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The COVID-19 pandemic has stressed 
economies and shifted livelihoods 
worldwide. While the lasting impact of 
the pandemic is still unknown, one thing 
remains clear: The worst impact will be 
felt by poorer countries with vulnerable 
populations. As countries chart a way 
forward towards building back better, 
significant challenges remain.

African countries that relied heavily 
on commodity exports have seen their 
prices dropped due to lockdown mea-
sures in their main trading partners: 
China, Europe, and the United States. 
Falling oil prices also compromised a 
relevant revenue source, which accounts 
for 7.4 percent of Africa’s GDP. Remit-
tances that represent 10 percent of the 
continent’s GDP also dried up. Neverthe-
less, the unlikely disruptive scenario also 
created an opportunity to reflect deeply 
and make the necessary changes to fos-
ter a better future for the African people.

The pandemic can be a fruitful occasion 
to deploy a transformation project for 
the continent. Building back better must 
involve a coordinated action with multiple 
stakeholders to tackle the challenges 
halting economic competitiveness and 
innovation. Three intertwined factors are 
at the forefront of shaping Africa’s future: 
Demographic transition, rapid urbaniza-
tion and expanding access to electrifica-
tion and clean cooking.

Megatrends shaping Africa’s 
future
Africa is going through an accelerated 
demographic change. Estimates predict 
the total population to double by 2050, 
adding 1 billion people to the continent. 
The growth rate is higher than in Asia 
and South America. The continent is also 
home to the youngest population in the 
world. The average age is 19 years old, and 
77 percent of the population is under 35. 
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The demographic transition connects 
to a second megatrend: Africa has the 
fastest urban growth rate globally. Most 
of the youth is moving to cities seeking 
jobs and better opportunities. Between 
now and 2035, an additional 380 million 
persons will be living in urban areas. It is 
an alarming and stark situation, primarily 
because rapid urbanization occurs before 
the development and implementation  
of industrialization strategies. 

If African leaders do not take effective 
measures, the combination of fast 
urbanization and population growth will 
turn into a time bomb. The risks of not 
acting now are high, and could unfold as 
unemployment, housing and food inse-
curity, and lack of healthcare facilities. It 
is urgent to speed up structural changes 
to secure jobs for the youth. One way is 
improving economic diversification by 
investing in manufacturing and trade in 
high-value products.

Efforts towards achieving Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG) 7 — "affordable, 
reliable, sustainable and modern energy 
for all” — by 2030 must remain a tough 
priority for Africa. Reports estimate 
that there are still 595 million people 
living without electricity in Sub-Saha-
ran countries, representing more than 
two-thirds of the global total. Four 
billion people around the world still lack 
access to clean, efficient, safe, reliable, 
and affordable cooking, according to 
the State of Access to Modern Energy 
Cooking Services. Access to modern 
cooking services in Sub-Sahara Africa is 
estimated at only 10 percent; about 900 
million people still lacking access.

In rural areas, most health clinics do not 
have access to electricity, clean water, 
and proper sanitation, which impose 
further challenges to the fight against 
COVID-19. Lack of access to clean 
cooking solutions exposes women and 
children to toxic household air pollution, 
a health hazard that contributes to more 
than 4 million deaths every year from 
noncommunicable diseases and pneu-
monia. Lack of access to clean cooking 
solutions force women to spend most  

of their time on household tasks, such  
as gathering fuels and cooking, which  
in turn limits their time for other produc-
tive activities. 

The energy transition is also crucial to 
unleash the potential of other economic 
sectors, such as agribusiness, mining, 
construction, and digital businesses. 
There is favorable circumstance for 
boosting power from renewable sources, 
such as solar and wind. 

Recovery post COVID-19
Building back better requires a coordi-
nated strategy among business, politi-
cians, policymakers, and civil society to 
tackle the challenges ahead. Few actions 
among many to consider for a successful 
recovery includes: 

Learn from other countries’ 
development programs 
Africa’s leadership must be open to 
learning from and exchanging informa-
tion with other countries on policymaking 
and development programs. Nations in 

About this paper
This paper is an outcome of the GFCC 
Now. Bridge. Reboot. conversation 
series (conversations.thegfcc.org), 
which featured business, research, policy 
and thought leaders from 30 countries 
in eight live dialogues on the lessons 
learned from the COVID-19 crisis and the 
trends emerging for the future economy.

We invited the participants of this dia-
logues series to reflect on the challenges 
and issues associated with leadership 
during the current crisis and in the world 
that we are seeing emerge out of it.

Learn more about the GFCC Now. Bridge. 
Reboot. conversation series at 
conversations.thegfcc.org.

Watch the conversation
The Hon. Dr. Kandeh Yumkella partici-
pated in the "Bridging crisis and future 
prosperity" conversation May 6. Watch the 
session on the GFCC YouTube channel.
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Nations in Southeast 
Asia, such as Vietnam 
and Cambodia, have 
been through a rapid 
transformation investing 
in industrialization, while 
also becoming food 
sufficient."
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The Global Federation of 
Competitiveness Councils
The GFCC is a global multi-stakeholder 
membership organization that has univer-
sities, corporations, government agencies 
and private sector industry organizations 
and councils as members. Combining 
its members and fellows, the GFCC has 
a footprint in more than 30 countries. 
Leaders and organizations in our network 
strive to advance innovation, productivity 
and prosperity in their nations, regions 
and cities. 

To know more about the GFCC, visit our 
website or contact info@thegfcc.org.

/GlobalFederationofCompetitive-
nessCouncils

www.thegfcc.org

 @thegfcc

 /thegfcc/

 the-global-federation-of- 
 competitiveness-councils/

Southeast Asia, such as Vietnam and 
Cambodia, have been through a rapid 
transformation investing in industrializa-
tion, while also becoming food sufficient. 
There are also countries within Africa 
that have made significant progress in 
increasing the electrification rate. Afri-
can leaders must use these examples to 
learn and investigate public policies from 
abroad to ameliorate living standards in 
their countries. 

Embrace integration
African leaders must re-think their 
national electrification strategies. This 
is critical to ensure they do not lose the 
focus on closing the gaps in electrifi-
cation that the continent continues to 
suffer from. Using integrated strategies 
will allow for opportunities to close the 
energy gap, particularly in rural areas.

Enabling environment
Very often, African countries lag their 
Asian counterparts in providing a sup-
portive policy environment. This is 
critical for attracting investments in 
the energy sector. However, there is a 
need to remove fossil fuel subsidies and 
instead subsidize clean energy services 
for the poor.

Commit to climate resilience
Climate change poses a threat to the 
African people and the continent’s 
economy. Floods, extreme weather, and 
droughts are already a reality. Partic-
ularly, floods have a negative impact 
on the limited infrastructure available, 
destroying roads and homes. Food inse-
curity is also a serious concern. We must 
take effective measures to preserve 
crops and livestock from climate shocks. 
My country, Sierra Leone, in particular, 
holds only 10 percent of forest cover, and 
we continue to allow deforestation. We 
still do not have a clear public policy to 
commit to climate resilience.

Find creative ways to leapfrog through 
innovation
African leaders must tackle innovative 
ideas to advance the continent’s biggest 
challenges. Africa has the potential 
to produce components to supply the 
manufacture of technological devices, 
given that the continent holds the largest 
manganese and platinum metal reserves 
globally. The first is a mineral required 
for lithium battery production, and the 
second is a metal used in the hydrogen 
economy. Countries in Africa can become 
a hub for producing components that the 
rest of the world will need to transition  
to the future economy.

Take advantage of digitalization
Digitalization can transform people’s 
lives and raise standards of living. 
According to the IMF, expanding inter-
net access in sub-Saharan Africa to an 
added 10 percent of the population could 
increase GDP growth 1 to 4 points. The 
continent is also home to the world’s 
youngest population. We can train 
African youth to be future innovators, 
investing in teaching digital skills and 
developing tech hubs. Africa leadership 
in mobile money transactions demon-
strates the potential for digitalization in 
the continent.
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