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I will focus on three defining features of contemporary Africa, which represent both
major opportunities and significant challenges:
(a) its demography, (b) its human capital, and (c) its economic structure.

My remarks draw on the analysis and findings of the OECD-African Union Africa’s
Development Dynamics annual report, which provides extensive data, examples of
successful experiences, and policy recommendations.

Building on this diagnosis, | will conclude with four proposals on how these
opportunities can be translated into tangible development outcomes, in a manner
consistent with the Social Doctrine of the Catholic Church. These priorities are:

1. strengthening the social and solidarity economy to support vulnerable
populations;

2. promoting gender equality and economic empowerment;

3. investing in education and skills that foster both human flourishing and labour
market relevance;

4. advancing an ethical approach to development finance.

Diagnosis
A. Demography

Africa is the youngest continent in the world, with a median age of just over 19 years,
compared to 30 in Latin America and the Caribbean, 31 in developing Asia, and 42 in
Europe. While OECD countries are already ageing, Africa continues to benefit from a
favourable dependency ratio. However, it must begin preparing for demographic ageing
expected around 2070.

The continent’s working-age population (15-64 years) is projected to nearly double over
the next 26 years—from 849 million in 2024 to 1.56 billion by 2050—accounting for
85% of global growth in the working-age population. Each year, approximately 29
million young people enter the labour market.

Yet, African economies are not generating sufficient employment opportunities.
Estimates suggest that only about one-third of the required jobs are created annually.
Although informal employment has declined over the past two decades, it remains
extremely high, exceeding 60% in 2022, the highest level globally.



B. Human Capital Formation

Africa has made significant progress in expanding access to education. Primary school
completion rates increased from approximately 55% in 2000 to 75% in 2022, meaning
millions more children now receive basic education.

Looking ahead, the share of African youth completing upper secondary or tertiary
education is projected to reach 34% by 2040, up from 23% in 2020 and 18% in 2010.
The number of young people with secondary or tertiary qualifications will more than
double, from 103 million in 2020 to 240 million in 2040, whereas numbers in OECD
countries will remain stable.

However, these advances are undermined by persistent challenges in quality. While
average years of schooling increased from 4.6 years in 2000 to 6.7 years in 2020, this
falls to 5.1 years when adjusted for learning outcomes, highlighting significant gaps in
educational effectiveness.

Financing remains a major constraint. Africa faces an annual education financing gap
of approximately USD 77 billion until 2030. In 2021, governments spent on average
3.7% of GDP and 14.5% of public expenditure on education, with many countries
failing to meet UNESCO benchmarks.

Fiscal limitations are severe:

e Average tax-to-GDP ratio: 15.6% (compared to 21.7% in Latin America and 34.1%
in OECD countries)

¢ Rising debt burdens
Between 2019 and 2021:
e 25 African countries spent more on interest payments than on health
e 7 countries spent more on interest than on education
¢ 5 countries spent more on interest than on investment

Overall, nearly 57% of the African population (around 751 million people) live in
countries where debt servicing exceeds spending on critical social sectors.

C. Economic Structure

There is a growing mismatch between aspirations and opportunities among African
youth. Over 80% of students aspire to high-skilled occupations, but only 8% access
such jobs.



This gap is partly explained by education quality and skills mismatches:

e Nearly 50% of youth report that their skills are not suited to local labour
markets

However, it is also driven by the structure of African economies:

e Employment growth is concentrated in low-productivity, high-informality
sectors

e Persistent gender and rural-urban divides

e Labour productivity remains low—around 20% of US levels, with little
improvement over the past two decades

As a result, job creation has largely occurred in sectors characterized by low
productivity, high vulnerability, and limited skill requirements.

Policy Directions

How, then, can Africa’s potential be fully realised? And what guidance can we draw from
the Social Doctrine of the Church and Pope Leo’s vision?

I would highlight four priorities:
1. Strengthening the Social and Solidarity Economy

A large share of Africa’s population remains in vulnerable, informal employment. Even
small gains in productivity can significantly improve livelihoods. The social and
solidarity economy—through cooperatives, community enterprises, and social
businesses—offers a powerful tool for fostering inclusive growth.

2. Promoting Gender Equality and Economic Empowerment

Despite progress, African women and girls remain disproportionately disadvantaged.
Female labour force participation is constrained by structural barriers, including unpaid
care responsibilities and persistent wage gaps.

Social norms play a crucial role. In particular, prevailing notions of masculinity
influence gender relations and economic opportunities. Engaging with communities
and local leaders is therefore essential to promote more inclusive norms and unlock
women’s economic potential.

3. Investing in Education and Skills for Human Flourishing



Education remains one of the most powerful drivers of development in Africa. The
returns are particularly high: each additional year of education can increase earnings by
8.2% to 11.4%, compared to 7.6% to 9.1% in Latin America.

If all African children acquired basic literacy and numeracy skills, continental GDP
could increase by more than 22 times, equivalent to approximately USD 154 trillion.

However, investments must focus not only on access but on quality, relevance, and
alignment with labour market needs—while also promoting broader human
development and dignity.

4. Promoting Ethical and Sustainable Development Financing

All of these priorities require adequate financing. Yet many African countries face
significant constraints in mobilizing resources.

Addressing this requires both domestic and international action:
e improving tax systems
¢ combatingillicit financial flows
e ensuring fair debt treatment
« reforming the global financial architecture

An ethical approach to financing is essential to ensure that development is both
sustainable and just.

Conclusion

Africa’s demographic strength, expanding human capital, and economic transformation
offer unprecedented opportunities. However, realizing this potential will depend on
addressing structural constraints through inclusive policies, strategic investments, and
fair global frameworks.

In line with Catholic Social Teaching and Pope Leo’s vision, development must
ultimately serve the dignity of the human person and promote the common good.



