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A Letter from the Director

2015 was a pivotal year for Africa in many spheres. On the 

governance front, what once seemed to be an-inevitable 

wave of democratization has slowed, and third term bids 

across the continent threaten to erase recent progress. 

Despite that, more than 16 countries held national elections 

and democratic successes were recorded in some countries, 

from Muhammadu Buhari’s stunning election in Nigeria to 

Tunisia’s quieter but just as crucial democratic consolidation. 

In other countries new ground was broken, such aswith the 

consolidation of Burkina Faso’s young democracy.

In the security realm, African countries also played a 

more active role, including in peacekeeping, through an 

Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD)-led peace 
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of U.S.-Africa trade. There was also a noticeable shift in 

the balance between Overseas Direct Investment and 

Foreign Direct Assistance, which may offer opportunities 

to reconfigure and perhaps transform U.S. engagement 

with Africa. Despite these developments, Africa continued 

to face economic challenges, including the falling price of 

oil and currency instability, as well as hurdles presented by 

China’s slowing economic growth.

There were also key developments related to international 

partnerships, from bringing the devastating Ebola outbreak 

under control to confronting security, development, and 

peacebuilding dilemmas through cooperation like U.S. Army 

Africa‘s partnerships with African militaries. However, some 

partnerships were less successful, such as the New Deal for 

Engagement in Fragile States, which expired in 2015 with 

few tangible results.

As we look ahead to 2016, it’s clear the that future holds 

both promise and risk for the continent. The Wilson Center 

Africa Program asked experts, scholars, and policymakers 

to weigh in on the most important and impactful events of 

2015 for the continent and their implications for U.S.-Africa 

relations. They responded with brief and insightful essays 

which are presented in this volume. We thank them for their 

contributions. In some cases, we have two perspectives 

on the same development—in Burkina Faso, Nigeria, and 

AGOA—highlighting both the areas of confluence and 

difference as to why an event mattered.

Dr. Monde Muyangwa 

Director, Africa Program

Please note that the views expressed in these essays are solely the 

responsibility of the authors, and not those of the Wilson Center.
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Nigeria’s Election is the Winner!
Mr. Nii Akuetteh

What was Africa’s most important story of 2015? Was it the Great Lakes’ devastating downward 

spiral? No. The ignored reality that Africa bears the globe’s heaviest refugee burden? No. The 

Cairo meeting that brought an African common market nearer in the form of the Tripartite Free 

Trade Agreement? No. Not even American-Chinese dueling across Africa merits the title of most 

important development. That distinction belongs to Nigeria’s 2015 presidential election.

Consider: The lead-up to the elections, including the much-maligned six-week postponement, 

was alarmingly quarrelsome. Kofi Annan, and later John Kerry, visited to stress the need for 

clean, non-violent polls. When finally cast, the March 28-29 balloting proved largely clean and 

peaceful. Three days later, INEC, the Independent National Electoral Commission, announced 

the final results, officially ending the race. But INEC was late: A full day earlier, incumbent 

President Goodluck Jonathan had conceded to challenger General Muhammadu Buhari and 

pledged a smooth handover. Jonathan also discouraged violence—sternly. INEC’s numbers 
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actions resulted in the country experiencing a reduction in the threat of Boko Haram joining 

hands with the Central African Republic’s Muslim rebels. 

Further, thanks to Jonathan’s handling the election and the turnover of power so smoothly, 

another potential havoc was avoided. “Had serious post-election disturbances erupted, Nigerian 

refugees flooding Ghana would have exceeded your entire population,” President Jonathan told 
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Nigeria’s Elections, Africa, and the 
United States
Mr. Olusegun Sotola

Nigeria’s historic and successful 2015 election marks a significant milestone in the country’s 

democracy, and it signposts several emerging positive trends in Africa. Opposition candidate 

Muhammedu Buhari’s win led to the loss of the ruling People’s Democratic Party (PDP), which 

had ruled since Nigeria embarked on the path to democracy 16 years earlier.

First, given Nigeria’s stature in the region, the willingness of the incumbent to concede power 

and not manipulate the process matters a great deal. African leaders are known for attempting to 

manipulate the electoral process to lengthen their stay in office. The electoral histories of African 

countries are replete with post-election violence caused by the unwillingness of the ruling party 

or the incumbent to relinquish power. That an entrenched power bloc would acquiesce to its loss 

in an election without engineering violence suggests a new robustness of Nigerian democracy 

and provides a strong practical example for African leaders. At least 17 African countries will hold 

elections this year. The outcome of the 2015 Nigerian election should serve as a benchmark for 

these other coming elections, especially those which the incumbent is contesting.

Second, elections generally have several consequences. The good outcome of the election 

has raised expectations and the early signs are promising, as governance is showing a clear 

departure from the past. Another clear consequence from the election is that it marks a new 

level of relations between Nigeria and the United States. The relationship between Nigeria and 

the United States ebbed to a low point in the last years of President Jonathan’s administration. 

The main cause of the frosty relationship was governance-related, including concerns about the 

prosecution of the war against Boko Haram, the management of the military, and the country’s 

overall recent governance record. Had the elections not led to a change in government, it is 

obvious that relations would have deteriorated further. The former government had warmed 

up to the former Eastern Bloc countries, particularly Russia, in building a new military alliance 

by buying weapons and opening up more diplomatic communications. However, given the 

difficulties that Nigeria has had in building robust and sustainable relations with Russia in the 

past, it is unclear how this relationship will evolve.

In July 2015, President Buhari visited Washington at the invitation of President Obama. As 

expected, a key take-away from the visit was the United States promising security support 

for the fight against insurgents. Beyond that, the meeting should be seen as a sign of U.S. 

confidence in the new leadership in the country, as well as a willingness to reconnect with the 

government and rebuild ties.

8
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Tunisia, Democracy, and Tourism: 
An Arab Spring Survivor
Ambassador David H. Shinn

The fall of Zine al-Abidine Ben Ali in 2011 marked the beginning of the Arab Spring, which 
has so far been a disappointment in the development of Arab democracy. The one exception, 
albeit a fragile one, has been progress on democratization in Tunisia.

The moderate Islamist movement, Ennahda, won democratic elections in 2011. Two high 
profile political assassinations and popular protests led to pressure on the Ennahda-led 
government to step down. The primary labor union and three civil society organizations, 
known as the Quartet, oversaw a process that ended with a new constitution and agreement 
by Ennahda to relinquish power.

Democratic elections in December 2014 resulted in a victory by secular political parties. Early 
in 2015, Tunisia’s parliament approved a coalition cabinet that included secularists, Islamists, 
and minority parties. The Quartet that orchestrated the democratic transition received the 
Nobel Peace Prize.

Tunisia’s transition remains a work in progress. Tourism, for example, is the third most 
important sector of the economy and was hit hard because of political instability. An 
estimated two of Tunisia’s ten million inhabitants depend on the tourism sector, which in 
2014 accounted for about 15 percent of Gross Domestic Product (GDP).

Three terrorist attacks in 2015, two aimed at foreign tourists and one at the Presidential 
Guards, caused significant deaths and further decimated tourism. An estimated 5,000 
to 6,000 Tunisians, the largest number from any country, have joined Islamic extremist 
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Burkina Faso Breaks New Ground
Dr. Sophia Moestrup

Sustained pressure for political change in Burkina Faso came to fruition as an often-tumultuous 

transition culminated in peaceful and transparent national elections in November 2015. The 

people of Burkina Faso demonstrated that when political parties, civil society groups, and 

citizens come together for political reform, change can happen. Autocrats bow out and new 

leaders and institutions emerge.

Former President Blaise Compaoré had underestimated the people’s determination to see 

constitutional limitations on presidential terms respected when he insisted on extending his 

rule after 26 years in power. He was ousted in a popular uprising in October 2014. On that 

fateful day, as the ruling party-dominated legislature was set to rubber stamp a constitutional 

amendment removing presidential term limits, hundreds of thousands of Burkinabé mobilized in 

the streets, occupied the national assembly building, and pressured Compaoré to flee into exile. 

Burkina Faso’s transition was the product of months of organizing by a coalition of opposition 

political parties, labor unions, students, and an active and outspoken civil society. “Balai 

citoyen,”or “citizen broom,” a reference to sweeping away corruption and an organization 

inspired by the Senegalese youth movement “Y’en a marre,”was among those leading the 

demonstrators. The vast majority of the people in the streets were youth, many of whom 

complained that in their lifetime they had known no other president than Compaoré. 

Managing the transition was at times challenging. Some activists sought to bar individuals 

that had supported Compaoré’s bid to extend his rule from running as candidates. Others 

demanded the dissolution of the presidential guard, seen as a hold-over of the Compaoré 

regime. In early October, days before the presidential poll, recalcitrant Compaoré supporters 

within the presidential guard took the interim president and prime minister hostage and tried 

to roll back the transition process. The attempted coup failed, as citizens and youth in particular 

again mobilized in the streets. The rest of the military converged on the capital Ouagadougou 

and subsequently arrested the coup makers who are now in detention, awaiting trial.

The people of Burkina Faso broke new, democratic ground through their tenacity and 

determination, disproving critics who argue that people in developing nations care more about 

food than about their democratic rights and freedoms. Newly-elected President Roch Marc 

Kaboré faces high expectations of continued democratic progress, for as one Burkinabé civic 

leader stated, “This was not a passing spring storm; we will henceforth always hold our leaders 

accountable.”
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The Rise of Critical Citizens in 
Burkina Faso and Across Africa  
in 2015
Mr. Arsène Brice Bado

The reinstatement in power of Burkina Faso’s interim civilian president, Michel Kafando, on 

September 23rd, 2015, a week after he was overthrown by a military coup, was a triumph of 

democracy and of the people. The failure of the short-lived coup was due less to international 

pressure than to the courage of the people of Burkina Faso, who took to the streets despite 

brutality and killings by the elite presidential guards. This popular resistance was the second 

chapter to the October 2014 protests, which brought thousands of Burkinabé to the streets to 

oppose President Blaise Compoaré’s attempt to amend the constitution in order to stand for 

another term after 27 years in power. President Compaoré was forced to resign.

This strong popular commitment to democracy attests to the rise of a large domestic political 

community in Burkina Faso devoted to democratic principles such as freedom, the rule of law, 

and good governance. The uprisings were led by neither the political opposition nor the army, 

but by youth, who were spontaneously drawn to the protests or organized through civil society 

groups or student unions. Men and women of every social strata and ethnic group joined the 

uprisings. By so doing, The Burkinabé demonstrated they are becoming critical citizens toward 

undemocratic regimes, that the power belongs to the people, and that they are no longer a 

mere collection of polarized ethnic communities to be manipulated by politicians. They are a 

nation taking responsibility for their own future.

Likewise, across the continent, African populations challenged their governments to demand 

better-functioning democracies and improved socio-economic conditions. In Côte d’Ivoire 

and Nigeria, grassroots movements were instrumental in delegitimizing electoral violence 

and ensuring peaceful elections. In other countries, such as South Africa, Ghana, Kenya, 

Democratic Republic of Congo, Guinea, Niger, and Mali, numerous demonstrations by citizens 

arose to demand better governance. 

African governments are now being pressured by their own populations. The 2015 Nobel Peace 

Prize, awarded to the Tunisian National Dialogue Quartet, highlights Tunisia’s success as part 

of this pattern of increasingly active African populations. The rise of critical African citizens will 

shape the future of democracy in Africa.

11
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The Challenge of Breaking the 
Cycle of Civil War in South Sudan
Dr. Getachew Zeru Gebrekidan

Compared to the two preceding years, 2015 was a historic year for the South Sudanese 

and the international community engaged in South Sudan. Under pressure from the Obama 

Administration and the Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) Plus,1 the 
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Normalizing Uganda-Sudan 
Relations: Regional Implications
Ambassador Nureldin Satti

For many years, relations between Sudan and Uganda have been plagued by mistrust and 
mutual harm. The two countries engaged in a proxy war whereby Uganda supported the Sudan 
People’s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/SPLA) led by the late Dr. John Garang in its war 
against the central government in Khartoum and Sudan provided assistance to the Lord’s 
Resistance Army (LRA) led by Joseph Kony. 

This tug-of-war had continued even after the independence of South Sudan in 2011 and the 
eruption of the civil war in December 2013. The Ugandan army intervened in the conflict on the 
side of the government in Juba. Sudan, on its part, proclaimed its neutrality in the conflict in 
South Sudan, while at the same time allegedly providing support to opposition groups.

Of late, the two countries have realized that it is in their interest to mend fences and work 
together for achieving a peaceful settlement in South Sudan and the wider region. As a gesture 
of goodwill, Ugandan President Yowei Museveni visited Sudan on 15 September 2015.

Following the signing of the peace agreement in August 2015 between the government and 
the opposition in South Sudan, both Sudan, which is part of the Intergovernmental Authority 
on Development (IGAD) peace process, and Uganda are playing a more constructive role in 
bringing peace to South Sudan.

Consequently, Uganda announced the withdrawal of its troops from South Sudan and the two 
countries vowed to follow a policy of appeasement towards South Sudan and the region at large. 
In implementing this new policy, President Museveni visited Sudan on 15-17 September 2015 
and was welcomed with enthusiasm in Khartoum. He held bilateral talks with President al-Bashir 
and met with South Sudanese opposition leader Dr. Riek Machar in what observers consider a 
gesture of goodwill from Khartoum to repair the rift that exists between the two men.

President Museveni’s visit to Khartoum has contributed considerably to lowering the degree 
of mistrust between Sudan and Uganda and has also opened the path for more constructive 
relations between the two countries. This may have beneficial effects on the situation in South 
Sudan and the region at large. In the Final Communiqué signed by the two foreign ministers 
at the end of the visit, the two sides vowed to support peace and stability in the region and 
in South Sudan. President al-Bashir called on security organs in the two countries to work 
together to alleviate tensions between the two countries. 

Interestingly, the two countries vowed to preserve African culture, an issue which has been 
at the core of the longstanding conflict between the two countries due to divergent attitudes 
towards the issue of African identity and how it can be preserved in a changing world.
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TRADE, INVESTMENT, AND SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
Ms. Florizelle Liser and Dr. Mima Nedelcovych present public and private sector perspectives on AGOA’s 

current and future impact, and Dr. Raymond Gilpin explores trends and trajectories for Foreign Direct 

Investment and Overseas Development Assistance and their implications for U.S. engagement with Africa.

A container ship, packed with goods. U.S.-

Africa trade has grown steadily, spurred in 

part by AGOA.



19 MS. FLORIZELLE LISER is Assistant U.S. Trade Representative for Africa in the Office of 

the United States Trade Representative, where she oversees implementation of AGOA. She was 

also a founding member of TransAfrica.

Deepening U.S.-Africa Economic 
Engagement through AGOA
Ms. Florizelle Liser

In 2015, a cornerstone of the U.S.-Africa economic partnership received a historic upgrade. 

Working together, President Obama and the U.S. Congress renewed the African Growth and 

Opportunity Act (AGOA) for ten years, the longest-ever extension of this successful program. 

Since its passage in 2000, AGOA has provided duty-free access to the U.S. market for 

thousands of products from eligible Sub-Saharan African nations, including many value-added 

manufactured goods such as apparel, footwear, and processed agricultural products. Over 

AGOA’s first fifteen years, African countries more than tripled their exports of non-oil products 

to the United States. But supply-side constraints and uncertainty about extensions limited the 

program from reaching its full potential to grow and diversify African exports. Extending AGOA 

to 2025 provides the certainty needed for U.S. buyers to source from African suppliers and for 

global investors to invest in African manufacturing. This extension also enhanced AGOA in a 

number of other ways, including promoting greater regional integration by expanding the rule of 

origin; encouraging the development of utilization strategies; and outlining a path for deepening 

and expanding trade and investment ties with eligible countries. These efforts can enable more 

citizens on both continents to use trade as an engine for economic development, job creation, 

and poverty alleviation.

Africa now has a historic opportunity to look beyond AGOA and address core issues 

impacting African regional trade and its global competitiveness. By itself, preferential access 

to the United States and other markets will not lead to increased and more diversified African 

exports. Also needed are policies like the World Trade Organization’s Trade Facilitation 

Agreement that reduce red tape, facilitate cross-border trade within Africa, and create trade 

and investment-friendly environments. To benefit more from the global trading system, 

Africans also need domestic and foreign investment in key infrastructure, including electricity, 

transportation, and human capital. Capacity building and technical assistance from bilateral 

partners, multilateral financial institutions, and public-private partnerships are also key factors 

in Africa’s trade and development. Africa and the United States must also begin to look 

towards more robust, mutually beneficial trade partnerships, including free trade agreements 

and the building blocks that could lead to such agreements in the long term. With these 

goals in mind, the United States has launched a study of how to improve U.S.-Africa trade 

and investment relations beyond AGOA. Together, the United States and Africa can build on 

last year’s historic achievements and establish an even deeper, more sustainable trade and 

investment partnership.
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Dr. Mima S. Nedelcovych

The reauthorization of the African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA), the U.S.-Africa trade 

law which passed late-June 2015, marked one of the most important and impactful advances 

in U.S.-Africa trade relations. AGOA, which provides eligible African countries with duty-free 

and quota-free access into the U.S. market, was created to deepen U.S.-Africa trade and 

investment ties and to help level the playing field for African businesses.

The AGOA renewal builds on the first U.S.-Africa trade agreement that was signed into law 

in 2000. Since 2000, trade flows from Africa to the U.S. have nearly tripled, helping to spur 

market-led economic growth and development progress in Africa. Indeed, the business 

environment in Africa has dramatically evolved from the law’s passage in 2000 compared to 

2015. Today, the Sub-Saharan Africa region has some of the fastest growing economies in the 

world. An emergence of a new class of African born and bred companies is increasingly taking 

advantage of AGOA and operating in the world-class space. 

African companies are the engines of growth on the continent, creating more than 80 percent 

of the jobs in their countries. With greater access to the U.S. market, African companies in an 

AGOA-eligible country have a tremendous opportunity to scale and expand their exports to a 

larger market. That could not have been achieved competitively in the earlier version of AGOA 

because a strong, well-developed African private sector was only in its nascent stages. 

At its inception, few African countries had the capacity to reap the trade benefits under AGOA. The 

nascent African private sector had very little manufacturing and industrial capacity at that time, and 

having to bear inordinate costs for infrastructure such as power and transport, it was simply not 

cost competitive. The first phase of AGOA helped to boost Africa’s textile and apparel industry for 

starters, while other manufacturing capacity was coming to fruition on the continent. 

While some African companies like SoleRebels, an Ethiopian eco-friendly footwear 

manufacturer, have leveraged AGOA and transformed into global powerhouses, the fact 

remains that most of Africa’s homegrown businesses still need time and investment to scale 

their manufacturing capacity before entering the U.S. market.

The next phase of AGOA should focus on supporting African businesses in their quest to gain 

greater trade capacity to move beyond their local markets and operate on a global scale. African 

governments must do their part to create an improved business environment and infrastructure 

for companies to succeed in the global marketplace. The 10-year renewal of AGOA was the 

first step; now, it’s critically important to ensure that more African born-and-bred companies can 

take full advantage of AGOA’s economic potential.

Supporting Africa’s Private Sector to 
Maximize AGOA
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INTERNATIONAL PARTNERSHIPS
Major General Darryl A. Williams addresses U.S Army Africa’s security cooperation with the continent, 

Dr. Ann L. Phillips presents a perspective on the New Deal’s big year, and the Center for Policy 

Studies (CERPS) examines the convergence of development frameworks put forward by Africa and 
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Building Trust and Partnerships 
To Help Enhance African Security 
Capacities
Major General Darryl A. Williams

In 2015, Africa saw numerous encouraging developments addressing the persistent security 
challenges facing the continent. While there was a myriad of factors, partnership was clearly 
the centerpiece, which grew both regionally and internationally. To that effect, and to orient 
its support to African Partners, United States Army Africa (USARAF) enacted a concept called 
‘African Horizons’ that focused on building enduring partnerships based on trust and respect 
from the tactical to strategic level. 

The cornerstone event associated with African Horizons in 2015 was the African Land Forces 
Summit (ALFS), reinforced by a series of regional seminars. These partnership events were 
critical elements for building a Global Landpower Network that aims to “create and sustain 
relationships with allies and partners that will build confidence, deter conflict, and if necessary, 
provide forces for a combined campaign.”11

In February, the U.S. Army and the Senegalese Armed Forces co-hosted the third such event, ALFS 
2015, in Dakar. It brought together nearly 100 senior African military leaders to include 36 African 
countries’ Chiefs of Land Forces. ALFS 2015 focused on overarching security related issues ranging 
from efforts to counter violent extremist organizations and criminal traffickers, to interoperability 
with multinational partners, as well as gender integration and strengthening the military ethic. 

Following ALFS, four partner nations hosted seminars bringing together regional military 
leaders for candid senior level discussions to deepen relationships, and to enhance integration 
and dialogue about approaches to solve shared security challenges. The regional seminars were 
the culminating events to four Peace Keeping Operations-focused training exercises. These 
exercises partner Africans, Europeans, and U.S. forces, and are tailored to the African Union 
and United Nations Peace Keeping missions in Somalia, Mali, and the Central African Republic.

In another key partnership event, Chad hosted the counterterrorism-focused FLINTLOCK 2015 
exercise in conjunction with Special Operations Command Africa. Over 1,200 participants from 
twenty-three African, European, and North American countries worked together to improve 
counter-terrorism forces’ integration at the operational and tactical levels, while fostering 
increased collaboration and coordination within the Trans-Sahara Counter-Terrorism Partnership.

Through these partnerships, militaries have established trust and respect between military 
leaders and created a climate where nations can address security challenges together. On 
the horizon for 2016, partnering will continue with an emphasis towards improved multilateral 
information sharing and interoperability. Tanzania will host ALFS 2016 with a focus on building army 
readiness, developing future armies, and maintaining the health and welfare of soldiers.

1 Ray Kimball, “The Army Operating Concept’s Global Landpower Network Challenges and Cautions,” October 15 

2014. https://medium.com/the-bridge/the-army-operating-concepts-global-landpower-network-98a0cb979c58
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A Watershed Year for the New Deal
Dr. Ann L. Phillips

In 2012, six African countries volunteered to test implementation of New Deal principles and 
processes. Initiated by leaders of fragile states and endorsed by all major donors in December 
2011, the New Deal for Engagement in Fragile States was hailed as a paradigm shift from failed 
donor-driven assistance practices to fragile states’-led and -owned pathways toward stability. 

The New Deal pilots concluded at the end of 2015. The record is dismal. The Central African 
Republic, eastern Democratic Republic of Congo, Somalia, and South Sudan are active conflict 
zones. Limited progress in Sierra Leone and Liberia was cut short by the Ebola crisis. Each failure, 
although grounded in specific circumstances, derived from the inability to make progress on 
the core New Deal principle; that is, to knit government and society together in a relationship of 
mutual trust and dependence. Other New Deal principles have been found in donor documents 
for many years, including those of local ownership, capacity building, and donor coordination. 
The New Deal commitment to use and strengthen host country systems proved insufficient to 
translate donor capacity building promises into concrete action. Emblematic of the entire effort, all 
principles have been honored more in the breach than in practice.

New Deal assessments note the gap between principle and practice. They bemoan the dilution 
of specific New Deal steps and processes into a technical check list. Nonetheless, discussions 
are already underway for a New Deal 2.0. An independent review presented to the International 
Dialogue on Peace and State-building in November 2015 glosses over substantive failures and 
misrepresents elements of progress. References to “whole of government” ownership raise 
other questions about the review, whose real purpose seems to be to justify continuation of the 
New Deal, rather than to assess performance.

Neither fragile states nor donors have operated according to the New Deal principles that 
they endorsed. Core impediments are embedded in their respective practices. Host country 
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From an Africa as an arena for global spheres of influence toward an Africa that partners with 

the global community to address its daunting problems collaboratively, these changes have 

important implications for Africa and U.S.-Africa relations. Africa seems to have expressed 

its intention to enter a binding social compact with the peoples of the world; it aspires to be 

taken seriously on resolving the issues that have plagued the continent. Regarding U.S.-Africa 

relations, 2015’s developments may signal a shift from foreign aid as an instrument and goal 

of policy toward intra-regional and world trade and investment as major goals of foreign policy. 

If this agenda is implemented, Africa will embark on the way toward a transformation into a 

respected actor on the global agenda. 

But will Africa implement its agenda?

The African Union’s Agenda 2063 lays out a bold plan for the continent. 

Photo courtesy of the United States Department of State via Flickr, 

public domain.
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LOOKING FORWARD TO 2016
Ambassador Don Gips examines the trends that will continue into 2016, and their implications 

for Africa and U.S.-Africa relations.

Thousands of people attend the 

inauguration of new Tanzanian president 

John Pembe Magufuli.

Photo by Government of South Africa, 

Creative Commons.
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2016 Global Trends: Africa’s 
Divergent Paths Continue
Ambassador Don Gips

Diverse Priorities and Expectations Across Africa



loyalist David van Rooyen was met with shock. Public outcry erupted, following in the footsteps 

of the successful #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall Twitter campaigns. This public outcry and 

sharp drop of the Rand prompted Zuma, only four days after naming van Rooyen, to re-appoint 

Pravin Gordhan as Finance Minister (he held the position from 2009-2014), a move that halted the 

Rand’s freefall. South Africa’s economic outlook in 2016 will be improved by Gordhan’s return, 

especially if he is empowered to set investor-friendly policies and weed out corruption; however, 

he will be facing significant structural headwinds as he tries to navigate the way forward. With 

bell-weather municipal elections scheduled for 2016 and the ruling party set to elect its leadership 

in 2017, South Africa will remain an important country to watch in 2016.

Across the Continent: High Growth, Pivotal Elections, and High Stakes for Africa’s Youth

Elsewhere, a number of African economies not dependent on oil or minerals benefited from 

the drop in global prices, as seen in Ethiopia, Côte d’Ivoire, Rwanda, and Tanzania. Ethiopia 

grew an astonishing 10.3 percent from 2013 to 2014, 9.5 percent from 2014 to 2015 according 

to official statistics, and continued growth is expected in 2016. The country held peaceful 

elections in 2015 that renewed the ruling party’s mandate, though, as in many African 

nations, economic and democratic growth remains at odds as critics decry what they see as 

increasingly authoritarian tendencies of the government. The country’s continued rise depends 

in part upon the pace of the transition of its economy from being largely state-dominated to 

one that effectively attracts private investment. As holds true across the continent, efforts to 

reduce regional barriers to trade will be critical to sustainable and transformative growth.

The coming year will test the continent’s resolve. A number of national elections are scheduled 

across Africa in which several long-standing African presidents, including Ugandan President 

Yoweri Museveni and Congolese President Joseph Kabila, will face challenges to their continued 

rule. Elections are likely to pose serious implications for security and stability, and respect for term 

limits is in question as some leaders attempt to alter national constitutions to remain in power. 

Just this month, the U.S. government expressed its “deep disappointment” after Rwandan 

President Paul Kagame announced his intentions to run for an additional term after a popular 

referendum passed a constitutional amendment to extend term limits.

Africa’s staggering youth bulge continues to present the potential for huge demographic 

dividends or disaster. The stakes are high not only for Africa but for the world. If left 

unharnessed, a growing segment of the population could be left without access to the 

formal economy—the perfect recruitment tool for terrorist and other criminal organizations. 

Meanwhile, massive waves of refugees fleeing conflict continue to stress many of Africa’s 

already fragile states, as well as Europe. If harnessed successfully, this youth bulge could be 

the engine that will drive forward both African and global growth. The challenges are significant 

but not insurmountable, and Africans are working to find innovative and durable solutions. In 

the wake of the Buhari upset in Nigeria, calls for improved accountability are increasingly taking 
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root, including in such markets as Tanzania, where new President John Magufuli is being widely 

praised for his provocative anti-graft agenda, and Kenya, where the private sector and civil 

society pundits are together driving change through social media in advance of 2017 elections.

In Conclusion: Smart Investors Will Evaluate African Markets Individually

Africa’s 49 sub-Saharan economies can no longer be conflated into a single “African” market. 

Overall, 2015 underscored the importance of carefully assessing African markets to exploit 

their unique potential—whether in the tech, health, energy, agriculture, or social sectors—while 

carefully managing political risk. Despite divergence in the popular “Africa rising” metanarrative, 

smart investors will take advantage of the fact that with many currencies under pressure, asset 

values are low yet prospects for long-term growth in promising individual and regional markets 

remain strong.

This essay was also published on the website of Albright Stonebridge Group.

Sunset over Addis Ababa: a city skyline dotted with construction 

cranes, reflecting a booming economy. 

Photo courtesy of Jean Rebiffe via Flickr, Creative Commons.




