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Setting the scene

The World Health Organization (WHO) acknowledged COVID-19 as a Public Health Emergency of International Concern on
30 January 2020. Africa experienced its first case on 14 February, in Egypt, and COVID-19 was declared a global pandemic
on 12 March. Two months later the disease had spread to every country in Africa, mostly entering capital cities through
international flights from Europe and spreading from there through community transmission.

To date, mortality rates in Africa are significantly lower than elsewhere, generally attributed to Africa’s more youthful
population. Community transmission is however now accelerating in most countries. The pandemic is spreading
particularly rapidly in South Africa, which has the largest number of cases, although most deaths in Africa attributable to
COVID-19 have occurred in Egypt. [ ] While the veracity of testing and case data in Africa is questionable, the impact of the1
pandemic is uneven. Other highly affected countries include Algeria, Morocco, Nigeria and Ghana.

While it took 98 days for Africa to reach the first 100 000 cases, it took only 18 days for that number to double and the rate
continues to accelerate. [ ] For much of Africa, it seems likely that the larger infection and mortality impact of COVID-19 is2
still to come.

Early efforts to contain the spread through travel restrictions, lockdowns and market closures have played an important
role in constraining rates of infection in many countries but have taken a heavy social and economic toll. Some countries,
such as Tanzania, have taken limited measures against the virus and in April 2020 stopped updating public information
relating to the pandemic.

The impact of the pandemic has been described by the UN as ‘the greatest test that we have faced since the formation of
the United Nations’ [ ], and by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) as ‘the worst economic fallout since the Great3
Depression’. [ ]4

The UN Development Programme expects the decline in the Human Development Index in 2020 to erase all progress
made in human development worldwide over the past six years. [ ] Globally, more than US$8 trillion has been committed5
to fighting the associated health, economic and other effects — an amount several times larger than the combined GDP of
Africa.

Chart 1:

The project was implemented by the African Futures & Innovation programme at the Institute for Security Studies (ISS),
the Centre for Leadership and Dialogue at the Gordon Institute for Business Science (GIBS) in Johannesburg and the
Frederick S. Pardee Center for International Futures at the University of Denver, United States. Funding was provided by
Humanity United and the Hanns Seidel Foundation.
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