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Introduction
Africa’s infrastructure faces a critical deficit and lags far behind other
regions. Although relative gaps vary across various forms of infrastructure,
absolute shortfalls are observed across all subsectors. Fewer than 40% of
Africans have access to electricity, about a third of the continent’s rural
population has access to roads and only 5% of agriculture is under irrigation. The situation is no better in social infrastructure, with only 34% of
the population having access to improved sanitation, and about 65% to
clean water. In spite of the significant increase in private investments in
telecommunications and information and communications technology
(ICT), the sub-sector is characterised by huge differences across specific
services. In 2008, four out of ten Africans had access to mobile phones,
and penetration rates are the fastest growing in the world. However, fewer
than one in ten persons has access to the internet, while the figure for
fixed telephones is even lower. As a result, virtually all infrastructure subsectors are in dire need of an investment boost. Most pronounced are the
gaps in low-income and fragile states.
The absolute and relative lack of infrastructure in Africa suggests that
there is untapped productive potential on the continent. Improved infrastructure would boost competitiveness, facilitate domestic and internaDonald Kaberuka is the
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tional trade, enhance the continent’s integration into the global economy
and promote better human development outcomes. Scaled-up investment
in infrastructure would generate spillover effects and a dynamism that
would support the continent’s economic growth and poverty reduction
efforts. In a growth accounting exercise, Calderón (2008) observes that
infrastructure contributed 99 basis points to Africa’s per capita economic
growth from 1990 to 2005, compared to 68 basis points for other structural
policies. Improved telecommunications largely accounted for the impact
of infrastructure on growth, while energy problems partly offset the positive effect.
The high economic growth that Africa has recently enjoyed is indeed
hamstrung by inadequate energy supply. This inadequate supply is
directly correlated to low education levels, poor health outcomes, as well
as limited economic opportunities and technology choices. The impact on
productivity and economic growth is substantial: power outages result in
almost 12.5% lost production time, compared to 7% in South Asia, which
is the next worst case. These hidden costs in the power sector translate
into the loss of an estimated 1% of Africa’s GDP. Stepping up investments
into power could unlock substantial growth, with positive spillovers to
all sectors of the economy. This includes saving the continent’s forests,
as African rural households depend on wood fuel for up to 90% of their
energy needs.
On the trade front, infrastructure’s high access costs largely explain
African exporters’ lack of competitiveness. Road freight in Africa is about
four times more expensive than in other developing countries, power costs
14 US cents per kilowatt-hour against 5–10 US cents, and mobile telephony costs US$12 per month compared to US$8 cents elsewhere. These
high costs reflect under-supply and the poor quality of infrastructure, but
also the lack of competition in the sector.
Bringing infrastructure in Africa on a par with that of other low- and
middle-income countries will cost at least US$93 billion a year until 2020.
While the investment required to close the infrastructure gap is a challenge, it also presents opportunities to investors. African governments
have realised that infrastructure underpins their efforts to ensure shared
growth and poverty reduction, and countries that have invested strategically in infrastructure are reaping the benefits. Some governments are
keen to tap in to private financing, create new partnerships and reduce
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