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Chairperson, Moderator, 

Your Excellencies, Members of the Diplomatic Corps, 

Honourable Ministers of Finance, Planning and Economic Development, 

Fellow Panellists, 

Members of the Press, 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Dear colleagues, 

 

Thank you so much to the organizers, the African Union and the United Nations Economic 

Commission for Africa for having invited the ILO to join this panel. 

 

It is a great pleasure and a privilege to be with you today. 

 

Thank you for placing on the programme of this Conference a topic that speaks to the heart of 

our own development agenda. A topic that continues to shape and reinforce the mandate of the 

organization I represent here today, the International Labour Organization. 
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In year 2000, the Economist carried a cover story entitled “Hopeless Africa”, representing what 

many commentators at the time considered to be the future of the continent. Whilst structural 

shortfalls still persist, no overall analysis could have been more erroneous. 

 

Africa is at a critical moment in its development path. Economic and geopolitical changes over 

the last two decades have shifted global power structures and witnessed the emergence of an 

African Renaissance. Changes in demography, combined with rapid urbanization and a 

prolonged commodity price boom have influenced global changes, all of which bring 

unprecedented prospects for Africa to embark on a bold agenda that will see the continent 

emerge as an economic power. 

 

Given its remarkable economic growth over the past decade, Africa can be hailed as the next 

frontier for opportunity and a potential global growth pole. Economic growth is robust and 

economic management, governance and political stability have largely improved. All this has 

contributed to a significant shift in perceptions of the continent. Development assistance, 

formerly the most significant form of “investment” in Africa, has now by far been overtaken by 

private investments and remittances from Africans in the diaspora. 

 

Six of the world’s ten fastest growing economies are in Africa, with GDP growth averaging over 

five per cent in recent years. Some economies have recorded double-digit growth rates. 

 

But has this growth significantly improved the living conditions of the continent’s population? 

 

No! 

 

Recent economic performance has not generated enough economic transformation, job growth or 

social development to create wealth and lift millions of Africans out of poverty. 

 

Natural resources have been the key sector for economic growth in Africa. The continent has 

traditionally been driven by exports of agricultural goods and primary products such as minerals 
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and hydro-carbons. However, countries dependent on just a few commodities for their revenue 

are vulnerable to boom and bust cycles as the prices of commodities are subject to wide 

fluctuations. Therefore, the need for expanding the beneficiation of such products, and seeking 

sustainable utilisation where possible, are essential for African economic growth and 

diversification. If accompanied by policies that encourage trade and exports, the exploitation of 

natural resources could provide improved opportunities for African countries to produce and 

trade a variety of goods within Africa, and in the global market. 

 

Moreover, growth performance has not been inclusive, as millions of Africans are caught in the 

poverty trap. Throughout the region, the same scenario emerges; there has been limited job 

creation in those sectors that contribute most to GDP. Just as GDP has reached double-digit 

growth in several countries, so have inflation rates. Salaries, moreover, have not followed the 

exponential growth pattern, thus boosting numbers among the so-called “working poor”, people 

who have to work a substantial amount of time to gain salaries that still keep them below the 

poverty line. 

 

The Gini coefficient, measuring inequalities between the richest and poorest quintiles, has 

worsened in all of the fastest growing economies in Africa. The liberal assumption that economic 

growth would automatically translate into better working and living conditions for workers and 

their families has so far proved to be wrong. Issues around recruitment processes and contractual 

conditions; occupational safety and health; adoption and implementation of social protection 

floors; and measures to ensure compliance with international labour standards are all areas where 

progress in Africa has been scattered. Denial of basic rights at work is still a too common feature 

across African economies. 

 

More than 70 per cent of Africans earn their living from employment on small farms or in the 

urban informal economy. Young people remain particularly stricken by the jobs crisis – with 

high youth unemployment rates being a challenge that cuts across many developing countries. 

 

World population data for 2013 suggest that Africa’s population growth will be the world’s 

fastest between now and 2050, increasing from 1.1 billion to 2.4 billion, including over a billion 
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people of working age by 2050. The ILO, through its Economically Active Population Estimates 

and Projections has calculated that for the period 2014 to 2024, 12.6 million young people will 

enter the African labour market per year. This calls for urgent action to create full and productive 

employment and decent work for our young people. 

 

In the currently turbulent international economic environment, job creation is the most pressing 

global development priority! 

 

How, then, can Africa pursue more effective policies to accelerate and sustain high economic 

growth and make that growth more inclusive, equitable, and anchored on fundamental principles 

and rights? 

 

How can Africa pursue economic transformation in production processes and couple the quantity 

of transformative processes with the betterment of working conditions? 

 

We all recognize the poverty-reducing role of jobs, and recall the commitment made by Heads of 

State and Government at the African Union Extraordinary Summit on Employment and Poverty 

Alleviation in Africa, held in Ouagadougou, Burkina Faso, in September 2004, where they 

pledged to place employment creation as an explicit and central objective of our economic and 

social policies at national, regional and continental levels. This commitment, which has shaped 

the ILO’s Decent Work Agenda in Africa, will hopefully be reaffirmed in September this year as 

Heads of State and Government reconvene in Burkina Faso for the Ouagadougou+10 

Extraordinary Summit. 

 

The ILO believes that the promotion of decent jobs, accompanied by adequate social protection, 

is a vehicle towards eradicating extreme and pervasive poverty, ensuring food security, reducing 

inequalities and social exclusion. The promotion of full and productive employment and decent 

work for all women and men is central to achieving sustainable development, with its three 

pillars – economic, social and environmental. 
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The promotion of employment, particularly for youth, must address both the supply and demand 

sides of labour markets. Measures aimed at improving the qualifications of young people in 

order to improve the alignment of labour supply with the requirements of the labour markets; and 

measures such as pro-employment macroeconomic policies, private and public sector 

development, the provision of finance and venture capital and public works schemes in order to 

increase the demand for labour. 

 

Active labour market policies and institutions are essential for facilitating the school-to-work 

transition. Investing in quality jobs promotes employment growth and generates new 

opportunities that meet youth aspirations and qualifications. This is the conclusion of a recent 

ILO report on Labour market transitions of young women and men in sub-Saharan Africa which 

presents the results of school-to-work transition surveys implemented in several African 

countries. 

 

Many African countries have already formulated or are in the process of formulating national 

employment policies. Experience in many countries has shown the potential of such policy 

interventions for restructuring the pattern of growth towards sustainable job-rich growth. The 

aim of national employment policies must be to present a clear strategic vision of the challenges 

facing the countries and to channel policy makers’ efforts towards priority measures to promote 

employment and decent work. This message was, amongst other things, reiterated by the African 

Ministers gathered at the 15th Regional Seminar of Labour-based Practitioners in Yaoundé, 

Cameroon, in February this year, who called for increased participation of local enterprises and 

people in infrastructure development in Africa as a key tool to tackle the un- and 

underemployment challenge. 

 

The 2013 African Economic Outlook states that “to be job-intensive, growth must be 

accompanied by structural transformation: that is, the reallocation of economic resources from 

activities with low productivity – such as family farming, or petty informal trading – to more 

productive ones – such as manufacturing.” 

 

In this context, the way in which the different ministries within a government work together 
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becomes essential. The ways in which national spending reviews are undertaken, the ways 

national budgets are approved and aligned with national priorities are a key element of success in 

creating decent jobs and sustainable competition and growth. The ILO believes in the necessity 

of a constant open dialogue between relevant line ministers to ensure a full overlap between 

national priorities, resource allocations, and outcomes. 

 

The ILO also believes that social dialogue in its variety of forms – national tripartite consultation 

and social pacts involving employers’ and workers’ representatives, public-private dialogue, 

collective bargaining and workplace labour management cooperation – can have a positive 

impact on productivity and competitiveness, and the ILO encourages and supports policy makers 

in mainstreaming social dialogue in deliberations on national economic and social policies and 

development strategies, for example through the development of Decent Work Country 

Programmes. 

 

Organizing workers and employers in the informal economy and upgrading their capacities is 

critical in the framework of the battle aimed at improving productivity and enhancing 

competitiveness of the African continent.  

 

Improving productivity and competitiveness at national, industry and enterprise levels is vital for 

African countries as they strive to move up the value chain and compete successfully in the 

global economy. Such efforts must go hand in hand with the objective of reducing inequalities. 

This is both a political requirement and a moral imperative that yields economic, social and 

political benefits for all. 

 

The ILO thanks you Ministers, for taking forward, together with your colleagues of Labour and 

Social Affairs, the many decisions to ensure that full and productive employment and decent 

work becomes a daily reality for African workers. 

 

Thank you for your attention. 

 


