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Improving infrastructure in Africa: 
Creating long-term resilience 
through investment 

No country in Africa has been spared by the COVID-19 pandemic, and the hard-fought 
economic gains of recent years are under threat everywhere. In fact, in 2020, the 
region’s GDP could contract by as much as 3.4 percent, down by over 7 percentage 
points from pre-crisis estimates.118 Improved infrastructure has rightly been among 
the countermeasures proposed and should be a major component of any stimulus 
plan, both for responding to the pandemic and for building resilience over the long 
term. And it should not just be any infrastructure, but projects that stimulate econom-
ic activity, create employment, bolster supply chains, and expand access to health 
care, sanitation, and education. Thus, with the continent’s long-term future in mind, 
at Africa50, while we are still focused on traditional sectors such as transport and 
power generation, we are looking for opportunities in health and sanitation and re-
doubling our efforts in information and communications technology (ICT).

Health infrastructure has historically suffered from constrained public sector budgets 
and underfunding. For many years, since African residents that could afford modern 
care opted to go overseas and financial returns for mass provision were low, the sec-
tor did not attract many private investors. Now, with the growth of Africa’s middle 
classes, growing purchasing power, increased employer-provided health insurance, 
and rising health awareness, the sector is becoming more attractive to investors. 
Helped by public funding, impact investors, and blended finance, where focus is more 
on development impact than on financial returns, this emerging trend of increased 
investment in health care can also spill over into the mass market.  
 
Although ICT has been one of Africa’s success stories, the pandemic has exposed 
the region’s lingering digital divide. In fact, to achieve universal broadband internet 
access in Africa—which could help the continent leapfrog infrastructure constraints 
in a number of sectors, much like cellphones did with landlines 20 years ago—an es-
timated $100 billion in investment is needed over the next decade, with a third of it in 
infrastructure.119

Africa also urgently needs regional infrastructure to speed up implementation of the 
African Continental Free Trade Area, since many of Africa’s development challeng-

118 African Development Bank Group, African Economic Outlook 2020 Supplement: Amid COVID-19 (Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire: African Development Bank, 2020).
119 International Telecommunication Union (ITU) and United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Broadband Commission, 

Connecting Africa Through Broadband: A Strategy for Doubling Connectivity by 2021 and Reaching Universal Access by 2030 (Geneva: ITU and UNESCO, 2019).
120 “Topics and Programs: Transport,” Infrastructure Consortium for Africa, accessed December 14, 2020.

Although ICT has been one of Africa’s success stories, the 
pandemic has exposed the region’s lingering digital divide.



Morocco

Algeria
Libya

Ethiopia

Somalia

Egypt

Sudan

Angola

Namibia Botswana

South Africa

Zimbabwe

Central African
Republic

Democratic 
Republic

of the Congo

South
Sudan

Madagascar

Guinea-Bissau

Equatorial
Guinea

CÔte
d’Ivoire

Guinea

Gabon
Uganda

Mozambique

Mauritius

Kenya

Tanzania

Ghana

Chad

Cameroon

Zambia

Nigeria

Niger

Burkina
Faso

Malawi

Togo

Comoros

Burundi
Rwanda

Republic
of the Congo

Seychelles

Tunisia

Eritrea

Djibouti
The Gambia

Senegal

São Tomé
and Príncipe

Sierra Leone

Liberia

Cabo
Verde Mauritania

Mali

Benin

Lesotho

Eswatini

Western
Sahara

72

T O P P R I O R IT I E S  F O R T H E C O NT I N E NT I N  2 0 2 1

Alfonso Medinilla et al., “African power pools: Regional energy, national power,” European Center for Development Policy Management Discussion Paper Series 244 (2019).
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FIGURE 5.5
AFRICAN POWER POOLS

Much of Africa struggles with deficits in the supply and distribution of energy despite a large endowment of renewable and non-renewable 
energy sources, including natural gas, solar power, and hydroelectric power. While more energy generation is needed overall, cross-border 
trade in energy can also help mitigate some deficits, as countries with excess energy capacity can sell energy to countries in need. Africa’s 
five regional power pools help provide a framework for this trade in energy and cover nearly every country on the continent.
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es require cross-border solutions. However, the Infrastructure Consortium for Africa 
found that in 2018, of a total of about $100 billion invested in African infrastructure, 
only 2 percent was for regional projects120–simply not enough.  

Unfortunately, financing becomes scarcer during crises, so what can leaders do? One 
strategy for securing financing is to encourage lenders to forgive or restructure pub-
lic debts to give governments some fiscal space. Another is asset recycling, which 
enables governments to unlock the capital they invested in profitable infrastructure 
assets, such as toll roads, power plants, airports, and fiber optic networks, by offering 
them to private sector investors under a concession model. The freed-up capital can 
then be redeployed to fund stimulus plans and new infrastructure for the recovery 
phase, including in the health sector. 

We must also reverse the capital flight brought on by the pandemic by better devel-
oping infrastructure projects in the early stages to make them ready to receive invest-
ments and offer attractive risk-adjusted returns. Investors want to be sure that they 

will be paid a fair price, can freely operate infrastructure assets and meet service level 
targets, and can repatriate their profits when due. Development finance institutions 
can help by providing risk-hedging instruments and credit enhancements, as well as 
supporting local currency financing to strengthen local capital markets. Through such 
measures we can underline that infrastructure is an investible asset class, including 
for international and domestic institutional investors looking for steady returns cou-
pled with development impact.

Assets under management by African institutional investors alone are expected to 
rise to $1.8 trillion by 2020,121 so if we can tap even a fraction of this, we could sub-
stantially close the infrastructure gap. 

When the crisis dies down, investors will once again be looking for opportunities, and 
Africa must be ready. By focusing on opportunities rather than problems and creating 
the enabling environment investors seek, we must dispel the myth that our continent 
is too risky.

121 Katja Juvonen et al., “Unleashing the Potential of Institutional Investors in Africa,” African Development Bank Working Paper 325 (November 2019).
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