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AFRICA’S TREASURES

A vast treasure not only raw materials but also rechargeable energy, water, farming resources, tourism, and markets for foreign investments. This is Africa and not only the populous Maghreb region but the whole continent including Sub-Saharan countries. If, for a change, we start with Africa’s riches instead of its troubles, we find the list in unexpectedly longer.


Traditional supplier of minerals to the world market, Sub-Saharan Africa alone is first or second on the world’s list for many resources: antimony, bauxite, chromate, cobalt, diamonds, gold, manganese, platinum, titanium and vanadium, of which it has between 23% and 89% of the world’s resources. The largest reserves are found in South Africa but Guinea is rich in bauxite, Democratic Congo and Zambia are rich cobalt, Niger in uranium, Angola, Botswana, Namibia and again Democratic Congo are rich in diamonds. 

gas and oil exported all over the world 

African has between 6% and 8% of the world’s resources of coal, natural and copper and about 20% of the reserves of workable uranium. Algeria, alone, is the world’s fifth largest exporter of natural gas. Natural gas is extracted and exported by other African countries. In 2002 Africa produced 133.2 billion cubic metres of gas as follows: Algeria 80.4, Egypt 22.7, Nigeria 17.7, Libya 5.7 and other countries 6.7. New West African 617 kilometres long  gas pipeline between Lagos in Nigeria and Takoradi in Ghana will facilitate exploitation of natural gas in Sub-Saharan  Africa. 

Africa produces 11% of the world’s oil. By 2015 the United States intends to increase its import of crude oil from the Gulf of Guinea from 14% to 25%. At present the Gulf of Guinea produces 3.5 million barrels a day but production could soon rise to 6 million per day. It is estimated that by  2010 this area will have a reserve stock of 80 billion barrels.

rechargeable energy

Africa is a continent rich in sources of rechargeable energy. Water to start with. It suffices to think that one third of the world’s largest fluvial basins are in Africa: the Nile basin which crosses ten countries, the Volta which crosses 6, the Niger shared by 11 countries, Lake Chad (8 countries), the River Congo (9 countries) and the Zambesi (9 countries). Africa also has many waterfalls and minor rivers. These figures make it easy to realise that Africa has an enormous hydroelectric potential still scarcely exploited. In fact only 8% of this vast supply of rechargeable energy, water, is used to produce electricity. Also because of a lack of structures: the world has 25,400 dams but only 1,272 were built in Africa. 

vast agricultural potential


 “Blue gold” is precious also for agriculture, another of Africa’s resources. Better use through irrigation of the vast Niger basis would multiply workable land in the Sahel region and increase production enormously. In Mali alone it is estimated that rice production could increase from 750,000 tons per year to more than 4 million tons with better irrigation, seeing that at present only  10% of 2.2 million hectares of farmland are exploited. In Senegal there are an estimated 400,000 potentially irrigable hectares of land. Thanks to abundant and well-distributed rains in the 2003-2004 season, Sahel registered unprecedented harvests: 14.3 million tons of cereal,  31% more than the average in the past five years. But the underside of this result was the fall in cereal prices, which affected farmers. Also in Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia 2003 registered unprecedented harvests. Morocco, for example, produced no less than 81 million quintal, 80% more than average in the past five years.

Tourism


Tourism, if possible with respect for local cultures and traditions and sustainable from the point of view of the environment, represents another major resource for Africa awaiting exploitation in a more long term and planned manner in order to attract large amounts of foreign capital. However,  tourism requires countries to be safe and politically stable and should be managed as far as possible at the local level.

Growth of national gross product but not enough  

From the macro-economic point of view 2004 offers good prospects for growth in the  Maghreb area, the result of policies in Algeria, economic reforms in Morocco and Tunisia and good results in agricultural production. Growth is expected in western and central Africa, in particular in Nigeria thanks to increased production of oil, affected however by growing unrest in the Niger Delta. In southern Africa Botswana is expected to register the highest growth rate thanks to increased mineral production. This country the annual income per head of 3,000 US dollars is higher than rates in India and Morocco. Growth will slow down in the Horn of Africa where Somalia and Ethiopia are in critical situations, a step away from a food crisis. Stationary economies in Cameroon and in Ivory Coast, where the division of the country after an unsuccessful coup in 2002 had negative effects on development.

According to the International Monetary Fund in 2004 the gross national product in Africa will grow by 4.8% (compared to 3.7% in 2003). The best results are expected in Angola where the GNP is expected to increase by 11.4%. Benin, Burkina Faso, Mali, Mozambique, Senegal, Mauritius, Rwanda, Seychelles, Tanzania and Uganda are expected to confirm recent economic growth. GNP growth expected as follows: 6% in Uganda and Democratic Congo,  6.3% in Tanzania, 4.4% in Cameroon, 5% in Ghana, 3% in Ivory Coast
 In the Maghreb, the GNP will grow, although less than in 2003, by an average of 4.8% in 2004, compared with 5.7% in the previous year. Best result expected in Tunisia with 5.8% GNP growth, followed by Algeria (3.8%) and Morocco (3.4%). Despite a food emergency Ethiopia is expected to show growth (6,7%). Political problems should not prevent Sudan from registering a GNP of 6.5% although the humanitarian emergency in Darfur weighs on the general situation of the country’s economy. Less significant, but still positive, economic growth in Kenya (2.6%), damaged by a fall in tourism because of fear of terrorism.

POVERTY IN FIGURES
 Despite its wealth in raw materials, energy, workable land, tourism, Africa suffers from extreme poverty. A comparison between the wealth produced by the continent of Africa and that of one developed country, Holland for example we see the following: a continent of 830 million people produces the same wealth as a country with 20 million people. 

Nevertheless African economies grow quicker than economies in the West, but not enough to permit the greater part of its countries to reach the “Millennium development goals” established to eliminate poverty by 2015. In Sub-Saharan Africa economic growth should rise by about  7% every year considering that the percentage of growth in the last decade was 5%. 

Living conditions barely above survival 

Most Africans survive rather than live, with less than one dollar a day and 450 million people have no access to clean water, 4 of every 10 children do not go to school. Significant in this regard are figures given by economist Ferruccio Marzano, who teaches “economy of development” at the faculty of business studies at La Sapienza university in Rome: “Compared to income per head in rich countries of  25,500 dollars –  Marzano observes – we find Sub-Saharan African including also South Africa at a level of about 500 dollars”. This means a 50 – 1 ratio between European and African incomes.

“On the basis of information from the World Bank – the economist continues – we find extreme poverty in Sub-Saharan  African countries: dire poverty (less than a dollar a day) more than 46% of the people; relative poverty (less than  1/3 of the average  per capita consumption) about 50%”. In fact all these people and their families survive thanks to self-consumption. 

Another important parameter supplied by Marzano is the rate of human development calculated on the basis of data supplied by the United Nations Development Programme: “Compared to values registered in rich countries of  0.920, Sub-Saharan African countries register a value of  0.464”. This means these countries develop at a rate which is half that of development in more advanced countries.

Trailing behind in last place
African countries are behind developed and developing countries. In fact while in most developing countries exports increase in African countries they decrease. The African percentage of world market exports dropped from  2.8%, registered between 1988 and 1990, to 2.1% registered ten years later  1998-2000. Imports also dropped from  2.7 to 2.1%. This decline is in contrast with the overall growth in exports of non-African developing countries which rose from 22.7% to 28.1% in the same period.

In 2000, incomes per head in Sub-Saharan African countries (this time excluding South Africa) were one third less than those in southern Asian countries making Africa the poorest part of the planet. Average production per head in the same area in 1990 was less than thirty years earlier. In the next 15 years it is estimated that the number of people in extreme poverty in Sub-Saharan Africa will rise from  315 to 404 million. International financial assistance in these years remained stationary or even diminished in some cases. While indirect investments IDE encouraged by privatisation increase. In 1999, Angola and Niger received 56% of all IDE for Africa, equal to 7.1 billion dollars. Investments in more advanced countries such as Mozambique, Uganda, Tanzania and Ethiopia reached the one billion dollar mark in 1999.

healthcare emergency 

From the point of view of access to primary resources, more than half the people in Africa has no access to safe water and 2/3 people lack adequate hygiene systems. The situation at the level of health is serious: today Africa registers 80% of deaths sue to HIV/AIDS and 90% of deaths caused by malaria. Every year more than 2 million children die in the first year of life. In the mid 1990s African countries spent than 25 million dollars a year interest on debts with rich countries and only 15 million dollars for health care. The health emergency in Africa has serious social and economic effects. The World Health Organisation estimates that Malaria costs the continent 2.2 billion dollars a year, while with less than half this amount the number of deaths for malaria could be halved. 

In 20 years AIDS has become the first cause of death in Africa. Out of 42 million HIV+ people in the world in  2002, 29.4 million were Africans. Out of 3.1 million who died of AIDS,  2.4 were Africans. About 1.3 million children in the world suffer from AIDS and one million of them are Africans. In sixteen African countries at least one out of ten  adults are HIV+. In 7 of these countries at least one out of every five adults lives with HIV. In Botswana, for example more than 35% of the adult population is HIV+. In Abidjan, Ivory Coast, AIDS is the main cause of death. South Africa has the highest number of HIV+ people in the world: 5 million
The tragedy of hunger 

The food situaiton is also tragic: 26% of Africans do not eat enough and the food demand grows at an annual average rate of 3% compared to population growth. The case of the Sahel region is emblematic. With irrigation and suitable exploitation its agricultural potential would be immense whereas instead “one out of every two people lives below the poverty line and one out of three battles with hunger and malnutrition every day”, President Amadou Toumani Touré of Mali observes. About 40 million Africans in Ethiopia, Eritrea, and the Sahel region and in West Africa risk starvation according to the World Food Programme.

The observation made by the Synod Fathers during the special Assembly of the Synod of Bishops for Africa (10 April - 8 May 1994) which Pope John Paul II recalled in the post-synodal  Apostolic exhortation “Ecclesia in Africa” dated 14 September 1995 is more than ever true today: “In almost all our nations, there is abject poverty, tragic mismanagement of available scarce resources, political instability and social disorientation. The results stare us in the face: misery, wars, despair. In a world controlled by rich and powerful nations, Africa has practically become an irrelevant appendix, often forgotten and neglected” (40).
WHY ARE THE RICH SO POOR ?


Faced with the picture of lights and shadows where great resources go hand in hand with serious social and health emergencies one inevitably wonders why are most of the people of such a rich continent so poor. For a long time, above all in public opinion, there were two interpretations which rarely were purposely put one against the other. One we could call positivist and Malthusian, which blamed problem of poverty on population growth: according to this analysis no economic growth could ever guarantee prosperity and development for a continent which in the next 50 years will rise from a population of 830 million to 1.3 billion. The other, political and historical, accuses Western colonialism and neo-colonialism of selfishly exploiting Africa preventing it from reaching development and autonomy. This second interpretation is often used as an argument to oppose the unacceptable Malthusian mechanism.

The “vicious circle” of under-development

In actual fact neither analysis is exhaustive, also because as Pope John Paul II writes in the post-synodal Exhortation “Ecclesia in Africa” , 14 September 1995, “Africa is an immense continent with many different situations and it is necessary to avoid generalisation when considering problems and offering solutions”. In reality insufficient development in Africa is the result of a series of elements and causes which the Pope listed in the mentioned document  as examples: “Urbanisation, international debt, the arms trade, the problem of refugees, population problems and threats on the family, spreading AIDS, existence in some places of the practice of slavery, ethnic-centrism and tribal conflict”.


It should also be taken into account from the point of view of economy, under-development, a “vicious circle” difficult to break as the economist Ferruccio Marzano explains: “In fact for economic development there must be stability and continuity of two conditions: that at a certain point in history a surplus of the product and the amount of good necessary for survival and reproduction of a given people; and that what is more this surplus must be invested to produce, so as to produce more surplus. So e understand that in the vicious circle of under-development it is impossible to have any investable surplus and , if it is reached under certain special circumstances, it is impossible to invest it productively; whereas if the vicious circle is broken then the situation improves and development can continue”.


To help African countries break this vicious circle the international community formed a New Partnership for African Development (NEPAD) to increase investments for development in countries which put into practice good government  and economic reforms.

Despite these initiatives on the part of the international community, international debt which strangles the economies of African countries and produces a new form of dependence on rich countries, is a problem which remains. Most of the resources produced by African nations are used to pay interest on international debts with other countries or international financial bodies.  The emergency is common to all developing countries not only in Africa whose debts increase as shown below:
Developing countries International debts
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This is why, on the occasion of the Great Jubilee of the Year 2000 Pope John Paul II made repeated requests to rich countries to remit debts owed by poor countries. In response the Church in Italy worked to convince the government to cancel debts owed by  Guinea Conakry and Zambia. This initiative led the Italian government to approve a law cancelling all Italy’s credits  with  IDA-only countries, or countries which have the right to receive credit at special conditions thanks to the International Development Association of the World Bank. IDA includes about 80 low-income countries. 

International Finance Facility


To find new operative solutions to finance development of poor countries, in June this year the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace sponsored a Seminar  attended by the British chancellor of the Exchequer Gordon Brown members of the United Nations , the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. In March 2002 a United Nations international Conference on Financing for Development held in Monterrey, in Mexico re-launched a British initiative  International Finance Facility, IFF a system which aims to collect necessary annual 50 billion dollars to achieve the Millennium development objectives by 2015, by issuing bonds on the international capital markets.

Solving forgotten wars

The success of this initiative depends to some extent on the numerous conflicts affecting many African countries which are the main cause of under-development and humanitarian emergencies. The list is long because many of these conflicts are purposely ignored by the international community. Sudan, Angola, Democratic Congo, Rwanda and Burundi, Liberia, Sierra Leone are only some of the countries devastated by civil war and revolts which ruin national economies, create health emergencies and make ever richer those who speculate on destabilisation, arms dealers to begin with. “the tragedy of wars which are tearing Africa apart: "For some decades now Africa has been the theatre of fratricidal wars which are decimating peoples and destroying their natural and cultural resources "This very sad situation, in addition to causes external to Africa, also has internal causes such as "tribalism, nepotism, racism, religious intolerance and the thirst for power taken to the extreme by totalitarian regimes which trample with impunity the rights and dignity of the person. Peoples crushed and reduced to silence suffer as innocent and resigned victims all these situations of injustice". I cannot fail to join my voice to that of the members of the Synodal Assembly in order to deplore the situations of unspeakable suffering caused by so many conflicts now taking place or about to break out, and to ask all those who can do so to make every effort to put an end to such tragedies” (Ecclesia in Africa 117).
The problem of wars was the main topic of the annual meeting of the African Union in Addis Ababa in July this year attended by 53 African heads of state and government. Participants were presented with a proposal to form a military force for rapid intervention in an emergency; an institution which with the Council for Peace and Security instituted in May  (similar to the UN security council) should be a suitable and  versatile means of political and physical intervention to nip conflicts in the bud. 

An example of a multilateral intervention force is being tested in the Sudan region of Darfur, where the AU sent a task force to protect civilian observers. This could be the beginning of a new way of dealing with “forgotten conflicts” in the face of immobility and disinterest on the part of the international community.

TWO DIFFERENT CASES: 

DEMOCRATIC CONGO AND SOUTH AFRICA

A metaphor of African contradictions is the case of two countries with very different social and political situations but a common immense wealth of natural resources: Democratic  Congo, devastated by years of civil war and South Africa which, having found the exit to the tragedy of apartheid is now considered one of the most solid democracies on the continent.

Democratic Congo has an area which is eight times that of Italy and a population almost the same as our  peninsula: 50 million. Agriculture accounts for 56% of the national gross product (coffee exports important) but what counts most is that the country is a mine of natural resources: diamonds, gold, oil, uranium, cobalt, copper zinc, tin, and “strategic” coltan (columbio-tantalio) which serves to optimise mobile telephones and for the production of space equipment, airbags, aircraft, optic fibres, play-stations. 

Despite these riches, Democratic Congo registers a life expectancy of only 45 years, a very high infant mortality rate and extreme poverty of the people. One of the reasons why the country ahs been devastated by two conflicts in the last ten years, the first in  1996, called “the first African world war” because it involved half a dozen countries and caused the death of between 3 and 5 million people, more than 2 million displaced persons and refugees. The wars were precisely about mineral resources: Zimbabwe financed its military intervention with contracts on timber and diamonds, while in the eastern provinces coltan fed Rwandan war effort. Ugandan aimed for gold and diamonds as well as the exploitation of  a luxurious tropical forest. So the immense natural resources of Democratic Congo seem to be its ruin since the 19th century when the attracted the appetite Leopoldo II King of Belgium who exterminated more than five million Congolese. 

Similar destiny in neighbouring Congo-Brazzaville, where civil war devastated the country and restored in power Denis Sassou Nguesso, connected with oil, of which Congo-Brazzaville is Africa’s fourth main producer. President Pascal Lissouba, in fact, had negotiated an agreement for 300 million dollars with the American company Occidental petroleum (Oxy). But the French Elf, dominant company in Congo-Brazzaville and in Gabon, took immediate steps to eliminate Lissouba with the help of Angola and Zulu militia. So, after a war which cost more than 100,000 lives, Sassu Nguesso, liked by the French but accused of crimes against humanity, was back in power. Once again it is the neo-colonial powers which “pull the strings” of conflicts on the scene of Africa. 

The situation is different  in South Africa, which has much of the continent’s mineral wealth. This is the Eldorado of Africa, which produces 28% of the continent gross product, more than Egypt and Nigeria together. “South Africa is a rich country. Black workers built its cities, roads and factories. Our people needs proper housing, not ghettos like Soweto. Workers have  a right to a decent wage and to take part in decision-making with regard to policies affecting their life... The new South Africa must eliminate racial hatred and suspicion caused by apartheid, and guarantee peace, security and prosperity to all its citizens. We are moving. The march to freedom and justice is irreversible”, Nobel Peace winner Nelson Mandela said on 11 February 1990, when he was released after 27 years in prison. Fifteen years on sad to say one has the impression that racial apartheid has been replaced with apartheid of poverty. Walking on the streets of Johannesburg and Cape Town one notes walls, barbed wire, armed guards protecting fortified villas and houses. Robberies, shooting and murders are the order of the day. Unemployment has reached 40 % (not counting thousands of Great Lakes refugees without assistance) and people kill for a few dollars. According to Willem de Klerk, South Africa’s president between 1989 and 1994 and Nobel peace prize winner in 1993 with Nelson Mandela “many things have not changed at all: whites still have big houses, the best jobs and 80% of cultivated land. In South Africa we need negotiations, compromises and agreements on economic and social reforms, like those achieved ten years ago for the transition to democracy”. Ten years on from “Freedom day” (27 April 1994) despite legislative reforms, the black population of South Africa is still at the bottom of the social ladder: most of the country’s 5.3 million unemployed (31.2%) are black, only 9% of young people go to university and 85% of them stop studying because of economic difficulties. South Africa’s poverty is also called AIDS: five of the country’s 44 million people are infected with the HIV virus and most of them are black.  This dramatic situazione affects the general economy: in the first months of 2003 the economy grew only by 1.5% and the private sector cut 400 jobs in six years. So even Africa’s Eldorado shares the contradictions of the entire continent. (I.I.)

(Agenzia Fides 23/10/2004)
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