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Abstract

The Corona virus pandemic will deeply affect Africa. Like in other parts of the world, it will bear on health conditions and economic performance. However, in Africa, ominously, it will undermine the continent's development prospects. This is epitomized by the pandemic impact on the finalization and implementation of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA).  In this context, international support to Africa is of the utmost importance not only for Africa’s own sake but also for that of the world.
Having not yet reached the pinnacle of the Corona crisis, Africa expects yet difficult times to come that will thwart its efforts in finalizing and operationalizing the AfCFTA as well as hitting deep in its economies. From highly fragile economies to those that counted among the fastest-growing economies globally, the eruption of the Corona pandemic will spare no one. Rising unemployment, largely inefficient health care systems to negative growth rates and burdening debt relief, the Continent would be impotent in front of the deadly and widely spreading virus. 

In addition to Africa’s own efforts, the Continent will need an inspired and full-fledged support package. Such a package should not only contain bilateral and multilateral assistance in the form of grants but also generous investment and debt relief measures to provide the necessary fiscal space for African governments to fight against the pandemic and pursue their development plans.    

Amidst the much-needed international cooperation, Africa should not lose sight of the importance of AfCFTA that will permit its economies to move to the next level through promotion and diversification of trade as well as productive transformation of the economies. The AfCFTA is a central platform of Africa’s development efforts. 

In concluding, the paper emphasizes that Africa is a litmus test for the full-scale global solidarity and cooperation of the international community. The paper strongly advocates the importance of the benefits of a globalized world versus the prominence of narrow national interests. Cooperation is still on the agenda of the world. 
Introduction

As governments, organizations and people around the world attempt to navigate the uncharted waters of the Corona pandemic, we look at the fate of Africa and its recent development efforts. Though the Continent is still relatively spared from the traumatic effects of the Coronavirus, the question remains open whether once stricken it could surmount it and what would be the role of the international community and multilateral financial institutions therein. It is clear that COVID-19 will bring a massive economic crisis worldwide and an acute development crisis to the most vulnerable economies, of which the majority are in Africa. If the most advanced healthcare systems have collapsed in the wake of the crisis, one can but wonder how doomed can fragile healthcare sectors in Africa be.  

When the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) entered into force in May 2019, the people of Africa elated and hoped that it was the dawn of a new era in the African Continent, ushering closer interdependence between its countries. With the imminent conclusion of the remaining pending issues of the first phase negotiations, the operationalization of the area was due to follow in May 2020. The AfCFTA is the central platform of Africa’s development efforts in promoting its inter-trade performance and the integration of its economies.
The paper will first assess the brunt of the pandemic. It reveals how “social distancing”, as largely promoted in Europe, Asia and North America, is too complex to apply in most of Africa, given African social norms, the density of population centres, the scale of informal cash-based economies within these dense population centres, the reliance on direct, person-to-person interactions as a core feature of African informal economies. The nearly inextricable interconnection between both the formal and informal economies makes it all the more difficult for governments to deal with the deeply entrenched problems. The paper will then address the immediate effects of the Coronavirus on the economic performance of the Continent, which primarily resulted in postponing all scheduled meetings and delaying the AfCFTA negotiations, thus putting into question the progress of the entire AfCFTA in the near future. As African countries show seriousness and sincere efforts to mitigate the crisis, the paper looks into the readiness and willingness of the international community to reaching out to the African Continent once the crisis erupts, and erupt it will. Africa will be a litmus test for whether the international community is in for an effective implementation of international cooperation and full-scale solidarity or whether it will exhibit disintegration and total disconnect of our global system to the detriment of all. Lastly, the paper concludes by plainly making the point that it is incumbent upon the international community to help the African countries effectively to deal with Covid-19 crisis and not let the pandemic derail the critical momentum of their development efforts, especially the materialization of the long-aspired AfCFTA.
With this, the paper in its entirety clearly advocates the importance of the benefits of a globalized world versus the prominence of narrow national interests. Cooperation is still on the agenda of the world. 
Assessing the Brunt of the Crisis on the African Economies

As the African countries were less integrated in the global financial markets, they escaped the severe 2007-08 financial crisis, which was considered by many economists to have been the most serious crisis since the Great Depression of the 1930s. Such a luxury is not granted to the African Continent with the Corona pandemic, which knows no borders and hardly cares about the extent of the integration of countries in the global economy. 

The confirmed cases on the continent remain small compared to the rapid spread of the Coronavirus around the world. With close to 11,000 at the time of writing this paper, Africa is only at the initial phase of the pandemic of COVID-19. The continent’s death toll already exceeds 520.

i. Medical and social impediments

Unfortunately, the Continent relatively weak health systems, extreme population densities and the informal dimension of its economies will not allow populations in Africa to respect confinement measures in the manner espoused by the World Health Organization (WHO) and advanced economies in the West. This would indeed be a factor of famine. The crisis in Africa will not stop at a health crisis, similar to the geographically localised Ebola or SARS epidemics, which were roughly contained and did not cause a crushing paralysis of lives and livelihoods. The COVID-19 crisis is of a much larger proportion, where the slowdown in activity will have destructive consequences on African economies, security, social and food systems. COVID-19 will spare no one, as even the oil-producing countries, such as Nigeria and Angola are doubly penalized with the combination of a sharp decline in global demand and prices wars lowering the price of crude oil to the bottom.
 While much cannot be predicted about the Coronavirus, one thing is for certain: there is little doubt that Africa is going to need a great deal of help, and quickly. 

What we fear most—despite the fact that the majority of African countries are still out of danger—is what might be the repercussions of this pandemic be on the African Continent if it starts to spread at the rates seen in China, Italy, Spain and even the United States. We also regret the ensuing loss of effort and hard work of the African peoples during the past few years and the success of many among them being among the fastest-growing economies globally. 

The fear that our Continent will suffer more than others under the burden of the pandemic is justified and attributed to the fragility of the health systems of its countries. Frequent hand washing is virtually a luxury to those who lack clean running water and who struggle to get water from miles afar. Nor is "social distancing" realistic for marginalized societies, which are not postured to provide the mass workforce any genuine work opportunities from home. The elite or middle class staying at home and working on the Internet is very different from the situation of migrant workers and day labourers. Such societies cannot afford lockdowns or social exclusions that thwart their daily subsistence for survival, nor can their governments afford to come to their rescue with assistance packages. 

The coexistence of generations of African people side-by-side across borders is a dilemma in itself when faced with the closure of borders, as largely enforced by the European Union between the Schengen countries. In addition, the closure within the countries led to violent clashes between security forces and citizens in Kenya, in Nigeria, and in South Africa, ultimately compelling the security forces to impose a curfew from dawn to dusk. African populations can hardly be confined to their modest lodgings, especially among the least privileged, who often live in cramped quarters with several people residing in spaces meant for far fewer inhabitants. Their lives are on the streets, interacting with each other and even sharing their belongings. Disrupting their daily lives will lead to widespread hunger and famine. In addition, many segments of Africa’s population suffer from pre-existing health problems and perpetual anemia that render them more vulnerable to the disease. Local authorities in many countries lack the basic clinical capabilities to identify infected cases due to the absence of widespread testing capabilities. For example, Tanzania has tested only 273 out of 39,000 individuals coming from affected countries, while Germany has been able to maintain a low mortality rate due to its widespread testing system. 
ii. Heavy debts and economic hurdles

Furthermore, the African economies’ growth is already burdened by heavy debts, whose service alone costs more than what many countries spend on their health budgets. Africa’s debt burden of $283 billion is large as a proportion of the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of its countries, exceeding the 60% debt-to-GDP threshold. African countries have very limited space in their budgets to increase their payments on health needs. They depend for the most part on financial aid from the developed countries. What will happen if parts of the donor surplus are divested to confront the Corona pandemic? This will certainly and substantially adversely affect funding to the African Continent. The dual effect of the debt burden and possible aid depletion will lessen the capabilities of the African countries to confront the crisis.  How can African countries obtain basic medical supplies and equipment from abroad in the face of a shortage of hard currency and where the lockdown can obliterate over 10% of the continent's gross domestic product, as sectors such as tourism, aviation and trade slow down and airline traffic stopped? 
With the slowdown of the economy and with the negative impact on key sectors of the economy and falling commodity prices, declining governments’ resources to finance public investment, the average growth rate forecasted at 3.4% in 2020 for Africa (AfDB, 2019) becomes an illusion. Africa’s growth will drop drastically to negative rates. The outlooks is that it will go down to between -0.8 to -1.1% growth rate.

With about 17% unemployment
 resulting from the Corona pandemic, Africa does not need lip service, but an inspired and full-fledged package, which contains official development assistance, foreign direct investment, multilateral and bilateral debt relief, fair commodity prices and trade promotion, as well as MFI’s emergency assistance. It is difficult to single out or top any of these options, as all are essential and should be supplied simultaneously to allow the necessary space for African governments to fight the pandemic. The package is not small. The African Ministers of Finance in their online meeting on 31 March 2020 estimated the financial need of the African Continent at the amount of $100 billion, of which $44 billion will go to debt relief for all African countries.
 In their Communiqué, the Ministers noted that the average economic stimulus package they called for was equivalent to 0.8 per cent of Africa’s gross domestic product (GDP), or one-tenth the average level of stimulus of developed countries, which stood at 8 per cent of their GDP.
 

While the highest priority to governments is now to save lives, not before long, seeing the dwindling of the economies, African governments will realize that lives and livelihoods should go hand in hand, which will certainly require more financial stimulus and open markets. As stipulated in their Op-ed, the IMF president and the WHO director general made clear that trade-offs between lives and livelihoods is but a false dilemma.
 
Debt relief should be extended to low-income as well as to middle-income countries having equally suffered from the repercussions of the Coronavirus lockdown on their economies. Middle-income countries already spend over 20% of their revenues on servicing their debts,
 which – as said – due to the expected negative growth rates will find themselves facing a negative outflow of resources of unprecedented dimensions. This will affect their much-needed health, education and development expenditures.

The Central Bank of Egypt (CBE) directed local banks to delay credit dues for institutions and individuals for a period of 6 months without any implications. This breathing space is important to flatten the economic impact of the Coronavirus outbreak and the lockdown. A similar prolonged flexibility seems to be in place for the African countries to allow a standstill of one to two years on debt repayments, including interest and principal to give them space to fight back the eruption of the pandemic.   
iii. The Chinese syndrome

An even more shocking effect on the African economies is the deterioration of the Chinese economy. Though we can hardly address the issue extensively in this paper, suffice to say that all African economies, in varying degrees, are closely interconnected with the Chinese economy, its inputs and supply chains, as well as financing of development projects and infrastructure. For example, South Sudan and Eretria will suffer collapsing trade and broken supply chains as China purchases account for 95 percent of all of South Sudan’s exports and 58 percent of Eritrea’s. The disruption of Chinese market is likely to reduce the demand for South Africa raw materials including iron, manganese and chromium ores to China (which worth an equivalent of 450 million euros exports every year).
 The Egyptian economy is increasingly depending on Chinese investment, as the latter has injected over $20 billion lately in the form of loans and development projects in infrastructure, energy and telecommunications sectors.

The AfCFTA as the Platform for Africa’s Development 
Africa remains so far relatively preserved from the Corona pandemic, although it remains unclear if this is an accurate observation or an inaccurate perception based on Africa’s likely lack of widespread COVID-19 testing capacity. Most probably, it is only a matter of time, however, when African countries will feel the brunt of the virus, catching up with those most harshly hit and probably even surpassing them. This is most unfortunate, as African countries were on the verge of finalizing their negotiations on the AfCFTA and proudly announcing its operationalization in May 2020. Almost no one, however, could have anticipated which way the wind was blowing, and things moved contrary to their aspirations. 

i. Stemming the negotiation process

Having launched the negotiations on the AfCFTA at the African Union summit in Johannesburg in 2015, the African negotiators succeeded to finalize the Agreement in record time. To date, 29 out of the 55 AU member states have signed and ratified the AfCFTA with a view to promoting trade between themselves. The AfCFTA focuses on reducing tariffs, the gradual removal of non-tariff barriers and unifying the rules of origin among its member states. African countries also agreed, for the first time, to liberalize trade in services and allow service providers to compete in their respective markets. This should take place in five priority service sectors: Financial services, transport, communication and information sector, business sector and tourism. The agreement stipulated a level of liberalization of the commodities by 90% over a 5-year period, granting an extended period of 10 years for the least developing countries (LDCs). The remaining 10% of the commodity lines are between the liberalization of the sensitive goods and the so-called “Exclusive List”, whose liberalization is not current. These goods are to be released over 10 years, extending the period to 13 years for the LDCs. 

As these modalities were agreed upon after extensive negotiations, the African negotiators were readying themselves to start exchanging their schedules of concessions in trade in goods and services, so as to negotiate their obligations vis-à-vis one another, just before the Corona pandemic emerged, risking to sabotage years of progress. Scheduled meetings to end the negotiations were suspended, thus, putting on hold any potential reaping of preferences. In light of the uncertain repercussions of the pandemic and the unpredictability of its dimensions, the situation may cost many more years before the African deeper and more comprehensive FTA will be effective. There is no doubt that the achievements of the Agreement to date are commendable, due to the intensive meetings held by the African countries. Stopping these meetings will have its long-term negative impacts on the continuation of the negotiations.
ii. Impeding inter-regional trade

Through the AfCFTA, Africa was resolute to raise inter-regional trade between its members. While the rate of trade exchange between African countries does not exceed 17%, the lowest among all regions, these rates reach approximately 70%, 45% and 27% in the EU, ASEAN and Latin American countries, respectively. However, with the excessive expenses needed to abate the Corona crisis, little will remain to the African countries to spend on their development, infrastructure, roads, and ports to promote their inter-regional trade and attain their aspired target of doubling their trade over the next decade. The mounting costs emanating from the spreading of the virus, if not timely contained, will fuel a dire humanitarian situation and create one of the fastest-growing catastrophes in Africa. Once the Coronavirus outbreak becomes acute, a drastic shift of financing from development to humanitarian focus will take place, thus virtually halting any progress on AfCFTA.

Nevertheless, many are prone to believe that AfCFTA provides us with the golden opportunity to rescue Africa from the devastating effects of the Corona pandemic. Pessimistic as it may sound, this is more of a fantasy than real in today’s challenging times.  Due to the remaining pending issues, and though painful and frustrating, Africa will have to do now without the more optimistic view of the AfCFTA capable of pulling the Continent out of the crisis by promoting and intensifying inter-African trade. Even more, it is unfortunate to acknowledge that the spread of the Coronavirus will undermine the progress made so far in AfCFTA and assume that we will have to do without a continental fully functioning free trade area in the near future. 

Africa as a Litmus Test for International Solidarity
The situation certainly will look desperate once the virus starts spreading in Africa. However, this is far from being a forgone conclusion. African countries have succeeded against all odds to negotiate their continental FTA in less than 3 years and have fought many a pandemic before. They are capable of fighting against the Coronavirus and vanquishing it.  African leaders were quick in creating a fund to provide the necessary financial resources to combat the outbreak of the Corona pandemic. African leaders also asked for debt relief to African countries at the extraordinary virtual summit of the G20 held in late March, drawing attention to the continent’s plight and the exorbitant costs of servicing the debt.

While African countries act decisively to stop the spread of the virus, the anticipated severe depression in the global economy and the impact of the economies decimated by commodity price falls and lockdowns will exacerbate the situation. There is an utter need for international intervention to fight the Coronavirus in Africa. 
Today it is up to the financial institutions and donor countries to do their part to prevent the pandemic from spreading in Africa to an irreversible point. The World Bank and the IMF must move quickly with a view to providing emergency financing. The G20 finance ministers must ensure that African countries get the financial space required to acquire critically-needed medical supplies (consider that the Norwegian Refugee Council has highlighted that the Central African Republic, a country of nearly 5 million people, has only 3 ventilators in the entire country. According to the World Health Organisation, from 1.02 nurses and midwives per 1000 inhabitants in 2005, the Continent has reached 1.06 in 2018). Such gaps only leave entire countries vulnerable without the breathing support devices and the needed assistance is at a far lower level than the number required on average to achieve universal health coverage.
 Concerted action by the international community becomes a must in these dire times. It is crucial to meet Africa’s requests, while distancing oneself from the conditionality of the multilateral financial institutions. The magnitude of the crisis necessitates unconventional responses to allow the defeat of the Coronavirus.   
Nevertheless, AfCFTA remains at the heart of the African efforts to grow and develop. Though it seems despairing at present to breathe new life into it, AfCFTA continues to be the ultimate goal for the African Continent to generate inter-trade between its countries and peoples, and allow for diversification and the productive transformation of its economies. 

Conclusion

To conclude the Coronavirus is a test for the international community, as it spares no rich or poor, young or old, man or woman, targeting everyone with no exception or mercy. The strength of our societies is equivalent to the strength of our most vulnerable citizens. Even the most powerful economies have not escaped the Coronavirus. 
In addition to Africa’s own efforts, the Continent will need a comprehensive support package. Such a package should encompass bilateral and multilateral concessional loans and grants, an increased flow of foreign direct investment as well as adequate debt relief measures to provide the necessary fiscal space for African governments to abate the Coronavirus and pursue uninterrupted their development plans.    

Amidst the much-needed international cooperation, Africa should not lose sight of the importance of its deep and comprehensive free trade agreement tediously negotiated and intensely sponsored by its Heads of State and Governments. The aspired AfCFTA will permit Africa to move to the next level of growth and development through promotion and diversification of trade as well as productive transformation of its economies. 

Africa is a litmus test for the full-scale global solidarity and cooperation of the international community. Its success will only testify the importance of the benefits of a globalized world and a crass rejection of the prominence of narrow national interests. Cooperation is still on the agenda of the world. 
Perhaps most compelling of all, is the near certainty that if the Coronavirus is not defeated in Africa and decisively so, it will almost surely bounce back again to the rest of the world, sooner rather than later. 
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� The AU study estimates 20 million jobs, both in the formal and informal sectors are threatened with destruction on the continent of a 1.2 billion people.  


� Communiqué - African Ministers of Finance; Second online meeting, held on 31 March 2020





� Opcit. Communiqué of the African Ministers of Finance
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� Egypt’s debt to GDP is 30%.


� The African Union: Impact of COVID 19 on the African Economies


� World Health Day, 7 April 2020; Message of WHO Regional Director for Africa, Dr Matshidiso Moeti
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