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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
When the G20 gave permanent membership to the African Union in September, Zambia’s President Hakainde 

Hichelma went to X (formerly Twitter) to announce that this “means [Africa] has been recognized as a key 

player in the world economic landscape.” Can the continent of Africa—with its 54 diverse countries—be a 

new motor of sustainable development and economic growth? In the next two decades, as China rapidly 

ages and the rest of Asia follows close behind, 96% of the entire net increase in the world’s prime working 

age population (ages 15–49) will come from the African continent. If Africa’s leaders succeed in realizing 

the potential of their youthful populations as they pioneer clean energy growth, they will not only improve 

the lives of Africans, they will also deliver huge benefits to the entire world. 

As China did before it, African growth can transform the global 

economy. China’s GDP per capita was just half that of Ethiopia 

today at the beginning of its great boom. Urbanization, educa-

tion (especially at the secondary level), and foreign investment 

drove China’s remarkable growth. Africa possesses many of the 

same qualities.

The looming climate change crisis means that Africa’s growth must 

be green, however. By 2060, Africa’s 2.9 billion people will be as 

many as China and India combined. If its development depends on 

fossil-fueled energy, its increased carbon emissions will more than 

o�set any CO2 reductions by Europe, the United States, and China. 

Fortunately, the continent boasts enormous potential for clean 

wind, solar, and geothermal energy, as well as its already plentiful 

hydropower. While the entire world will benefit from a green and 

growing Africa, its exceptional vulnerability to droughts and food 

insecurity means its citizens may reap the greatest benefits. 

Africa is more often viewed as a source of problems for the world than a place that o�ers solutions, but 

nothing could be more mistaken. In fact, Africa’s social and economic development likely holds the key to 

solving many of the problems facing other countries. If the continent’s leaders can unite their people behind 

policies that drive economic growth, spur education, and create conditions attractive to foreign investment, 

Africa’s youth can lead a global economic boom.

Other countries must pursue a course with African countries that values cooperation over competition. As 

the developed countries go “grey,” young people will become the scarcest resource. African countries will 

need support to develop that resource through outside investments in health, education, and clean energy. 

Africa must succeed for the global economy to prosper. 

 By 2060, Africa’s  
2.9 billion people will 
be as many as China 
and India combined.  
If its development  
depends on fossil-fueled 
energy, its increased  
carbon emissions will 
more than o�set any 
CO2 reductions by 
Europe, the United 
States, and China.”

https://twitter.com/HHichilema/status/1700549362336837996
https://diplomacy21-adelphi.wilsoncenter.org/article/battle-earths-climate-will-be-fought-africa
https://diplomacy21-adelphi.wilsoncenter.org/article/battle-earths-climate-will-be-fought-africa
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INTRODUCTION
In February and March of 2023, US Treasury Secretary Janet Yellen visited Senegal, South Africa, and Zambia, 

First Lady Jill Biden arrived in Namibia and Kenya, Secretary of State Antony Blinken visited Ethiopia and 

Niger, and Vice President Kamala Harris traveled to Ghana, Tanzania, and Zambia. In January and February, 

Russian Foreign Secretary Sergei Lavrov met with o�cials in South Africa, Mauritania, Mali, and Sudan. 

These visits were intended to challenge the dominant role in Africa that has been taken by China. In January 

2023 alone, Chinese Foreign Minister, Qin Gang, visited five African nations (Ethiopia, Gabon, Angola, Benin, 

and Egypt), as well as the Headquarters of the African Union in Addis Ababa.

The world’s great powers are again seeking influence in Africa, just as they did in the 19th century. The 

earlier era saw these nations arrive to gain control of territory and extract resources. Today’s great powers 

come to donate and invest, build markets and infrastructure, and seek partnerships with sovereign states.

To be sure, great powers also still seek access to resources—oil and gas, copper and gold, diamonds and 

platinum, cobalt and cocoa. But the export of raw materials will soon become secondary to Africa’s real 

resource in the 21st century: the human capital of its youthful population. And African leaders already are 

seeking to guide the continent’s leap forward into a clean energy economy. 

If Africa’s leaders succeed in realizing the potential of their youthful populations as they pioneer clean energy 

growth, they will not only improve the lives of Africans. They will also deliver huge benefits to the entire world. 

A WORLD TURNED UPSIDE DOWN
In 1900, the total population of Africa is estimated to have been 138 million people. Given that the African 

continent comprises about one-fifth of the total land area of Earth, its population density was stagger-

ingly low: 4.5 people per square kilometer. By comparison, that is just one-hundredth of India’s present 

population density.

Europe in 1900 was already swollen by the growth that followed the Industrial Revolution. In that era, its 

population of just over 400 million was three times as large as Africa’s total. Thus, Europe outpaced Africa 

in sheer numbers, as well as in technical and economic development.
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That past dynamic is now being turned upside down. Advances in global public health and medicine have 

reduced the ravages of disease, and the threats posed by both wild and human predators have also  

decreased. From 1900 to 2000, Africa’s population went from one-third the size of Europe to being slightly 

https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Japan-immigration/Worker-shortage-in-Japan-to-hit-6.4m-by-2030-survey-finds2
https://www.reuters.com/world/europe/facing-labour-shortages-germany-sweetens-immigration-offer-2022-07-06/
https://www.uschamber.com/workforce/understanding-americas-labor-shortage
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These observations are borne out by the shape of global economic growth in the last four decades. Despite 

all the incredible technological innovation that has taken place in the United States, Europe, Japan, and 

South Korea since 1980 (from cell phones and laptop computers to commercial solar and wind power and 

reusable space rockets), the largest portion of global economic growth came from the increasing volume 

and productivity of workers in an initially much poorer and technologically backwards country: China.

From 1980 to 2020, fully one quarter of the entire increase in global GDP was due to China’s growth—a 

larger contribution than from the United States (22%), the European Union (12%), or Japan (4%). And from 

2010 to 2020, when the United States and Europe were still in a slow recovery from the Great Recession, 

the world depended even more on China. That decade saw China’s growth account for over 40% of the 

world’s total rise in real GDP.

Where will the world find another motor of growth to play the role that China has played in the last forty 

years? The days of China’s rapid growth are likely over. India is often touted as the “next China,” but that 

too is unlikely.

The factors that drove China’s growth engine are now stalling or going into reverse. The main driver of 

China’s post-1980 miracle was a massive surge in the labor force. Plus, its burgeoning productivity was 

multiplied many times over by a shift from low-productivity rural agriculture to much higher productivity 

work in mining, construction, and factories.

Yet China’s future promises no larger wave of far better educated workers. Decades of declining birth rates 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD


https://www.shutterstock.com/image-photo/manica-mozambique-september-08-2019-woman-1499789162


https://www.newsecuritybeat.org/2015/05/whats-west-central-africas-youthful-demographics-high-desired-family-size/
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.unicef.org%2Fwca%2Fchild-marriage%23%3A~%3Atext%3DSix%2520of%2520the%2520world%27s%252010%2Creaching%2520the%2520age%2520of%252018.&data=05%7C01%7CLauren.Risi%40wilsoncenter.org%7Cadfb1bafcb90492a53c408dbc4657991%7C84dfdf3abb4140edb7319f6cc84e7d91%7C0%7C0%7C638319712367875054%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=R%2BJECbusDw7Lcn3R8x2dV7%2BwQAAbly57MYHpjnzeNvs%3D&reserved=0
file:///C:\Users\lauren.risi\Downloads\The-power-of-education-to-end-child-marriage%20(1).pdf
https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fsecure-web.cisco.com%2F1GNKRT7v_z6RhbhFGYW4QvjeMxBdPVfCcB0Vf6tGy82jQHO7DqIh4T7_cngOaWVVVqFyIgqCOkfBrPBPLsXUv9z9QI5RG5p-HUrjMfd8viBflL1mY2plhNqc7ogtjZd_HDKk9mZblc5xGBM-IxKq6nDLkqhmL1Uy6m5m9vJBa6nriLbEOEHvI2zvatZYkyFwSful1NAD1oxE_hOoGLFjYnOPLQOiHJKa0_xA2YI_st2qNECdv3jg3ZJHSqdBB857OxoHcFkk5GT_3U9ks4ZDUj-d9D7_4ZRbo6VmvQAxKQ_r0D6bZqF2PYJ2H8UaAK5MdeKYmWyhHCAMNcD6Or-5tj8t9VSzM_YTG4A0iB0mZmf_188a5nci6C9xk2w7p-HyHQ-Tkxa3CzAh8wPXmKRlTb4W1ilMTpXY0w9PkqO8St7Q%2Fhttps%253A%252F%252Foasissahel.org%252Fresources%252Fa-fulcrum-for-the-future&data=05%7C01%7CLauren.Risi%40wilsoncenter.org%7Cadfb1bafcb90492a53c408dbc4657991%7C84dfdf3abb4140edb7319f6cc84e7d91%7C0%7C0%7C638319712368188442%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=7A150dXfRPvFOfv7lNBRuI672P7XpoOxXX0w8vetZ9Y%3D&reserved=0
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.SEC.ENRR.FE?locations=CD-ET-NG-ZG-TZ
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.SEC.ENRR.FE?locations=CD-ET-NG-ZG-TZ
https://www.shutterstock.com/image-photo/girls-school-harare-zimbabwe-on-20170611-1934958317
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as well as most of Africa’s island nations, the portion of women 

enrolled in secondary school is over 70%. Many African countries, 

notably South Africa, Egypt, Ethiopia, Kenya, and Nigeria, are start-

ing to develop a strong university sector, with diverse public and 

private institutions. Yet a stronger focus is needed on preparing 

secondary school teachers for the entire continent, not just pro-

fessionals for governments.

While there are signs that Africa’s exceptionally high fertility may 

be starting a stronger decline, the high fertility over the last several  

decades has made Africa the world’s last great harbor of young people. 

This year alone, one out of every three children born in the entire 

world will be born in an African country. And, as a result, one of every 

three youths in the world aged 15–24 will be an African in 2040. 

This growth extends across the board. By 2050, the prime-age 

working population of Africa will be five times as large as that of 

Europe, and larger than that of India and China combined. Another 

way to view the coming decades is to note that the entire world’s 

age 15–49 population will increase by 428 million between 2020 

and 2040. Of that increase, 412 million will be in Africa, with only 

a 16 million increase in that age group in the entire rest of the 

world. As the shrinking labor force in Europe, China, and the rest 

of East Asia o�sets growth elsewhere, we have already entered 

an era in which African youth will account for 96% of all the net 

labor force growth in the world.

Africa’s youth has the potential to transform the global economy. 

A glance backward gives a clue as to how it can do so. 

Global Population  
Increase (ages 15–49)

2040

AFRICA:

412 million 

ALL OTHER  
COUNTRIES
16 million (2%)

T O T A L   4 2 8  m i l l i o n( 9 8 % ) … w e  h a v e  a l r e a d y  e n t e r e d  a n  e r a  i n  w h i c h   A f r i c a n  y o u t h  w i l l   a c c o u n t  f o r  9 6 %  o f  a l l  t h e  n e t  l a b o r  f o r c e  g r o w t h  i n  t h e  w o r l d . ” U N E X P E C T E D  G R O W T H  I N  U N E X P E C T E D  P L A C E S I n  1 9 8 0 ,  C h i n a  w a s  a  d e s p e r a t e l y  p o o r ,  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  r u r a l  c o u n t r y  r e c o v e r i n g  f r o m  t h e  c h a o s  o f  t h e  G r e a t  C u l t u r a l  P r o l e t a r i a n  R e v o l u t i o n .  I t  l a c k e d  m a r k e t s ,  e d u c a t i o n ,  a n d  i n f r a s t r u c t u r e .  C h i n a ’ s  G D P  o f  $ 4 5 7 3 b i l l i o n  d o l l a r s  ( i n  c o n s t a n t 8 2 0 1 5  $ U S )  w a s  b a r e l y  l a r g e r  t h a n  t h a t  o f  t h e  N e t h e r l a n d s ,  a n d  i t s  G D P  p e r  c a p i t a  w a s  

https://martinplaut.com/2023/04/10/new-evidence-suggests-africas-birth-rates-are-falling-fast/
https://martinplaut.com/2023/04/10/new-evidence-suggests-africas-birth-rates-are-falling-fast/


https://foreignpolicy.com/2021/04/10/bangladesh-independence-anniversary-basket-case-rising-star/
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WHY GROWTH IN AFRICA MUST BE DIFFERENT
Another characteristic of China’s growth is that it followed the pattern of early industrialization in the West: 

grow dirty and clean up later. 

Relying first on coal for energy, and then on liquid and gas fossil fuel combustion, China’s economic growth 

was an environmental disaster. China has polluted the air, drained aquifers, turned rivers into sewers, and 

added more greenhouse gases to the air in recent years than any other country. (Fully one-quarter of global 

greenhouse gas emissions—twice the total created by the United States—come from China.) 

China’s growth also has made it far more di�cult to achieve a “clean-up” in the time required to prevent 

the planet from heating to dangerous levels. If Africa’s development were to produce another China-sized 

amount of greenhouse gas emissions over the next three decades, those emissions would eclipse global 

climate mitigation goals—even if China, Europe, and the United States all met their most ambitious targets 

for emission reductions. 

As we have seen this past summer alone, as unprecedented waves of heat and fire struck the United 

States, Canada, Europe, Latin America, China (and even Antarctica), severe and costly climate shifts are 

emerging faster than ever. Poorer countries will be especially hard hit, as their people and economies lack 

the resources to be resilient to climate impacts. African nations are thus in a race to develop their econo-

mies before the e�ects of heat, drought, floods, heat-driven insect infestations, and other climate impacts 

wreak further havoc on their economies. 

Solar construction site with a boabab tree (Tukio / shutterstock.com)

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EN.ATM.GHGT.KT.CE?locations=IN-CN-US
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EN.ATM.GHGT.KT.CE?locations=IN-CN-US
https://www.shutterstock.com/image-photo/solar-construction-site-boabab-tree-2057086547


https://www.newsecuritybeat.org/2023/10/africas-climate-summit-victim-leader/
https://carnegieendowment.org/2023/01/31/how-u.s.-can-better-support-africa-s-energy-transition-pub-88899
https://www.shutterstock.com/image-photo/earth-night-view-space-map-city-1475491556


https://www.cbo.gov/publication/58870
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require additional taxation or reduced benefits in just ten years, 

after past surpluses are exhausted and when future revenues 

are expected to fall short of expenses. Many state pension 

funds are in much worse shape. The number of workers paying 

into pension funds has been shrinking for decades in rich coun-

tries relative to the growth of the older population. This trend is 

about to accelerate as the second, larger half of the baby-boom 

generation (born 1951–1961) enters retirement.

This problem is common to the entire rich world. In Europe, the 

over-65 population grew by 30 million from 1990 to 2010, but is 

set to jump by 70 million to 2040. China’s change is the most 

dramatic: its over-65 population will explode from 116 million 

in 2010 to over 360 million in 2040.3

The ratio of younger people of working age (20–64) to those 

over 65 is also shifting. In the United States, in 2010 there were 

almost five people of working age for every senior; by 2040 

that will be halved, at 2.5. In Europe, the support ratio in 2040 

will be even lower, at 2.1. China in 2010 had fully 7.6 people of 

working age for every senior in 2010; by 2040 it will be just 2.3, 

roughly the same as the United States.

It might be thought that immigration would help solve this 

problem by bringing in more young workers. But immigration 

on a scale that would substantially alter these age ratios is 

inconceivable. It will be di�cult enough to simply bring in enough home care, hospital, and elder support 

https://www.cbo.gov/publication/58870
https://www.healthgrades.com/pro/the-top-10-medical-tourism-destinations
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Achieving a modicum of political stability and security holds the pros-

pect that countries such as Morocco, Tunisia, Kenya, Mozambique, 

South Africa, and Tanzania also could compete in this domain. In the 

next thirty years, Europe and the United States will have a combined 

270 million people over age 65. If just one quarter of them found 

hospitable retirement abroad, and in doing so cut their medical and 

retirement costs by one-half, then based on average living and medical 

costs of $65,000 per retiree per year, that would represent an annual 

savings of over $2 trillion per year. That is as much as the United 

States spends today on Social Security and Medicare combined. 

There is no reason African states cannot compete in this market, 

with the advantage of bringing not only well-o� retirees, but also 

local employment for doctors, nurses, and other service workers to 

care for them. Rather than fearing migration from Africa as a prob-

lem, rich countries flooded with retirees should look at migration to 

African shores as a solution.

Again, this may seem a pipe-dream. But when thinking twenty 

years out or more, it is important to look at a nation such as Mexico. 

Americans once worried about immigration from Mexico to the United 

States. In the years before COVID-19, however, more people moved 

from the United States to Mexico than the number of Mexicans mov-

ing to the United States.

The southern border of the United States is stressed by migrants from 

Venezuela, Haiti, Honduras, Guatemala, and other countries where 

development has failed. The best antidote to immigration pressures 

on Europe and the United States is stable economic development in the source countries of immigration.

While Europe and the United States need immigration in moderation, they fear it in excess. A moderate 

flow of work migrants from Africa to the developed world will be necessary to help meet demands for 

labor but uncontrolled surges of refugees (like those from Syria, Libya, and Afghanistan to Europe in the 

2010s in the wake of civil wars, or from Ukraine today) can undermine trust in government and generate 

nationalist xenophobia. 

An additional 400 million young men and women seeking work by 2040 means that development failures 

and political instability in Africa could create immense pressures for migration abroad. One of the best 

investments that the world can make for its future stability and prosperity is supporting providing quality 

secondary education to young men and women in Africa. This investment would produce several global 

benefits: fertility would decline; more working men and women would lay a foundation for sustainable 

development and a higher return on capital investments; and outmigration pressures would be reduced. 

 

https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2020/08/17/what-it-costs-to-retire-comfortably-in-every-state/42209705/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2020/08/17/what-it-costs-to-retire-comfortably-in-every-state/42209705/
https://usafacts.org/data/topics/people-society/social-security-and-medicare/medicare/medicare-average-cost-beneficiary/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2021/07/09/before-covid-19-more-mexicans-came-to-the-u-s-than-left-for-mexico-for-the-first-time-in-years/#:~:text=An%20estimated%20870%2C000%20Mexican%20migrants,government%20data%20from%20both%20countries
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2021/07/09/before-covid-19-more-mexicans-came-to-the-u-s-than-left-for-mexico-for-the-first-time-in-years/#:~:text=An%20estimated%20870%2C000%20Mexican%20migrants,government%20data%20from%20both%20countries
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2021/07/09/before-covid-19-more-mexicans-came-to-the-u-s-than-left-for-mexico-for-the-first-time-in-years/#:~:text=An%20estimated%20870%2C000%20Mexican%20migrants,government%20data%20from%20both%20countries


https://blogs.bcm.edu/2018/07/19/genetic-diversity-in-africa-is-greater-than-in-any-other-region-in-the-world/
https://imdiversity.com/diversity-news/the-most-successful-ethnic-group-in-the-u-s-may-surprise-you/
https://www.humanprogress.org/india-sets-new-wheat-production-record/
https://www.humanprogress.org/india-sets-new-wheat-production-record/


https://oasissahel.org/resources/a-fulcrum-for-the-future
https://oasissahel.org/resources/a-fulcrum-for-the-future
https://www.flickr.com/photos/usaidsouthernafrica/31782594954/in/photolist-Qqw7c5-Qqw6t1-otYK5U-Rwddqr-QqwaFj-RwdebV-RwdeQF-RwdcTV-EmCXb2-2kLv7Mw-2kLuCBx-2iRERWR-8mVc4V-SmFWkY-HLj6Wq-2kG1Gda-HLjde5-2nay8wb-KSGXWy-25fLzPf-23XWD5L-23XWD8w-JGyUsv-HLjHPr-HLjLDK-HLjdZo-22W1EEd-P62FKq-JgMYbG-JzGYnB-Cge3PA-HLjhh5-JzGZLD-JgMUEd-o5CV1z-gWEfCo-EmCYqX-2hCMK9K-o5BNFL-o5CURM-o5BXVq-23XWckj-SiksSa-23XWiVU-FnoWBd-EmD1nc-EmCZPP-EmCYXP-23XWiTE-BpMnj1


https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-releases/2022/12/15/vision-statement-for-the-u-s-africa-partnership/
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099316106202221243/pdf/P17614904920570fa0b35f0661410cd7c3c.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099316106202221243/pdf/P17614904920570fa0b35f0661410cd7c3c.pdf
https://www.shutterstock.com/image-photo/students-classroom-secondary-school-sorotiuganda-on-1850367520


https://www.economist.com/middle-east-and-africa/2022/06/09/why-pupils-at-scripted-schools-get-higher-marks
https://newglobe.education/impact/learning-in-lagos/
https://www.shutterstock.com/image-photo/dar-es-salaam-tanzania-june-15-2173581173
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ENDNOTES
1  The Africa population estimate for 1900 is from Massimo Livi-Bacci, A Concise History of World Population, 6th 

ed. NY, Wiley Blackwell, 2017, Table 1.3. All other population data and projections are from the UN Population 
Division, UN World Population Prospects, 2022 (latest) revision https://population.un.org/wpp/, using the most 
historically accurate projection for each region (the “high” variant estimates for Africa, “constant fertility” for 
China, and “medium” variant estimates for Latin America, the United States and Europe). Urban population data 
is from the UN World Urbanization Prospects, 2018 (latest) revision https://population.un.org/wup/publications/
Files/WUP2018-Report.pdf.

2  For source of Chinese and Indian population data, see note 1.

3  Population Data as in Note 1.

Members of a local business association hold a meeting (USAID / CC BY 2.0 / flikr.com)

https://population.un.org/wpp/
https://population.un.org/wup/publications/Files/WUP2018-Report.pdf
https://population.un.org/wup/publications/Files/WUP2018-Report.pdf
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