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Chart 1: Political map of SADC

This page provides an overview of the key characteristics of SADC along its likely (or Current Path) development trajectory. 
The Current Path forecast from the International Futures forecasting (IFs) platform is a dynamic scenario that imitates the 
continuation of current policies and environmental conditions. The Current Path is therefore in congruence with historical 
patterns and produces a series of dynamic forecasts endogenised in relationships across crucial global systems. We use 
2019 as a standard reference year and the forecasts generally extend to 2043 to coincide with the end of the third ten-
year implementation plan of the African Union’s Agenda 2063 long-term development vision.

The Southern African Development Community (SADC) is a regional intergovernmental organisation and regional 
economic community (REC) with 16 member states: Angola, Botswana, Comoros, the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(DR Congo), eSwatini, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia, Seychelles, South Africa, Tanzania, 
Zambia, and Zimbabwe (Chart 1).

SADC was established in 1980 as the Southern African Development Coordination Conference (SADCC) and became SADC 
in 1992. Its main objectives are to achieve ‘development, peace and security, and economic growth, to alleviate poverty, 
enhance the standard and quality of life of the peoples of Southern Africa, and support the socially disadvantaged 
through regional integration, built on democratic principles and equitable and sustainable development.’  
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SADC includes Africa’s only high-income country (Seychelles), four upper middle-income countries (Botswana, Namibia, 
Mauritius and South Africa), seven lower middle-income countries (Angola, Comoros, eSwatini, Lesotho, Tanzania, Zambia 
and Zimbabwe), while the remaining four (DR Congo, Madagascar, Malawi and Mozambique) are low-income countries, 
according to the World Bank’s income classification. SADC thus represents an extremely diverse set of countries in terms 
of wealth, geographic and population sizes, systems of government and energy endowments, as will be explored in the 
various sections.
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Demographics: Current Path

In 2019, SADC’s aggregate population was 354 million people (Chart 2). The DR Congo had the single largest population 
among member states at 87 million people, while South Africa and Tanzania had approximately 58 million each. Seven of 
the 16 member states have populations below three million, including Namibia, Botswana, Lesotho, Mauritius, eSwatini, 
Comoros and Seychelles. In the Current Path forecast, relatively aggressive population growth in the region is expected to 
continue in the future, with the population nearly doubling to 618 million people by 2043. This growth is likely to be led by 
the DR Congo, which will more than double its population to 173 million. Tanzania will overtake South Africa as the second 
most populous country in SADC with 106 million people by 2043. South Africa will remain in third place at almost 70 
million, followed closely by Angola with 67 million (up from only 32 million in 2019). SADC’s seven smallest countries will all 
remain below 4 million people by 2043, with Seychelles experiencing little growth. SADC’s working-age population (people 
aged between 15- and 64 years) made up 55% of the population in 2019, implying that 45% of the population are 
dependants, mostly children under 15 who made up 41% of the population. This translates to a ratio of 1.2 working-age 
persons to dependant, far from the coveted ratio of 1.7 working-age persons to dependant that has the potential to reap 
a demographic dividend.

This aggregate figure belies the diversity of the region on this variable. The percentage of SADC’s working-age population 
is far higher for high-income countries (average of 70%) and upper middle-income countries (average of 62%) than lower 
middle-income (average of 58%) and low-income countries (average of 54%). The DR Congo has the smallest proportion of 
working-age persons at only 51% of the country’s population, and with the largest population in the region, the DR Congo 
drags the regional weighted average down considerably.
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Only South Africa, Seychelles and Mauritius are currently experiencing a demographic dividend of more than 1.7, while 
the DR Congo has a very low ratio of 1 (implying a nearly 1-to-1 ratio of workers to dependants).

Even in the Current Path forecast, the demographic structure is likely to improve for most countries across SADC, with 
eSwatini, Lesotho, Botswana, South Africa, Namibia, Zimbabwe and Malawi reaching, exceeding or remaining within the 
demographic sweet spot by 2043. This creates a window of opportunity for development in these countries.

As is typical for high-income countries, Seychelles will in fact leave the demographic sweet spot with a demographic 
dividend of just under 1.7 in 2043 as its population begins to age and the elderly live longer. Mauritius will remain above 
the demographic dividend sweet spot threshold, but this dividend will reduce to 1.8 by 2043.

By 2043, SADC will reach an aggregate demographic dividend of 1.55 on an upward trend, with approximately 61% of its 
population of working age. While this represents an improvement from the 2019 figure, this demographic structure 
suggests a challenge for development in the region without intervention for the foreseeable future, particularly for the DR 
Congo and Angola, which will languish behind in the Current Path forecast with demographic ratios of only 1.4 and 1.3 
respectively.
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SADC, a predominantly rural region at 55%, is swiftly urbanising and by 2030 the scale will have shifted to 50.5% urban; by 
2043, this figure will be 56% (Chart 3). SADC’s rural population on average will continue to grow steadily, although in 
Mauritius, Seychelles and South Africa, a decline in rural population numbers is likely to occur throughout the next two 
decades to 2043.

In 2019, Botswana, South Africa and Angola were SADC’s most urbanised countries, each with more than 66% of their 
population living in cities. Low-income Malawi was the least urbanised country in SADC at only 17%, most likely a result of 
many years of an aggressive rural investment strategy. South Africa will be the most urban country with 77% of its citizens 
living in urban areas, while Malawi will remain the least urbanised, though urbanising only 5 percentage points more to 
23% by 2043.

Chart 4: Population density map for 2019

SADC is diverse in population density, ranging from highs in 2019 of 6.3 people per hectare in Mauritius to lows of 0.031 in 
Namibia. The six highest population densities can be found in the six smallest countries within SADC, namely Mauritius, 
Comoros, Seychelles, Malawi, Lesotho and eSwatini. The four most populous countries in 2019, namely the DR Congo, 
South Africa, Tanzania and Angola all have densities below 0.66 people per hectare due to their large geographical size. 
The Kalahari Desert and its harsh climate dominates much of Namibia and Botswana explaining both relatively low 
population sizes and densities despite relatively large landmasses (Chart 4).
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Economics: Current Path

SADC’s aggregate economy was worth US$413.11 billion in 1990, faltering somewhat in the early 1990s in the wake of the 
global recession and as South Africa transitioned from minority rule and international sanctions into democracy. Growth 
stagnated in the wake of the 2007 financial crisis but continued slowly in the years leading up to the COVID-19 pandemic 
at a rate of 1.4% per annum on average (Chart 5).

These relatively low growth rates were impacted by a variety of member states’ internal issues. The region’s largest 
economy, South Africa, had a strong negative impact on the regional average. South Africa’s very disappointing economic 
growth came on the back of pervasive state corruption under the presidency of Jacob Zuma, regulatory uncertainty and 
the decline of key infrastructure (particularly electricity generation) and public utilities.  oil-dependent economy Angola’s
also suffered prior to 2019, recording economic contractions since 2016 as a result of low oil prices and related issues 
with debt.

Other SADC states have had better economic fortunes. Tanzania has led the region in economic growth with growth rates 
of over 5% between 2015 and 2019. Madagascar, Malawi, Seychelles, the DR Congo, Mauritius and Botswana all grew at 
over 3% in 2019.

In 2019, South Africa and Angola, while faltering, maintained the largest regional economies at US$503.7 billion and 
US$138.8 billion respectively, while Tanzania, the DR Congo, Zambia, Mozambique and Botswana followed in size with 

https://www.afdb.org/en/countries/southern-africa/angola/angola-economic-outlook
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GDPs ranging between US$60 billion and US$23 billion. Comoros had the smallest economy in the region with a GDP of 
only US$1.4 billion, and, while much wealthier per capita, Seychelles had the second smallest economy in the region at 
only US$1.6 billion.

When the COVID-19 pandemic hit in 2020, all SADC countries except Tanzania and Malawi saw a contraction in their 
economies. More advanced, wealthier countries were hit harder than others. Mauritius and Seychelles saw the biggest 
proportional contractions, at 14% each, with Zimbabwe, Botswana and South Africa contracting at 10%, 9% and 8% 
respectively. South Africa’s large economy saw the single biggest aggregate drop in value from US$503.7 billion to 
US$463.4 billion, a US$40 billion drop in value year-on-year. This resulted in an aggregate economy for SADC standing at 
US$924.3 billion in 2019. The COVID-19 pandemic impacted the aggregate economy of SADC, retracting it to US$867.6 
billion in 2020. It is expected that in the Current Path forecast the aggregate SADC economy will likely be US$2146.2 billion 
by 2043. South Africa will continue to be the largest economy in SADC well into 2043 and beyond, with a value of 
approximately US$733.7 billion.

Although many of the charts in the sectoral scenarios also include GDP per capita, this overview is an essential point of 
departure for interpreting the general economic outlook of SADC.

GDP per capita in the region has followed a similar path to GDP, impacted by the same financial crises discussed for Chart 
5. The average GDP per capita for SADC was above Africa’s average in 1990 at US$4 077 compared to US$3 808. By 2019 
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the average GDP per capita for SADC had fallen below the average for Africa at US$4 660 compared to US$5 289. In the 
Current Path forecast, it is projected that SADC will continue to fall further behind in average GDP per capita and that by 
2043 the gap would have grown, resulting in a GDP per capita of US$5 719 compared to Africa’s US$7 157 (Chart 6).

In 2019, high-income Seychelles had a GDP per capita of US$ , while Mauritius, recently demoted from high-income 30 673
to upper middle-income, had an GDP per capita income of approximately US$ . The island nations were followed by 23 784
Botswana, South Africa and Namibia at US$ , US$  and US$10  respectively. The DR Congo was the poorest 18 138 13 080 419
of the group with a GDP per capita of less than US$1 000 in 2019, preceded by Malawi, Mozambique and Madagascar at 
between US$1  and US$1 .288 867

In the Current Path forecast, each SADC country will grow with regard to their GDP per capita. South Africa’s GDP per 
capita will grow marginally, reaching US$15 173 by 2043. Botswana, Eswatini and Namibia will overtake the region’s 
largest economy on GDP per capita, with Botswana reaching US$24 056 by 2043. On the lower end of the spectrum, 
Malawi will see larger improvements relative to its low-income peers but will remain relatively poor with a GDP per capita 
of US$4 033 by 2043.

The informal sector in SADC constituted 22.1% of the economy in 2019. In the Current Path forecast it is likely to continue 
to grow, peaking at 24.2% in 2036 then gradually tapering off to 24% by 2043.

This growth in the informal sector is driven entirely by the growth of South Africa’s relatively small informal sector, which 
will grow from about 13% in 2019 to 21% by 2043. All other countries in the region will shrink the size of their informal 
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sector over this same time period. Only Mauritius and Seychelles have informal sectors smaller than 10% in the region, 
while Zimbabwe, Tanzania and the DR Congo have the largest informal sectors at 53%, 45% and 42% of GDP respectively, 
though these sectors will shrink to 31%, 36% and 34% respectively.

The IFs platform uses data from the Global Trade and Analysis Project (GTAP) to classify economic activity into six sectors: 
agriculture, energy, materials (including mining), manufactures, services and information and communications technology 
(ICT).

SADC’s economy has been, and will continue to be, dominated by the services sectors, constituting 55.2% of GDP in 2019, 
dropping only slightly to 54% of GDP by 2043. This is a value of US$510 billion in 2019 doubling to a value of US$1 160 
billion by 2043. This is driven in a large part by the high value financial, advisory and similar services which dominate the 
economies of Seychelles, Mauritius, South Africa, Botswana and Namibia (59% and 78% of their economies are 
contributed to by this sector). However, low-value informal services also constitute a large part of the economy in the 
above-mentioned countries but also in poorer countries. Comoros, Zimbabwe, Malawi, Lesotho and Madagascar each 
have services sectors constituting more than 50% of GDP. Even the DR Congo, with the smallest services sector by 
proportion of GDP in the region, owes 31% of its GDP to this sector.

Manufacturing is the second largest sector in the region at 19.2% in 2019, followed by agriculture at 8.6%, energy at 6.5% 
and ICT and materials constituting 5.3% of GDP each. This will change only gradually over time, as agriculture and energy 
drop in value and ICT, materials and marginally also manufacturing grow in their contribution to the economy. By 2043, 
manufacturing will constitute 22.2% of SADC’s aggregate economy, materials 7.9%, ICT 6.2% and agriculture 5.2%.
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The data on agricultural production and demand in the IFs forecasting platform initializes from data provided on food 
balances by the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). IFs contains data on numerous types of agriculture but 
aggregates its forecast into crops, meat and fish, presented in million metric tons.

Agricultural demand and supply within SADC has been growing steadily since the early 1990s. Until 2015, domestic 
agricultural demand and production were more or less equal. From 2015, however, the gap between demand and 
production in terms of metric tons of agricultural products has been gradually growing with demand outstripping 
production. In 2019, the agricultural demand in SADC measured at 309 million metric tons while production only 
measured 296.4 million metric tons, indicating a shortfall of more than 12 million metric tons. Agricultural production was 
further negatively affected by the COVID-19 pandemic lockdowns in 2020.

In the Current Path forecast, the gap is forecasted to continue to grow over the coming decades as growing populations 
and per capita incomes lead to higher demand for agricultural products. Agricultural production will remain under 
pressure in part due to climate change, particularly in water scarce countries such as South Africa, Botswana and Namibia, 
and yields per hectare will, in the Current Path forecast, grow only marginally, emblematic of Africa’s continued failure to 
pursue an agricultural revolution. By 2043, SADC will produce approximately 413 million metric tons of agricultural 
products while demanding 610.9 million metric tons, a nearly 200-million (or 33%) deficit, up from the much smaller 13-
million metric ton (or 6%) deficit in 2019.

Between 2019 and 2043, yields per hectare will increase somewhat for less developed countries by between 30% and 35% 
for the DR Congo, Comoros, Madagascar, Mozambique, Seychelles, Malawi and Botswana. However South Africa’s already 
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underperforming agricultural sector is expected to see a drop in agricultural yields per hectare, as will Mauritius’s highly 
productive agricultural sector.

While Zambia, Malawi, South Africa and Eswatini were the region’s net food exporters in 2019 (and then only by a small 
margin), there will not be a single net food exporter in the region by 2043 in the Current Path forecast. The island nations 
of Mauritius, Seychelles and Comoros will be closest to meeting domestic demand with a marginal deficit in domestic 
production. Angola and the DR Congo will be the largest food importers in terms of metric tons of product at 37 million 
metric tons and 51 million metric tons respectively.
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Poverty: Current Path

There are numerous methodologies and approaches to defining poverty. We measure income poverty and use GDP per 
capita as a proxy. In 2015, the World Bank adopted the measure of US$1.90 per person a day (in 2011 international 
prices), also used to measure progress towards the achievement of Sustainable Development Goal 1 of eradicating 
extreme poverty. To account for extreme poverty in richer countries occurring at slightly higher levels of income than in 
poor countries, the World Bank introduced three additional poverty lines in 2017:

US$3.20 for lower middle-income countries

US$5.50 for upper middle-income countries

US$22.70 for high-income countries.

However, for the purposes of assessing SADC as a region, we will adopt the lowest extreme poverty line of US$1.90. For a 
more detailed analysis of appropriate poverty lines in high- and middle-income countries, please refer to the pages 
focused on these countries specifically.

In the Current Path forecast, it is likely that SADC will continue to suffer from endemic poverty and high levels of 
inequality. In 2019, extreme poverty levels (i.e. people living on less than US$1.90 per day) were at 51%. The recession 
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associated with the COVID-19 pandemic increased this figure to 53.2%, and it is expected that figures will only return to 
pre-pandemic levels by 2024. The percentage of poor people will continue to decline in the near future reaching 34% by 
2043, but the number of extremely poor people will climb from 180.5 million to 209.8 million by 2043, in keeping with the 
growth in population in the region.

Extreme poverty will drop most rapidly in Malawi, which will decrease rates of poverty on the US$1.90 line by 51.4 
percentage points between 2019 and 2043. Mozambique, the DR Congo, Tanzania and Zimbabwe will also see dramatic 
drops in poverty (of 20 percentage points or more). Nevertheless, the DR Congo will continue to have high rates of poverty 
(at approximately 47% in the Current Path forecast in 2043). South Africa and Madagascar will see the smallest drops in 
extreme poverty at only 2.3% and 6.6% respectively. This is deeply concerning for Madagascar, which comes off a low base 
and should find it relatively easy to bring down extreme poverty with the right policies. While South Africa’s rate is lower, it 
is also an upper middle-income country and the most unequal country in the world on several measures; its meagre drop 
in poverty rates suggests current social unrest linked in large part to extreme poverty and inequality will likely continue 
long into the future without a dramatic shift in circumstances.
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Carbon Emissions/Energy: Current Path

The IFs platform forecasts six types of energy, namely oil, gas, coal, hydro, nuclear, and other renewables. To allow 
comparisons between different types of energy, the data is converted into billion barrels of oil equivalent. The energy 
contained in a barrel of oil is approximately 5.8 million British thermal units (MBTUs) or 1 700 kilowatt-hours (kWh) of 
energy.

In the Current Path forecast, SADC relies, and will likely continue to rely, on fossil fuels well into the future for the lion’s 
share of its energy needs. As displayed in Chart 11, coal contributed 56.4% to the region’s energy mix in 2019, while oil 
contributed 33.2% and gas 5%. While the composition will change, SADC is likely to remain fossil fuel-dependent in the 
Current Path forecast with coal contributing 34%, oil 27.7% and gas 20.3% by 2043.

On the back of natural gas discoveries in South Africa and Mozambique in particular, gas will grow to become a 
substantial contributor to energy production. Renewable energy will also continue to grow, though at a relatively slow 
rate. SADC has the continent’s only nuclear power station in Koeberg, South Africa. In the Current Path forecast, it seems 
that nuclear will stagnate at a negligible contribution to the region’s power needs.

SADC’s future energy mix relies heavily on South Africa’s ability to break free from its coal dependency and Angola’s ability 
to break free from its oil dependency.
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Carbon is released in many ways, but the three most important contributors to greenhouse gases are carbon dioxide (CO2

), carbon monoxide (CO) and methane (CH ). Since each has a different molecular weight, IFs uses carbon. Many other 4

sites and calculations use CO  equivalent.2

The Current Path forecast implies a growing carbon footprint for the region into 2043, as displayed in Chart 12. SADC’s 
carbon emissions are likely to increase from 169 million tons of carbon to 263 million tons by 2043. The vast majority of 
SADC’s carbon emissions come from Africa’s single biggest carbon emitter, South Africa, which contributed 147 million 
tons of carbon in 2019, compared to the second biggest contributor in the region, Angola, at 12 million tons. South Africa’s 
slow economic growth as well as its increasing investment in renewable energy will see its carbon emissions tapering off 
from 2030 onwards. By 2043, South Africa, in the Current Path forecast, will be emitting 110 million tons of carbon while 
Angola is likely to emit 45 million tons of carbon.

While the region contributes very little compared to the developed world (especially excluding South Africa), it faces high 
risks as a result of the impacts of climate change. Climate change is likely to impact the SADC region through the 
expansion of the Kalahari Desert, increased water security issues, increased temperatures and wildfires, rising sea levels 
and increases in storm surges.
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