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Introduction

The rapid and extensive spread of SARS-CoV-2 has caused the COVID-19 pandemic,

the disease caused by this coronavirus. All continents were affected, but attention is focused

mainly on the effects in Europe and North America, and at the beginning of the pandemic

also on Asia. The situation in other parts of the world, including Africa, is often overlooked.

Over 70% of global poverty is in African countries.1 The pandemic caused many effects

in various aspects and has had a huge impact on the lives of a huge number of people,

including the poor. By observing the situation of such people on the African continent

and the effects that are the result of the ongoing pandemic, it can be concluded that

the COVID-19 pandemic will increase poverty in Africa. The aim of the study is to verify

the assumed hypothesis on the basis of literary studies, current reports and the analysis

of statistical data. The work first presents the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic

on the global economy, then a definition of the concept of poverty and impact of the Ebola

epidemic, the previous epidemic on the African continent, on the level of poverty. Finally,

it presents the course of the COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on the level of poverty

in Africa.

Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the global economy

The ongoing pandemic not only affects health and related aspects, but has much more

common effects. Its effects also affected the world economy. This can be seen by observing

various indicators. Estimates show that real GDP fell in 2020 worldwide and in all regions.

In the world by 4.3%, in Sub-Saharan Africa by 3.7%, in Middle East and North Africa

by 5 %, in East Asia and Pacific by 2%, in Europe and Central Asia by 2.9% and in Latin

America and the Caribbean by 6.9%.2 Global trade collapsed in 2020 as border closures

and supply disruptions interrupted the international provision of goods and services.

The volume of export and import has decreased (table 1).

2 World Bank, Global Economic Prospects, January 2021, World Bank, Washington, 2021, p. 4

1 Tong B., COVID-19 has pushed extreme poverty numbers in Africa to over half a billion, OECD Development
Matters, [https://oecd-development-matters.org/2020/10/12/covid-19-has-pushed-extreme-poverty-numbers-in-a
frica-to-over-half-a-billion/] (accessed: 24.03.2021)



Table 1. Percentage growth of the volume of exports and imports of goods compared
to the previous year in the world and individual continents in the first three quarters of 2020

1st quarter 2nd quarter 3rd quarter

world - 2.9 - 16.4 - 3.7

Africa - 2.8 - 21.8 - 13.6

Asia - 3.1 - 8.9 2.8

America - 0.6 - 22.8 - 8.0

Europe - 3.9 - 19.3 - 5.6

Oceania - 1.2 - 5.4 - 6.4

Source: own elaboration based on data from United Nations Conference on Trade and Development
[https://unctadstat.unctad.org/wds/TableViewer/tableView.aspx?ReportId=99] (accessed: 7.03.2021)

On all continents, the volume of exports and imports of goods has decreased. The largest

decline occurred in Asia and Europe in the first quarter, America and Africa in the second,

and Africa in the third. Only in Asia in the third quarter of 2020, growth can be seen.

The ongoing pandemic has also had a very negative impact on the financial markets. This has

resulted in a significant reduction in the resilience of financial systems, especially

in countries with weaker banking systems or without sufficient support to financial

institutions in a difficult situation.3 The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic will be very

severe and long-lasting on the global economy. It is believed that it will be felt mostly

the poorest people and regions, many of which are in Africa.4

Definition of poverty

Poverty, when it is considered in the abstract, is widely regarded as bad and should be

eliminated. However, to be able to measure its level, it must be defined. Poverty is a concept

that describes the inability to meet basic needs at an appropriate level. This definition

is generally accepted because it is general in nature. It doesn’t specify what needs are basic

and at what level they should be met.5 There are many definitions of poverty depending on

who defines it and the situation it is placed in. Traditionally, the poor are people who, by their

limited incomes, are below a certain threshold - the poverty line. This threshold is considered

to be the minimum level of income that will ensure basic needs such as food, shelter and

5 Panek T., Ubóstwo i nierówności: dylematy pomiaru, Instytut Statystyki i Demografii SGH, Warsaw, 2007,
p. 2-3

4 Wojciechowski S., Wpływ COVID-19 na eskalację zjawiska ubóstwa na świecie w ocenie ONZ, ‘Biuletyn
Instytutu Zachodniego’, 2020, vol. 21, p. 3

3 World Bank, Global Economic Prospects, January 2021, World Bank, Washington, 2021, p. 10



clothing. It also means lack of access to clean water and sanitation. In broad definitions of

poverty the aspect of minimum income is also added the ability to provide a stable livelihood

or realization of basic human rights.6 It means insecurity, exclusion and low levels of health

or education. The Word Bank indicates that it is a lack of basic ability to participate

effectively in society.7 Poverty may be defined as the inability to carry out vital functions

necessary to lead a valuable life.

Impact of the Ebola epidemic on the level of poverty

The previous epidemic in Africa, but only to a certain extent comparable

to the COVID-19 pandemic, was the outbreak of Ebola virus disease in West African

countries in 2013 – 2016. There were over 28.7 thousand cases of infections and almost

11.4 thousand cases of deaths in this region, mainly in Guinea, Liberia and Sierra Leone.8

Small outbreaks occurred in Nigeria and Mali, and isolated cases were recorded in Senegal.

Compared to the COVID-19 pandemic, this is the epidemic on a much smaller scale.

Nevertheless, one of its effects has been an increase in the level of poverty. It is estimated that

in these countries the number of poor people has increased significantly. In Nigeria by 0.98%,

in Mali by 4.88%, in Senegal by 4.92%, in Guinea by 7.92%, in Sierra Leone by 13.76%

and in Liberia by 19.2%.9 In addition, the virus spreading in West Africa contributed

to the negative impact on the nutrition situation of the population. It has led to massive food

shortages and very high levels of malnutrition.10

Course of the COVID-19 pandemic in Africa

The first case of SARS-CoV-2 infection in Africa was confirmed on 14 February 2020

in Egypt. Within three months the virus has spread across the continent. Lesotho, the last

African country without confirmed infection, reported a case on 13 May.11

From the beginning of the pandemic until July 2020, was observed an increase in new cases

of coronavirus infection in Africa (graph 1).

11 Nkengasong J., Let Africa into the market for COVID-19 diagnostics, ‘Nature’, 2020, vol. 580, p. 565

10 Troncoso A., Ebola outbreak in West Africa: a neglected tropical disease, ‘Asian Pacific Journal of Tropical
Biomedicine’, 2015, vol. 5, p. 255

9 UNDG, Socio-Economic Impact of Ebola Virus Disease in West African Countries, United Nations
Development Group, Addis Ababa, 2015, p. 57-58

8 WHO, Ebola Situation Report – 30 March 2016,
[https://apps.who.int/ebola/current-situation/ebola-situation-report-30-march-2016], (accessed: 04.03.2021)

7 Gordon D., The concept and measurement of poverty, in: Pantazis C., Gordon D., Levitas R., Poverty and
Social Exclusion in Britain: The Millennium Survey, Policy Press, Bristol, 2006, p. 31-32

6 Chmielewski P., Znaczenie definicji biedy w wyznaczaniu granicy ubóstwa, ‘Finanse i Prawo Finansowe’,
2016, vol. 1, p. 39-40



Graph 1. Daily number of cases of SARS-CoV-2 infection Graph 2. Daily number of new deaths caused by COVID-19
s in Africa from 14.02.2020 to 10.03.2021 in Africa from 8.03.2020 to 10.03.2021

Source: own elaboration based on data from World Health Organization [https://covid19.who.int/] (accessed: 15.03.2021)

From August, a gradual decline in the number of new infections with the virus began

to be confirmed. This trend could be seen until October 2020, when the increase

in the number of SARS-CoV-2 infections was again documented. The number of infections

increased until the peak of the disease in early February 2021, with over 30 thousand cases

(graph 2). The number of deaths was growing in July 2020, and later from October 2020

to February 2021, when also there was  a peak.

In Africa, as of 14 March 2021, the number of all confirmed cases of infection

is 4 058 119 and all deaths is 107 718.12 It is believed that the actual numbers of these cases

is much higher than the confirmed data, due to the low test counts performed in many African

countries with less developed health systems.13 This may be indicated by the ratio of cases

of individual countries to all cases (graph 3).

13 Oppong J., The African COVID-19 anomaly, “African Geographical Review”, 2020, vol. 3(39), p. 283

12 WHO, The Weekly Epidemiological Update - 16 March 2021,
[https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/weekly-epidemiological-update---16-march-2021] (accessed:
18.03.2021)



Graph 3. The percentage of the number of SARS infections in individual countries
in relation to all cases in Africa from 14.02.2021 to 10.03.2021

Source: own elaboration based on data from World Health Organization [https://covid19.who.int/table]
(accessed: 12.03.2021)

The above data indicate that more than 69% of all infections in Africa are cases from only

7 countries, which more than 37% are from South Africa, 12% from Morocco and almost 6%

from Tunisia. Infections from any other country don’t account for more than 3%. Tanzanian

authorities stopped reporting case numbers in May 2020. Since then, Tanzania has become

one of the few countries in the world that doesn’t release SARS-CoV-2 infection data.

Also, the number of all coronavirus infections and deaths from COVID-19 per 100 thousand

inhabitants in Africa (table 2) is significantly lower than in most other parts of the world.

Table 2. The number of all cases of SARS-CoV-2 infection and deaths caused by COVID-19
per 100 thousand inhabitants on individual continents from 17.11.2019 to 10.03.2021

Continent The number of all cases of infection
per 100 thousand inhabitants

The number of all deaths
per 100 thousand inhabitants

Africa 299.3 7.96

Europe 4 889.7 115.37

North America 5 835.4 133.42

Asia 564.6 8.82

South America 4 490.7 116.16

Oceania 122.8 2.56

Source: own elaboration based on data from Worldometer [https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/]
(accessed: 12.03.2021)



In Africa, the number of all infections per 100 thousand inhabitants is 299.3, and deaths -

7.96. In South America, it is almost 4.5 thousand cases, in Europe almost 4.9 thousand

and in North America more than 5.8 thousand. In all of these continents, it is also over

100 deaths per 100 thousand people. In Asia these numbers are slightly higher than in Africa,

564.6 and 8.82 respectively. However, it is pointed out that data from some Asian countries,

similar to those from African countries, may be understated and the actual number of cases

may be higher. Oceania is the region of the world with the lowest number of infections

and deaths per 100 thousand inhabitants. This may be due to the fact that this part

of the world consists of island states, which translates into a lower possibility of the virus

spreading.

Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the level of poverty in Africa

The World Bank's level of extreme material poverty of $ 1.90 per day and measured

at purchasing power parity is one of the most recognized and widely used indicators.

According to World Bank estimates, the number of people living on less than this amount

will increase significantly as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. In sub-Saharan Africa

it will increase by 26.2 to even 40 million, and in North Africa and the Middle East by 2.8

to 3.4 million.14

Unemployment, one of consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, significantly

affects the situation of poor people on the African continent. People dealing with turism,

due to a very large decrease in tourist traffic, lost their source of income.15 Export-oriented

companies are unable to export goods, so their incomes will decline, which may be

accompanied by the dismissal of workers.16 Also, many factories and other workplaces have

closed or their activities have reduced. This led to the loss of work by many African (table 3).

Table 3. Percentage decrease in working hours lost relative to 4th quarter of 2019 and number of full-time
jobs lost due to the COVID-19 pandemic in individual quarters of 2020

1st quarter 2nd quarter 3rd quarter 4th quarter

Decrease in working hours lost 1.9% 15.6% 11.5% 7.9%

Number of full-time jobs lost 7 million 60 million 43 million 29 million

Source: own elaboration based on data from International Labour Organization
[https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/impacts-and-responses/WCMS_755910] (accessed: 15.03.2021)

16 Kanu I., COVID-19 and the economy: an African perspective, ‘Journal of African Studies and Sustainable
Development’, 2020, vol. 3(2), p. 31

15 Ataguba J., COVID-19 Pandemic, a War to be Won: Understanding its Economic Implications for Africa,
‘Applied Health Economics and Health Policy’, 2020, vol. 18, p. 326

14 World Bank, Poverty and Shared Prosperity 2020: Reversals of Fortune, World Bank, Washington, 2020, p. 35



The number of working hours in Africa in the first quarter of 2020 decreased by 1.9%,

in the second quarter by 15.6%, in the third quarter by 11.5% and in the fourth by 7.9%.

This led to the loss of 7 million full-time jobs in the first quarter, 60 million in the second,

43 million in the third and 29 million in the fourth. It means a reduction in the income that

these people can have at their disposal, and many of them will not be able to provide

themselves and their families with even basic goods. The governments of African countries,

which are underdeveloped or developing countries, are also unable to adequately support

their citizens.17

In countries struggling with food shortages, international trade is very often the basis

of food security. However, disruptions caused by, among others, introduced by some

countries export restrictions and prohibitions, can lead to numerous threats, including price

increases. Sub-Saharan African countries imported more than 40 million tonnes of cereals

from around the world in 2018.18 Due to sanitary restrictions, the work of key ports

is disrupted, which poses a great threat to this region. The restrictions on movement

and closure of borders have led to limiting access to pastures and the closing of markets,

so farmers cannot sell their products. In many parts of Africa, it has led to food losses

and shortages, and sharp price increases.19 Sick or quarantined people may be exposed to

increased spending on health and the limited ability of gainful activity, which may result

in fewer resources to buy food. According to estimates for 2020, the number of people who

are malnourished and starved in many African countries during the COVID-19 pandemic

has increased compared to data from 2019. In Rwanda by 1%, in Namibia by 2%, in South

Sudan and Nigeria by 3%, in Madagascar by 4%, in Togo by 5%, in Ethiopia, Sudan,

Democratic Republic of the Congo, Eswatini and Malawi by 7%, in Burkina Faso,

the Central African Republic and Lesotho by 10%, and in Kenya by up to 17%.20

20 FSIN, Global Report on Food Crises 2020 September update: in times of COVID‑19, Food Security
Information Network, Rome, 2020, p. 20-23

19 FSIN, Global Report on Food Crises 2020 September update: in times of COVID‑19, Food Security
Information Network, Rome, 2020, p. 8

18 WFP, COVID-19: Potential impact on the world’s poorest people, World Food Programme, Rome, 2020, p. 6

17 ILO, ILO Monitor: COVID-19 and the world of work. Sixth edition,
[https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/coronavirus/impacts-and-responses/WCMS_755910] (accessed: 15.03.2021)



All African countries are net importers of medicinal and pharmaceutical products.21

Prohibitions and restrictions on export introduced by countries exporting these goods,

as in the case of food, may lead to shortages of essential pharmaceuticals and medical

products and to sharp increases in their prices. This will significantly affect the availability

of these basic goods, which will restrict many people from using them. This is a large

obstacle in activities aiming to reduce the spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus in Africa, but also

in fight against other serious diseases such as tuberculosis.22

The governments of most African states have decided to fully or partially close

schools due to the COVID-19 pandemic. It is pointed out that long-term lack of access

to education can have serious consequences for children living in poverty and is likely

to exacerbate inequalities. For many poor students, the school is not only a place of study

but also a place where they can eat. After the schools are closed, learning at home

is impossible or very difficult for them.23 The difference in knowledge and skills between

children in low-income and high-income families can be a huge problem. Especially that

the ongoing pandemic is expected to lead to an economic recession.

Conclusion

The effects of the COVID-19 pandemic will be very severe. Export bans

and restrictions, borders and workplaces closure, or even sanitary restrictions significantly

worsened or completely deprived the possibility of meeting basic needs. This will increase

the poverty level in Africa. Many Africans will lose their livelihoods by losing their jobs.

It is estimated that the number of people in extreme material poverty will increase

significantly. Shortages of food or medical products are a serious threat to this part

of the world, because many of the poor living there will not have access to these basic goods.

The effects of the pandemic will also affect children deprived of access to education.

23 Van Lancker W., Parolin Z., COVID-19, school closures, and child poverty: a social crisis in the making, ‘The
Lancet’, 2020, vol. 5, p. 243

22 Saunders M., Evans C., COVID-19, tuberculosis and poverty: preventing a perfect storm, ‘European
Respiratory Journal’, 2020, vol. 56, p. 18

21 UNECA, COVID-19 in Africa: Protecting Lives and Economies, Economic Commission for Africa, Addis
Abeba, 2020, p. 23-24
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