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How to tackle Africa’s employment
crisis
The Covid-19 pandemic aggravated Africa's already severe
employment crisis. The solution lies in a long-term
political and economic transformation

Africa is facing a severe employment crisis. But if nothing is done to find
a solution, it could get much worse in the not-too-distant future, as
World Bank projections from 2017 show: By 2035, Africa’s working age
population will expand by 450 million. At the same time, however, only
100 million jobs are expected be created in the same period. And that was
before the Covid-19 pandemic hit: Africa was severely affected and its
economies experienced a contraction by 2 per cent in 2020. UNECA
estimates that almost 30 million Africans have been pushed below the
extreme poverty line.

In the years prior to the pandemic, especially between 2016 and 2020,
Africa had experienced solid economic growth. Yet, such growth was
mainly driven by high commodity prices and has not translated into the
creation of sustainable employment. That’s particularly concerning when
looking at Africa’s demographics. By the year 2050, Africa’s youth (15-35
years) is expected to double to 830 million people and the total
population of the continent will reach about 2,5 billion people. Today,
Africa is the world’s youngest continent – in 2020 it’s median age was
19,7 years. And Africa will remain the world’s youngest continent for
decades to come.

In this context, current estimates show that Africa needs to create
between 10 to 18 million jobs annually solely to absorb the youth
entering its labour markets. However, only around three million formal
jobs are created at the moment and the majority of Africa’s youth is
destined to remain in the informal economy, which comprises more than
80 per cent of the continent’s workforce.

https://www.ips-journal.eu/about/writers-and-contributors/writer/johann-ivanov/
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/competitiveness/publication/creating-jobs-for-africas-growing-population
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2021/03/31/amid-recession-sub-saharan-africa-poised-for-recovery
https://www.uneca.org/stories/514-million-africans-risk-falling-below-extreme-poverty-line-in-2021-due-to-covid-19
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---africa/---ro-abidjan/documents/publication/wcms_753300.pdf
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Images/high_5s/Job_youth_Africa_Job_youth_Africa.pdf
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1224205/forecast-of-the-total-population-of-africa/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1226158/median-age-of-the-population-of-africa/
https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Images/high_5s/Job_youth_Africa_Job_youth_Africa.pdf
https://mo.ibrahim.foundation/news/2019/africas-job-market-challenges
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A progressive approach to employment
It is a modern-day tragedy that millions of young Africans will not be
able to find employment, have enough resources to support their families,
or realise their full potential. And although there is a very active and
informed international debate around generating employment, it does
not seem to generate viable solutions that would lead to significant
changes in the employment situation.

All too often, governments
seem to only pay lip service
to democratic processes
and institutions.

Africa’s employment crisis is so complex that it
requires fundamental thinking about the
direction of structural transformation on the
continent. Do the approaches of gradual
industrialisation that worked for East Asia also
work in Africa? To what extent is free trade part
of the problem and not part of the solution to
the employment crisis? How can there be real
change if governments are undemocratic,
corrupt, and forestalling reforms?

A progressive approach to tackling the employment crisis in Africa,
which could inspire and inform both leaders in Africa and European
policy-makers, is long overdue. This progressive approach is based on two
interdependent sets of principles – political and economic. Here are
some ideas.

The political
First and foremost, the political side means putting in place solid
democratic institutions to organise and oversee structural transformation
and economic reforms. All too often, governments seem to only pay lip
service to democratic processes and institutions. Without accountability,
enforced through democratic institutions, the popular will won’t be
reflected in the developmental model. Without the corrective function of
democracy, development will lead to more inequality and benefit just the
privileged few.

Political reforms also need to include a bold stance against corruption.
Africans are fed up with governments that are primarily concerned with
remaining in power to pocket the state’s resources. State capture needs to
be confronted by shifting power from the executive to a politically
independent and efficient judiciary that is able to enforce accountability
and democratic principles.
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Fundamentally, it is the
responsibility of the state,
controlled by democratic
institutions and an active
civil society, to ensure that
economic growth actually
translates into
employment creation.

Broad societal coalitions, including democratic
trade unions, NGOs, activists, environmental
groups, and progressive political leaders have to
take the lead here and articulate their demands
for a democratic turn towards more
accountability. In particular, women have to
play a key role in this process as they are
disproportionately affected by the current
employment scenario. Together, these groups
need to pile more pressure on governments to
actively involve civil society, academia, labour
representatives, and the private sector in
building strategies to create employment and
monitor the execution of employment
programmes. This is not just an inconvenient
exercise, but a crucial attempt to improve the
quality of political decisions and outcomes.

The economic
The economic principles have to be pursued and demanded with the
same energy as the political ones. Fundamentally, it is the responsibility
of the state, controlled by democratic institutions and an active civil
society, to ensure that economic growth actually translates into
employment creation.

For that to succeed, systems of revenue mobilisation have to be improved.
Firstly, the focus could be put on the commodities sector – a major
source of income in many African countries. Many are exporting oil,
gold, metals, cocoa but struggle to negotiate agreements that guarantee a
fair share of these exports. More funds could be extracted from
multinationals operating in Africa. Moreover, some parts of the vast
informal economy in Africa, remaining in the informal sector for tax
evasion reasons – like some professionals in the urban economies –, could
be another source of revenue. Loopholes in the tax system also have to be
plugged proactively.

African states have to invest heavily into public goods such as education,
healthcare, energy, and digitalisation. The basic infrastructure is key for
the transformation of the economies. The construction sector, for
instance, could be one of the areas where significant employment can be
generated. In public tender processes for large infrastructure projects,
financed either by African countries or international financial
institutions, African companies should get a preferential treatment.

https://actionaid.org/sites/default/files/publications/informal_sector_taxes.pdf
https://actionaid.org/sites/default/files/publications/informal_sector_taxes.pdf
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Tackling Africa’s
employment crisis is a
process that will take
years, if not decades.

Significant state investment is required into
well-designed public works programmes across
the continent. Those are both a strategy towards
poverty reduction and generation of
employment. A constant evaluation of public
works programmes and reasonable exit
strategies are necessary to keep costs under
control. Moreover, states have to roll out
programmes for providing bank accounts to all
citizens – the transfer of basic income could be
an element for direct support.

A decades-long project
It is an illusion to believe that all of the employment challenges can be
solved by states only. The main source of employment will remain the
private sector and most employment will be created in urban areas,
mainly in the services sector. So called ‘industries without smokestacks’,
namely tourism, agri-business, remote office services, creative industries,
have some potential for employment creation. To generate long-term
sustainable employment and decent jobs, however, will require significant
transfer of knowledge and technology from developed countries to
African ones.

Last but not least, trade among African countries – accelerated through
the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) which has started
its operations on 1 January 2021 – could lead to economic growth and
employment effects. At the same time, free trade may have adverse effects
on immature industries in Africa. That’s why pockets of industries
should rather be nurtured and protected against competition. Also, areas
that are going to be affected by potential negative effects of AfCFTA,
need to be compensated for their losses.

Tackling Africa’s employment crisis is a process that will take years, if not
decades. Small steps are more realistic than leapfrogging fantasies. All too
often, however, the political conversation is preoccupied with a
shortsighted emphasis on how favourable economic factors may
stimulate employment creation. But it is key to understand that solid
political and economic principles, overseen by the people primarily
affected by the transformation, must walk hand in hand – as both are
determining a progressive approach to economic growth and
employment creation in Africa.

https://www.brookings.edu/research/how-industries-without-smokestacks-can-address-africas-youth-unemployment-crisis/
https://www.ips-journal.eu/topics/economy-and-ecology/african-continental-free-trade-area-5496/
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