Flashpoints

COVID-19 SCRAMBLES AFRICA’S ELECTION SEASON

WHILE SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA IS BRACING FOR THE IMPACT OF COVID-19, THE PANDEMIC HAS NOT YET
FROZEN POLITICAL LIFE ACROSS THE REGION AS IT HAS ELSEWHERE. SEVERAL HIGHLY ANTICIPATED
ELECTIONS WERE SCHEDULED FOR THIS YEAR, INCLUDING REGIONAL HEAVYWEIGHTS ETHIOPIA,
GHANA, IVORY COAST, AND TANZANIA.

OPPOSITION MOVEMENTS FACING AUTOCRATIC INCUMBENTS FEAR THAT THE CRISIS OFFERS A
PRETEXT TO NEUTRALISE THEIR RIVALS’ ABILITY TO MOBILISE PUBLIC DISPLAYS OF SUPPORT OR
MANIPULATE ELECTORAL PROCESSES. MALAWI'S RECENT EXPERIENCE ILLUSTRATES THE POTENTIAL
PITFALLS. APPROACHING A RE-RUN OF A PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION RULED INVALID BY THE COURTS,
JUDGES BLOCKED PRESIDENT PETER MUTHARIKA FROM IMPLEMENTING A LOCKDOWN. WHILE THE
JUDGES CITED A LACK OF SOCIAL PROVISIONS FOR THE POOR, THE INJUNCTION RATCHETED TENSIONS
FURTHER AFTER MUTHARIKA REPLACED ARMY CHIEFS AND REJECTED ELECTORAL REFORM
LEGISLATION AHEAD OF THE POLL IN JULY.

ELSEWHERE, THE TIMING OF THE PANDEMIC IS SIMILARLY PRIMED TO DISRUPT FRAGILE POLITICAL
SITUATIONS. THE POSTPONEMENT OF ETHIOPIA’S ELECTIONS RISKS A CONSTITUTIONAL CRISIS THAT
COULD IGNITE ONGOING ETHNO-NATIONALIST CONFLICTS INTO SEPARATIST REVOLTS, DOOMING PRIME
MINISTER ABIY AHMED’S REFORM PROJECT. IN IVORY COAST, THE RETIREMENT OF THE INCUMBENT
AND THE RETURN OF THE PROTAGONISTS OF THE 2010 CIVIL WAR TO CONTEST NOVEMBER'’S
PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS HAVE STOKED FEARS OF RENEWED UNREST. MEANWHILE, BURUNDI'S
GOVERNMENT USED QUARANTINE MEASURES TO DETER INTERNATIONAL OBSERVERS FROM
ATTENDING A PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION THAT THREATENS A REPEAT OF THE POLITICAL VIOLENCE THAT
MARRED THE 2015 CONTEST.

IN ADDITION TO PERMITTING UNCHECKED ABUSES AND DISTRACTING FROM UNRESOLVED POLITICAL
TENSIONS, THE INTRODUCTION OF COVID-19 TO THE REGION’S ELECTORAL SEASON OFFERS ANOTHER
THREAT,; CONTENTIOUS ELECTIONS MARKED BY RALLIES AND PROTESTS COULD ALSO FACILITATE THE
SPREAD OF THE VIRUS AND DISTRACT POLICYMAKERS FROM HEALTH AND ECONOMIC RESPONSES.
WHILE MANY AFRICAN COUNTRIES ALREADY POSSESS EFFECTIVE SYSTEMS TO CONTAIN AND TRACK
DISEASES FROM PREVIOUS EPIDEMICS, POLITICAL CONFLICT COULD UNRAVEL THE GOOD WORK THAT



HAS, SO FAR AT LEAST, DELAYED THE VIRUS.

THE NATURE OF THE DRAGON: WILL DEBT CRISES REVEAL THE
INTENT OF CHINESE LARGESSE?

CHINESE EXTERNAL LENDING HAS LONG BEEN SHROUDED IN SECRECY. AROUND 50% OF CHINESE
LOANS ARE CONSIDERED ‘HIDDEN DEBT AND DEDUCING GLOBAL TOTALS HAS BEEN A LONG-TERM
TASK FOR ACADEMICS. CHINA’'S INTENT WITH THESE LOANS HAS BEEN MUCH DEBATED. IS THE
COUNTRY SIMPLY DOING BUSINESS, OR IS THIS AN ELABORATE DEBT TRAP, LURING IN GOVERNMENTS
WITH EASY CASH WHILE PLANNING TO SEIZE STRATEGIC ASSETS WHEN THEY EVENTUALLY HIT HARD
TIMES? IT IS NO SMALL QUESTION. DATA FROM THE KIEL INSTITUTE SHOWS CHINA LENDING MORE THAN
THE WORLD BANK OR THE IMF. THE BELT AND ROAD INITIATIVE IS THE GREATEST OUTFLOW OF
FINANCING SINCE THE MARSHALL PLAN.

THAT IS WHERE THE COMPARISON ENDS THOUGH. 90% OF AMERICAN MARSHALL PLAN FUNDING WAS
PROVIDED AS GRANTS. CHINESE MONEY COMES AS LOANS, SOMETIMES BACKED BY STRATEGIC
ASSETS AS COLLATERAL. IT'S CERTAINLY TRUE THAT “BRI LOANS ARE NOT FOREIGN AID” AS A CANDID
RESEARCHER AT THE CHINESE DEVELOPMENT BANK TOLD THE FT LAST MONTH. DESPITE TALK OF
PREFERENTIAL RATES, CHINESE DEBT IS FREQUENTLY LENT AT MARKET INTEREST WITH SHORT
MATURITIES. AND THE COLLATERAL ISN’'T JUST FOR SHOW; WHEN SRI LANKA COULDN'T PAY ITS DEBTS
IN 2017, CHINA ACQUIRED THE STRATEGIC PORT AT HAMBANTOTA.

THERE IS, HOWEVER, EVIDENCE THE OTHER WAY AS WELL; MOST DEBT CRISES DON'T END UP WITH
PORTS CHANGING HANDS. INDEED, SOME RESEARCH HAS POINTED TO FORGIVENESS, DEFERMENT AND
RESTRUCTURING AS MORE COMMON OUTCOMES. WITH BEIJING TRYING TO BUILD ITS REPUTATION FOR
GLOBAL LEADERSHIP, STRONG-ARMING STRATEGIC ASSETS FROM INDEBTED GOVERNMENTS FACING
THE REPERCUSSIONS OF A GLOBAL HEALTH CRISIS WOULD BE COUNTERPRODUCTIVE. YET WITH EYES
ON CHINA ANY REWARD FOR FORBEARANCE COULD BE DEFERRED, PARTICULARLY AS THESE LOANS
HAVE SHORT MATURITIES. THERE ARE ALWAYS LICENSES TO GRANT AND ASSETS TO PRIVATISE. WITH
GOVERNMENTS UNDER ECONOMIC STRAIN, THOSE OF US WATCHING THE STORY OF CHINESE DEBT
ARE ABOUT TO GET A LOT OF NEW DATA POINTS.

GOOD INTENTIONS WILL NOT BE ENOUGH TO SAVE IRAQ

FRESH FACES ARE RARE IN IRAQI POLITICS. AN EXCEPTION CAN BE FOUND IN THE COUNTRY’S NEW
PRIME MINISTER, BUREAUCRAT-TURNED-POLITICIAN MUSTAFA AL KADHIMI. AS A FORMER JOURNALIST
AND DIRECTOR OF THE NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE SERVICE HE IS FREE OF AFFILIATION TO IRAQ’S
COMPETING ETHNO-RELIGIOUS FACTIONS THAT HAVE LONG SCUPPERED EFFECTIVE NATIONAL
POLICYMAKING. KADHIMI ASSUMED OFFICE ON 7 MAY PROMISING TO OPERATE A TECHNOCRATIC
GOVERNMENT THAT WILL DELIVER SUSTAINABLE ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT: IN HIS
WORDS A "SOLUTION-BASED, NOT A CRISIS GOVERNMENT". HE FASHIONS HIMSELF ON SINGAPORE’S
FORMER PRIME MINISTER LEE KUAN YEW, A MODEL TECHNOCRAT WHO GUIDED THE COUNTRY’S
TRANSFORMATION INTO A BASTION OF PROSPERITY AND STABILITY.

UNFORTUNATELY FOR KADHIMI, PRECEDENT LEAVES NO CAUSE FOR OPTIMISM. FAILED TECHNOCRATIC
GOVERNMENTS LITTER IRAQ’'S MODERN HISTORY. CABINETS PROMISING TO RISE ABOVE SECTARIAN
FACTIONALISM HAVE ALWAYS CAPITULATED TO THE DEMANDS OF POWERFUL POLITICAL FORCES AND
THEIR CORRESPONDING MILITIAS. THE MOST RECENT, CURATED BY FORMER PRIME MINISTER HAIDER
AL-ABADI IN 2016, WAS PARALYSED BY DISPUTES WITH THE POPULAR MOBILIZATION FORCES. KADHIMI
HAS ALREADY BOWED TO PRESSURE FROM THE IRAN-BACKED FATEH FACTION AND PLEDGED TO
UPHOLD THE MUHASASA; THE ETHNO-RELIGIOUS POLITICAL APPORTIONMENT SYSTEM THAT



PERPETUATES SECTARIAN DISCORD.

WORSE STILL, IRAQ FACES A CONFLATION OF CRISES THAT THREATEN TO OVERWHELM THE INCOMING
ADMINISTRATION. ANTI-GOVERNMENT PROTESTS, ALBEIT DIMINISHED, CONTINUE IN BAGHDAD.
ALTHOUGH THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC HAS BEEN LARGELY CONTAINED, IT PRESENTS A LONG-TERM
THREAT TO PUBLIC HEALTH AND HAS INFLICTED SIGNIFICANT ECONOMIC DAMAGE. LOW OIL PRICES
EXACERBATE THE BUDGETARY PRESSURES GENERATED BY THE PANDEMIC. A RESURGENT ISLAMIC
STATE IN THE NORTHEAST PRESENTS A TANGIBLE SECURITY THREAT, WHILST THE OMINOUS SPECTRE
OF CONFLICT BETWEEN IRAN AND THE US, PLAYED OUT IN IRAQ, LOOMS LARGE.

KADHIMI IS ARGUABLY IRAQ’'S MOST PROMISING PRIME MINISTER IN THE POST-BA’ATH ERA. HOWEVER,
THE REALITIES OF GOVERNANCE AND THE MULTIPLICITY OF CHALLENGES IRAQ FACES ARE ALMOST
CERTAIN TO DISRUPT HIS WELL-INTENTIONED PLANS FOR COMPREHENSIVE REFORM



