Rising Africa Faces a Critical Test
JENNIFER COOKE

AFTER MORE THAN A DECADE OF STRONG ECONOMIC GROWTH, EXPANDING INVESTMENT FLOWS, AND
NARRATIVES OF A CONTINENT ON THE RISE, SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA IS HEADING INTO A TOUGH YEAR,
AS SOME OF THE CONTINENT’S LARGEST ECONOMIES FACE SIGNIFICANT SETBACKS AND POTENTIALLY
VOLATILE POLITICAL TRANSITIONS. With the collapse of global oil and mineral prices, China’s economic
slowdown, and diminishing access to international financing, 2016 will offer an important reality check for
many African governments and some hard lessons on the limits of growth without vision, diversification, and
broad-based development. The coming downturn could prompt renewed impetus for critical reforms and
smart public investments by some African leaders, but it could also drive greater political volatility in a number
of countries whose stability is generally taken for granted in U.S. policy circles.
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Angola, authoritarian but largely stable since the
end of a decades-long civil war in 2002, is the most
worrisome of the three. Oil production accounts for
some 45 percent of the country’s GDP and 70 percent of government revenues. Continued low oil
prices will mean even deeper cuts to public spending
as the government burns through foreign exchange
reserves and faces a ballooning deficit, even as the
president’s family and inner circle maintain levels of
conspicuous personal consumption that rival those
of the world’s most venal oligarchs. Spending cuts
will take a toll on ordinary Angolans, who over the
last two years have mounted unprecedented—albeit peaceful—public protests against the government,
demanding civil liberties, basic services, and wage in-

unions battle each other and threaten the basic political compact that has held the disparate parts of the
ANC together. Cronyism and poor management in
the country’s state-owned enterprises have had crippling results, particularly in the power sector, which
saw 100 days of rolling blackouts in the first 182 days
of 2015. Unemployment officially stands at 25 percent, and compounding the many hardships faced by
the country’s poorest, a potentially record-breaking
El Niño has already led to water shortages and cut the
country’s maize production—a basic food staple—by
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and more broadly against the enduring disparities in
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Even more threatening to the regime will be the decline in resources available to fuel the president’s vast
patronage network that holds the increasingly restive
ruling party together, including the country’s politically powerful military generals. President Edoardo
dos Santos, in power for 36 years, is expected to run
again in the 2017 national elections, but bitter succession battles within the ruling party combined with
an increasingly aggrieved and angry populace have
many Angolan activists warning of major political upheaval before then.

nomic Freedom Fighters (EFF) and the right-leaning
Democratic Alliance (DA), and by a series of major
corruption scandals in which the country’s top leadership is implicated. These battles will play out on a
national scale in the 2016 municipal elections, and the
sense of policy drift and mismanagement is unlikely
to abate. The country is not likely to be fundamentally
destabilized, but U.S. policymakers should not expect
any constructive policy dialogue in this period, much
less an enhanced South African role in continental
peace and development concerns. In fact, U.S.-South
Africa government relations may continue to sour, as
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