in 2020 and 1.6% in 2021. Economies

are expected to fall into a recession, the depth of which will

depend on: (i) the duration and rapidity of the spread of the

pandemic; (ii) the effectiveness and rapidity of measures 

implemented to contain it and supportive economic measures

for households, businesses and the States.

In emerging and developing countries, growth was more

robust in 2019, reaching 3.7%, but below its 2018 level

(4.5%). In China, growth dipped from 6.7% in 2018 to 6.1%

in 2019 (IMF, 2020) mainly because of regulatory measures

aimed at containing the debt and mitigating the impact of

trade-related tensions on global demand.

PART 1

1 International Monetary Fund 2020. World Economic Outlook: Chapter 1 - The Great Lockdown (April).
2 Countries of the Euro zone, North America, United Kingdom, Japan and developed countries in South-East Asia.
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In Africa, the real GDP growth rate in 2019 was 

3.2% compared with 3.4% in 2018. However, there 

were wide inter-regional disparities. Real GDP growth in 

2019 varied from 0.3% in Southern Africa, where it was 

lowest, to 5.2% in East Africa where it was highest. 

North and West Africa recorded respective growth rates 

of 3.7% and 3.6%, while Central Africa3 posted a rate 

of 2.8%.

3 This report was prepared for the Central African region as defined by the African Development Bank’s (AfDB) operational breakdown, grouping the 6
countries of the Central African Economic and Monetary Community (CEMAC) and the Democratic Republic of Congo. The 6 CEMAC countries using a
common currency, the Central African CFA franc (XAF) are: Cameroon, Congo, Gabon, Equatorial Guinea, Central African Republic (CAR) and Chad. 
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World Advanced economies
Emerging markets and developing economies Africa
Central Africa

Figure 1: Comparison of global real GDP growth rates (%)

Source: African Development Bank and IMF statistics (April 2020).
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Global financial conditions tightened considerably in

2019 because of investors’ concerns regarding trade-related

tensions and the deterioration of global economic prospects.

The intensification of trade-related tensions between the 

United States and China, especially in terms of significant 

increases in customs duties as well as a worldwide slump in

private sector confidence had repercussions on the financial

markets and ended the rebound observed in early 2019.

Consequently, the stock markets deteriorated and widened

the gap between share and bond prices.  

To address these uncertainties, the large central banks

have adopted a more prudent approach. In October

2019, the American Federal Reserve lowered the federal

funds rate. In September 2019, the European Central Bank

lowered its deposit rates (-0.40% to -0.50%) while maintaining

the refinancing and marginal lending rates unchanged. This

decision was taken to support the Eurozone economies

faced with rising trade and geopolitical tensions. In the

emerging countries where financial conditions have been

deteriorating since Autumn 2018, the central banks of 

many countries (South Africa, Chile, Indonesia, Mexico, 

Philippines, Russia and Thailand) have raised their key 

interest rates. The People’s Bank of China has undertaken

to make moderate and timely countercyclical adjustments.

China has allowed its currency (the yuan) to depreciate

below the symbolic threshold of 7 yuan to the dollar, 

following the 2019 announcement by the USA of the 

imposition of 10% customs duties on about USD 300 billion

worth of imported Chinese products.

C e n t r a l  A f r i c a  E c o n o m i c  O u t l o o k  2 0 2 0
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Figure 2: Real GDP growth rates by region (%)

Source: African Development Bank statistics, April 2020.
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On the commodities market, prices - especially oil - trended

downwards. According to the IMF (2019), the annual 

average price of a barrel of oil4 dropped by 8.8% between

2018 and 2019, from USD 68 to USD 62 not only due to low

global demand but also increased production in the United

States and Canada. However, the reinforcement of American

sanctions targeting Iranian and Venezuelan oil mitigated 

the impact of a potentially sharper drop in crude oil prices.

Metal prices rose by 4.8% in 2019 following a 6.6% hike in

2018. More generally, following the outbreak of COVID-19,

the risk of a drop in commodity prices remains, linked to 

trade tensions, the oil price war between Saudi Arabia and

Russia and prospects of an economic slowdown in China,

which accounts for half of the world’s metal consumption.

Food price products fell by 3.4% in 2019, also linked to

heightened trade tensions between the United States, the

leading exporter of food products, and several of its main 

trading partners. Overall, the effects of this fall in commodity 

prices will mostly benefit importing rather than exporting 

countries.

In terms of prospects, whereas the IMF’s pre-COVID-19

projections (2019), forecast global economic growth

rates of 3.4% and 3.6% in 2020 and 2021 respectively,

the new post-COVID-19 projections (IMF, 2020) forecast

growth rates of -3% in 2020 and +5.8% in 2021. In other

words, as a result of the pandemic, the global economy is

expected to decline by over 6 percentage points in 2020 

causing a global economic recession. However, the economy

is projected to rebound sharply in 2021, up 8.8 percentage

points on 2020 and 2.2 points higher than the 2021 initial 

pre-COVID estimates.

The main external risks to economic growth are the impacts

of the coronavirus pandemic. The pandemic will have a 

negative impact on growth in China and the rest of the 

world where health measures of social distancing and confi-

nement were imposed to contain its spread, directly affecting 

economies. These risks could lead to supply chain disruptions

and hurt investor confidence, investment and growth in all

world regions. 

C e n t r a l  A f r i c a  E c o n o m i c  O u t l o o k  2 0 2 0

4 Simple average of Brent, Dubaï Fateh and West Texas Intermediate spot prices.
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1.2 DYNAMICS OF PRODUCTION  

1.2.1 Overview of Central Africa

Comprising the 6 CEMAC countries and the Democratic

Republic of Congo (DRC), Central Africa has an estimated

population of 142 million people in 2019, distributed over

an area of 5.4 million km2. Accounting for 61% of the regional

population, DRC remains the most densely populated 

country, followed by Cameroon, Chad, Congo, CAR, Gabon

and Equatorial Guinea (Figure 3). 

C e n t r a l  A f r i c a  E c o n o m i c  O u t l o o k  2 0 2 0

Box 1: Coronavirus pandemic and its economic impacts channels

The coronavirus epidemic, which has now become a pandemic, was first identified in Wuhan in China in 
December 2019. It then spread to all the other continents despite China’s efforts to contain the spread of the disease.
In mainland China, the number of new cases has stabilized and is even declining. In other countries, especially in Europe
and the United States, the disease has spread rapidly resulting in drastic containment measures including the closure
of borders, suspension of flights by many airlines, a ban on large gatherings, confinement of the population at home
and working from home, etc. 

As of 5 May 2020, WHO (2020) had recorded almost 3.6 million cases of contamination, nearly 250,000 deaths
worldwide and 185 countries affected by the disease. In Africa, 52 countries are affected (as of that date, Lesotho and
Comoros had not reported any coronavirus cases), with a total number of 33,000 confirmed cases of contamination
and about 1,200 deaths. 

The severity of the disease has disrupted global economic activity because of the speed of its spread and 
the feeling of insecurity it instils. The overall impact of the pandemic on the global economy in a preliminary IMF 
assessment (2020) suggests a fall in growth of 6 percentage points to -3% in 2020, tipping the world into recession. 

AfDB has identified at least five main transmission channels of the impact of the pandemic to African countries:
(i) falling commodity prices and their induced effects on export and trade; (ii) a decline in tourism flows because of travel
restrictions and cancellations of hotel accommodation and services; (iii) a drop in foreign direct investment; (iv) a slump
in financial market flows; and (v) negative repercusssions on health and education systems.

The latest Bank projections for Africa indicate that the pandemic is expected to cause the continent’s growth
rate to fall by 5.6 percentage points in a best-case scenario where the situation is controlled in the short-term, 
to -1.7% in 2020. In a worst-case scenario, the growth rate would fall by 7.3 percentage points. In this extreme case,
the continent-wide growth rate would then fall to -3.2% in 2020.

The short term impacts will have as strong long term impacts if the short-term impact will also have just as
strong long-term impacts if the disease is not rapidly controlled. African countries must establish rigorous control
mechanisms in anticipation of the spread of the disease. On the economic front, the potential loss of export resources
as well as dwindling investment and tourism flows could reduce resource mobilization capacity against a backdrop of
already limited fiscal headroom and economic growth.

Source: Authors. 
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In 2019, Central Africa’s nominal GDP was estimated to

be equivalent to USD 137 billion. DRC and Cameroon

contributed over 50% to regional nominal GDP (32% 

for DRC and 27% for Cameroon), followed by Gabon, 

Congo, Equatorial Guinea, Chad and CAR (Figure 3). Central

Africa is a region with abundant natural resources for 

agriculture, the forest economy and agribusiness because 

of its vast forests and irrigable arable land. It covers the 

Congo Basin countries (Cameroon, Congo, Gabon, Equatorial

Guinea, CAR and DRC). The Congo Basin is the world’s 

largest tropical forest region after the Amazon Basin. 

Central Africa is also rich in mining and oil resources. 

Consequently, the region’s economies are heavily dependent

on the production and exports of extractive commodities.

This makes them highly vulnerable to external shocks. 

For example, the region has suffered in recent years from the

repercussions of the 2014 drop in oil prices. This situation 

underscores the need for profound structural transformation

and further industrialization efforts. Furthermore, the region

has suffered from a volatile security context and political 

instability. Some areas also experience periods of drought

and endemic diseases such as the Ebola virus disease5. The

consequences of these shocks have affected economic 

activity. 

In 2019, the macroeconomic indicators for the Central

African countries improved at the regional level. This 

performance was reflected in: (i) the region’s continuing 

economic growth with a regional real GDP growth rate of

2.8%; (ii) a decrease in the rate of inflation to a regional 

average of 2.6%; (iii) a fiscal deficit contained at 0.5% of 

GDP; (iv) a slight increase in external debt estimated at 30%

of regional GDP; and (iv) a narrowing of the current account 

deficit to 1.9% of GDP.

C e n t r a l  A f r i c a  E c o n o m i c  O u t l o o k  2 0 2 0

DRC 61%

Congo 4%

Gabon 2%

Cameroon 18%

CAR 3%

Chad 11%

Eq.Guinea 1%

Congo 10%

Gabon 12%

Cameroon 27%

Eq. Guinea  9%

DRC 32%

CAR 2%

Chad 8%

Figure 3: Central Africa’s population and GDP in 2019

Source: African Development Bank statistics.

a. Population distribution in Central Africa
in 2019 (%)

b. Regional Distribution of GDP by country
in 2019 (%)

5 In the Democratic Republic of Congo, the tenth Ebola-virus epidemic broke out in the North Kivu and Ituri regions in August 2018.
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In 2019, regional growth remained unchanged at its 2018

level, which was below Africa’s average (3.2%). As in

2018, the real GDP growth rate in 2019 was 2.8%, one of

the region’s lowest rates. 

Acceleration of growth in Gabon and Chad  

Between 2018 and 2019, economic growth accelerated:

• In Gabon, from 0.8% to 3.4% due to the buoyancy of 

non-oil activities (mining, timber and palm oil) and the 

operation of new oil wells; and

• In Chad, from 2.4% to 3% mainly because of the sound 

performance of cereal (+1.2% in 2019), cotton (+142%) 

and oil (+14%) production.

Growth stability in Cameroon  

In Cameroon, the growth rate remained stable at 4.1% 

between 2018 and 2019. Growth was mainly supported on

the supply side by tertiary sector activities.  

Deceleration of economic activity in Congo, CAR
and DRC  

However, economic growth slowed down over the same period: 

• In Congo, from 1.6% in 2018 to 1.2% in 2019 despite 

progress in the oil and construction sectors;

• In the Central African Republic from 3.8% to 3%, despite 

the recovery of agricultural activities and mining extraction;

• In the Democratic Republic of Congo from 5.8% to 4.3% 

because of (i) a slowdown in  the extractive sectors; (ii) 

drops in some commodity prices (copper and cobalt); (iii) 

low level of agricultural productivity; and (iv) the energy 

gap, which hampers industrialization efforts.

Persisting recession in Equatorial Guinea

Equatorial Guinea has posted negative growth for the 5th

consecutive year with a more pronounced contraction of real

GDP in 2019 (-6.1%) than in 2018 (-5.8%). This performance

was due to the slowdown of the oil and gas sector following

the 2014 drop in oil prices, lower operational oil well yields

but also a lack of economic diversification.  

C e n t r a l  A f r i c a  E c o n o m i c  O u t l o o k  2 0 2 0
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In Central Africa, the services sector contributed most to

nominal GDP in 2019 (42.3%), while in 2018 the industrial

sector was the largest contributor (42.1%) (Figure 5). The 

industrial sector and services sector contributed over 84% to

the region’s nominal GDP. The agricultural sector’s contribution

to regional GDP remained stable between 2018 (15.5%) and

2019 (15.6%).
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Figure 5: Sector contributions to regional GDP (%)

Source: African Development Bank statistics, April 2020.

Source: African Development Bank statistics.
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Figure 6: Sector contributions to nominal GDP by country (%) 

Source: African Development Bank statistics.

In 2019, the services sector made the largest contribution

to GDP in Cameroon, Central African Republic and Chad.

In contrast, the industrial sector is the main contributor

to GDP in Congo, Gabon, Equatorial Guinea and DRC

(Figure 6). The most dominant industrial sector is the extractive

industries subsector. In Gabon (51.8% of GDP), the operation

of new oil wells has increased industrial value-added. In

Equatorial Guinea, the industrial sector’s contribution also

rose from 57.7% in 2018 to 59.6% in 2019. In Congo, the

contribution of industry to GDP fell slightly between 2018

(60.3%) and 2019 (58%). 

At the regional level, the industrial sector remains the 

largest contributor to growth in Central Africa. (Figure 7).

In 2019, the industrial sector contributed 1.4 percentage

points to the 3% growth of real GDP recorded while 

the agricultural and services sectors contributed 0.8 

and 0.7 percentage points, respectively. At country level, 

the recession in the industrial sector in Equatorial Guinea 

was the main contributory factor to the slowdown of 

economic growth with a contraction of 3.5 percentage 

points, accounting for -4.1% of the country’s growth. In 

the Central African Republic, the main source of growth is 

the agricultural sector with 3.8 percentage points out of 

the 4.5% recorded. In the Democratic Republic of Congo, 

the industrial sector contributed 4 percentage points to 

the 4.3% achieved while the services sector declined by 

0.3 percentage points. In the Central African Republic and 

Chad, the agricultural sector made the highest contribution

to GDP growth with 3.8 and 2.7 percentage points respectively

in 2019.
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On the regional demand side, household consumption

was the main contributor to nominal GDP representing

62.4% in 2019 (Figure 8). This percentage remained 

stable throughout the entire 2015-2018 period. 

Investment contributed 25.6% in 2019, while net 

exports were accompanied by a negative contribution 

of -1.4%. 
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Figure 9: Demand-side structure of the nominal GDP by country (%)

Source: African Development Bank statistics.
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In 2019, household consumption was the largest 

contributor to nominal GDP in all the countries except 

for Congo (Figure 9). Household consumption contributions 

varied between 38.1% in Gabon and 83.4% in CAR. However,

in Congo, government consumption contributes most to 

nominal GDP representing 66.2%, and the contribution of 

net exports is negative at -25.9% of GDP.

In relative value, household consumption also contributed

most to the region’s real GDP growth in 2019 (Figure 10). 

At regional level, with 1.2 percentage points, household

consumption to increased demand exceeds the contribution of

investments (+0.8 percentage point), net exports (+0.6 points)

and government spending (+0.2 points). In 2018, investments

contributed most to demand-driven growth. 

At country level (Figure 11), household consumption in

2019 was the main source of demand-driven growth in

the following three countries: CAR (+4.0 percentage

points), Cameroon (+2.6 points) and DRC (+2.6 points). In

the case of oil producing countries, the main growth driver

was net exports: Chad (+2.4 points), Gabon (+1.9 points) 

and Congo (+1.5 points). In Equatorial Guinea, the recession

was caused by a decline in all the components: household

consumption (-1.5 percentage points); investments (-1.2 points)

and net exports (-0.4 points).
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Figure 11: Contribution of the demand to GDP growth, by country (%)

Source: African Development Bank statistics.

1.3 PRICE DYNAMICS

In 2019, the average inflation rate in the Central African

Region was 2.6%, down from the 8.5% recorded one

year earlier. This inflation rate is the lowest of all five regions

of the continent where the average is 9% (13.9% in East

Africa, 9.8% in Southern Africa, 8.5% in West Africa and

7.9% in North Africa). 

At country level, inflation varies between 0.9% in Chad

and 4.6% in Congo (Figure 12). The significant drop in 

inflation between 2018 and 2019 in the region is due to its

reduction in DRC, the only country outside the CEMAC zone

where inflation must be contained at below the community

standard of 3%. DRC’s inflation rate dropped sharply from

29.3% in 2018 to 4.5% in 2019 because of more effective

coordination of monetary and fiscal policies. In the CEMAC

countries, inflation remains under control because of the price

stability policy adopted by the Bank of Central African States

(BEAC). Of the six CEMAC economies, only Congo was 

unable to maintain the inflation rate below the 3% ceiling. 

In 2019, inflation climbed to 4.6% because of difficulties in 

supplying the two main urban centers (Brazzaville and Pointe

Noire) with foodstuffs and staples from the production areas,

in particular the North and Plateau. Higher transport costs

exacerbated this situation following the concessioning of 

National Road 1 (NR1) and part of the NR2 in 2019.
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In the six CEMAC zone countries, the BEAC increased bid

interest rates (BIR) at the end of October 2018 from 2.95%

to 3.5% to improve foreign exchange reserves. The tightening

of monetary policy had a deflationary impact throughout the

zone (CEMAC, 2019).

In May 2019, the Central Bank of Congo (BCC) lowered its

key rate to 9% from 14% in April 2018 and 20% in 2017 to

contain inflation and achieve a level of foreign exchange reserves

equivalent at least 4 weeks of imports of goods and services.

CEMAC countries have a common currency, the CFA franc

(XAF), with a fixed peg to the euro (1 Euro = 655.957 XAF).

Between 2018 and 2019, the CFA franc depreciated against

the US dollar from 556 CFA francs to 581 CFA francs to 

the dollar.

The Congolese franc, the currency of the Democratic

Republic of Congo, also depreciated by an average of

1.2% against the United States dollar from 1 622 Congolese

francs to a dollar in 2018 to 1 641 francs to one US dollar

in 2019. This depreciation was due to an increase in public

spending and imports of goods and services.

Monetary prospects will be affected by ongoing 

reforms in the West African franc zone (WAEMU). These

modifications in one part of the Franc Zone call for deep

reflection on the future of the CFA franc in the CEMAC zone

(see Box 2). 
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Box 2: CEMAC prospects after the announcement of the ECO in WAEMU

The CEMAC countries belong to the Franc Zone and comprise 14 African countries (the 6 CEMAC countries and 8
countries of the West African and Economic and Monetary Union - WAEMU6) using the CFA franc as a common 
currency, plus Comoros and France. The CFA franc was created on December 26, 1945, the date on which France 
ratified the Bretton Woods Agreements and made its first declaration of parity to the International Monetary Fund (IMF).
At the time, the name meant "franc of the French Colonies of Africa" It was later known as the “franc of the African 
Financial Community” to member States of the West African Monetary Union (WAMU) and as the “franc of Financial
Cooperation in Central Africa” to member countries of the Central African Monetary Union (CAMU).

The operating rules of the Franc Zone rest on five main pillars: (i) the two CFA franc currencies (Central Africa CFA
and West Africa CFA) have a fixed peg to the euro (previously the French Franc); (ii) within the zone profits and dividends
may be freely repatriated and capital movements are free; (iii) the countries of the CFA zone deposit 50% of their foreign
exchange reserves in an operations account with the French Treasury; (iv) the French Public Treasury guarantees the
external value and convertibility of these currencies – by allowing euros to be lent to the central banks when they have
no more foreign exchange; and (v) France is represented on the boards of directors of the African central banks (BCEAO
and BEAC). 

For some years, this Franc Zone has been regularly contested, with increasing debate over the CFA franc. The
issue does not only concern academic and political circles but has been seized upon by all sections of African societies.
Mobilization for the abolition of the CFA franc, driven for some years by pan-Africanist social movements, intellectuals,
ordinary citizens on the continent and within the Diaspora, has prompted the governments of the African countries
concerned, in particular those of WAEMU, to embark on a comprehensive reform of this monetary zone. These debates
on the CFA franc are also an integral part of the process of creating a single currency called the ECO within the Economic
Community of West African States (ECOWAS) comprising Cape Verde, The Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Liberia, Nigeria
and Sierra Leone in addition to the 8 WAEMU countries.

In this context, on Saturday 21 December 2019, the Ivorian President and current chairman of WAEMU, alongside
the French President announced a comprehensive reform of the WAEMU monetary system. This reform is 
characterized by four major changes: i) change in the name of the CFA franc to ECO from 2020; (ii) end of the centralization
of BCEAO foreign exchange reserves at the French Treasury and their immediate repatriation to BCEAO as well as 
closure of the operations account; iii) withdrawal of France from the governing bodies in which it was present; and ((iv)
the role of France transformed into that of financial guarantor guaranteeing the convertibility of the ECO. 

These changes at the level of the West Africa Franc Zone call for reflection on the future of the CFA franc in the
Central Africa Zone (CEMAC). The issue concerns a baseline scenario for CEMAC in the face of ongoing changes
and economic constraints in the zone. More specifically, which exchange system should CEMAC adopt? Should it, like
WAEMU, announce the abolition of the obligation on its Central Bank (BEAC) to deposit a minimum of 50% of its
external reserves in an operations account opened at the French Treasury or consider another option? What would be
the costs and benefits linked to these different alternatives? What alternatives would best correspond to the objective
of structurally changing the region’s economies and the macroeconomic impacts of a possible change of system in
the said zone?

Source: Authors.

6 The countries of the West African and Monetary Union (WAMU) are Benin, Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea Bissau, Mali, Niger, Senegal and Togo.
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1.4    PUBLIC FINANCES: IMPROVING
THE FISCAL BALANCE IN A DEBT
CONTEXT

At the regional level, Central Africa posted a budget 

surplus equivalent to 0.5% of GDP due to the public 

account reorganization efforts made under the CEMAC 

regional economic and financial reform program. 

In comparison with the other regions, Central Africa

achieved the best fiscal performance in 2019 and is the

only one without a deficit. For Africa, the average fiscal 

balance showed a  deficit representing -4.7% of GDP. The

balance in Southern Africa represented -4.9% of GDP, in

West Africa, -4.6%; in East Africa, -5% and lastly, in North

Africa -5.6% of GDP. 

At country level, Congo performed best in 2019, 

achieving a budget surplus equivalent to 8.8% of GDP

(Figure 13). The Central African Republic, Gabon and 

Equatorial Guinea also recorded budget surpluses of 1.4%,

1.7%, and 1.7% of GDP respectively. In Gabon, in particular,

in response to the negative impact of the 2014 drop in oil

prices on public finances, the authorities implemented 

the 2017-2020 Economic Recovery Plan (ERP). This plan

contributed to an improvement in the fiscal balance from 

-1.9% of GDP in 2017 to +1.7% of GDP in 2019, due in 

particular to a reduction in the wage bill (85.3% of fiscal 

revenue in 2017 compared with 48.1% in 2019). 
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Figure 13: Fiscal balance by country (GDP %)

Source: African Development Bank statistics, April 2020.

In contrast, Cameroon, the Democratic Republic of Congo

and Chad recorded respective budget deficits equivalent to

-2.3%, -0.4% and -0.2% of GDP. Implementation of the 

Presidential Emergency Program in DRC and poor domestic

resource mobilization performance affected the budget deficit.

Although Cameroon had a deficit balance, this improved in
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Figure 14: Total external debt by country (GDP %)

Source: African Development Bank statistics.

Cameroon and Gabon have relatively high levels of external

debt, representing 33.8% and 40.5% of GDP respectively in

2019. According to an IMF assessment in November 2018, 

Cameroon’s public debt profile showed a high risk of debt 

distress. Gabon’s high level of external debt is due to the 

Government’s use of multilateral and bilateral financing to fund

the Economic Recovery Plan as well as to the accumulation of

domestic arrears. The debt sustainability analysis carried out by IMF

in 2018 shows that, while high, Gabon’s debt remains sustainable.

Equatorial Guinea was the country in the region with the

lowest level of external debt in 2019 equivalent to 12.3%

of GDP, but higher than its 2018 level (9.2%).

The Central African Republic continues to present a 

higher risk of debt distress. Its debt servicing capacity 

remains weak because of the low level of domestic revenue

and a weak export base, which limits its ability to contract

new borrowing.

comparison with 2017 (-3/8%) and 2018 (-2.5%) under 

the impetus of the fiscal consolidation carried out under 

the three-year arrangement (2017-2019) negotiated with 

IMF and supported by AfDB.

Central Africa’s external debt increased slightly from

29.4% in 2018 to 30.1% of GDP in 2019 (Figure 14). In 

Cameroon, Gabon, Equatorial Guinea and Chad, external

debt rose between 2018 and 2019 but not in Congo, the

Central African Republic and the Democratic Republic of

Congo.

Congo posted the region’s highest external debt ratio,

equivalent to 55.3% of GDP in 2019, despite the restructuring

obtained from China. However, the debt ratio fell below 2018

level (59.1%). Due to debt service payment difficulties, arrears

rose to 21% of GDP in 2019 compared with 8% in 2018. 
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In the Democratic Republic of Congo, external public

debt management remains under control. The risk of debt

distress is deemed moderate, according to the Debt Sustai-

nability Analysis carried out in September 2019 by IMF. The

country’s stock of public debt at end-2018 was estimated 

at USD 9,476 million corresponding to 20.1% of GDP, i.e.

equivalent to 20.1% of GDP, comprising 13.6% for external

debt and 6.5% for domestic debt. 

1.5   CURRENT ACCOUNT DEFICITS
NARROWING AT REGIONAL LEVEL  

Although in deficit in 2019, Central Africa’s current 

account balance has improved (Figure 15). The current 

account deficit stood at 1.9% of GDP compared with 3.2%

in 2018, thereby achieving the best performance of all 

the regions. Continent-wide, the average current account 

balance deteriorated from -3.2% in 2018 to -4.3% in 2019. 

In Central Africa, the improvement of the current balance

was due to higher export revenue (crude oil, wood,cocoa

and manganese) and especially the current account 

surplus equivalent to 8.2% of GDP posted by Congo, as

a result of consolidation efforts made under the CEMAC 

Regional Economic and Financial Reform Program. The 

current account balances of Cameroon, Gabon, Central 

African Republic and DRC also improved between 2018 

and 2019. In Cameroon, the current account balance, which 

represented -3.7% of GDP in 2018, improved to -2.7% in

2019, due to a reduction in imports of consumer goods and

an increase in gas exports. In the Central African Republic,

the improved current account balance (from -8.3% of GDP

in 2018 to -5.2% in 2019), is attributable to the resumption

of domestic production and improvement of current transfers.

In Gabon, the balance improved from -3.2% in 2018 to -0.8%

in 2019, mainly thanks to a sharp increase in exports, especially

manganese.
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Figure 15: Current account balance by country (GDP %) 

Source: African Development Bank statistics.
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7 The Regional Integration Index is a multidimensional index for assessing integration efforts in African economies. Prepared in 2016 by the African Union
Commission (UAC), the African Development Bank (AfDB) and the Economic Commission for Africa (ECA), this index comprises the following five dimensions:
trade integration, regional infrastructure, productive infrastructure, free movements of people, financial integration and convergence of macroeconomic
policies.

However, in Equatorial Guinea and Chad, the balances,

which already showed deficits, deteriorated in 2018. In

Chad, the deficit worsened from -1.4% of GDP in 2018 

to -4.8% of GDP in 2019, and in Equatorial Guinea from 

-5.5% of GDP in 2018 to -5.8% in 2019.

1.6 REGIONAL INTEGRATION:
STRONG CEMAC COUNTRY PERFOR-
MANCE 

At the regional level, in the wake of CEMAC-led efforts,

Central African economies posted a strong performance

in financial integration and macroeconomic policy

convergence. However, much remains to be done in 

terms of productive integration, especially concerning 

Equatorial Guinea and the Central African Republic 

(Table 1). 

According to the Regional Integration Index7, Cameroon

and Gabon are the region’s top scorers in the index’s 

different dimensions. While these countries posted strong

performance in trade, macroeconomic and financial 

integration, they must redouble their efforts in productive

integration and free movement of people.

Table 1: Regional Integration Index of Central African Countries

Overall index Trade
integration

Regional
infrastructure

Productive
integration

Free 
movement of

people

Macro-
economic and

financial 
integration

Score Ranking Score Score Score Score Score

Cameroon 0.66 1 0.98 0.48 0.44 0.45 0.97

CAR 0.51 4 0.52 0.40 0.07 0.66 0.89

Chad 0.51 4 0.75 0.20 0.19 0.45 0.98

Congo 0.53 3 0.34 0.69 0.24 0.52 0.87

DRC 0.20 7 0.28 0.35 0.15 0.14 0.06

Equatorial Guinea 0.20 6 0.36 0.42 0.02 0.35 0.87

Gabon 0.58 2 0.78 0.52 0.25 0.35 1.00

Central Africa 0.46 - 0.57 0.44 0.19 0.42 0.80

Source: African Union Commission (AUC), African Development Bank (AfDB) and Economic Commission for Africa (ECA), 2016.
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The performance of the Democratic Republic of Congo

in all dimensions of the Regional Integration Index is

weak, especially in terms of financial and macroeconomic 

integration. The DRC is not a member of a monetary union

whereas there are more financial and macroeconomic 

similarities between the six other CEMAC member economies.

The regional integration efforts made by countries of the

region should be reinforced by the regional integration

embarked upon at continental level, particularly through

the effective establishment of the African Continental Free

Trade Area (AfCFTA) initiated in 2012. Box 3 presents the

broad outlines of this continental agreement.

Box 3: African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) Agreement 

The African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) framework agreement became effective on 30 May 2019,
30 days after the 22nd member country had deposited its instrument of ratification. Fifty-four (54) African countries
have now signed the Agreement including the seven (7) Central African countries. Twenty-eight (28) African countries,
including four (4) in Central Africa, have deposited their instruments of ratification. These 28 countries are South Africa,
Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Congo, Côte d'Ivoire, Djibouti, Egypt, Ethiopia, eSwatini, Gabon, The Gambia, Ghana, Guinea,
Equatorial Guinea, Kenya, Mali, Mauritius, Mauritania, Namibia, Niger, Uganda, Rwanda, the Sahrawi Republic, 
São Tomé and Príncipe, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Chad, Togo and Zimbabwe. In the case of Cameroon, ratification was
officially approved on 31 October 2019 and the instrument of ratification is being deposited.

It will be recalled that AfCFTA aims to pool the economies of 54 African countries in a pan-African free trade
area. It covers a market of over 1.2 billion people with a combined gross domestic product of USD 2,500 billion. In
terms of the number of member countries, AfCFTA is the world’s largest free-trade area.

The AfCFTA agreement provides a general framework covering trade in goods and services, rules and procedures
on the settlement of disputes, competition policy, intellectual property rights and investment. The specific negotiations
on these last three issues will be held during the second round of negotiations while the protocols on trade in goods,
trade in services, rules and procedures on the settlement of disputes have been negotiated as well as their associated
annexes except those on rules of origin and tariff concessions in the protocol on trade in goods and the list of specific
undertakings in the protocol on trade in services. 

Entry into force of AfCFTA represents a major stage towards full economic integration on the continent. Intra-
African trade was estimated at 15.2% in 2017 compared with about 15.2% in 2017, 67.1% in Europe, 61.1% in Asia
and 47.4% in the USA. 

Goods exported by Africa to the rest of the world are mainly primary products and natural resources with mineral
resources alone representing 50%. Exports of manufactured products account for 45% of intra-African trade compared
with 33% for mineral products. Therefore, it should be possible to develop regional value chains in Africa.

The private sector in African countries will be the main driver of AfCFTA since it will be mainly responsible for 
productive and trading activities in the free-trade area. The wider market offered by AfCFTA would create economies
of scale in production and also boost intra-African trade. The African private sector would also benefit from it, since it
is estimated that intra-African trade could increase by 52% after the initial trade exchanges, solely from tariff reductions.
Furthermore, it could more than double if non-tariff constraints are addressed, particularly cumbersome customs 
procedures. African businesses also have a key role to play in deepening the continent’s industrialization and developing
regional value chains.

In addition to the expected emergence of regional value chains and the contribution to industrialization, other
benefits can be expected from the establishment of AfCFTA. These range from the opportunity for African 
businesses to become more competitive on the continent to an enhanced business climate expected from the 
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1.7 POVERTY, INEQUALITY AND
FRAGILITY IN CENTRAL AFRICA 

Poverty and inequality remain high in Central Africa 

(Table 2). The economic growth recorded in recent years has

not resulted in any improvement in people’s living standards

and the creation of decent jobs. With 71.9% of its population

in 2019 living on less than USD 1.90 per day, the DRC is the

African country with the second highest number of poor 

people. A deterioration in the socioeconomic situation could

occur since the country is continuing to suffer the ravages 

of the Ebola virus epidemic with 2,045 deaths recorded 

in September 2019, while armed and inter-ethnic conflicts 

caused a large number of internally displaced people estimated

at 3.7 million.8

In the Central African Republic, poverty remains high

with 66.3% of people living on less than USD 1.90 per day

in 2008. According to World Bank estimates, this number

rose to 70.8% in 2018, with almost half requiring humanitarian

assistance and 45% of the population affected by food 

insecurity. Since the 2013 coup d’état, the country has 

experienced many conflicts. The new Peace Agreement 

signed in February 2019 between the Government and 14

agreement and its different protocols and associated annexes as well as increased private sector opportunities, 
especially for small- and medium-sized enterprises. Similarly, AfCFTA could contribute to the elimination of the main
obstacles that are hindering trade and business on the continent: inconsistent trade regimes, weak production capacity,
infrastructure bottlenecks, non-tariff barriers, lack of trade information and the poor state of trade financing.

The Economic Commission for Africa estimates that, with complete liberalization, intra-African trade would
rise by 52.3% compared to the baseline scenario without the Free-Trade Agreement by 2012. This increase in
intra-African trade will then allow African countries to capitalize on the growth that often accompanies trade flows.

However, the expected benefits of the AfCFTA are not automatic. The issue of national legal procedures must 
be addressed by the stakeholders. Regulations must also be adopted to reflect the changes in national tariff codes
and to ensure compliance with applicable undertakings given in terms of AfCFTA protocols. Trade under this new 
Agreement will be carried out with new procedures, certificates, safety and health standards and trade remedies.
AfCFTA implementation will primarily depend on the existence of the necessary inter-State rules and procedures and
secondly on the establishment of the required implementing measures.

If African countries wish to take advantage of these advances, they must also close the wide infrastructure
gap and improve the business climate. It is also unlikely that the potential benefits are standard since activities 
will shift towards parts of the continent where costs are lowest. Compensatory measures will be essential to mitigate
these different impacts (for example, the training of workers) to guarantee the smooth redeployment of labor and capital.
Furthermore, the removal of customs duties will result in significant loss of government revenue at a time when countries
should strengthen their fiscal position -  hence the need to make further progress in domestic debt recovery.

Source: Authors.

8 RC/UNCT-DRC Report, 2019.
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armed groups may lead to possible improvements in the

country’s socioeconomic situation.

Despite sustained growth recorded in recent years in 

Cameroon, there has been little impact on poverty reduction.

Consequently, 22.4% of the population was living on less

than USD 1.90 per day in 2019. However, this rate remains

one of the lowest in the region along with Gabon (3.4%). 

Furthermore, inequalities have widened with the Gini coefficient

rising from 42.8% to 46.6% between 2007 and 2014.

Gabon is an upper middle-income country but is ranked

115th on the Human Development Index because of its poor

performance in education and limited access of the popu-

lation to basic services. Gender gaps in education impact 

negatively on women’s employment and the drop in school

enrolment rates is quite high outside the capital. Geographical

disparities in poverty and social inequality reduce the impact

of economic growth. Job creation is not in step with the

country’s high economic potential and unemployment is 

very high.

Several drivers of fragility deserve special attention during

the formulation and implementation of economic development

policies. These are political instability, the volatile security 

situation, dependency of economies on commodities, 

governance lags affecting the efficiency of institutions and 

mitigating the impact of public policies on development, and

vulnerability in the face of natural or human disasters. The 

humanitarian situation remains of particular concern in Congo,

DRC, the Central African Republic and in the Lake Chad

Basin. Against this backdrop, the negative impact of the 

coronavirus pandemic on the fragility of these populations is a

cause for concern in terms of increased poverty and inequality.

Table 2: Different poverty and inequality indicators in Central Africa

National poverty
threshold 

International
poverty 

threshold/USD1.90,
2019(e)

Gini Index Human
Development 
Index ranking 

in 2018

Cameroon 37.5% in 2014 22.40% 46.6% in 2014 115

CAR 62% in 2008 70.80% 56.2% in 2008 188

Chad 46.7% in 2011 40.20% 43.3% in 2011 187

DRC 63.9% in 2012 71.90% 42.1% in 2012 179

Congo 40.9% in 2011 39.30% 48.9% in 2011 138

Equatorial Guinea 76.8% in 2006 NA NA 144

Gabon 33.4% in 2017 3.40% 38% in 2017 115

Source: Macroeconomic and Poverty Outlook and World Bank WDI data.
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1.8 ECONOMIC OUTLOOK AND
RISKS

Until the COVID-19 outbreak, the short-term economic

outlook was encouraging in Central Africa. However, the

prospects are more likely to be bleaker in the wake of the

COVID-19 pandemic, which remains a major challenge for

the global economy and the region.

This pandemic is expected to have several external and

internal impacts. The external impacts include a drop in

commodity prices especially oil, of which the region is a 

producer, weak external demand for the region’s products

from key partners such as China or Europe, severely affected

by the pandemic, a drop in tourism receipts, falling remit-

tances by the Diaspora, declining foreign direct investment

and official development assistance, and tightening of 

international financial market conditions. Within the region’s

borders, the endogenous impacts would result in the rapid

spread of the virus, causing significant mortality and 

morbidity. These, in turn, would weaken domestic demand

due to disruptions to economic activity and the different 

markets, lower fiscal revenue following the slowdown in 

economic activity and higher public spending aimed at 

protecting the health of the population and supporting 

economic activity. 

1. The scale of the impact of COVID-19 on the region’s

economies will depend on the duration and speed of 

the virus. It will also depend on the rapidity with which the 

authorities take action to adopt and implement appropriate

response measures (health measures to prevent its spread

and economic support measures in favor of households and

businesses). 

Concerning the real sector, the region’s economies 

are expected to post lower growth rates. According to 

initial Bank projections, the pre-COVID-19 real GDP growth

rate was estimated at 3.5% in 2020 for the entire Central 

African Region. Following the outbreak of the pandemic, 

the Bank’s new projections indicate that COVID-19 could

cause a 6.1 percentage point drop in growth in the region

in the best-case scenario for managing the situation in the

short-term, to stand at -2.5% in 2020. In the worst-case 

scenario (where more time would be required to control the

pandemic) this drop in growth would be 7.8 percentage

points. In this extreme case, the growth rate would 

then be -4.3% in 2020 for the region. This drop in growth

would be caused by declining production due to falling 

commodity prices, especially oil, business bankruptcies and

job losses. 

Table 3: Potential impact of COVID-19 on the region’s main macroeconomic indicators 

Macroeconomic
indicators

Pre-COVID-19 data
(as%)

Potential impact of COVID-19
(difference in percentage points)

Estimates and projections in April 2020 Baseline scenario Worst-case scenario

2018 2019(e) 2020(p) 2021(p) 2020(p) 2021(p) 2020(p) 2021(p)

Real GDP growth (%) 2.8 2.8 3.5 2.9 -6.1 -0.4 -7.8 -1.6

Inflation (%) 8.5 2.6 3.0 2.9 2.5 1.7 3.1 2.3

Fiscal balance (GDP %) 0.2 0.5 0.5 0.5 -3.4 -2.4 -4.5 -3.2

Current account (GDP %) -3.2 -1.9 -2.8 -3.1 -3.8 -2.2 -6.0 -4.1

Source: African Development Bank Statistics Department, April 2020.

(*) Potential impact calculated as the difference between post-COVID-19 and pre-COVID-19 projections.
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There could be a double impact on prices, depending on

the degree of supply chain disruption at both the national and

international level. On the one hand, inflationary pressure

would weaken following a contraction in domestic demand,

and on the other hand, this pressure could rise if an adequate

supply of goods and services is not properly ensured. The

projections show that the COVID-19 outbreak would raise

the inflation rate by 2.5 to 3.1 percentage points, i.e. to

5.5% or 6.1% in 2020, depending on the best-case or worst-

case scenario.  

Regarding public finances, the region’s fiscal balance

should deteriorate. Pre-COVID-19 projections forecast a

budget surplus of about 0.5% for the Central Africa region in

2020. Post-COVID-19 projections indicate that the fiscal 

balance should deteriorate by 3.4 to 4.5 percentage

points, i.e. to -2.9% or -4%, depending on the best-case or

worst-case scenario. This deterioration in public finances is

due to the double impact of a drop in fiscal revenue and an

increase in public spending. The drop in revenue would be

the result of falling commodity prices and a narrowing of the

tax base due to the contraction of economic activities. The

rise in public spending would be due to increased expenditure

linked to health systems and support given to sectors hit 

hardest by the pandemic. 

Concerning the external sector, the region’s current 

balance should further deteriorate. The Bank’s initial 

projections forecast a current balance deficit for 2020 

equivalent to 2.8% of GDP for the region. The revised post-

COVID-19 projections indicate that the current balance 

deficit would dip further by 3.8 or 6 additional percentage

points to 6.7% or 8.8% of GDP depending on a best- or

worst-case scenario. This trend is attributable to a deterioration

in the terms of trade, a decline in exports and a possible 

increase in imports and could result in a sharp deterioration

in foreign exchange reserves. The drop in export revenue

could also affect the country’s ability to honor its external

debt service payments. This underscores the relevance of

measures taken by the IMF to grant a moratorium on debt

servicing to certain countries and proposals from certain G20

governments and multilateral institutions to reschedule or

cancel debts.

The situation in the monetary sector should also deteriorate

via declining in net external assets, credit to the economy and

money supply, and increasing net claims on governments.

The increasing net claims would result from the use of public

deposits in the central banks (BEAC and BCC) and primary

banks as well as the issuance of public securities underwritten

by these banks. Such a situation could create a systemic 

risk to financial stability, leading in fine to the instability of 

the zone’s two currencies, in a context of high “dollarization” 

of the DRC’s economy and the possibility of the CFA zone 

undergoing profound changes following the announcement

of the move to the ECO in the WAEMU zone (see Box 2).

In 2020 and 2021, the national growth prospects will be

affected by the impacts of COVID-19 in different ways 

depending on the specificities of each country. 

In Cameroon, the expiration of the Growth and Employment

Strategy Paper (GESP) in 2020 and the adoption of a new

National Development Strategy (SND) covering the 2020-

2030 period, suggests deeper structural transformation 

of the economy as well as sustained and job-creating

growth. Similarly, the results obtained by strengthening the

macro-economic framework under the IMF-supported 

program, to be completed in June 2020, should be conso-

lidated in 2020 and 2021 with a new arrangement. The

continuing implementation of reforms embarked upon under

this program, especially at the fiscal level, should further 

improve the macroeconomic framework, reduce poverty

and support government’s effort to diversify the economy

and develop the private sector. The effective merging of the

two stock exchanges (Cameroon and Gabon) in 2020

should further deepen the financial market and the financial

integration of the CEMAC zone. COVID-19 impact: following

the pandemic outbreak, there would be a loss in the 

growth momentum, a drop in public revenue due to falling

commodity prices and a deterioration of the external 

position, all of which would make the pursuit of the economic

diversification process difficult. Based on the assumptions

of a worst-case scenario, the Bank estimates that Cameroon



25

C e n t r a l  A f r i c a  E c o n o m i c  O u t l o o k  2 0 2 0

would record a 6.1 percentage point decline in growth 

and a widening of the fiscal and current account deficits 

by 1.9  and 3.6 percentage points of GDP, respectively 

(see Table 4).

In Congo, the economic environment will be marked by

the implementation of the National Development Plan

(PND) 2018-2022 and the reforms under the IMF’s Extended

Credit Facility. Congo has strong potential for high value-

added and decent job-creating activities. The country also

has vast natural resources that remain largely untapped (iron,

diamonds, lead, uranium, copper, phosphate, magnesium,

potassium, zinc, hydropower, oil, etc.). These resources could

provide alternatives for diversifying this oil-based economy,

at the mercy of commodity price fluctuations. These diversi-

fication efforts should be supported by major infrastructure

projects (transport, telecommunications and energy) developed

over the last decade. To take up this diversification challenge,

it will be necessary to improve the business climate and eco-

nomic governance, both of which are essential for restoring

macroeconomic balance, public finance sustainability and 

reviving investments. However, delays in clearing domestic

debts could impede the recovery of economic activities.

COVID-19 impact: Following the pandemic outbreak, there

would be a sharp decline in growth, public revenue and the

external position due to falling oil prices. As an oil-producing

country, Congo would be the hardest hit in the region in a

worst-case scenario. The country is expected to experience

a drop in growth of approximately 14 percentage points while

the twin deficits would deteriorate by about 20 percentage

points of GDP in 2020. 

In the Democratic Republic of Congo, the National 

Strategic Development Plan (PNSD) 2019-2023  adopted

in December 2019 would be implemented. This strategy

should give greater visibility to national priorities and is an 

essential tool for domestic and external finance mobilization

Table 4: Potentiel macroeconomic impact of Covid-19 on Central Africa countries

Indicators Country Cameroon CAR Chad Congo DRC
Equat.
Guinea

Gabon
Central
Africa

Real GDP
growth (%)

Value Pre-COVID 4.0 4.8 5.5 4.6 3.9 3.7 3.7 3.5

Impact
Baseline -4.8 -2.9 -5.5 -11.8 -6.2 -5.5 -5.4 -6.1

Worst-case -6.1 -3.7 -7.6 -13.8 -8.0 -7.6 -7.5 -7.8

Inflation (%)

Value Pre-COVID 2.0 2.6 3.1 1.8 5.1 1.6 3.1 3.0

Impact
Baseline 0.9 -1.4 -0.7 3.2 6.9 1.8 0.9 2.5

Worst-case 1.2 -0.5 -0.4 3.4 8.2 1.9 1.6 3.1

Fiscal 
balance
(%GDP)

Value Pre-COVID -2.4 0.4 2.2 8.4 -0.2 1.4 1.0 0.5

Impact
Baseline -1.5 -2.7 -2.9 -14.6 -1.1 -6.2 -3.6 -3.4

Worst-case -1.9 -3.7 -3.2 -19.5 -1.5 -7.3 -6.2 -4.5

Current 
account 
(GDP %) 

Value Pre-COVID -2.6 -6.7 -5.6 5.2 -4.6 -6.3 -0.6 -2.8

Impact
Baseline -2.5 1.6 -7.4 -13.3 -0.5 -4.7 -6.0 -3.8

Worst-case -3.6 0.6 -7.6 -20.1 -1.0 -5.1 -14.7 -6.0

Source: African Development Bank Statistics Department, April 2020.

Potential impacts calculated as the difference between post-COVID-19 and pre-COVID-19 projections.
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to support the implementation of priority programs. The

country’s low debt level (13.7% of GDP for external debt and

6.5% for domestic debt in 2018) provides an opportunity for

new external concessional financing to support the 6-month

IMF staff-monitored program approved by the IMF on 16 

December 2019 concomitantly with a Rapid Credit Facility

(RCF). This should mitigate the shock on the balance of 

payments and allow the country to negotiate a medium-term

economic and financial program with the IMF, which is a 

prerequisite for mobilizing budget support from the other

technical and financial partners. Under PNSD 2019-2023, the

country aims specifically to graduate to middle-income status

in 2023, principally thanks to agricultural transformation,

among others. COVID-19 impact: the coronavirus pandemic

would reduce FDI flows and financial market financing, 

making it more difficult to support the PNSD. Bank projections

indicate a possible loss in growth of about 8.8 percentage

points and a widening of the fiscal and current account 

deficits by -1.5 and 1 percentage points of GDP, respectively. 

The economic prospects for the Central African Republic

were favorable with a projected real GDP growth rate 

of 4.8% in 2020. This performance was partly due to the 

relatively calm security situation following the signing of the

Peace and Reconciliation Agreement on 6 February 2019 in

Bangui between the Government and rebel groups. The 

increased generating capacity of the Boali hydropower dams

and increased water supply were also expected to resolve

difficulties in these sub-sectors. COVID-19 impact: the 

restoration of peace should help the country to more effectively

manage the repercussions of the coronavirus crisis. However,

the crisis is expected to slow down public investment efforts

to create infrastructure-driven growth. Therefore, in 2020 and

in line with the Bank’s projections, the Central African Republic

would experience a drop in growth of about 3.7 percentage

points and a deterioration of the fiscal balance equivalent 

to an additional 3.7 percentage points of GDP. However, 

the current account balance is expected to improve by 0.6

percentage points of GDP. 

In Gabon, the economic diversification strategy imple-

mented will contribute to the development of new 

sectors of activity, mainly in the agro-food chain. Thanks to

major investments made by the Singaporean Group OLAM

since 2010, palm oil, rubber trees and rubber have been 

developed on an industrial scale. Gabon also has 25% of proven

world manganese reserves. The increase in global demand

and the government’s decision to process this mineral locally

will increase exports of manganese to China, Europe and

India. COVID-19 impact: The COVID-19 outbreak would

slow down the diversification and industrialization process 

because of the drop in public revenue and confinement 

measures taken as part of the health response. Taking the

worst-case scenario and Gabon’s status as a major oil-

producing country, the country will suffer a decline in growth of

about 7.5 points in 2020. Its fiscal and current deficits would

widen by 6.2 and 14.7 percentage points of GDP, respectively. 

In Chad, the renegotiation of the Glencore debt in February

2018 was a catalytic factor in restoring confidence and

financing (especially external) to the economy. The country

has significant agricultural potential (arable land and cattle)

representing on average 35% of GDP and providing a living

for between 75% and 80% of the population. Rural sector

development is also a strategy to be encouraged to lay the

foundations of inclusive, job-creating growth and sustainable

development in Chad. COVID-19 impact: Arable land and

cattle potential could be real assets for rural development

provided the pandemic does not affect the workers too 

severely. The projections indicate that, in a worst-case 

scenario, Chad would experience a decline in its growth rate

of about 7.6 percentage points, a widening of its fiscal deficit

equivalent to 3.2 percentage points of GDP and its current

account deficit by 7.6 percentage points of GDP. 

In Equatorial Guinea, economic diversification, which has

been slow, remains a key objective for medium- to long-

term economic growth and stability. The agricultural sector

is one of the potential drivers of economic transformation and

diversification of growth sources. Consequently, the Govern-

ment’s new vision is ‘to make Equatorial Guinea a leading

platform for fishery and aquaculture products in the region’.

The dominance of oil and gas, while declining in GDP, remains

a major source of Equatorial Guinea’s economic growth.

Lower than forecast oil production or a drop in oil and gas

prices could undermine the economic prospects and exacerbate
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the economic recession that has hit the country since 2013.

COVID-19 impact: falling global demand and oil prices are 

likely to deepen the ongoing recession and limit the govern-

ment’s ability to make Equatorial Guinea a reference country

for fishery and aquaculture products. Therefore, in this

context of this pandemic, Equatorial Guinea is expected to

experience its sixth consecutive year of recession with, in a

worst-case scenario, a decline in growth of 7.6 percentage

points in 2020 and a deterioration of the fiscal and current

account balances by 7.3 and 5.1 percentage points of GDP,

respectively. 

The main risk to economic growth in Central Africa remains

the coronavirus epidemic plus a number of more structural

domestic challenges that could negatively affect the growth

prospects of Central African economies. 

With the outbreak of the pandemic, the slowing global

economy and falling commodity prices will affect Central

Africa. Falling global demand, especially in China, could 

affect economic growth, investments and exports in the 

region. The drop in the price of a barrel of oil would have a

severe impact on export revenue, public finances and the

growth of the region’s heavily oil-dependent economies

(Gabon, Equatorial Guinea, DRC, and Chad). China remains

Gabon’s leading client (33.2% of exports in 2018) and third

largest supplier (10% of imports in 2018). In Equatorial 

Guinea, China is the second leading export (13.5%) and 

import (12.8%) partner. In the case of Congo, over half of 

all exports are shipped to China (53.8%), while China is the

second largest supplier (15.4%). In Chad, China is the second

largest supplier (15.7% of imports) and the third leading client

(15.1% of exports). In CAR, China is the fourth largest 

supplier (6.6% of imports) and the third leading client (7% of

exports). Accounting for 23.9% of exports, the ‘Middle 

Empire’ is the leading client of Cameroon and largest supplier

(18.5% of imports). In DRC, China is the leading client (35.3%

of exports). 

Apart from the ongoing health crisis, other structural 

domestic factors could also affect the region’s prospects.

Insecurity and political instability in some countries could

continue to affect economic growth stability in the region.

Economic governance-related issues and the deterioration

of the business climate are also major challenges. The restoration

of balances and continuing stability of macroeconomic 

frameworks are prerequisites for containing fiscal slippage

and debt crises in the region. Furthermore, the region’s 

dependency on natural resources is one of the main 

drivers of fragility of the economies, underscoring the need

to engage in efforts to structurally transform and diversify the

economies to build resilience to shocks.  The shortage, poor

condition and lack of infrastructure (transport, water, electricity,

ICT, etc.) to support and accompany production hinder 

structural transformation. Due to the infrastructure gap, 

businesses lack the appropriate conditions for growth and

competitiveness and face higher factor costs. Public-private

partnerships should be considered given the mismatch 

between existing human resources and immense needs.

Moreover, persisting epidemics in some areas, the effects of

climate change and other ecological disruptions have had

a negative impact on the region’s production. Lastly, one of

Africa’s major challenges remains the weak human capital.

1.9. CONCLUSION AND POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS

In light of the many challenges to and constraints on the

development of Central African economies, multisector

interventions are required to mitigate the risks identified. In

particular, it will be necessary to stem the impact of the 

coronavirus epidemic, consolidate peace and stability, improve

the macroeconomic framework, accelerate structural trans-

formations, promote basic infrastructure, mitigate the impact

of climate change and especially promote human capital 

development. 

Contain the COVID-19 pandemic. The ongoing health crisis,

the region’s main risk, must be contained. The States should

first ensure the effectiveness of measures implemented to
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contain its spread within the limits of health systems. These

include : (i) scaling up information dissemination to make 

social distancing measures accessible to all: (ii) effective 

implementation of barrier measures (hand-washing, confi-

nement, restrictions on movements and gatherings) to the 

extent possible; (iii) provision of appropriate material, human

and financial resources. A second series of measures should

focus on supportive measures, particularly support for 

economic actors to provide relief from induced effects of the

slowdown on economic activity. For instance, such measures

would require the reallocation of non-priority public expenditure

to strengthen health systems to enable them to provide care

more rapidly for people at risk, strengthen social protection,

introduce free access to medical services for the most vulne-

rable, and the use of the security forces to reinforce measures

taken. Since national resources are limited, it will be necessary

to redouble efforts to mobilize external resources from the

international community to address the impacts of the

COVID-19 crisis. This stage could also entail negotiations with

the main bilateral and multilateral donors to reschedule the

current maturities of external debt current and reduce the

scale of fiscal adjustment needed in this time of crisis.

Consolidate security, peace and stability. Security, peace

and stability are the three prerequisites for development 

without which it will be impossible to achieve inclusive,

wealth- and decent job-generating growth. In the region,

Chad, DRC and CAR are recognized as countries in transition

because of persisting political instability and internal conflicts.

In Cameroon, the persisting security crisis in the Far North

and socio-political disturbances in the North-West and

South-West regions which have continued since 2016 have

affected the country’s economic situation. The transport,

hotel, telecommunications and cash crop sectors located in

these economically strategic areas have recorded significant

material and financial losses. The national dialogue initiated

by the President of the Republic in September 2019 is 

expected to end the socio-political crisis while the increase

in security expenditure and the suspension of the activities 

of the National Refining Company (SONARA) in June 2019

following a fire have weakened the fiscal and current account

positions. In CAR, security tensions and post-electoral 

political polarization could crystallize the socio-political 

environment in 2020-2021. Implementation of the peace

agreement, which is critical for continuing economic growth,

is behind schedule. Therefore, States needs to pursue 

reforms aimed at strengthening political governance and 

institutions in Central African countries. Furthermore, 

initiatives such as the Lake Chad Basin Commission’s 

Regional Strategy for Security and Stability as well as the 

lowering of tension between DRC and some of its neighbors

should contribute to the consolidation of peace and security

in the region.

Strengthen economic governance and the business 

climate. The problems of economic governance and 

deterioration of the business climate represent serious 

challenges for the region’s economic growth. The restoration

of macroeconomic balances, especially fiscal, and the main-

tenance of the stability of macroeconomic frameworks are

key. In Congo, for example, improving debt management 

remains a major challenge. The IMF’s Debt Sustainability 

Analysis in 2017 deemed the country debt distressed. 

Following the restructuring agreement with China, it will be

necessary to reach an agreement with commercial creditors

and strengthen the debt management framework with 

management procedures and a single, regularly updated 

database including the different domestic and external debts.

Similarly, domestic debt clearance delays could hinder the 

recovery of economic activity. The resolution of macroeconomic

imbalances and maintenance of price stability is essential.

Furthermore, strengthening the business climate should 

be at the core of government efforts to bolster the private

sector’s triple role in the economy: producer, financier and

employer.  In this regard, efforts made under EFRP-CEMAC

should be pursued.

Promote structural transformation and economic diver-

sification. It will be necessary for the region’s countries to 

invest more in structural transformation and reinforce the 

sectors with higher productivity such as the wood processing

industry or high value-added services. There will also be a

need to increase agricultural value-added through agribusiness

and carry out local pre-processing of raw materials, which

are plentiful in the region, by developing value chains. This

process would help to diversify the public resources of States
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that derive their income mainly from the sale of raw or quasi-raw

materials. The structural transformation and diversification of

economies is urgently required to build the resilience of 

Central African economies given that half of central govern-

ment revenue in most of the region’s countries comes from

commodity exports, particularly oil, precious metals and 

minerals.

Invest in infrastructure. Since the infrastructure gap is a

major constraint in the region, it will be necessary to invest in

the required infrastructure to ensure economic development,

especially in the power, water, transport and telecommunications

sectors. In this regard, businesses could benefit from minimum

conditions to improve competitiveness accompanied by a 

reduction in the cost of factors of production. This infrastructure

would also be used to support and accompany the production

activity, thereby helping to achieve the expected structural

transformation. Public-private partnerships could provide 

a solution for the States because of the weak resource 

mobilization capacity.

In DRC, the persisting of Ebola epidemic in Ituri, 

North and South Kivu provinces, further fueled by 

insecurity, threatens the continuation of economic activities

in these areas. According to WHO, the death toll stands at

over 2,200 out of 3,200 confirmed Ebola virus cases since

August 2018. 

Mitigate the impacts of climate change and ecological

disruptions. These impacts can seriously affect production

and growth in economies with strong agricultural potential

such as CAR, DRC and Chad. Therefore, it is necessary to

have measures promoted by the States to mitigate the 

impacts of climate change and ecological disruptions on the

national output of Central African economies. Countries of

the Congo Basin - the world’s second ecological lung after

the Amazon Basin - represent environmental wealth that goes

beyond the region’s boundaries.

Develop human capital. One of the main challenges for

Central Africa is the skills gap and lack of skilled labor to 

accompany the structural transformation and economic 

diversification needed by the economies. The current 

education systems are unable to close the skills gaps of 

businesses. Building human capital and providing the necessary

skills for the economy are common challenges for all Central

African economies. The Central African region’s specific 

requirements in terms of strengthening human capital, decent

jobs and building skills are developed in Part II of this 

document. 
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2.1 THE NEED TO STRENGTHEN
HUMANCAPITAL IN CENTRAL AFRICA 

The economies of most countries in the Central African

region are highly dependent on commodities (oil, gas, 

mining, timber, and agricultural exports). Fluctuations in the

prices of these products in the international marketplace

make these countries vulnerable. The lack of diversity 

exposes the economies of these countries to recurrent

shocks and hampers economic growth. The region’s govern-

ments have tried to avert this danger by integrating economic

structural transformation policies into national development

strategies.9 In so doing, the countries will convert their 

commodities into finished or semi-finished products, which

attract higher prices in the international market. However,

these policies require a highly skilled labor force capable 

of kick-starting and sustaining the industrialization of the 

region's economies (agro-industry, refineries, sawmills, 

metallurgy, etc.). The other challenge is access to information

and communication technologies, which drive the global

"new economy". To operate effectively within the new 

economy, all actors must adapt to constant changes. Hence,

human capital development is a national and regional 

imperative. Education is particularly essential to the economic

well-being of both individuals and nations. Economic theory

and recent experiences in several countries underscore the

role of education in individual and national development 

(see Annex 2).

In this context, what is the state of human capital in Central

Africa? What skills are needed to develop human capital and

promote employment in Central Africa? What are the major

challenges and constraints still inhibiting human capital 

development in Central Africa? What are the possible strategies

for financing education, training and job creation in the 

region? These are the main questions for the region's socio-

economic actors (governments, technical and financial 

partners, businesses, academics, civil society, NGOs, etc.).

PART2HUMAN CAPITAL, 

EMPLOYMENTAND SKILLS 

DEVELOPMENT

9 The early editions of the Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) put together in the early 2000s by countries in the Central African region (Cameroon,
2003; Congo, 2007; Gabon, 2005 ; Equatorial Guinea, 2007; CAR, 2007; DRC, 2006; Chad, 2003), within the framework of the Heavily Indebted Poor
Countries Initiative - HIPCI - focused on social sectors (education, health). Subsequent editions published since the early 2010s emphasise the need to
diversify the economies to end the dependence on commodities. However, very few countries in the region have satisfactorily implemented this diversification
strategy.
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2.2 ASSESSMENT OF HUMAN 
CAPITAL, SKILLS AND THE LABOR
MARKET IN CENTRAL AFRICA

Human capital—developed through the enhancement of

individual skills, health and knowledge—is a key deter-

minant of labor productivity. The Human Development

Index (HDI)10 is one of the most widely adopted aggregate 

indicators of the state of national human capital. Table 5

(below) presents the HDI and the position of each country 

in the global and African rankings. 

Except for Gabon, the HDI classifications of all other countries

in the region are average (Congo, Equatorial Guinea, Cameroon)

or poor (DRC, Chad, CAR). The classification places the region

in the low Human Development Index zone and suggests that

stronger and more concerted effort is required to keep the

available human capital productive and healthy. Irrespective

of a worker’s training and skills, poor physical and mental

health will impede their performance and reduce their ability

to put their training into action. For this reason, health is

considered as an essential feature of the concept of human

capital. While health is not the foundation of human capital, it

sustains it throughout life, enabling the individual and other

actors to make the most of their professional capabilities.
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10 The Human Development Index (HDI) was developed in 1990 by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). It is a composite indicator that
measures the average level achieved in three essential dimensions of human development: health and longevity, access to education, and a decent standard
of living.

*  In-between ranking ranges, World and African.

Source: United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) data (2019).

Table 5: Human Development Index (2018) among Central African countries

Country                                                HDI
(2018)                

World Ranking
(/189)    

African Ranking
(/53)       

Category
(HDI)

Gabon 0.702 115 8 Good

Congo 0.608 138 14 Average

Equatorial Guinea                                   0.588 144 18 Average

Cameroon 0.563 150 21 Average

DRC 0.459 179 43 Poor

Chad 0.401 187 51 Poor

Central African Republic                         0.381 188 52 Poor

Central Africa Average                          0.529 158-159(*) 25-26(*) Poor
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Good health and social protection are important compo-

nents of human capital. Therefore, it is useful to make an

inventory of the health of the labor force in the Central African

region. Table 6 presents some indicators of the state of

human capital. 

For the whole region, life expectancy at birth was estimated

at 58.9 years in 2017. Only three countries have a life expec-

tancy over 60 years: Gabon (65.8), Congo (64), and DRC

(60). The countries furthest behind are CAR (52.2 years) and

Chad (53.7). The encouraging results from Gabon, Congo

and DRC are attributable to a combination of low rates of 

infant and child mortality rates (reduced by more than half in

40 years, to 82.8 per 1,000 in 2018) and a drop in maternal

death (reduced by more than two thirds in less than 20 years,

to 3% in 2017). Even then, the region’s literacy rate is below

68%, the higher education enrolment rate is below 8%, and

fewer than 100 articles in scientific and technical journals

were published in each country in 2016 (except for Cameroon

and DRC, with 670 and 113, respectively). Regarding access

to healthcare, the regional average is less than two (2) beds

per 1,000 people and less than two (2) doctors per 10,000

inhabitants. These figures mask wide disparities between

countries. For instance, Gabon and Equatorial Guinea have

6.3 and 2.1 beds per 1,000 people, and 3.6 and 4 doctors

per 10,000 inhabitants, respectively, Chad and CAR lag far

behind, with 0.3 and 1.0 beds per 1,000 people, and 0.5 and

0.6 doctors per 10,000 inhabitants. These figures are indicators

of the weakness of the region’s human capital stock.

Regarding the coverage of social protection programs, the

latest available figures (from 2005 to 2014) show that Gabon
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Source: World Bank data, World Development Indicators (http://www.worldbank.org).

Table 6: Some human capital indicators in Central African countries

Indicators                                                                       Cameroon Congo Gabon
Equatorial
Guinea                                   

CAR DRC Chad
Central
Africa
Average                          

Sub-Saharan
Africa 
Avg   

Life expectancy (years)
(2017)                                            58.51 63.95 65.84 58.06 52.24 60.03 53.71 58.91 60.80

Literacy Rate (%) (2018)                                                      77.07 80.30 84.67 95.00 37.04 77.04 22.31 67.68 65.58

Net primary school enrolment
rate (%) (2016)                     

94.49 87.88 90.91 43.48 66.30 67.87 73.15 74.87 87.36

Gross secondary school
enrolment rate (%) (2016)            

45.99 NA NA 20.36 12.72 18.31 18.86 23.25 35.07

Gross higher education
enrolment (%) (2017)                    

12.76 12.67 NA NA 2.98 6.60 3.25 7.65 9.22

Articles in scientific and
technical journals (2016)                

670.10 77.80 59.20 7.40 28.90 112.80 11.50 - -
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has achieved nearly 45% coverage, while countries such as

Cameroon, the Congo and Chad have not even achieved 1%

coverage.11

To improve the productivity gains of economic ventures,

the human stock quality and quantity need to be streng-

thened. To build up the critical mass of skills, governments

should address several key challenges, notably: 

• The challenge of maintaining existing human capital: 

(i) through ongoing training to maintain the required level 

of skills and to acquire new qualifications; and (ii) through 

health and social protection to keep the workforce in 

good physical condition, fit for the work for which it is 

trained and engaged.

• The challenge of employment for a growing active 

population: For the past 30 years, the region's population

has been growing at an average annual rate of 3.1%, 

implying that approximately 4.5 million young people are 

joining the working-age population each year. It is a 

considerable challenge to create sufficient jobs for so 

many people every year. A good place to start would be 

to provide them with skills training, ensure their good 

health and then create favorable conditions for employers 

to hire them.

The education systems of Central African countries are

largely similar. The tiers of education (pre-primary/maternal,

primary, secondary, tertiary/ higher education) are organized

on almost the same model. The performance of the region’s

educational systems is mixed but there may be minor variations

between countries. 

At the primary school level, for example, enrolment 

numbers have increased considerably over the past five 

decades. The region’s current average net enrolment ratio

is around 75%. This encouraging result is the by-product

of significant investments in infrastructure and human 

resources. These investments, complemented with targeted

policies (such as free access to education in some 

countries,12 and food grants for girls in certain priority 

education zones), stimulated the growth of enrolment rates

in Cameroon (94.5%), Gabon (90.9%) and Congo (87.9%).

These efforts are reflected in the allocation of budgetary 

resources—on average, 40% of public education budgets

are devoted to primary education. Regarding literacy, 

the rates have improved in all countries (68% on average

at the regional level), except for Chad (22.3%) and CAR 

(37.4%). 

However, secondary and higher education receive signifi-

cantly less attention. The region's net enrolment rate at 

the secondary level is below 24%. All the other countries, 

except Cameroon (46%), are below 21%.13 The regional 

average for higher education (gross rate) is even lower: 

only 7.6%, with the highest recorded in Cameroon (12.7%)

and the lowest in CAR (3%). These low enrolment rates 

reflect the inadequate investment in secondary and higher 

education, as the pupil/teacher ratios in Figure 16 (below) 

demonstrate.
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11 World Bank data, World Development Indicators (http://www.worldbank.org).
12 This is the case in Cameroon, Congo, Gabon and Equatorial Guinea.
13 Data for Congo and Gabon is not available.
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On average, Central African countries have only one 

teacher for every 24 secondary school students. 

Equatorial Guinea and Congo have the lowest teacher-

student ratios (1:16.3 and 1:19.5 respectively), and Chad 

has the highest at 1:35.4. While these figures are not bad in

absolute terms, they are much worse than those of other

countries in West Africa, North Africa or Asia (only 1:16 for

Ghana, 1:19.4 for Morocco, 1:11.4 for Malaysia and 1:13.3

for China). Countries such as Cameroon, Chad, Congo and

the Democratic Republic of Congo, have more than 100 

students in one classroom, which makes learning very 

difficult. The direct consequence of the double deficit in 

teachers and classrooms is a low success rate, as shown in

Table 7 below.
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Figure 16: Pupil/teacher ratios Central Africa countries

Source: World Bank data, World Development Indicators (http://www.worldbank.org).
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Despite the steady increase over the past fifty years, the

secondary completion rate remains very low. The regional

average for the first part of the 2010 decade (2010-2016) 

was only 32.4%. The highest rate is Congo (49.6%), 

followed by the Democratic Republic of Congo (45.5%) 

and Cameroon (42.1%). The lack of qualified teachers and 

equipped classrooms seems to be at the root of the failure 

of secondary education. The low supply of secondary and 

higher education is compounded by ill-equipped classrooms,

which increases the failure rate of learners who manage to

get enrolled.  

Few students in the scientific, technical and vocational

streams complete their secondary school studies. In 

all the countries, the success rate in vocational disciplines 

is lower than in general education. Furthermore, the 

proportion of secondary school pupils taking vocational 

subjects is very low. The estimated regional average is 11.2%

(21.6% in Cameroon, 18.9% in DRC, under 4% in CAR, 

and under 2% in Chad). In addition to the low enrolment rate

in secondary and higher education, technical education 

and vocational training suffer from several specific problems, 

notably: (i) inadequate funding; (ii) lack of concrete partnership

with the private sector; (iii) low level of apprenticeship 

training; ((iv) lack of laboratory equipment for hands-on 

learning.

In higher education, the situation appears to be more 

critical, with a regional ratio of 35.2 students per teacher

(compared to 11 in Côte d'Ivoire, 13 in Malaysia and 28.7 

in Morocco). Cameroon has the worst ratio, at over 52 

students per teacher, compared to 12 students per teacher

in Congo. Moreover, the enrolment in higher education is 

low (less than 8% in gross enrolment ratio). Higher education

institutions offer few courses, with no diversity, especially 

in technical and vocational disciplines. This situation raises

the question of the professionalization of education, another

major challenge the countries need to address. 
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Table 7: Lower secondary completion rate and vocational education enrolment in Central Africa

Secondary education
completion rate (%)

1971-1979 1980-1989 1990-1999 2000-2009 2010-2016
Share of secondary vocational
education (%) (2016)

Cameroon 8.32 14.23 21.89 22.02 42.09 Cameroon 21.62

Congo 27.86 39.00 27.96 36.48 49.55 Congo 10.12

Gabon 15.23 16.15 21.18 29.51 36.58 Gabon ns

Equatorial Guinea ns ns ns 18.72 25.90 Equatorial Guinea ns

CAR 5.33 10.12 7.62 8.58 11.10 CAR 4.09

DRC 13.27 11.93 16.15 30.86 45.46 DRC 18.86

Chad 2.23 3.96 6.32 12.61 16.38 Chad 1.46

Central Afr. Av. 12.04 15.90 16.86 22.68 32.44 Central Afr. Av. 11.23

Sub- Sah. Afr. Av. 22.29 23.42 25.31 33.15 42.03 Sub- Sah. Afr. Av. 5.85

Source : Avec les données de la Banque mondiale, World Development Indicators (http://www.worldbank.org).
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Furthermore, education in Central Africa does not 

prepare students for specific trades or professions. The

inadequacy of industry-relevant training—education tailored

to the job market—is largely to blame for the mass 

unemployment and under-employment among young people.

Most secondary and higher education students go on to

study literature or the human and social sciences (nearly 90%

in secondary education and even more in higher education).

As in several African countries, the education systems 

in Central Africa produce many graduates with little or no 

employment prospects. Finding a solution to the problem of

inadequate industry-relevant training should be a priority for

governments; the availability of sufficient industry-tailored

skills is the essential condition for the creation of a dynamic

labor market. 

In light of this assessment, the main challenges are to

ensure quality education from kindergarten to higher

education and to prioritize the professionalization of

teaching.

Characteristics of labor markets

Central Africa’s labor market is characterized by relatively 

high youth unemployment, a dominant informal sector, under-

employment, and therefore job insecurity.

• Unemployment trends

According to International Labor Organization figures (Box 3),

unemployment rates in Central Africa are relatively low (less

than 8% of the regional average in 2019). The employment

rates of countries such as Chad, Cameroon and the DRC are

extremely low (2.3%, 3.3% and 4.3%, respectively). Only

Gabon and Congo exceed the 10% threshold (19.6 and 10.4%,

respectively), followed by Equatorial Guinea (at 9.2%), to 

complete the trio of countries above the regional average. Figure

17 shows that these are the three countries that experienced 

significant changes in unemployment over the last fifteen years.
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Figure 17: Unemployment trend (1991-2019)

Source: World Bank data, World Development Indicators (http://www.worldbank.org).
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Gabon’s unemployment rate rose between 2005 and

2010 and stabilized at around 20% (19.6% in 2019). New

jobs in the services sector contributed to a slight reduction

of the effect of the contraction of activities in the oil sector

from 2015. Congo followed the opposite path: the country's

historically high unemployment rate (above 20%) dropped

from 20.5% in 2002 to 9.7% in 2016, before rebounding to

an average of 10.3% between 2017 and 2019 as a result of the

adverse effects of the oil market shock. Historically, Equatorial

Guinea’s labor market has been stable, with an average

unemployment rate of 8.1% between 1991 and 2008. Even

then, while it had been in continuous decline for five years

(starting from 2004), the rate began to rise again from 2009

to reach an average of 8.7% over the last decade, peaking

at 9.2% in 2019. As in the cases of the two other highly oil-

dependent countries, Gabon and Congo, the oil crisis played

an important role, given the spike in unemployment from

2015 onwards.

Box 4: Some concepts related to the nature and quality of work

The Resolution adopted in 2013 by the 19th International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS) on the statistics of
labor, employment and labor underutilization, defines unemployed persons as all persons of working age who were not
in employment, have carried out job search activities within a specified recent period and were available to take up
existing positions.  

Vulnerable (or precarious or non-traditional) employment is one that deviates from conventional employment. 
Such employment is typically temporary or casual, and without benefits and certain legal obligations or protection. It is
usually associated with low-income work and often involves unpaid family workers and self-employed individuals.

Informal employment includes all employment in unregistered and/or small-scale private enterprises that produce
goods or services for sale or barter: self-employed street vendors, taxi drivers and homeworkers, etc.

Self-employed workers work for themselves or with one or more partners or as part of a cooperative. Their remuneration
depends directly on the profits from the production of goods and services.

Underemployment exists when the duration or productivity of a person's employment is inadequate in relation to 
another possible job that the person is willing and able to do. Underemployment may be visible (insufficient hours 
of work, reflecting inadequate working time) or invisible (insufficient hourly income, poor use of job skills, etc.). 
Underemployment is a signal of a major labor market failure.

In countries where a large segment of the population is engaged in agricultural and informal activities, and where 
conventional means of seeking employment are limited, as is the case in Central Africa, the ICLS proposes an alternative
definition of unemployment: "extended unemployment", which excludes the need to actively seek work. Extended
unemployment incorporates the "discouraged" unemployed, i.e. jobless people who, though available for employment,
were not actively seeking employment within a designated period. These definitions of unemployment, including 
extended unemployment, do not consider the nature or quality of work. Indeed, the African labor market is particularly
susceptible to vulnerability/precarity, informal employment, independent employment and underemployment. 

In Central Africa as elsewhere in Africa, new graduates are finding it increasingly difficult to find jobs that are 
commensurate with their training and are desperately accepting jobs requiring lower qualifications. In addition, the lack
of opportunities in the formal economy and the need for job seekers to support themselves are increasing the size of
the informal sector. Many of those counted as employed are people with seasonal, precarious and low-income jobs.
Therefore, the unemployment rate does not take into account the phenomenon of underemployment and employment
in the informal sector, which are real problems for African economies.

Sources: Leah Vosko (2006) and ILO, http://www.ilo.org.
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Unemployment figures in the ILO model do not necessarily

reflect the reality in developing countries, particularly in 

Central Africa, because of the inadequate definition of the

concept of unemployment (see Box 3). Even if the problem

of unemployment appears to be mild, the issue of decent 

employment remains.

• Employment structure and labor market dichotomy 

in Central Africa

An analysis of the structure of employment (Figure 18) in 

Central African countries explains an important aspect of the

labor market problem, as well as the differences between the

region’s three major oil-producing countries (Congo, Gabon,

Equatorial Guinea) and the others with unemployment rates

close to full employment—the active population of other

countries is mainly engaged in agricultural activities.

Although the share of agricultural employment has been 

declining in all countries (except CAR) over the last decade

(2010-2019), agriculture remains the main activity of workers

in the region (54.7% on average in 2019), especially in Chad

(81.5%), CAR (72.3%), DRC (69.7%) and Cameroon (48.9%).

The high number of precarious and informal agricultural 

jobs partly explains the near-full employment in these 

countries.
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Figure 18: Structure of employment in Central Africa countries in 2019

Source: World Bank data, World Development Indicators (http://www.worldbank.org).

Conversely, the countries with high oil activity, which seem

to have the highest unemployment rates, are mainly 

oriented towards service activities. They are the region’s

only countries with the proportion of service workers above

40%, a rate that has been on the rise for at least two 

decades. Thus, both for the entire region and individual

countries, agricultural jobs are gradually declining—at 

different rates—in favor of service sector jobs. By contrast,

industrial employment has stagnated for decades, at

around 12% at the regional level. In 2019, industry was 

still in the embryonic stage in some of the countries: 

Chad (3.1%), CAR (9.3%), Gabon (9.9%), and relatively 
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• Informal work

In Central Africa, as in many other African regions, 

the informal sector remains the largest provider of 

employment (see Figure 20). Even countries least 

affected by the phenomenon (Gabon, Congo) have 

predominantly informal labor markets (50% and 78%, 

respectively). More than 80% of the jobs in Cameroon 

and nearly 90% in the Democratic Republic of Congo 

are informal.
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Figure 19: Youth (15 to 24 years of age) unemployment trend (1991-2019)

Source: With data from the World Bank, World Development Indicators (http://www.worldbank.org).

new in others: Congo (22.2%), Equatorial Guinea (16.5%), 

Cameroon (14.1%), and DRC (10.6%). This is discouraging

news because employment in agriculture or services (trade

and occasional services) is mostly precarious. This situation

makes this group of workers highly vulnerable and difficult

to protect.

• Youth unemployment

Central Africa’s rate of youth unemployment (7.9%) is twice

the global rate, that is 15.1% in regional average (Figure 19).

Youth unemployment in the region’s oil-producing countries

(Congo, Gabon, Equatorial Guinea) is more pronounced than

in the agricultural countries (Cameroon, CAR, DRC, Chad). 
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A comparison of the two graphs in Figure 20 reveals that 

informal employment is inversely proportional to unemployment.

This is an indication that the higher the unemployment, the

lower the proportion of informal jobs, and vice versa. These

findings confirm that unemployment is highest in countries

where workers refuse certain types of employment (mostly

informal). 

The people in informal employment are mainly young 

people, followed by women. A 2019 AfDB report shows 

embedded inequalities in the informal employment sector—

that most of the informally employed are women, and that

the average income of women and men is lower in the 

informal sector than in the formal sector. Furthermore, it

shows that the income and salary gap between men and

women tends to be larger in the informal sector than in the

formal sector, and disadvantages even women who are not

wage earners.

• Precarious employment

Precarity is linked to informal employment and, to some 

extent, entrepreneurship. As shown in Figure 21, the vulne-

rability curve strictly follows that of self-employment across

the entire region. The proportion of vulnerable workers is 

higher in "agricultural" countries: CAR (93.6%), Chad (93.0%),

DRC (79.5%), Cameroon (73.5%). For these countries, three

variables seem to be moving in the same direction: the 

percentage of self-employed workers, the percentage of 

vulnerable jobs, and the percentage of informal jobs. Most 

of the "self-employed" are farmers or creators of family micro-

enterprises (generally, commercial or artisanal).

The vulnerability of young people and women seems to be linked

to the informality of self-employment. To effectively combat

job insecurity, Central African countries will need to design

strategies capable of generating more formal jobs.  
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Figure 20: Unemployment and informal work in Central Africa

Source: World Bank data, World Development Indicators (http://www.worldbank.org).
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The need to create decent jobs

It is not a question of creating just any kind of jobs, but 

rather those that contribute to effectively and sustainably

break the chains of poverty, accord women and young 

people financial independence, and ensure social development

and the inclusion of all segments of the population in the

process of the production and sharing of national wealth.

Unfortunately, in Central Africa, the high rates of employment

observed are largely linked to precarious employment—the

activities of rural peasants, itinerant traders or tiny individual

businesses in urban centers. As it turns out, the main 

victims of unemployment or underemployment—women

and, particularly, young people—are the most vulnerable.

Without the security of gainful employment, some young

people are tempted to resort to theft, violence or other 

criminal acts. Poverty and idleness make young people 

easy targets for recruitment by gangs (criminals in the city,

highway robbers in the countryside) and terrorist groups.

Other poor and disadvantaged young people choose illegal

migration, braving perilous seas and deserts in pursuit of

uncertain adventures.

Labor market challenges

Considering the characteristics of the labor market and the

need to provide decent jobs for eligible workers, Central 

African countries need to address three main challenges:

• Unemployment in general, and youth unemployment in 

particular;

• The large size of the informal employment sector; and 

• The precarity and vulnerability of informal and self-

employment, the main types of employment available 

to women and young people.

The development of human capital and employment in 

Central African economies can benefit from numerous 

opportunities.  

The youthfulness of the region's population provides a

cue on the development of tailored training programs.
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More than 42% of Central Africa’s population is under the

age of 15, which constitutes an abundant future workforce,

provided the challenges of training are met and the obstacles

to inclusion and integration into the labor market are 

removed.

Central Africa has huge reserves of arable land, almost

21 million hectares distributed almost evenly throughout the

region. Although the economic activities of the working 

population are predominantly agricultural,14 only 13.7% of the

agricultural land has been exploited. The Congo Basin, which

spans all countries in the region, is the world's second largest

tropical forest reserve after the Amazon. Thus, there is a 

significant potential for the development of agriculture, 

agro-industry, agroforestry and the wood and furniture industry,

and the creation of decent jobs in all these sectors.

The geographical location at the heart of Africa makes

the region a natural hub for continental connection and 

distribution. The layout of the main trans-African routes (Dakar -

Dar-es-Salam, Cape Town - Cairo, Casablanca - Maputo) all

pass through the Central African region. Geographic centrality

makes the region a crucial continental logistical hub of the

emerging African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA). The

development of the infrastructure network and, above all, the

transport and logistics services that will result from it, have

clear potentials for the creation of jobs and the development

of relevant new skills.

The Central African region also has the largest river 

system on the continent. The Democratic Republic of

Congo’s Grand Inga dam alone could provide electricity to

the whole of Africa. Despite its current electricity deficit, the

region has the potential to become a major source of clean

energy for the continent and beyond. The additional potential

for the development of the significant biomass from the 

region’s rich vegetation and the production, transport 

and distribution of these energies offer the region a pool of 

specialized skills. 

Finally, all the countries in the region are rich in extractive

natural resources (hydrocarbons and mines). Emulating

Botswana, which has developed training programs adapted

to the diamond economy, Central Africa countries could 

develop advanced specialized training in the extractive 

industries and generate new jobs from subcontracting 

services that drive the sector. 

These opportunities provide a framework for the deve-

lopment of programs that align the skills of the future

workforce with the region's economic potentials. At the

same time, effective economic diversification programs

should be implemented to transform potential into actual

achievements.

2.3 STRATEGIES AND POLICIES ON
EDUCATION, TRAINING AND SKILLS
DEVELOPMENT IN CENTRAL AFRICA

Current weaknesses in human capital inhibit economic 

development and slow down the process of wealth creation

and distribution. To be relevant, the proposed strategies must

be consistent with the challenges identified: (i) skills deficit; (ii)

youth unemployment; and (iii) loss of a significant segment of

the labor force.

Two key measures sum up the strategies that countries use

to develop skills and improve the quality of the workforce.

These are:

14 Even the region’s least agricultural countries (Congo, Gabon, Equatorial Guinea) have agricultural development programmes in their national economic
diversification strategies.
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• Strengthening education systems to improve 

vocational training

The preferred strategies for strengthening education systems

and vocational training are as follows:

• Construction of classrooms or rehabilitation of primary 

and secondary schools (Equatorial Guinea);

• Establishment of technical and vocational high 

schools (Cameroon);

• Recruitment of qualified teachers (CAR, Congo, 

Cameroon);

• Improvement of the quality of teaching in higher 

education (DRC, Equatorial Guinea);

• Strengthening technical and vocational education 

(DRC, Cameroon, Chad, Congo, Gabon).

• Promoting continuing training in business and public 

administration

Unlike the reform of the education system, which is primarily

the responsibility of the public authorities, continuing education

is more often a business and organizational domain. However,

governments can control and regulate continuing education

to ensure that its contents and delivery meet the set 

goals of building and maintaining the human capital stock. 

Governments could protect the rights to lifelong learning, 

regardless of occupation, age and organization or enterprise.

For example, for capacity-building purposes, a government

could legislate a maximum service period after which all 

employees, including public officials, would be required to 

undergo extensive retraining.

Owing to high population growth in Central Africa, youth

unemployment and underemployment are major challenges.

Young people can become a social time bomb if they remain

unemployed or condemned to live in small, precarious jobs

with no future. Three strategies for addressing these challenges

have been identified:

• Adopting and implementing appropriate and effective 

youth employment policies 

Most young people with employment problems in Central

Africa have only two possible solutions: (i) remain unemployed

and wait for a job compatible with their type and level of 

education. This is the option preferred by most young people

in the region’s oil-producing countries (Congo, Gabon, 

Equatorial Guinea); (ii) accept a job that often has nothing to

do with the skills acquired during their academic studies. This

option is the one preferred by most young people in the 

region’s agricultural countries (Cameroon, CAR, DRC, Chad).

In both cases, the young people’s status remains the 

same: underemployed or unemployed. Governments should 

propose effective measures, including equipping unemployed

or underemployed young people with skills that are in 

demand in the labor market. This means filling the technical

skills gap through the systematic skills training of all young

school leavers who have not succeeded in finding jobs that

correspond to their initial training. Governments can grant 

social and tax benefits to companies that reinvest their profits

to employ young people. However, some funds and programs

do not meet their targets owing to governance issues.

• Scaling up policy interventions favorable to labor 

market development 

The challenge of youth employment is a complex one 

that requires the contribution of all actors in the nation’s 

socioeconomic life. In addition to increasing technical and 

professional capacity, governments should strengthen the 

development of the private sector development and the 

support for private enterprises. Such interventions would 

generate new jobs or attract the most ambitious and enterprising

young people to set up their own businesses.  
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Governments should embark upon a structural transformation

of their economies to create more industrial sector jobs,

which are less precarious than those in the agricultural or 

service sectors (often restricted to small roadside shops). This

will require: (i) stimulating job-creating economic growth; (ii)

increasing opportunities for the creation of salaried jobs; and

(iii) supporting the self-employed to prevent them from falling

into precarity. These can be achieved through the creation 

of employment assistance funds, already implemented by 

several countries (notably Cameroon, Congo and Gabon).

However, the results of this assistance seem to be mixed 

because of management problems associated with poor 

governance.

• Promoting productive employment in the sole 

proprietorship sector

The OECD (2017) recommends that every policy designed to

support sole proprietorships should be based on a national

strategy for the development of sole proprietorships. Such a

policy should have the capacity to change the way the big

players view these "small arms of the economy.’ It should also

empower the sole proprietors to take decisive steps towards

development and out of the vicious circle of precarity. Further-

more, the promotion of individual enterprises begins with the

spatial agglomerations, which facilitate the connection of small

production units to various networks (markets, roads, electri-

city, water, sanitation, telephone, etc.)

For direct support to individual enterprises, the government

can rely on a network of non-governmental organizations

(NGOs) specializing in youth support. This collaboration is 

interesting insofar as NGOs can be more flexible than the 

government, more attentive to their interlocutors, and more

proactive and reactive towards their clients’ needs. Government

funding of NGOs’ implementation of integrated programs for

young people should be results-based (RBF model - Results-

Based Funding), linking disbursement to the actual delivery

of services with objectively evaluated benefits.

On the one hand, the rates of participation of youth and

women in the labor force are relatively high. On the other

hand, most young people and women remain underemployed

and vulnerable. Three complementary and cross-cutting 

programs can help address this imbalance: 

• Promoting women's economic empowerment 

Women make enormous contributions to the economy—in

businesses, on farms, as entrepreneurs or employees, or

through unpaid work as mothers, wives and home keepers.

However, their participation in the labor force is insignificant.

Therefore, it is important to address the constraints to 

women's empowerment and inclusive economic growth.

The factors that make women less economically autonomous

than men are interrelated. They include:

• Traditions that deny women access to land or the 

inheritance of their husband's or father's property;

• Poor access to school and vocational training, often 

because of tradition and the role assigned to girls and 

women by the society (for long and in many cultures, 

women were not supposed to go to school, and school 

dropout rates among girls remain high);

• African culture and tradition that assign women the roles 

of taking care of children and the home (non-remunerative 

tasks), and men the role of earning money;

• Various gender-based discriminations that condemn 

women to precarious, low-paid jobs (which explains why 

only a tiny minority of women attain high positions); and 

• Weak legal protection of women, in case of divorce, for 

example.

To achieve women's economic empowerment, it is necessary

to first ensure their education and then to work towards the
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elimination of social constraints that weigh on their daily 

domestic chores or block their access to economic assets

(education, land, credit, etc.). 

• Promoting the financial inclusion of women and 

young people for business creation

As elsewhere in Africa, young people and women are 

the most ‘underbanked’ in Central Africa. Sole enterprises

operated predominantly by young people and women 

encounter financial exclusion. Even those with bank accounts

find it difficult to obtain loans, partly because they have 

insufficient assets (land, built house, business, etc.) to present

as collateral. Governments might address this problem by

creating a dedicated fund to support the productive activities

of women and young people. It could also consolidate the

multiple funds created and managed by the public adminis-

tration for the support of young and female entrepreneurs.

The government could set up a simple mechanism for a state

guarantee of loans that the traditional financial institutions

(banks and microfinance institutions) grant to this disadvan-

taged group of entrepreneurs.

• Strengthening the social security and healthcare 

system for citizens

Across the region, only Gabon and Equatorial Guinea have

effective universal health insurance systems. In the space of

10 years, Gabon has added nearly 7 years in life expectancy.

It is probably this program that has enabled Gabon to keep

its place in the upper bracket of the most advanced countries

in terms of the human development index (the only country in

the region ranked in this bracket, in 8th place in Africa in 2019).

Similar projects are under consideration in other countries

(e.g. DRC, Cameroon, Congo). However, the bigger challenge

has been the extension of the primary health system and the

rationalization of the governance of the entire public health

system. 

2.4 FINANCING OF EDUCATION,
TRAINING AND SKILLS DEVELOPMENT
PROGRAMS

One of the major challenges of human capital development

in Central Africa for the creation of decent jobs is undoubtedly

the financing of education and training. While almost all countries,

even developed ones such as the United States, France and

the United Kingdom, have difficulty in meeting the cost of

education, especially at the highest levels, the countries of

Central Africa are experiencing even greater difficulties. 

Elsewhere this may be a simple problem of choice of

financing models, but in Africa, it is a real problem of the

state’s financial capacity: governments are finding it increasin-

gly difficult to cope with increases in expenditure. This justifies

recourse to new forms of financing the education system.

Beyond public financing, other possible sources of financing

will be explored and examined. These include private 

companies, households, non-governmental organisations

(NGOs), and individual patrons.

In most countries of the world, the government is the main

funder of education. Because of its multiple benefits to so-

ciety, education is often rightly considered as a public ser-

vice for which the state itself must devote substantial

resources. However, public resources are always limited,

even more so in the least developed areas, such as Central

Africa. The graphs in Figure 22 show the level of effort made

by various governments in the region to best accommodate

education’s immense financing demands.
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Due to multiple demands, Central African countries end up

allocating only 11.1% of their budget to education, representing

a mere 2.6% of the region’s average GDP.15 Many other African

countries allocate more than 20% of their budget to education

(e.g. 21.6% for Senegal and 20.1% for Ghana in 2017). In

terms of ratio to GDP, other African countries spend more

than twice Central Africa’s regional average (South Africa,

6.1%; Kenya, 5.2%; Morocco, 5.3%; and Côte d'Ivoire, 5.3%).
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Figure 22: Public spending on education

Source: World Bank data, World Development Indicators (http://www.worldbank.org).

15 Taking up the recommendations of a World Bank study carried out in 2002, Jean Bourdon (2006) indicates that African countries with an efficient education
system that should serve as a model for other countries allocate at least 20% of their national budget to education.
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Therefore, compared to most African or Asian countries,

Central African countries devote only a minute percentage of

their public resources to education financing.

With decades of political and security crises absorbing the

bulk of its budget, CAR allocates the least resources to its

education system, both as a ratio of GDP and as a proportion

of total public expenditure (only 1.2% and 7.8%, respectively).

Cameroon and Chad make slightly higher contributions to

education—3.1% and 2.8% of their GDP, and 15.5% and

12.5% of their public expenditure, respectively. The case of

the Congo is somewhat peculiar: it allocates 4.6% of its 

GDP to education (the highest ratio in the region), but this 

represents barely 8% of the state budget. This simply means

that the state puts greater emphasis on other priorities. The

government intends to correct this trend with the new 

National Development Plan (2018-2022), which designates

education as a top national and governmental priority. Gabon,

too, is making an insufficient contribution to education, given

the size of its economy (11.2% of public expenditure and

2.7% of GDP). Therefore, it is no surprise that Gabon’s school

results are so discouraging, with a barely 36% secondary

school completion rate in the 2010 decade. 

Quality education is a right for all children, guaranteed by 

various international conventions, including the International

Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Convention 

on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. In this regard, all 

Central African governments are making considerable efforts

to finance "compulsory education" which is generally limited

to the primary education level. The secondary and higher

education cycles, which have the most significant and lasting

impact on economic growth, generally receive less public 

funding, on average 32.5% and 23.6% of total education 

expenditure, respectively. Only Congo and Cameroon devote

more than half of their education expenditure to secondary

education (53.3% and 52.6%, respectively). 

Each country in the region has established a fund for education

and training and/or promotion of access to employment.16

These funds are either autonomous (as in Cameroon or Chad),

relatively autonomous (as in Congo) or integrated into the 

central public administration (as in CAR). The last two types

are generally less effective because of the burdensome civil

service bureaucracy.

While the state and private operators devote significant 

resources to the provision of quality education services, 

households also spend a great deal to give their children 

access to the best possible education. Indeed, the bulk of

school fees (paid to school proprietors, state or private),

school supplies and living expenses are borne by house-

holds. 

A Pôle de Dakar/UNESCO study (Foko et al (2012)17 shows

that African household expenditure on education is mainly

spent on primary and secondary education (44% and 45%,

respectively). The share allocated to tertiary education is

around 10%. Pre-primary education receives a negligible

share of less than 1%. Compared to other actors in the sector

(State and private), households finance one third of primary

expenditure, two thirds of secondary expenditure, more than

4/5 (85%) of secondary expenditure, and barely one fifth (19%)

of tertiary expenditure. This further supports the notion that
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16 Apart from Equatorial Guinea, whose structure of specialised institutions for financing education, training and/or employment is not well known, the
following are the various funds of the countries of the region: (i) Cameroon: National Employment Fund (FNE), since April 1990; (ii) Congo: Congo Employment
Agency (Agence Congolaise pour l'Emploi - ACPE) and National Fund for Employability and Apprenticeship (Fonds National de l'Employabilité et de
l'Apprentissage - FONEA), since November 2018, replacing the National Employment and Labour Office (Office National de l'Emploi et de la Main d'Oeuvre
- ONEMO) which had existed since 1985; (iii) Gabon: National Employment Office (Office National de l'Emploi - ONE), since October 1993; ((iv) CAR: Central
African Agency for Vocational Training and Employment - Agence Centrafricaine pour la Formation Professionnelle et l'Emploi - ACFPE), since May 1999;
(v) DRC: National Education Promotion Fund (Fonds de Promotion de l'Education Nationale - FPEN), since March 2006; (vi) Chad: National Vocational
Education Support Fund (Fonds National d'Appui à la Formation Professionnelle - FONAP), since December 1993.
17 The field of study of "Pôle Dakar" covered 15 countries, including four (4) from Central Africa: Cameroon, Congo, Gabon and Chad. However, neither this
study nor another database classes household expenditure on education as a proportion of GDP.
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families spend more on secondary and primary education and

very little on higher education. This would be justified in part

by the fact that, rather than charging tuition fees at universities,

Central African governments disburse grants to students and

invests heavily on student welfare (catering, accommodation,

transport, etc.). The only logical additional demand on house-

holds would be to increase their spending on higher education,

especially given the greater impact of higher education on the

development of human capital and job creation.

In addition to the direct or indirect financing of education and

training by the traditional actors— governments, families,

companies and various social and charitable organizations,

both national and external—the intervention of financial inter-

mediaries is increasing. Through long-term loans, financial 

intermediaries offer communities, institutions and individuals

the option of deferring the burden of financing educational 

investment to sometime in the future. According to Chevaillier

(2014), human capital theory, which identifies education as

an investment with potentially high returns, puts spending 

decisions on education and training on the same level as 

investments in infrastructure or productive activities. 

What is new is the extension of credit to individuals for the 

financing of educational investment. This applies in particular

to higher education students whose studies generally lead to

a search for jobs and relatively good salaries. The effort they

put into studying for their diplomas - the door to the labor

market - is increasingly seen as an investment that will 

produce a high-income stream in the future (Chevaillier, 2014).

Therefore, it is possible, through borrowing, to capitalize on

this potential future income and use it to finance the cost of

higher education.

Applying the logic of patronage by private individuals, one

could imagine the systematic financing of schools by former

students who have successfully integrated into working 

life. This is "crowdfunding" by the elites, similar to "micro-

donations", which uses various mechanisms to raise large

amounts of money through the collection of small amounts

in financial transactions. The crowdfunding conceived by

elites differs from this mode in two major respects: (i) first in

the manner of fund generation, which is not linked to financial

transactions and (ii) second, and more importantly, in the

channeling of the individual donations—they go only to the

institutions the students attended. 

Finally, to limit inequality in the business sector’s continuous

need for capacity development (since the smallest businesses

are unable to finance the training of their employees), countries

could set up a special fund, raised through specific levies on

multinationals for example, to finance the ongoing training of

employees of local SMEs.

2.5 CONCLUSION AND POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SKILLS
DEVELOPMENT IN CENTRAL AFRICA

The diagnosis of the situation of human capital in Central

Africa highlights worrying deficiencies, which vary in degree

from country to country. From the preceding analysis, governments

will have to promptly tackle the following major challenges to

be able to develop useful skills capable of creating wealth and

employment: 

• Shortage of and limited access to quality education and 

training (lack of qualified teachers at all levels of education, 

low investment in higher education, low level of 

professionalization of education and training);

• The inability of the different economies to diversify their 

sources of growth, broaden their production base and 

create decent jobs (high youth unemployment, high rates 

of vulnerable employment of women and youth, and the 

preponderance of informal employment);

• Difficulties in providing quality healthcare and effective 

social protection to more employees and future 

employees; 
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• Difficulties in organizing and financing continuing training 

for all people in employment; 

• Lack of in-demand skills in the labor market (low labor 

force participation rate, low coverage of social protection 

programs, difficulties in providing continuous training for 

employees, etc.). 

In addressing the issues raised by these challenges, it is 

important to distinguish recommendations to Governments

from those meant for technical and financial partners (TFPs),

including the African Development Bank (AfDB).

Policy recommendations to Governments

A number of proposals on how the region’s Governments

could address the various challenges are outlined in Table 8

(below), which summarizes the main recommendations and

flagship actions to be taken by the public authorities.
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Table 8: Flagship of human capital development programs and actions in Central Africa

Recommendations Actions/measures

1. Promote the professional inclusion of all 
sections of the workforce throughout their 
working life

• Strengthen the production base for more employment opportunities
by promoting the structural transformation of the economy 
through agro-industry, agroforestry and para-petroleum services.

• Promote women's economic empowerment.
• Promote the financial inclusion of women and young people for 

business and job creation.

2. Diversify funding sources for education, 
training, and job creation

• Increase funding for education, training and/or employment 
promotion.

• Raise the household contribution to higher education financing.
• Diversify sources of funding for education and training.
• Optimize the allocation of available resources across the different 

levels of education.
• Build capacity for the financing of employment funds.
• Promote private sector participation in vocational education and 

training and its financing.
• Promote private philanthropic funding of education.
• Develop innovative solutions for channeling international capital 

into education.

3. Develop skills to prepare tomorrow's 
workforce

• Strengthen education systems to improve vocational training.
• Improve the quality of the education system at all education 

levels.
• Professionalize secondary and higher education
• Strengthen science and technology education, and professionalize

secondary and higher education.
• Promote ongoing training in companies and the public service.
• Develop strategies for a better use of the skills of the Diaspora in 

all sectors of the national economy.

1. Combat youth unemployment and 
underemployment

• Adopt and implement appropriate/effective youth employment 
policies.

• Improve the effectiveness of policy interventions in support of 
labor market development.

• Promote productive employment in the sole proprietorship sector 
and other sectors with high potential for wealth and job creation.

• Promote entrepreneurship, especially among women and young 
people.

1. Strengthen social security and healthcare 
for citizens

• Strengthen access to healthcare by promoting universal health 
insurance.

• Improve social protection for the most vulnerable sections of the 
population.

• Broaden the primary healthcare network.

Source: Authors
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These programs should be integrated into each country’s

strategic and operational planning documents to better 

position technical and financial partners to support government

efforts to develop the workforce of today and tomorrow

through them.

In conclusion, it is important to remember that strong 

economic activity creates jobs. Before trying to invent other

types of activities, we must be able to make the most of 

the population’s existing potentials, i.e. promote sectors of 

activity with strong development and job creation potential.

On this point, the countries of the region fall clearly under

two groups:

• The group of "agricultural" countries (Chad, CAR, 

DRC and Cameroon), which would benefit from 

massive training of young people and women in 

intensive agriculture and the industrial processing 

of agricultural products. Large farms and small 

agro-industrial factories would then flourish in these 

countries, creating wealth and jobs.

• The group of oil-rich countries (Gabon, Congo, 

Equatorial Guinea), which would benefit more from 

the upward move of the oil and gas value chain: 

programs to develop local subcontracting should 

help to expand opportunities for young people to 

work in the hydrocarbons sector and thus create 

more new jobs each year in the oil services and 

associated sectors.

Policy recommendations for TFPs

Technical and financial partners (TFPs) could support the 

implementation of policies to strengthen local input in oil, 

gas and mining operations in each country in the region. They

could also finance the establishment of funds to promote

youth and women's entrepreneurship in sectors with high

growth and job creation potential (agro-industry, agroforestry

and oil sectors).

To strengthen the education system, there is an urgent need

to ensure the reinforcement of science and technology to

make the professionalization of training effective. To this end,

it would be useful to conduct a preliminary study to identify

sectors that have a high job creation potential but insufficient

local skills. This would ensure that the vocational training 

offered in the framework of professionalization corresponds

to potential employers’ expectations of the products of the

system. The African Development Bank (AfDB) could support

the initiative by financing such a study in each country in the

region.

TFPs could contribute more effectively to education financing

by:

• Promoting integrated projects that the AfDB is 

already financing (particularly infrastructure 

projects);

• Including components for the construction and 

equipping of schools for the benefit of the population 

affected by projects; and 

• Financing specific scholarship programs for school 

excellence for the benefit of the most vulnerable 

children (e.g. young girls in priority education zones). 

For education financing, one of the promising avenues is

crowdfunding by elites who could be asked to make a 

voluntary contribution to finance part of the costs of their 

former establishments. This is the case with parents' 

associations when it comes to building and equipping 

libraries, laboratories, classrooms, awarding scholarships to 

outstanding students, etc. Even if such a program were to

win the support of only 1% of the target audience, the impact

on education funding would be potentially significant. 
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ANNEXES

Source: AfDB Statistics Department.

Exchanges
from →

The 5 largest origins of trade
Africa USA China India EU World

1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th

Cameroon China France Italy Holland Spain 1 494.0   368.2   1 818.5   418.6   3 513.2   9 794.9   

Congo China
Arab

Emirates
Angola Italy USA 2 233.6   519.6   5 511.2   320.9   2 066.1   13 503.5   

Dem. Rep.
Congo

Zambia
Saudi
Arabia

Belgium Italy Germany 6 068.2   239.7   - 537.2   4 177.3   14 000.0   

Gabon China USA France Ireland Korea 584.0   954.2   2 402.9   179.5   3 442.2   9 442.4   

Guinea Eq. USA Spain India Portugal Italy 77.5   1 439.0   - 1 199.1   4 169.9   8 209.8   

Central African
Republic

France China Cameroon Belgium USA 109.7   24.9   58.1   23.7   242.0   597.5   

Chad USA France Cameroon China India 599.9   1 381.7   245.4   244.9   1 688.6   4 900.0   

Africa China India USA France Germany 11 166.8   4 927.3   10 036.2   2 923.9   19 299.4   60 448.2   

Annex 1: External trade in Central Africa in 2018, in USD million
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To what extent is investment in human capital socially and

economically profitable? The answer to this question is

crucial in designing an investment strategy for human capital

and skills development. It is a question of determining the

profitability of this investment and specifying the conditions

for profitability. Hence, it is necessary to assess: (i) the impact

of human capital on the productivity of workers; (ii) the skills

requirements of the labor market; and (iii) the importance of

ongoing training to the maintenance of a competent work-

force in the production space.

From a theoretical point of view, Becker (1962) estimates

that investments in human capital affect economic

agents by equipping them with skills and cognitive abilities

that enable them to contribute to the growth of labor productivity.

In particular, education is seen as an investment that the 

individual makes as part of productive capital. Although 

learning is an expensive venture, it pays for itself through the

use of the acquired knowledge in paid employment. In practical

terms, the return on education is the remuneration from paid

employment.  

Several studies provide empirical evidence of the strong

impact of education on productivity, thus supporting the

human capital theory. For example, Barro (2001) establishes

a positive correlation between professional growth and the

average years of study at secondary and tertiary levels. He

shows that human capital is indeed a major source of economic

growth, particularly since a higher level of human capital allows

for better adaptation to higher technologies, thus increasing

overall labor productivity. Hanushek (2013) explains that 

the impact of human capital on economic growth is mainly

related to the quality of education. He finds that cognitive 

abilities, more than schooling levels, determine income levels,

income distribution and even economic growth. A country's

economic growth would then be linked to the cognitive 

capacity of its population. Beyond the promise of individual

success, education is an investment in the collective future

of societies and nations.

Similarly, Belorgey et al. (2004) show that tertiary education

enrolment is an important determinant of labor productivity.

For highly developed countries, productivity gaps can be 

explained by differences in tertiary enrolment rates, as these

countries already have very high and similar levels of primary

and secondary enrolment rates. Furthermore, public spending

on education has a direct and significant positive effect on

the level and growth of labor productivity. Some studies (for

instance, Oketch, 2006) show that it is rather the combination

of investments in both physical and human capital that has a

greater impact on labor productivity growth. 

More broadly, recent empirical studies (Oketch, 2006;

Léné; 2005; Belorgey et al., 2004) show that an additional

year of study generates quantifiable returns (personal 

income)— 5% and 15%, depending on the period and the

country.18 At the macroeconomic level, the contribution of

education to growth should be assessed by the share of

growth directly attributable to the increase in the population’s

level of education. On this issue, several studies have shown

that, in general, 10% to 30% of growth depends directly on

the level of recent education and training (Belorgey et al.,

2004; Oketch, 2006; Vignolles, 2012; Filmer and Fox, 2014).

Finally, it is worth noting that education’s contribution to

growth is also indirectly measured in relation to the capacity

it confers on individuals to adapt more easily to the modern

economy’s fast changing working conditions (technological,

physical and cultural environment).

Annex 2: Relationship between education, skills development and labor

productivity

18 Alexandre Léné (2005) gives this range as 5% to 15%.
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Healthcare and social security are also essential aspects

of productivity. Good health enables people to work to their

full potential and thus to increase their performance, while

poor health inhibits performance and productivity. Moreover,

people work less well or simply stop work when they are in

poor health; they work even less if they have social worries.

Health is a fundamental aspect of well-being, and the protection

and promotion of health contribute to increased prosperity

for individuals and societies (Damon, 2016). Improved health

is an indicator of the effectiveness of dynamic social security

and increased productivity. Health expenditure is more than

just a consumer-based expense; it is a genuine investment

in labor productivity and income growth. 

Investment in human capital in general, and in education

in particular, plays a key role in strategies developed to

promote economic growth and prosperity, and above all

to foster job creation and social cohesion. The education 

system’s output should feed directly into the labor market. In

return, the skill requirements of the labor market are signals

to the education system on what contents to introduce or 

develop. Therefore, the education system should be called

upon to be constantly responsive to the labor market to 

provide it with the most appropriate skills.

Training allows people to acquire skills for subsequent 

exchange on the labor market through recruitment. Training

- thus the diploma obtained - is the job seeker’s ticket to the

labor market—a proof of the possession of skills in demand for

a specific job. According to Spence (1974), there is an information

asymmetry in education’s signaling function: employers interpret

diplomas as indicators of the likely competence of jobseekers,

without the benefit of direct knowledge of the jobseeker’s

workplace abilities. Spence (1974) had in mind the positive 

signal associated with the successful completion of studies.

Thus, the diploma helps the potential employer to distinguish,

with relative confidence, low-skilled candidates from potentially

high-skilled ones. Spence (1974) notes further that, in the 

production process, observable measures of human capital are

more a signal of ability than apposite personal characteristics.

For Spencer, education is a generator of information about 

pre-existing personal attributes, and not a creator of skills.

The labor market, like any other market, is governed by

the law of supply and demand. Companies offering jobs

are looking for well-defined and increasingly specific skills and

qualifications the successful candidate must possess. 

Imbalances in the labor market, and thus unemployment,

occur when job vacancies do not match labor market 

demands, either because of the number of jobs available or

because of the quality of the jobs available. When the type of

job openings advertised by employers do not match the 

qualifications and interests of jobseekers, then trained and

qualified individuals may not get hired, as the skills they have

to offer are not sought by employers. This leads to a mismatch

of job supply and demand in terms of the skills sought. On

the other hand, economic growth may not be strong enough

to generate enough jobs for job seekers. The number of jobs

available is then lower than the number of job seekers, which

creates unemployment.

On-the-job training helps maintain a skilled workforce 

within an organization. Ongoing training protects existing

capital. For people in employment, the older workers often

feel "threatened" by technological innovations and the arrival

on the labor market of new graduates. Therefore, they must

retrain continuously or risk losing their jobs. For the employer,

training makes it possible to rebuild human capital and maintain

it at a competitive level. 

This dual demand (both by the employee and the employer)

is the essential feature of continuing education: continuing

education increases employees’ skills, and the employer 

benefits from the increased productivity of the retrained 

employees. Employees need continuing education because

it enhances their skills and potentially leads to increase in 

income. The employers also benefit because continuing 

training of employees improves productivity. Ongoing training
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drives innovation in companies and facilitates the use and 

dissemination of new technologies, which is a guarantee of

sustainable productivity in organizations. This explains why

the company generally bears the cost of this training. In most

legislations, ongoing training is the employee’s right (and the

employee’s duty): over a given period (generally within five

years), every employer is required to send each employee on

a refresher or advanced training course at least once.  

While we know that it is often the employer who pays the 

bulk of the financial cost, the question of the convergence of

the two demands (individual and organizational) still arises. 

Employees tend to ask for "all-purpose" training, of the diploma

type, which they could easily use in any company. However,

employers prefer specialized training, the basic qualifying 

type, that would serve the company’s needs and justify the

costs. In practice, this apparent divergence in preference is

of little import because companies tend to look for versatile 

and relatively generalist workers, and workers always seek 

opportunities to refine their specialization or acquire new skills. 

Therefore, ongoing training should be at the core of 

employment and human capital development strategies.

However, not all workers have equal access to ongoing 

training and not all organizations can afford the cost of providing

ongoing training for its employees. Organizations that offer

ongoing training recoup their investment through increased

employee productivity. Conversely, small organizations 

revolve in a vicious circle: they cannot offer their employees

continuous training because of limited resources, and the 

employees become less and less productive compared to

their retrained colleagues in large organizations. Hence, the

unequal access to training resources among companies must

be at the heart of debates on human capital development

strategies. The concentration of quality training for a handful

of companies is not necessarily beneficial for the entire 

economy of the country or region. Unfortunately, this type of

distortion is difficult to correct because it stems from the 

behavior of companies who focus solely on the maximization

of profits, ignoring capacity building, which benefits all 

economic actors.

C e n t r a l  A f r i c a  E c o n o m i c  O u t l o o k  2 0 2 0
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Back in the 16th century, Jean Bodin observed that

"there is neither wealth nor strength except in men"19.

Two centuries later, in the 18th Century, Adam Smith 

and other thinkers of the time began to see workers not 

simply as an indistinct mass, but as individuals endowed

with specific knowledge and skills. However, it was not 

until the 20th century that Theodore Schultz, and notably

Gary Becker—winner of the 1992 Nobel Prize in 

Economics—theorized and scientifically validated the

concept of human capital. Each individual owns a 

certain number of skills that he or she values by selling 

them on the labor market. However, despite the importance

of the latter in the economy, and despite various attempts

at evolution, human capital is still considered mainly 

as a burden for the organization, or on a larger scale for 

society.

The theory of human capital is based on a number of

principles.20 Firstly, a human being acquires knowledge

through general education, i.e. his/her education. Like 

companies, employees make monetary investments such

as the purchase of education and goods (books, rights...),

or non-monetary investments such as leisure, and waits for

them to yield profit. This profitability could take the form of

a higher salary in the course of employment. A company

can increase its human capital through ongoing vocational

training. Training improves the knowledge of the staff and

increases the company’s productivity, and competitiveness,

by extension. 
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Human capital, education, training, knowledge and skills

• Human capital: All the knowledge, skills, and health conditions that individuals accumulate throughout their lives 
and that enable them to reach their full potential by becoming productive members of society.  

• Education: Process of learning and development of intellectual, moral and physical faculties. Education includes 
knowledge and skills and is delivered formally in schools, colleges and universities.

• Training: All the measures adopted to acquire or perfect a professional qualification for workers. Training is the 
process of equipping an employee with the knowledge and skills necessary to perform his or her current duties. 
Training is said to be continuous or ongoing when it is given to persons already working in a professional activity, to 
increase their skills. Initial training, on the other hand, provides learners with the basic skills of the trade, before they 
join the labor market and practice their chosen profession. 

• Knowledge: A body of theoretical, technical and practical knowledge that is acquired through education, training, 
vocational or non-vocational experience.

• Competencies: Result of the combination of knowledge, expertise and interpersonal skills mobilised to act in an 
adapted way in handling professional situations or tasks. Competence adds a practical dimension to knowledge, 
the ability to use knowledge in very specific professional situations. Competence also means having the ability to 
adapt to new situations and contexts to exercise one's talent and apply one's knowledge.

Source: Gary Becker (1962); UNESCO (2000); Alexandre Léné (2005).

19 Jean Bodin, reprinted by Benjamin Vignolles, (2012), p 37.
20 Capital formation through education, initial training and apprenticeship, and maintenance through continuing education, health and social protection.
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