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Background

The debt burden remains a recurrent matter 
in the discourse of Afr ica’s development.  
The magnitude and consequences of debt 
in the continent are a mass ive betrayal of 
Afr ica’s huge resource base, both human 
and mater ial ,  and the fai lure of pol icy 
measures targeted at the management of 
those resources.   In sub Saharan Afr ica 
alone, almost 40% of the countr ies are in 
danger of s l ipping into a major debt cr is i s .   
Countr ies with mineral  reserves worth bi l l ions 
including Mozambique and Zimbabwe are 
among the eight countr ies which are 
already in debt dist ress,  whi le a further 18 
countr ies including Zambia, The DRC and 
Angola have already surpassed a 55% 
debt-to-GDP rat io and are at high r isk of 
dist ress.   



The ongoing debt cr is i s  i s  against a backdrop of debt rel ief  programmes such 
as the Heavi ly Indebted Poor Countr ies (HIPC) In it iat ive launched by the 
World Bank 23 years ago, which freed up resources for development in some 
Southern Afr ican countr ies such as Zambia, Mozambique, Malawi and DRC. 
Whi lst  debt rel ief  offered some prospects for development,  the condit ions 
that precipitated the debt cr is i s  in the f i rst  instance, including structural  
adjustment pol icies (SAPs),  an inequitable international economic order,  
pol i t ical  condit ions t ied to aid, and the high cost of servicing extensive 
borrowing are st i l l  present even in the era of debt rel ief .   The Afr ican debt 
discourse is  further compl icated by changes in the international architecture 
for preventing and resolv ing debt.  The composit ion of creditors has changed 
with pr ivate lenders and China playing a prominent role global ly and in 
Southern Afr ica. Notably,  20% of Afr ican government external debt is  owed to 
China whi le another 32% is  owed to pr ivate lenders.    The current f rameworks 
and tools for resolv ing sovereign debt cr ises are therefore unable to deal with 
the chal lenges that l ie ahead in an effect ive, fai r,  and transparent manner.  
National author i t ies tasked with managing publ ic debt are also facing new 
chal lenges due to an increasingly volat i le global environment.  The debt 
terrain is  further compl icated by an emergence of new forms of i l legal and 
i l l ic i t  debt,  which are a result  of fai led democrat ic processes and weakening 
overs ight mechanisms within states.

Recognis ing that unsustainable debt poses cr i t ical  developmental quest ions 
and presents s ignif icant r i sks to global commitments such as the Sustainable 
Development Goals,  the Open Society In it iat ive for Southern Afr ica (OSISA),  
wi l l  hold a conference that br ings together var ious stakeholders to discuss the 
unfolding and widening debt cr is i s  in the Southern Afr ica region. The 
conference is  essent ial ly a regional platform for breeding Pan Afr ican 
narrat ives,  solut ions and strategies to address the ongoing debt cr is i s .  
Leading experts f rom governments,  development agencies,  the banking 
sector,  civ i l  society,  civ i l  society organisat ions,  members of par l iament,  donors 
and the media wi l l  convene at this  two-day conference to debate the 
prominent quest ions including:

What are the existent ial  dr ivers of unsustainable l ic i t  and i l l ic i t  debt in 
Southern Afr ica and the Afr ican continent more broadly? 
What are the impl icat ions of new f inancing sources for debt sustainabi l i ty?
What needs to change at the national and international levels  to mit igate 
these vulnerabi l i t ies,  and encourage more sustainable and transparent 
lending and borrowing?
What options are there for improving exist ing frameworks to ensure 
effect ive, fai r  and transparent sovereign debt cr is i s  resolut ions? 
What measures can donors and civ i l  society groups take to mobi l i se 
cit izens?
What are the social  and economic impl icat ions of debt part icular ly on 
social  protection and social  sectors?
What are the impl icat ions on marginal ised communit ies such as women, 
the youth, indigenous people, refugees, migrants and persons with 
disabi l i t ies?



Problem Statement

The or igin of Afr ica’s debt cr ises can be traced to the colonial  per iod where 
i ts  foundations were laid. At the end of the colonial  era, Afr ican foreign trade 
exhibited defects,  which were a result  of ‘the extreme disart iculat ion and 
distort ions of Afr ica’s colonial  economy and the late decolonisat ion of the 
region. The defects which included high export dependence, high 
concentrat ion on a few commodit ies and low as wel l  as decl in ing terms of 
t rade presented the weak economic base that most Afr ican countr ies 
attained after pol i t ical  independence.  To jump start  economic development 
and encourage economic growth, there was need for s ignif icant levels  of 
investment in the economy. In the absence of a surplus,  Afr ican countr ies 
begun to seek and receive external funds most ly in the form of aid and debt 
to cover their  savings and investments gaps.  

Over the years,  what started out as responsible borrowing for economic 
development quickly spi ral led into toxic debt rooted in complex contextual,  
systemic and structural  factors at domest ic,  regional and international levels .   
At the domest ic level,  the conundrum is  a result  of the low domest ic saving 
rate, growing f inancing needs especial ly in sectors l ike infrastructure as wel l  
as other economic factors such as,  volat i le international and mult inat ional 
debt markets;  unstable domest ic markets;  the depreciat ion of exchange rates 
and fal l ing commodity pr ices.  Systemic chal lenges include poor economic 
management in the form of wasteful  and unproductive expenditures,  
corrupt ion and the mismanagement of the borrowed funds by ineff icient 
publ ic enterpr ises.  On the lenders s ide, the conundrum is  fuel led by unsustain-
able condit ions and demands. Most creditors have ins isted on deregulat ion of 
the economy, devaluation of the local currency, and recently,  pol i t ical  
l iberal isat ion, which undermines Afr ican economies   

According to The Economist  ,  publ ic debt has cl imbed above 50% of GDP in 
half  the countr ies in sub-Saharan Afr ica. The r isk of a mass ive economic crash 
is  growing. After a drast ic fal l  in debt in the wake of a wr ite-off  for the most 
indebted poor countr ies,  the IMF has noted with concern   that the debt 
levels  in low income countr ies have r isen drast ical ly s ince 2013. Stat ist ics show 
that 70 percent of low-income countr ies had higher government def icits  in 
2017  than dur ing 2010-14.  Zambia, a beneficiary of the 2005 IMF’s HIPC 
scheme, now has a publ ic debt of 59% debt to GDP rat io.   Z imbabwe’s debt 
accounts for 75% of i ts  GDP with domest ic debt having increased from $US4 
bi l l ion to US$7.7 bi l l ion 



between November 2017 and August 2018.  Mozambique and Mauritania 
have debt to GDP rat ios near or above 100 percent.  For Madagascar  and  
Namibia publ ic debt is  at s l ight ly over  has increased to 41% (2017),  a stark 
increase for Namibia which had a debt to GDP rat io  of  23.2% in 2014. The 
recent Angola debt f igures are not known as the government is  yet to 
undertake a publ ic debt audit .  However,  in 2016, the debt to GDP rat io in 
Angola was at 79.8%. These stat ist ics are a ref lected across the continent  
with countr ies such as Burundi,  Cameroon, Central  Afr ican Republ ic,  Ethiopia, 
The Gambia and Ghana, exhibit ing a s imi lar t rend  and  a high r isk of debt 
dist ress.  

Empir ical  studies and anecdotal evidence have shown that publ ic external 
debt in Sub-Saharan Afr ica is  on the r ise,  posing s ignif icant chal lenges for 
pol icymakers and development practit ioners.  The debt cr is i s  presents a range 
of social  and economic impl icat ions which have hindered the manner in 
which pol i t ical ,  social ,  economic and cultural  r ights can be achieved. The 
continent has witnessed:

Civi l  Society,  pol icymakers,  development practit ioners,  journal ists  and the 
wider publ ic need to be empowered with correct and rel iable information on 
the debt cr is i s  as wel l  as i ts  di rect impact on the continent,  individual states 
and cit izens.  There is  need for a thorough thought process that interrogates 
the current debt narrat ive for Afr ica which is  often t imes f ramed by power ful  
lending inst i tut ions that are outs ide the continent.  The conference is  a space 
for Afr ican states and civ i l  society to develop pan Afr ican narrat ives,  st rate-
gies and solut ions that promote transparent and accountable borrowing and 
lending as wel l  as eff ic ient publ ic spending that is  h inged on the develop-
ment of human r ights especial ly social  and economic r ights.
   

The r ise in poor economic opportunit ies part icular ly affect ing women; thus 
result ing in widened gender dispar i t ies;  h igh unemployment and increased 
poverty.  
Lack of adequate healthcare services and education; thus result ing in 
social  i l l s  – increased chi ld mortal i ty rates;  r i se in pal l iat ive diseases;  and 
increased  i l l i teracy.
Lack of the human r ight to development.  The inabi l i ty to provide the 
necessary resources and opportunit ies for development,  thus a hindrance 
to human r ights and required and desi red electoral  systems. 



Conference objectives:
Goal

The overal l  goal i s  to co-create strategic pol icy and advocacy solut ions that 
address the on-going debt cr is i s  in Southern Afr ica.
Objectives

Participants:
This  mult i -stakeholder conference wi l l  provide a regional platform for 
government representat ives,  donors,  pol icy makers,  civ i l  society 
organisat ions,  think tanks,  and the media to engage on the chal lenges and 
potent ial  solut ions to the ongoing debt cr is i s .  Measures wi l l  be taken to ensure 
that women, the youth and marginal ised communit ies are adequately 
represented in the conference across the var ious stakeholders that are 
attending. Moreover,  there wi l l  be a debt and women track within the 
conference agenda itself .

Dates: 

2-3 July 2019

Location: 

Crowne Plaza Hotel ,  Rosebank – Johannesburg, South Afr ica

For more information contact:  debtconference@osisa.org 

Civi l  Society,  pol icymakers,  development practit ioners,  journal ists  and the 
wider publ ic need to be empowered with correct and rel iable information on 
the debt cr is i s  as wel l  as i ts  di rect impact on the continent,  individual states 
and cit izens.  There is  need for a thorough thought process that interrogates 
the current debt narrat ive for Afr ica which is  often t imes f ramed by power ful  
lending inst i tut ions that are outs ide the continent.  The conference is  a space 
for Afr ican states and civ i l  society to develop pan Afr ican narrat ives,  st rate-
gies and solut ions that promote transparent and accountable borrowing and 
lending as wel l  as eff ic ient publ ic spending that is  h inged on the develop-
ment of human r ights especial ly social  and economic r ights.
   

To improve the understanding of the ‘new’ debt issues and chal lenges on 
the terrain of f inance and development in Afr ica today; 
To clear ly def ine pr ior i ty i ssues and stakeholder partners to fund on the 
debt quest ion
To set up a platform/network for col laborat ion around this  i ssue
To launch OSISA’s debt conundrum research 
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