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Political Risk Advisory Briefing: Sub-Sahara Africa 

 

Nigeria has a High risk rating of 5 

Angola has a Very Possible risk rating of 4 

The Gambia has a Very Possible risk rating of 4 

 

 

 Country:  Sub-Saharah Africa 

Population: 1.315 Billion 

Source: Worldometers 
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A highly challenging business environment, but significant unrealised potential 

Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), with more than 1 billion people, accounts for almost 15% of the 

world’s population, but only circa 2% of global GDP; it sits on 3%-4% of total proved global oil 

and gas reserves, primarily concentrated in Nigeria and Angola. It has one of the youngest 

populations of any region, with approximately 60% of people under the age of 25. SSA also 

suffers from widespread poverty with an estimated more than 40% of the total population living 

in extreme poverty (based on the UN definition of living on less than US$1.90 per day).  

 

Having previously outstripped the global growth rate, SSA has experienced unspectacular 

economic growth over the past five years with real GDP growth averaging only 2.6% over the 

period 2015-18 (vs. average global growth of 3.6% for the same period), although it is 

projected to increase gradually from 3.0% in 2019 to 4.1% in 2024, according to IMF forecasts. 

While individual countries – such as Côte d'Ivoire, Senegal, Kenya and Rwanda – have 

achieved average real GDP growth rates in the 6%-8% range over the past five years, SSA’s 

overall underperformance has been driven by the weakness of the region’s three largest 

economies: Nigeria, South Africa and Angola. As will be discussed in more detail below, both 

Nigeria and Angola entered economic recession in 2016, from which Angola has yet to 

emerge. 

 

Nigeria, the region’s largest economy, under pressure to restore robust growth to 

support its rapidly expanding population  

Nigeria, with almost 200 million people, is the region’s largest country both by population and 

by the size of its economy – its GDP (circa US$450 billion) accounts for almost one quarter of 

SSA’s total GDP. It is Africa’s biggest oil producer and one of the largest crude oil exporters 

globally, with oil accounting for almost 90% of foreign exchange earnings and 60% of budget 

revenues.  

 

Nigeria’s economy is recovering from its first recession since 1991, which occurred in 2016, 

triggered by the steep decline in oil prices. In 2017-18, the country returned to real GDP growth 

(0.8% and 1.9% respectively), however, in the absence of serious structural reforms and 

economic diversification, the medium-term growth outlook remains muted – at around 2.5% 

per annum.  
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One example of a potential game changer and easy win for the country: despite being a major 

oil producer, Nigeria continues to import refined oil products to meet its domestic needs. Thus, 

there is a major opportunity not just to reduce imports, but also to turn the country into an 

exporter of refined products. A new oil refinery being constructed by industrial conglomerate 

Dangote Group near Lagos is expected – once fully operational – to double Nigeria’s refining 

capacity, as well as increasing activities in the downstream sector.  

 

Current demographic trends suggest that Nigeria could double its population by 2050 to 

become the third most populous country in the world (after India and China). However, Nigeria 

is also estimated to have more people living in extreme poverty than any other country in the 

world (more than 50% of the population). One of the key challenges the country faces is to 

achieve economic growth in excess of its population growth of 2.5%-3% per annum in order 

to lift people out of poverty. 

 

Following a comfortable electoral victory in February 2019, incumbent president Muhammadu 

Buhari began his second four-year term amidst hopes of fresh impetus to propel 

implementation of the administration’s Economic Recovery and Growth Plan, a 

comprehensive package of reforms targeted at raising GDP growth to circa 4.5% within five 

years.  

 

Angola, the region’s third largest economy, also under pressure to exit recession and 

resume sustainable growth 

Angola is the third largest economy and second largest oil exporter in sub-Saharan Africa, 

accounting for circa 6% of total SSA GDP. Its economy is heavily dependent on oil for both 

export revenues (more than 95%) and tax revenues (circa 70%).  A country of 31 million 

people, it is estimated that more than 1/3 of the population is living in extreme poverty. 

 

Following more than two decades of civil war, which ended in 2002, Angola became one of 

the fastest-growing economies in the world – supported by major Chinese infrastructure 

investments – with GDP growing almost 10-fold from US$15 billion in 2002 to US$146 billion 

in 2014. However, the steep drop in oil prices pushed the country into recession into 2016, 

from which it is only expected to emerge in 2020. The extended recession has also had a 

negative impact on the asset quality of the country’s banking sector, with non-performing loans 

approaching 30% of total outstanding loans. The government’s gross debt-to-GDP ratio is also 

elevated at circa 95%. According to the IMF, the medium-term economic outlook is for real 

GDP growth to gradually increase from 1.2% in 2020 to circa 4% in 2023-24.   
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The ruling People’s Movement for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) has governed the country 

since independence in 1975, led by President José Eduardo dos Santos for 38 years. In 

September 2017, former Defence Minister João Lourenço took over as president (with the 

MPLA winning a comfortable 2/3 majority in the National Assembly). Since taking office, the 

administration of President Lourenço has focused on trying to restore macroeconomic 

stability, tackle corruption and support private sector-led growth / economic diversification 

through improving the business environment. 

 

The Gambia on solid growth track, albeit from a low base 

The Gambia, with a population of just over two million, is reliant primarily on agriculture, 

tourism, trade and remittances. In December 2016, the country started its transition under a 

democratically elected government, after 22 years of autocratic rule under President Yahya 

Jammeh (an old-school strongman who had held power since a coup in 1994). The new 

administration of President Adama Barrow has focused on economic stability, strengthening 

institutions and fighting corruption. 

 

The Gambia enjoyed solid economic growth in 2017-18 of 4.8% and 6.5% respectively, with 

the medium-term growth outlook generally positive (real GDP growth remaining in the 5%-

6.5% range up to 2024 according to IMF forecasts). 

   

The region has a preponderance of poor investment climate performers, although there 

are some exceptions 

In the World Bank’s annual Doing Business survey for 2020, which compares business 

regulations and ease of doing business in 190 economies, Nigeria is one of the top 10 

improvers – one of only two African countries – with reforms in 6 out of 10 key areas, including 

in enforcing contracts. Nigeria ranks 131st, with a score of 56.9 out of a maximum 100, having 

climbed 15 places year-on-year and 39 places over the past 5 years. The ranking and 

trajectory of Angola and Gambia are less impressive, with The Gambia ranking 155th (scoring 

50.3) and Angola ranking 177th (scoring 41.3); both countries are in the bottom 20% globally, 

losing some ground year-on-year (dropping 6 places and 4 places respectively).  

  

Placing this in the regional context, only two sub-Saharan African economies rank in the top 

50 for ease of doing business (Mauritius at 13th and Rwanda at 38th), whilst a majority of the 

bottom 20 economies are SSA countries. The regional average ease of doing business score 

is 51.8. 
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Nigeria’s relative success may be attributable to the Buhari administration’s need to revive 

and diversify its stalled economy (possibly also spurred on by the successful regional example 

of Kenya, which over five years climbed from 136th to 56th place). One might expect a similar 

drive to be forthcoming from the Lourenço administration in Angola, particularly given that the 

country’s oil-dependent economy has been in recession for the past four years. 

 

All three countries have broadly supportive frameworks in place for foreign investment, with 

ownership restrictions only applied to strategic sectors – primarily oil & gas production (but 

also to the banking and insurance sectors in Angola).  

 

Sub-Saharan Africa ranks as the most corrupt region in the world, although there are a 

handful of countries that significantly outperform the region  

In the most recent 2018 Transparency International Corruption Perceptions Index, which 

surveys 180 countries, sub-Saharan Africa with an average score of just 32 out of a maximum 

100 is viewed as the most corrupt region in the world, whilst Eastern Europe & Central Asia 

(average score of 35) and the Middle East & North Africa (average score of 39) take second 

and third place. A majority of the 20 worst performers are SSA countries, while only four 

countries from the region rank in the top 50 (Seychelles, Botswana, Cabo Verde and Rwanda). 

 

The outperformer of the group is The Gambia, ranking 93rd with a score of 37 and climbing 37 

places year-on-year (scoring +7 points). Nigeria and Angola both underperform their region, 

with Nigeria ranking 144th (scoring 27) and Angola ranking 165th (scoring 19) – i.e. Nigeria is 

in the bottom 20% and Angola in the bottom 10% of all ranked countries globally.  

 

Nigeria, besides tackling corruption and bureaucracy, needs to make serious 

improvements to infrastructure and the security situation  

Although President Buhari championed 2018 as the year of fighting corruption on the African 

continent, the Nigerian government has clearly failed to make concrete progress with the 

country’s Transparency International score remaining unchanged over the past seven years. 

That said, Buhari’s administration has undertaken a number of positive initiatives in recent 

years, including establishing a presidential advisory committee to crack down on corruption 

and improving the anti-corruption legal and policy framework in areas such as government 

procurement and asset declaration. However, it remains to be seen whether these initiatives 

will deliver results. 
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Nigeria’s failure to attract material inflows of foreign direct investment – averaging less than 

1% of GDP over the past five years despite the country’s significant potential – is a reflection 

not only of the country’s corruption problem, but also of weak power and transport 

infrastructure, an inconsistent (albeit improving) regulatory and legal environment, and an 

entrenched and inefficient bureaucracy. Furthermore, security remains a major concern for 

foreign companies due to high rates of violent crime, kidnappings and terrorism. Nigeria 

currently has the highest rate of kidnappings for ransom of both locals and foreigners in the 

whole of Africa. Boko Haram and Islamic State in West Africa have prosecuted attacks against 

civilian and military targets in the country’s north-east, causing both general insecurity and a 

serious humanitarian crisis.   

 

Angola: jury is still out on whether the new administration’s reforms are more than 

cosmetic 

Angola, under its long-serving president José Eduardo dos Santos, came to epitomise crony 

capitalism (if not kleptocracy), despite the ruling MPLA party’s origins in Marxist ideology. 

President Lourenço, since taking office in 2017, has promoted reforms and tackled corruption, 

including dismissing more than 60 government officials and dismantling elements of his 

predecessor’s patronage system. Inter alia, Isabel dos Santos, the former president’s 

daughter (and a billionaire according to Forbes magazine), was removed as head of the state-

owned oil company Sonangol; José Filomeno dos Santos, the former president’s son, was 

removed as head of Angola’s US$5 billion sovereign wealth fund and charged with making a 

fraudulent US$500 million transfer abroad.  

 

In December 2018, the Lourenço administration announced the implementation of an 

ambitious five-year strategy to crack down on corruption, money-laundering and other 

economic crimes. These initiatives led to the detention of a number of senior officials and 

businessmen. However, to date, the crackdown on corruption looks more selective than 

systematic. 

 

Although the country benefits from a relatively stable political environment compared to many 

of its neighbours, Angola – as reflected in the international rankings presented above – 

continues to be one of the most challenging countries to do business in the world. The 

investment climate remains constrained by pervasive corruption, a complex regulatory 

environment, a weak financial system and high operating costs. 
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While the country enjoyed a short but significant boom in foreign direct investment in the years 

around the end of the civil war, this trend quickly reversed with net FDI inflows being negative 

for seven out of the last 10 years. The New Private Investment Law (NPIL), aimed at increasing 

FDI inflows, came into effect in mid-2018, however the Lourenço administration may face an 

uphill struggle in their attempts to attract material amounts of FDI. 

 

The Gambia: corruption improving – more focus needed on reforms to the investment 

environment 

The Gambia, with a GDP of less than US$2 billion and a difficult legacy bequeathed by its 

former autocratic ruler Yahya Jammeh, has struggled to attract significant inflows of FDI: on 

average less than 1% of GDP over the past 5 years, although it reached almost 2% of GDP 

in 2018. However, the administration of President Adama Barrow has achieved some success 

in reducing corruption as demonstrated by its Transparency International score improvement. 

It must build on this success, as well as focusing on implementing more far-reaching reforms 

to improve the investment environment.   

 

 


