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COVID-19 AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC 

RECOVERY IN WEST AFRICA

The fear was universal and it came to pass, that the COVID-19 

pandemic was capable of triggering one of the severest global 

socio-economic crisis in decades with the world system 

potentially taking a few years to recover to it pre-COVID 

condition. Since March 2020; when the World Health 

Organization declared COVID-19 as a pandemic, its socio-

economic effects on the Africa continent in general and  the 

West Africa region in particular started to manifest itself. The 

effects of the various COVID-19 containment and management 

measures around the world were massive. China started it with 

one of the most severe lockdowns and restriction of movement 

in human history. Movement around the world swiftly slowed 

down or stopped completely in some areas. The effect was 

serious setback for tourism, international trade and commerce. 

According to IATA (2020), the rate of international travels 

reduced drastically since March 2020, with the expectation of 

almost 70% decrease by the end of 2020 compared to the 

previous year. Furthermore, UNCTAD (2020) reported that 

early indication from world economy had shown a 5% decline 

in global trade in the first quarter of 2020 with possibility of up 

to 20% fall by the last quarter of 2020. 

Introduction

US United States

USD United States Dollar

WAEMU West African Economic and Monetary Union

WAHO West African Health Organisation

WHO World Health Organisation
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· A pooled procurement approach for anti-COVID vaccines 

to the COVAX Initiative, the ECOWAS commission has 

been instructed on the need to set up a vaccine revolving 

fund to mobilize fund to obtain COVID-19 vaccines for 

sub-region and to acquire extra vaccines from friendly 

foreign governments who may be willing to sell extra 

doses they have already purchased.

· The vaccination campaign should start latest by the end 

of June 2021.

thOn 25  of March 2021, the Heads of State of the Francophone 

bloc met, and unanimously resolved among others that;

· With regards to support for private investment the Heads 

of State and Government encourage member states to 

simplify the procedures for accessing COVID-19 support 

funds and to stimulate investment in enterprises by 

putting in place incentive measures;

· Support the Initiatives taken by the National Institutions 

to relieve the vulnerable populations and support the 

economy, in particular small and medium-size 

enterprises;

· Mutual recognition of the results of COVID-19 test 

carried out by the authorized national structures;

· Gradual reopening of land borders in compliance with 

health requirements. In the course, the cost of the 

The negative effect of the pandemic was conspicuously 

reflected in the IMF (2020) report that the rate of economic 

growth of the West African region was re-vised to an average of 

-1.4% against the initial projection of 3.4%. While, the rapid 

decline in economic activities mirrored lower household 

incomes, increased poverty rate, which affects more than 50% 

of household within the region where half of the entire 

population of West Africa was expected to experience a decline 

in per capita income of 0.8% among other indicators as 

projected by World Bank. These negative trends were felt in the 

education sector and as of May 2020, children and young 

people in West Africa have lost an average of 8 weeks of 

schooling and almost 2 million of them were out of school due 

to the closure of school measures introduced across the region.

For sustainable and inclusive recovery from the pandemic, the 

ECOWAS Heads of State had committed ECOWAS to continue 

the ongoing efforts to implement the decision of the Niamey 

Summit of September 2020; particularly as regards:

· The availability of COVID-19 vaccines for the region, 

against the background of the outbreak of a new COVID-

19 wave in the ECOWAS region;

· The harmonized ECOWAS protocol for cross border 

movement of persons and goods during the pandemic;

· The caps of the cost of COVID-19 PC test for travel by air 

within the region by ECOWAS nationals at a maximum of 

$50;
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COVID-19 test will be at 5,000 CFA for travellers by land 

(informal economy traders);

· WAEMU urges all member states to make appropriate 

arrangements for the implementation of national 

strategies for the vaccination of target population against 

the Coronavirus disease.

How then can we assess current trends in terms of the socio-

economic recovery of the West Africa region from Covid-19. 

In West Africa, the Ebola experience arguably bolstered not 

only the political will but also the administrative and 

organisational capacity of the region to respond to the 

pandemic. There was already a region-wide protocol and 

structures for the response mechanism. Already in 1987, 

ECOWAS had established the West African Health 

Organisation (WAHO) to coordinate and create synergy in 

health promotion and disease control. WAHO had been 

criticized during the Ebola outbreak for its late response in 

sending experts (Ojomo 2016), providing adequate 

information early on, and failing to ramp up testing capacity at 

the beginning of the epidemic (Mbow & Yabi 2014). This time, 

in late March 2020, when West African COVID-19 infection 

rates were still limited, ECOWAS had already allocated funding 

for WAHO to purchase and distribute testing kits, PPE, and a 

Management of Covid-19 in West Africa

limited number of ventilators for the region's member states. 

As of 5 April 2020, WAHO had distributed 35,000 test kits to 

member states with an additional 240,000 kits and 120 

ventilators under order (ECOWAS 2020a). 

Within ECOWAS countries, the ability to use the WAHO has 

been a clear benefit, as it allowed coordination to pick up early 

on, and the agency's leadership played a key role in facilitating 

the discussions between member states (ECOWAS 2020b). In 

the wake of the Ebola epidemic, ECOWAS members also set up 

a Regional Centre for Surveillance and Disease Control, 

initially hosted by the Nigeria CDC in Abuja (NCDC 2016)19. 

Having this infrastructure in place, part of which is grafted on 

that of the regional hegemon Nigeria, gives ECOWAS a 

different starting place for coordinating member states 

actions. Building on this, the Heads of State and Government 

set up Ministerial Coordination Committees on Health, 

Finance and Transport on 23 April, to coordinate regional 

efforts to fight the pandemic, appointed Nigerian President 

Muhammadu Buhari as regional champion to oversee the 

regional response (ECOWAS 2020a).

Though ECOWAS managed to facilitate purchases of medical 

equipment, their financial capacity was rather limited. To put 

this into perspective, South Africa alone had conducted over 

275,000 tests on 6 May 2020 (Our World in Data 2020), and 

was aiming to produce 10,000 ventilators locally (Business 

Tech 2020). Testing across the region also remains extremely 

low. In Nigeria, the continent's most populous country for 
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example, total testing on 12 May 2020 stood at 0.14 per 1,000 

people, a fraction of the 6.23 in South Africa or the 30.89 in 

Germany (Our World in Data 2020). The limitations in the 

testing regime created widespread fears that there were 

massive numbers of people who were dying from the disease 

but their deaths were not attributed to it because of inadequate 

testing. In Kano in Northern Nigeria for example, there were 

reports of 'mysterious deaths' in late April 2020, which the 

Kano Against Covid19 organisation attributed to the pandemic.  

(France 24 2020). In Nigeria, the test-and trace strategy that 

was rolled out was so severely hampered by shortages of 

diagnostic tests, leading the Nigerian CDC Director to launch a 

public call for help on social media (Ihekweazu 2020).

One of the things the COVID-19 pandemic has allowed us to see 

very clearly is that we live in a new world order characterised by 

precarity. The United States that presented itself and was seen 

by many as the Eldorado of capitalism and opportunity was 

fully exposed. Over half of jobs in the country were precarious. 

The US which had bypassed the phase of the welfare state that 

Europe went through was shown within months to live in 

precariousness as over half its work were exposed to abject 

poverty and massive state cash payments to the most 

vulnerable were required to alleviate the misery brought about 

by COVID-19 inspired economic disruptions.

COVID-19 and the Age of Precarity

Its gig economy with its digital labour platforms has shown 

itself to a scam that has created the first generation in a century 

to be poorer than their parents. The taxi driver of a decade ago 

had a skill of taking people from point A to B to live on. The 

person was lower middle class and could pay a mortgage for a 

house and send his children to college. The Uber driver today 

has no skill and simply follows an App, which pays so little that 

they end up working over 12 hours a day just to feed and pay 

rent. They have no job security, no paid leave and no health 

insurance and therefore move from precariousness to misery 

and death with high speed.

In Africa, the people never saw the welfare and progress their 

forebears fought colonial regimes for. At independence, the 

new African ruling classes simply occupied the seats of the 

erstwhile colonial oppressors and stole their country's 

resources until a significant percentage of the population was 

pauperized. With the coronavirus pandemic, the false 

narrative of Africa as the new frontier of capitalist expansion 

with consistently positive growth rates is busted. Most Africans 

live precarious lives in urban slums while the elite finds itself in 

its own mess, they have stolen their countries monies to go 

abroad for leisure, good health care and education for their 

children and now they are stuck in the mess they created. The 

elite and the masses will die together. We now know that social 

contract in the West is broken but in Africa, we never even had 

one.

As the rest of the world imposed social distancing on its 

population in April and May 2020 to stem the pandemic, 
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African rulers also demanded the same of their people 

including the hand washing and social distancing protocol. So, 

every African was told that they must wash their hands with 

clean running water many times a day. The irony was that the 

vast majority of Africans have no access to clean running water 

and that the message appeared to many of them to be a sick 

joke. Social distancing requires that people are two metres 

apart from each other although most Africans live in slums 

where as many as ten people might live in one small room and 

even more would share one toilet facility. Then the 

governments ordered Africans to stay in their houses in 

complete lockdown forgetting that most people can feed only 

on the basis of the income they have generated that same day in 

the informal jobs they carry out. What Covid-19 revealed was 

that the policy package African governments proposed had no 

relationship with the lived reality of the people. This has been 

the situation for decades.

West Africa appears to be modernizing and cities have grown 

all over the region and today, over 50% of the population  have 

abandoned their villages and moved to cities and towns. Since 

then social life has been dictated by rapid urbanisation. The 

pattern of urbanization has developed along major corridors 

fanning out from national capital cities – Lagos, Abuja, Dakar, 

Accra, Lome, Conakry, Monrovia and so on. These capital cities 

are linked to internal urban centres with significant economic 

activities such as mining and agriculture. As urbanisation has 

grown, the signifier of social trends has been the growth of 

informality at the level of the economy, society and even in the 

all-important field of religion. West African informality is 

located in poverty for the masses and obscene wealth for a crass 

ruling minority.

The most important contemporary problem for West Africa is 

the lack of opportunity for the youth. The region has developed 

a huge youth bulge that has been growing and is indeed 

galloping. West Africa has about the highest fertility level in the 

contemporary world. This is happening at a time in which 

formal opportunities for employment are declining, and most 

industries have closed down. Having a job has become a 

minority experience for the people of West Africa and 

opportunities only exist in the informal sector. The youth has 

been seeking to negotiate with a society in which poverty is 

growing and the future looks bleak for the majority. What 

Covid-19 did was to expose the lack of concern of the governing 

class to the masses. The people were confronted with a 

dilemma – with the lockdown policy, should they remain 

indoors and die of hunger or go out to look for food, and maybe 

die of COVID-19? At the end, the latter choice became the only 

viable one.

The other major revelation from the pandemic in West Africa 

and other parts of the world was the reality is that opportunities 

for the majority exist only in the sphere of darkness, the 

underworld, the criminal networks and above all, in occult 

arenas where the devil can help the bold and needy. This is the 

only reasonable explanation for the way in which so many key 

religious leaders at the very beginning of the pandemic made 

their COVID-19 discoveries. Most of them agreed on one thing, 
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and other parts of the world was the reality is that opportunities 

for the majority exist only in the sphere of darkness, the 

underworld, the criminal networks and above all, in occult 

arenas where the devil can help the bold and needy. This is the 

only reasonable explanation for the way in which so many key 

religious leaders at the very beginning of the pandemic made 

their COVID-19 discoveries. Most of them agreed on one thing, 
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3,000 businesses from both the formal and informal sectors 

across major industries of the economy.

The humanitarian impact of Covid-19 has been massive in 

Africa. The continent has 25.2 million refugees, asylum-

seekers, internally displaced persons, and stateless people who 

are some of the most vulnerable to COVID-19. Many are hosted 

in crowded camps and areas of fragile security, weak health 

systems and limited access to services such as water, 

sanitation, and hygiene. Measures like repeated hand washing 

and physical distancing were of course difficult to comply with 

in IDP or refugee camps in these situations. Violent conflicts, 

often involving extremist groups, exacerbate their  

predicament as they damage social services infrastructure. 

They also reduce humanitarian access, disrupt supply chains, 

and prevent vulnerable populations from safe income 

generation and resilience. At the same time, border closures, 

detention, and other limits on freedom of movement have 

dramatically increased the risks for people seeking asylum and 

protection.

The health systems in African countries are fragile and highly 

vulnerable to an outbreak compared to the health systems of 

developed countries. Although African countries, except a few 

like South Africa, appear to be the least affected by the 

coronavirus, there are concerns that the rising coronavirus 

cases would completely overwhelm Africa's fragile health 

infrastructure and that many more Africans will die of diseases 

left untreated than from the virus or its complications. 

COVID-19 does not exist as a disease. For some, it was a Zionist 

plot to stop Muslims from exercising their congregational 

prayers as directed by God. For others, it was the appearance of 

the Anti-Christ in the form of G5 technology to dissolve God's 

Kingdom. Essentially, for both sides, their logic was that the 

DEVIL was the problem that is using COVID-19 lockdown to 

stop the flow of cash from the faithful to their religious leaders. 

So, the Devil must be fought frontally and the demand to 

continue with congregational prayers soon overwhelmed State 

capacity to keep people locked up in their houses. Only the elite 

could obey lockdown and continue to connect with God 

through zoom.

According to the United Nations Development Programme 

Resident Representative in Nigeria, Mr Mohamed Yahya and 

the Statistician General of the Federation, Dr. Simon Harry at 

the unveiling of a report on the th impact of COVID-19 on 

business enterprises in Nigeria: “Twenty percent of the full-

time workforce in Nigeria lost employment during the COVID-

19 pandemic in 2020.” This finding was from a report titled: 

“The Impact of COVID-19 on Business Enterprises in Nigeria”, 

released on Tuesday by the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP) and the National Bureau of Statistics 

(NBS). The report had assessed the impact of COVID-19 on 

business enterprises in Nigeria, based on interviews with about 

Impact of COVID-19 on West Africa
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Currently, Africa has two medical doctors per 10,000 persons 

while Italy has 41 medical doctors per 10,000 people according 

to data obtained from Bloomberg. There was shortage in 

medical supplies, lack of testing and insufficient protective gear 

which endangered the lives of doctors, nurses, and the patients' 

families (Ozil, 2020).

The immediate shock to African countries resulted from the 

global supply chain disruptions due to the lockdown in China 

and, also due to the falling oil price that hurt oil-dependent 

African countries such as Nigeria and Angola. For instance, 

during the coronavirus crisis, Nigeria was exposed to a 

significant drop in oil prices which hit the Nigerian economy 

hard as it could not sell its oil to foreign buyers, and this led to 

loss of oil revenue to Nigeria. Also, Nigeria's 2020 budget which 

was planned at an anticipated oil price of US$57 was no longer 

sustainable and the budget had to be revised downward to 

US$30 per barrel. The global supply chain disruption and low 

commodity prices are putting pressure on African countries 

and pushing them close to default. Zambia is already 

considering debt restructuring while Angola is facing the 

highest risk for a potential debt restructuring because its debt-

to-GDP was 90% in 2018 (Ozil, 2020).

The coronavirus crisis is affecting all segments of the African 

population especially social groups in the most vulnerable 

situations including people living in poverty, older persons, 

persons with disabilities and the youth. As we have stated 

above, a significant part of the population is unable to find safe 

shelter and are highly exposed to the danger of Covid-19. In 

general, people without access to running water, good 

accommodation or regular jobs suffer disproportionately from 

both the pandemic and the resulting economic effect such as 

fewer employment opportunities and so on. If the social crisis 

caused by coronavirus is not properly addressed through social 

policy, the COVID-19 pandemic may also increase inequality, 

exclusion discrimination and global unemployment in African 

countries in the medium and long term. Restrictive measures, 

particularly those that limit social interaction such as 

lockdowns, were imposed in many African countries which 

severely affected social events, communal meetings, 

entertainment events and other social activities that promote 

social development because large parts of the African society 

depend on person-to-person interactions.

Several markets reacted to the coronavirus pandemic and 

several industries were affected from the COVID-19 shock 

(Ozili and Arun, 2020). The global demand for air travel, 

including travel in and out of Africa, dropped significantly and 

the resulting loss of revenue was estimated at US$113bn 

according to the International Air Transport Association 

(IATA) estimates. African Airlines lost US$400m (£312m) 

since the outbreak of the coronavirus in China in February, 

according to the IATA. The pandemic was not as widespread in 

Africa compared to Europe and Asia, but it led airlines such as 

South African Airways, Royal Air Maroc, Air Tanzania, Air 

Mauritius, Ethiopian Airlines, Egypt Air, Rwanda Air and 

Kenya Airways to suspend flights to and from China (Ozil, 

2020). With a lower level of domestic resource mobilisation 
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compared to other world regions, African countries rely 

disproportionately on external financial flows, which would of 

course decrease during a global depression. General economic 

activities also decreased. The contraction in economic activity 

led to the reduction of Africa's domestic tax and non-tax 

revenues and the contraction of GDP. 

The informal workforce bear the highest vulnerability, due to 

poor working health and safety conditions, and lack of safety 

nets. About 86% of total employment in Africa is informal, with 

up to 91% in West African countries. As more and more African 

countries go under coronavirus lockdown, survival for many 

may be threatened not only by COVID-19, but also by an 

inability to work. Informal workers such as traders, retail, and 

manual workers will be among the hardest hit if lockdowns 

force them out of work. Given their poor working and living 

conditions, informal workers will likely be unable to take many 

of the precautions suggested by health authorities, such as 

social distancing or self-isolation. Informal workers are not 

accounted for and do not benefit from social protection 

measures. The absence of safety nets to confront the 

consequences of this shock will thus worsen its consequences 

on large segments of the population. The ILO estimated that 

82% of Africans are without social protection (ILO, 2017), and 

only a small part of the economically active population is 

covered by statutory social security schemes, most of which are 

old-age pension schemes (OECD, 2020).

Socioeconomic Recovery and the 

Challenges in West Africa 

Due to limited financial capacity, sub-Saharan African 

countries have not been able to develop and implement 

adequate economic stimulus packages to boost the economy, 

support businesses, and provide financial support to 

individuals and households. Fiscal measures put in place in 

countries such as Ghana, Kenya, Mauritius, Ivory Coast, 

Nigeria, Senegal, or South Africa have been very meagre and 

insufficient. For example, in Nigeria, A fiscal stimulus package 

in the form of a COVID-19 intervention fund of N 500 billion 

(USD 1.4 billion) was approved by the President to support 

healthcare facilities, provide relief for taxpayers, and 

incentivize employers to retain and recruit staff during the 

downturn but there are little or real-life impacts in the country 

(OECD, 2020). It was very difficult to establish whether a 

significant amount of the money was disbursed and reached 

beneficiaries.

They are geared towards tax payment deferrals and reductions, 

loans, and moratorium on debt repayments, with little on offer 

for boosting and maintaining employment and supporting 

individuals and households through social protection and 

welfare programs. The International Labour Organisation 

(ILO)'s 2017–2019 world social protection report paints a stark 

and shocking picture of the state of social protection policies in 

sub-Saharan Africa (ILO, 2019). Social welfare and protection 

programs are very poor and coverage by statutory social 
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security schemes is inadequate and only covers workers in the 

formal economy and their families, where nine out ten workers 

in both rural and urban areas hold only informal jobs. The data 

also show that only 10% of the population are covered by at 

least one social protection benefit and the coverage of children 

receiving child cash benefit is very low, at just 13.1%. Most 

women giving birth do not have access to maternity cash 

benefits, with less than 10% of women in employment covered 

for maternity benefits. The coverage of unemployment 

protection benefits, and assistance is merely 5.6%. It is worth 

noting that only 22.7% of employees above statutory 

pensionable age receive a pension whilst the percentage of the 

labour force and working-age population who are active 

contributors to old age pensions is only 9% and 6.3%, 

respectively (ILO, 2019).

Worryingly, although 3.1% of the population are aged 65 or 

older, the public social protection expenditure on pensions and 

other benefits (excluding health) for persons above statutory 

pensionable age is a merely 1.6% of the GDP. Over 70% of 

workers are in vulnerable employment (e.g., limited access to 

social protection schemes, no formal work arrangements, or 

lacked decent working condition and the informal economy 

(e.g., street vendors and informal hawkers, local convenience 

stores, taxi drivers, home-base workers, informal sector 

farmers) contribute 50–80% of gross domestic product, and 

60–80% of employment and 90% of new jobs (ILO, 2020).

Studies on informal trade as well as cross-border trade in sub-

Saharan Africa suggest that informal trade accounts for 40% of 

the GDP and 55.7% of employment; whilst informal trading 

represents the most important source of employment for self-

employed women, accounting for 60% of non-agricultural self-

employment. Within the trading business, cross-border 

trading accounts the biggest share of employment among 

women. For example, in the western African region, women 

informal cross-border traders employ an average of 1.2 people 

in their home and support on average 3.2 children and 3.1 

dependents; their contribution to the national GDP in terms of 

value added in trade, amounts to 64% in Benin; 46% in Mali 

and 41% in Chad. Similarly, overall, informal cross-border 

trade accounts for 20% of the GDP in Nigeria and 75% of GDP 

in Benin. In the Southern African Development Community 

(SADC) region, informal cross-border trade amounts to $17.6 

billion per year, which equate to 30–40% of the total intra 

SADC trade, and womenmakeupabout70%ofinformal cross-

border traders (Koroma, Nimarkoh, You, Ogalo & Owino, 

2007).

The data is clear that the stringent lockdown measures have 

had a devastating effect of the regional national economies and 

affect predominantly women due to disruptions to trade and 

supply chains. Inadequate economic stimulus in sub-Saharan 

Africa to support affected businesses and maintain 

employment mean that unemployment will increase, and the 

COVID-19 pandemic is predicted to trigger the first recession 

over the past 25 years, with the economic growth declining 

from a modest 2.4% in 2019 to - 5.1% in 2020 (World Bank, 

2020).
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Employers will receive $1500 per fortnight per eligible 

employee. Employees receiving a fortnightly salary of $1500 or 

more before tax will continue to receive their regular income 

according to their contractual agreements whilst those who 

receive a fortnightly salary of less than $1500 before tax will 

receive a minimum of $1500 per fortnight (Australia 

Government, 2020).

The Australian government has also introduced a number of 

economic packages to support individuals and households. 

Benefits include expanding social welfare payments and 

introducing a new, time-limited COVID-19 supplement at rate 

of $550 per fortnight over six months for both existing and new 

recipients of JobSeeker Payment, Youth Allowance Jobseeker, 

Parenting Payment, Farm Household Allowance and Special 

Benefit (Australia Government, 2020).

In addition, on offer are two separate $750 payments to social 

security, veteran and other income support recipients and 

concession card holders. Other economic stimuluses include 

relaxing superannuation laws to allow individuals affected by 

the COVID-19 pandemic to access a tax-exempt amount of up 

to $10,000 of their superannuation in 2019–2020 and a 

further $10,000 in 2020–2021.

Other affected countries in Europe, Americas, Middle East, 

Asia and the pacific have put in place similar economic 

stimuluses. For example, the European Central Bank launched 

a €750 billion Pandemic Emergency Purchase Programme on 

18 March 2020 to allow members of the European Union to 

The region has a large discrepancy between the unemployment 

rate and total labour underutilization. Labour underutilization 

is more than three times as high as the unemployment rate due 

poor quality of available jobs and the lack of employment 

protection legislation. It is estimated that the pandemic will 

cost the region $37–$79 billion in output losses for 2020. The 

COVID-19 pandemic will equally have a devastating effect on 

household welfare. Drops in commodity demand and 

associated decrease in terms of trade, combined with lower 

employment will translate into a pronounced welfare loss for 

households. The pandemic will also adversely affect nearly 

every sector of the economy such as agriculture and non-

tradable services, with agricultural production expected to 

contract between 2.6% and 7% in the case of trade blockages 

and a 13–25% decline in food imports due to higher transaction 

costs as well as reduced domestic demand (World Bank, 2020).

In contrast to West Africa, in high income countries like 

Australia, the economic response to the COVID-19 pandemic 

has been decisive: announcing economic packages supporting 

businesses to manage cash flow challenges and retain 

employees and the provision of financial support to individuals 

and households. In order to keep Australians in jobs, the 

government introduced a wage subsidy program to support 

both businesses and employees, announcing a $130 billion 

“JobKeeper” payment package on 30 March 2020. This 

economic package is designed to support businesses affected 

by the COVID-19 pandemic to meet employees' wages as part of 

wide-ranging job retention and economic stimulus strategies. 
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wide-ranging job retention and economic stimulus strategies. 
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fatality rate—the proportion of deaths among confirmed 

cases—currently stands at 2.6% against the global average of 

2.2%. This has happened as Covid-19 cases have risen for eight 

straight weeks, topping six million by mid-July. Worth noting 

here that Africa has limited testing capacity. Most of the time, 

people only get tested when they have fallen sick to confirm 

they have the virus. However, in a country like the UK, people 

test every day based on going to work (Fadekemi Abiru).  At the 

same time, African countries have the lowest vaccination rates 

in the world.

As Fadekemi Abiru has argued: “complacency has been an 

overriding theme during this pandemic. Call it survivorship 

bias, but it seems the longer we lived with the virus, the less 

frightened we became of it.” Data allows us to tell a more 

nuanced story in Nigeria. According to our Covid-19 the Sears 

State Response Index, only 30% of the states in the country still 

have mandatory lockdowns in place. On the other hand, lax 

policies like curfews that focus on reducing instead of 

restricting movement are more popular. The hesitancy towards 

installing complete lockdown measures is understandable. 

Public fatigue has made governments reluctant to reimpose the 

harsh restrictions we saw in the early months of the pandemic.  

And as time went on, people grew bored of Zoom parties and 

Netflix documentaries. This changed their anxieties about the 

pandemic. Data suggests that by December 2020, even as new 

variants continued to be discovered, Nigerians were not only 

washing their hands less, they were also going out more 

(Fadekemi). Governments felt unable to take serious measures 

absorb the COVID-19 shock. The Pandemic Emergency 

Purchase Programme complements the Coronavirus Response 

Investment Initiative approved by the European Parliament 

and the Council which has been in force since 1 April 2020 

including €37 billion directed at health care systems, small and 

medium enterprises, labour markets and other vulnerable 

parts of our economies, and a further €28 billions of structural 

funds for meeting associated expenditures. The focus is on 

fiscal spending for the containment and treatment of COVID-

19, financial support for firms facing severe disruption and 

liquidity shortages or affected workers facing unemployment 

and income losses (European Council, 2020 & KPMG, 2020).

In the beginning of the pandemic, it was frequently said that 

Africa had been spared the worst of the Covid-19 virus. There 

were theories about the continent's youthful demographic 

profile, of  previous experience with other epidemics like Ebola 

and some even spoke of the capacity of the hot weather to 

cripple the disease. The reality is that the disease is still very 

much around and the fear of new variants completely 

overwhelming the continent is real. In addition, African 

countries are currently suffering from a resurgence of the virus. 

According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), Africa's 

third wave has been driven by new and emerging trends in 

Southern and Central Africa and there is nothing that says West 

Africa may not become badly hit as well. The continent's case 

A Warning Note
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because people had gone beyond their tolerance levels.  As 

Africa is the least vaccinated continent with less than two 

percent of vaccinated people and new more deadly variants of 

the virus are developing, the African disaster that the whole 

world was speculating about at the beginning of the pandemic 

may still arrive.

 

The recent Global Call for Acton by the International Labour 

Organisation October 2021 for a human-centred recovery from 

Covid-19 is appropriate. The recovery must be inclusive, 

sustainable and resilient. Although draconian measures in the 

fight of the COVID-19 pandemic may have delivered short term 

gains, it is the long-terms consequences that will severely affect 

the continent's ability to recover. For example, given that the 

informal sector, especially trade and in particular cross-border 

trading, is the main source of income and a significant 

contributor to national economies, sub-Saharan African 

countries cannot afford to maintain stringent lockdown 

measures over a long period of time. Urgent alternative options 

are needed to swiftly enable trade facilitation and reduce trade 

and supply chain barriers. Similarly, the COVID-19 has 

hampered production globally, disrupted supply chains, and 

upset markets, affecting severely major donors to sub-Saharan 

Africa. Reduced donors' capacity, weakened financial and 

health systems, fragile political stability, and reduced state 

capacity will create and perpetuate poverty and even reverse 

Concluding Remarks

decades of development gains. To prevent such a disaster, 

drastic measures need to be put in place. 

First, there is an urgent need to strengthen the health systems 

and capacities to respond to emerging infectious disease 

outbreaks. This can be achieved by extending the health 

workforce through the use of social hierarchies, mobilizing and 

engaging the diaspora, and implementing the International 

Health Regulations (2005) core capacities. 

Second, in the absence of adequate social protection and 

welfare programs targeting the poor during the pandemic, sub-

Saharan African countries need to put in place flexible but 

effective policies and legislation approaches that harness and 

formalise the informal trade and remove supply chain barriers. 

This could include strengthening cross-border trade facilities 

such as adequate propoor, gender-sensitive, and streamlined 

cross-border customs, tax regimes, and information flow. The 

emphasis should be on cross-border infrastructure that not 

only facilitates trade through efficient border administration 

but can also effectively manage cross-border health threats. 

Improved information flow could facilitate an effective 

monitoring of COVID-19 modes of transmission (international 

arrivals vs. community transmissions) and the test-track-trace 

strategy which encompasses identifying cases, undertaking a 

comprehensive contact tracing, and quarantining of contacts. 

Third, using legislative frameworks to strengthen and making 

social protection systems responsive to the crisis, and 

embedding them within human rights-based approaches could 
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better support vulnerable populations and enact health and 

social security benefits. 

Fourth, the COVID-19 response needs to adhere to the well-

established “do no harm” principle to prevent further damage 

or aggravate suffering as a result of the pandemic. 

Fifth, Support the digital transformation of African economies, 

the digitalization can enhance the industrial performance of 

companies, the diversification of the economy, as well as the 

improvement of the business climate, governance, transport 

systems, and communication. Online retailing has been 

growing in Africa and issues like e-commerce regulation, 

electronic payments, and regulatory measures to protect 

consumer data need to be urgently addressed in the region. 

Policies to scale-up the digital transformation of African 

economies can induce fundamental changes in employment 

and production structures in Africa (AUC/OECD, forthcoming.

In addition, the COVID-19 response needs to be examined 

through conflict lenses to address the political instability in the 

region. Political solutions to conflicts as well as peace-building 

approaches may yield sustainable and long-term gains in the 

post-COVID-19 recovery efforts.

Finally, crippling healthcare expenditure, limited fiscal 

capacity, and stringent lockdown measures make it difficult for 

West African countries to come back to normal after COVID-19 

Lockdowns. The effects of coronavirus pandemic on people are 

enormous and government at national and regional levels have 

come up with different policies aimed at recovery but those 

policies have had little or no impacts on the people severely 

affected. Recovery plans therefore should be remodelled 

toward Reviving the informal economic sector to stimulate job 

c r e a t i o n  a n d  s a f e g u a r d  s e l f - e m p l o y m e n t  a n d  

entrepreneurship as well as employment and income for 

workers.
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