


Internet censorship now a tool of governance in Africa
2019 has seen a record number of Internet blackouts imposed by government for political reasons. For 
affected countries, the web is as much an economic necessity today as a communications tool for societal 
discourse, and by stifling the latter, governments are disrupting the former, with costly results. Lawmakers have 
not addressed the Internet shutdown situation in any country, and are content to give draconian emergency 
powers to national executives to use however they see fit. Use of this power has been done with zeal by African 
governments in the last six months.

In early January 2019, the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) cut both Internet service and mobile 
phone SMS messaging nationwide for two days aiming to stifle discussion of election results. This was an 
evolution of Internet censorship from the time when Egypt cut Internet and mobile phone services in 2011 
to prevent activists from organising. The government of Libya did the same that year in an effort to stop the 
pro-democracy movement from communicating with itself. That neither form of censorship succeeded, and 
both governments were toppled, was lost to the DRC regime this year. Nor was this lesson learned by the 
government of Gabon, which shut down the Internet on 7 January 2019 in the wake of a failed coup d’état. 
Then the government of Zimbabwe cut off social media and Internet access to discourage anti-government 
protestors, who nonetheless proved undiscouraged. In June, the governments of Ethiopia, followed by Sudan 
and Mauritania, responded to crises in their countries by shutting down the Internet. The key points which 
investors should take heed of revolve around the economic and societal disruptions caused by Internet 
blackouts. Even in developed countries, those doing business or communicating with a regular basis with 
these countries should take heed. The remedy is legislation banning Internet shutdowns by governments in any 
circumstances short of a declared state of emergency.

Freedom House - Freedom on the Net 2018

Free countries Partially free countries Not free countries

South Africa (25/100)

Kenya (32/100) 

Sudan (65/100)Nigeria (37/100) 

Angola (40/100)

Uganda (41/100)

Egypt (72/100)Zambia (42/100)

Morocco (45/100)

Libya (51/100)
Ethiopia (83/100)

Zimbabwe (53/100)
Data courtesy: Freedom House, 2018
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The rapid rise in marijuana business leaves African governments unprepared
Lesotho was the first country to legalise the commerce of marijuana when in 2017 the small country granted 
its first licenses to grow the weed for medicinal purposes. Meanwhile, the legalisation of marijuana in North 
America and Europe opened a huge market for a product that is grown in abundance, if illegally so, 
throughout Central and Southern Africa. African governments see the economic advantages of the marijuana 
business, but in terms of taking advantage of the opportunity have been caught off-guard. Marijuana has 
for a century been a law enforcement issue, not an economic one. Despite the drug’s long and widespread 
use in all sub-Saharan African cultures, colonial authorities considered it just another narcotic, to be outlawed 
with fines and prison terms for growers, sellers and users. Many punitive colonial laws remained on the books 
once nations achieved Independence. Marijuana was illegal everywhere until Lesotho made its modest stride 
toward limited cultivation directed at one purpose. 

South Africa has also legalised marijuana, and has begun to grant business licenses to firms supplying the 
medicinal marijuana market. Other countries are uncertain or dismissive. Kenya has turned down business 
license requests, while Namibia’s parliament wants the matter investigated – against the wishes of Namibia’s 
police which is set against legalisation. Global marijuana sales reached US$ 13 billion in 2018 and are projected 
to hit US$ 17 billion in 2019. African governments are being told by marijuana advocates of the large job 
creation potential of legalised cultivation and processing. Some lawmakers are anxious not to be left behind as 
other countries establish export links for this product. Africa’s marijuana market could be worth US$ 7.1 billion by 
2023. That statistic alone should sway governments eager for investment, and investors should see legalisation 
inevitable in African countries where the weed can be cultivated, within the next 10 years.
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20 years late but ECOWAS single currency market finally on track 
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20 years late but ECOWAS single currency market finally on track
Originally intended to serve the 15 member countries of the Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS), a single currency was once hoped to be in place by 2000. Now, with a “political will” in place 
amongst governments to make it happen, January 2020 seems the likely launch date, say ECOWAS leaders. 
They adopted the name ‘ECO’ for the currency that will serve 350 million people in a region that is more that 
5 million square kilometres in size. With the ECO, exchange rate hassles will be a thing of the past for businesses 
and consumers, and investors will be able to streamline activities revolving around cross-border trade and 
tourism. 

Heightened trade through a single currency market will also bring jobs and boost incomes in the region more 
holistically, thereby increasing economic growth and disposable income. A single currency will also facilitate 
growth in intra-regional infrastructure in the form of cross-border energy and transportation projects. Key risks 
which investors in the region should bear in mind revolve around the dangers of a single currency regional 
market, which is currently heavily dominated by Nigeria’s Naira. Additionally, eight of the 15 states currently use 
the French Frank as the preferred currency, and are already in a separate monetary union – the West African 
Monetary Union. The remaining states all have individual currencies with none being freely convertible. All 
things considered there is sizeable potential for economic benefit through a single currency market, however 
for this to become a reality some states will need to cede their own currency’s influence, or that of others, 
toward a unified regional currency.
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ECOWAS members will look to trade with the single currency across the West African region which could see 
trade boost substantially with decreased exchange-rate barriers. Image courtesy: IOA 
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Botswana’s shifting socio-political and economic landscapes
While the legal view on homosexual relationships in Botswana has seen a positive change, politics in the 
country have grown significantly more complex. For more than 50 years, Botswana’s political scene has been 
dominated by the ruling Botswana Democratic Party (BDP) with weak opposition to its governance style, a 
general acceptance of the BDP and a general political homogeneity surrounding the ability for other parties to 
emerge. Since the end of May, this landscape has begun to shift, as former President Ian Khama announced 
that he is leaving the BDP and simultaneously indicating his support for the newly formed Botswana Patriotic 
Front (BPF) – a party formed by ex-BDP members and Khama loyalists. 

Taking into consideration that the main opposition party, the Umbrella for Democratic Change (UDC), proved 
to be a worthy adversary in the country’s 2014 elections, a potential exists for the party to step into power 
come October – something which should be closely observed by those with vested interests in the country, 
particularly within the mining and tourism sectors. The lifting of the elephant hunting ban is generating 
significant controversy and backlash from international activists which will impact the tourism sector, though 
it may have a positive benefit in terms of controlled trophy hunting. On the mining side, given that Botswana 
is the second largest diamond producer in the world, the shifting socio-political dynamic should be a focal 
point for those with interests in the sector as the new government will look more strongly toward economic 
development and diversification. With the policies of the UDC and/or BPF remaining uncharted territory, 
investors and stakeholders in the country’s mining sector need to observe developments over the next few 
months in the lead up to the election. One focal point coming from the BDP in this regard is the scheduled re-
opening of the BCL mine copper mine in Selebi Phikwe which previously employed over 4,400. The ruling party 
is looking to garner votes through this move, however it may be too little too late in swinging the final vote in 
their favour.
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Russia offers Africa a development partner alternative to China and US
Instead of supporting insurgencies against Western-leaning governments or Communist African states, Moscow 
today seeks diplomatic allies to support its mission to expand Russian influence worldwide. Control of Africa’s 
natural resources is a secondary goal, although US$ 20 billion in Russian investments in Africa in 2018 is not 
insignificant. While Russia’s African influence is still lesser than China and the US, Moscow is making great strides in 
its effort to win hearts and minds as a developmental partner alternative to Washington and Beijing. 2019 is the 
20th anniversary of Putin’s assumption of power in Russia and the start of African alliance building.

1
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As West Africa seeks regional currency, Zimbabwe struggles to establish national currency
The Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) is forging ahead with a regional currency to be 
used in all 15 member countries. An important milestone was set when the countries’ finance ministers agreed on 
a “roadmap” to create a single currency by next year. The sticking point had been countries’ varying degrees of 
readiness to convert from their own currencies to the regional one. This was overcome by allowing each country 
to join the monetary union when they meet “convergence” requirements. The value of a stable, powerful 
currency, meanwhile, is a dream seeking fulfilment in Zimbabwe. Hyperinflation has returned so drastically that 
thieves in Harare robbed a bakery truck not for its cash but for its bread. The government has reintroduced the 
Zimbabwe dollar, making trade illegal in all other currencies. 
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Marijuana’s business profitability prompts 
governments to reconsider legality
Lesotho enjoys a high altitude conducive to 
marijuana cultivation and a low-priced workforce 
to grow and process cannabis. Africa’s first 
country to legalise the weed in 2017 leads the 
continent in activities at a time when marijuana 
legalisation is expanding, and demand in Europe 
and the US growing. In June, US-firm Halo Labs 
announced the US$ 18.4 million purchase of 
Lesotho’s largest cannabis company. Operating 
on a 5-hectre site, Halo Labs intends to produce 
5,000 kg annually by the end of 2020, worth US$ 46 
million. Others including the DRC and Malawi have 
started issuing licenses for marijuana production. 
Zimbabwe has up to 10 companies producing 
cannabis, and South Africa has three. Kenya, 
Rwanda and Uganda are reviewing their drug 
laws to grant cannabis-related business licenses.

Agro-processing a means to food security 
and agriculture sector profitability
The African Development Bank (AfDB) hosted 
a Food Systems Action Plan for West Africa 
in Abidjan in June where more than 80 
representatives met with an aim to boost local 
food value chains. The focus was on small 
farmers now excluded from agro-processing 
industries but whose untapped potential 
could be worth over US$ 2.2 billion annually. 
One concept becoming a reality are Special 
Agro-Industrial Processing Zones that with AfDB 
funding allow governments to create agro-
industry infrastructure in their most productive 
agricultural areas. One wild card in Africa’s 
agricultural future is climate change. The AfDB 
conference considered the issue of climate 
resiliency, as well as prioritising foods with high 
nutritional content.

3 4

New innovations to lift South Africa’s mining industry out of today’s revenue pit
South Africa’s mining industry production shrank nearly 11% in the first quarter of 2019 compared to the first 
quarter of 2018, while mining’s contribution to South Africa’s GDP fell 0.8%, the biggest drop of any economic 
sector. The reason for the negative performance has reasons beyond the general malaise that sees the 
country’s economy continuing a long-lasting slump. Mining companies complain of frequent strikes which make 
production quotas difficult to meet and overall profitability problematic. However, economists do not predict an 
end to the importance of mining in a country that plays a key supplier role in world demand for gold, platinum, 
manganese and other vital minerals. Despite the downturn, mining companies are partnering with technology 

firms and university researchers to prepare for the next wave of mining through 4D and other technologies.
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Failed coup in Ethiopia shows how booming economy may be punctured by politics
On 23 June, disgruntled military officers tried but failed to topple government, killing other officers and a 
provincial governor. The security chief who headed the coup was himself killed, and hundreds were arrested. 
The unrest signaled the weak political foundations on which East Africa’s largest economy rests. For eight days 
prior to the failed coup, government shut down the Internet, allegedly to prevent school exam cheating. No 
sooner was service restored then another Internet shutdown occurred because of the coup. In an age where 
business and ordinary life depend on Internet access, such blackouts jeopardise Ethiopia’s economy and 
aspirations to boost its ICT sector. However, with Ahmed still in power and his opposition neutralised, hopefully 
Internet shutdowns will be a thing of the past.

6
In Mauritania, an historic more of the same 
The country’s recent landmark election was touted by the media as an historic milestone – the first peaceful 
transfer of power since Independence in 1960. But, after the High Court verified the vote results, the change 
will be into the same set of hands: the same set of military officers and business insiders who have run the 
country since the 1980s. They chose Aziz’ successor, Mohamed Ghazouani, whose policies are not expected 
to deviate a fraction from Aziz’. The only surprise in the process was Aziz’s decision in January to not serve a 
third term by changing the constitution as many Africa presidents continue to do. To stifle potential dissent, 
government shut down the Internet to keep citizens from communicating via social media.
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Mauritania has had a tumultuous political history with no democratically elected presidents until now. It remains to 

be see whether this democratic turn has tangible impact in the years ahead. Data courtesy: Wikimedia Commons 
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Internet blackouts pit governments against citizens
Not only in Ethiopia but elsewhere in East and also West Africa, governments shut down Internet 
access in June. Sudan’s military government curtailed the Internet in an effort to frustrate the 
mobilisation of pro-democracy groups protesting for a civilian government. Mauritania cut off web 
access to its people during a tense election, in an effort to take control of communications and 
manage the election results message. In 2016-2017, various African countries experienced at least 
119 complete shutdowns of the Internet, 43 targeted shutdowns of social media sites, and a total of 
237 days of purposely slowed-down data flows intended to discourage Internet use. This is on top of 
Africa’s habitually slow Internet download speed due to obsolete broadband technology. 

8
For South Sudan, loans for paying bills today while awaiting GDP growth to boost revenues
Earlier this month South Sudan MPs stormed out of parliament in protest of a government budget 
for 2019/2020 that fails to meet the country’s needs. In particular, lawmakers were angered by lack 
of salary payments to civil servants, which threatens to halt government operations, and to soldiers, 
which creates a tense situation dangerous for an instable country engaged in an on-again, off-again 
civil war. South Sudan has applied to the African Export-Import Bank for a US$ 500 million loan to pay 
for about a third of the US$ 1.3 billion budget. The IMF has criticized Juba’s spending cuts that have 
paralysed government services. Regardless, government is hoping a projected robust 8.8% GDP 
growth this year will generate revenue to finance services and finally end civil war conflict.

9
Botswana legalises homosexual relationships in the midst of political friction
June saw a monumental shift in Botswana legislation as its High Court overturned the laws criminalising 
homosexuality. Although faced with significant opposition, three judges unanimously voted to revoke 
the laws in pursuit of protecting human rights. While the court ruling saw a major victory for the LBGT 
community, no clear-cut victors are yet evident in Botswana’s political scene. With the build-up to 
its general elections in October, the playing field grows more complex and controversial. One of the 
biggest points pertains to South Africa’s Bridget Radebe-Motsepe and her brother, Patrice Motsepe, 
who are accused of attempting to smuggle money into Botswana in an effort to fund Ian Khama’s 
campaign against President Mokgweetsi Masisi. As the elections draw closer, Botswana’s political 
landscape is in for a tough ride with many a controversy and tension on the horizon.
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