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1.1 Introduction  

The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in the most serious global health 
crisis of  the past century. Its health impacts include hundreds of  millions 
of  people being infected with the COVID-19 virus, many becoming sick 
and millions dying around the world. It has also had profound and adverse 
economic impacts including hundreds of  millions of  people losing their 
jobs or experiencing declines in their incomes and many businesses being 
forced to close down or substantially downscale. The unprecedented 
global lockdowns have also dramatically affected the way in which we 
work, socialise and travel.  

For many African countries, this pandemic is also having other social 
and economic impacts. It is overwhelming or threatening to overwhelm 
their already fragile welfare systems and is causing many children to 
prematurely end their educations. In addition, the pandemic has already 
adversely affected African intraregional and international trade, investment 
flows, and access to financing, but its full impact is still unfolding. One 
indicator of  the full effect of  the pandemic will be its impact on the ability 
of  African countries to make their scheduled sovereign debt payments 
over the next few years.  

This multi-disciplinary publication focuses on the issue of  African 
sovereign debt management and renegotiation/restructuring, with a 
particular concentration on the countries that are members of  the Southern 
Africa Development Community (SADC). It contains a series of  essays 
that seek to both understand the debt challenges facing these countries and 
to offer some policy-oriented suggestions on how they can more effectively 
address these. The essays were initially presented in several workshops 
held at the height of  the pandemic, in 2020. It also has a subsidiary aim 
of  providing a shared platform for global and regional scholars who 
are seasoned experts and newer researchers to discuss the complexities 
on debt management and restructuring within the context of  the global 
COVID-19 pandemic. In particular, this presented an opportunity for 
junior researchers from the region to develop their expertise and to 
contribute to international discussions on a topic in which the views of  
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young Africans are not heard as often or as clearly as they should be, 
especially given the importance of  the topic to Africa and its future.

The purpose of  this introductory chapter is to place the issue of  
sovereign debt management and restructuring in the SADC region in 
context and to introduce the broad themes of  the essays in this book. 
It begins by briefly providing some historical background to the current 
debt situation in the SADC region. Thereafter, it describes the current 
debt situation in the region. The third part raises some questions that the 
book is seeking to address. Finally, it will provide a brief  overview of  the 
chapters in the book. 

1.2 Sub-Saharan Africa’s debt story: Where we are 
and how we got here? 

Sub-Saharan African countries have had a complex relationship with 
foreign debt. While they have borrowed from both a range of  multilateral 
and bilateral official creditors and private sector lenders, historically most 
of  their debt has come from official sources. They have experienced 
challenges meeting their obligations to these creditors and so have 
participated in a number of  initiatives designed to assist debtor countries 
in difficulty. The most notable of  these relief  programmes were the 
Highly Indebted Poor Countries Initiative (HIPC) from 1996-1999 and 
the Multilateral Debt Relief  Initiative (MDRI) in 2005.1 The HIPC, which 
was initiated after debtor countries had spent many years following the 
advice of  the international financial institutions such as the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank, which required participating 
countries to adopt structural adjustment programmes (SAPs) in order to 
resolve their mounting debts and broader economic challenges.2 These 
institutions maintained that these programmes, despite their harsh social 
impacts, would help place these countries on more predictable and 

1 For an overview of  the HIPC relief  programmes, see IMF ‘Debt relief  under the 
Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) initiative’ (23 March 2021), https://www.
imf.org/en/About/Factsheets/Sheets/2016/08/01/16/11/Debt-Relief-Under-the-
Heavily-Indebted-Poor-Countries-Initiative (accessed 19 April 2021). For an analysis 
of  the impact of  the relief  programmes, see S Isar ‘Was the Highly Indebted Poor 
Country initiative (HIPC) a success?’ (2012) 9 Journal of  Sustainable Development 107, 
115; S Mustapha & A Prizzon ‘Is debt sustainable in the post-HIPC era? A literature 
review’ Overseas Development Institute (February 2014) 3, https://www.odi.org/
sites/odi.org.uk/files/odi-assets/publications-opinion-files/9105.pdf  (accessed 19 
February 2021).

2 See RM Mohs ‘Structural adjustment programmes in sub-Saharan Africa’ (1988) 
23 Intereconomics 25-28, https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/140111/1/v23-
i01-a06-BF02929964.pdf  (accessed 20 April 2021); S Ponte ‘The World Bank and 
“adjustment in Africa”’ (1995) 22 Review of  African Political Economy 539-558.  
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sustainable growth paths. Unfortunately, the programmes did not deliver 
their claimed benefits. As a result, the international community adopted 
the HIPC, which aimed to reduce to sustainable levels the debt burdens 
of  those over-indebted poor countries that were willing to comply with 
the HIPC’s conditions. It promised to do so by reducing their bilateral, 
multilateral and commercial debt. Thus, the HIPC offered countries 
the possibility of  a fresh start. However, the programme had various 
inadequacies, including slow delivery and limited coverage with respect 
to a narrow category of  countries that were eligible to participate due to 
what were perceived as high eligibility thresholds. 

The HIPC was replaced by the Enhanced HIPC programme (EHIPC) 
in 1999. The main aim of  the EHIPC programme was to provide ‘deeper, 
broader and faster’ debt relief.3 Yet, the EHIPC still had noticeable 
challenges in providing sufficient and timely debt relief, because as in 
the case of  the HIPC, it only covered bilateral official debts and some 
commercial debts. It was replaced by the Multilateral Debt Reduction 
Initiative (MDRI).4 The MDRI programme was launched in 2005 
to supplement the HIPD and EHIPC programmes for eligible HIPC 
countries, that is, primarily IDA-eligible countries. These countries, upon 
reaching the HIPC Completion Point,5 received 100 per cent cancellation 
of  all pre-existing African Development Bank (AfDB), IMF and World 
Bank debt.6 

Despite their shortcomings, these debt relief  programmes did reduce 
the debt levels of  participating countries. In February 2020, 37 post-
completion countries were receiving debt relief, including 29 African 
countries.7 Between 2001 and 2015 the debt service paid by countries in 

3 UNCTAD ‘Debt sustainability: Oasis or mirage?’ (2004) 11, https://unctad.org/en/
Docs/gdsafrica20041_en.pdf  (accessed 20 April 2021).

4 UNCTAD ‘Contribution to the implementation of  the United Nations New Agenda for 
the Development of  Africa in the 1990s: Activities undertaken by UNCTAD in favour 
of  Africa’ Report by the Secretary-General of  UNCTAD – Trade and Development 
Board 29th executive session, Geneva (13 September 2002) 15, https://unctad.org/
system/files/official-document/tb29d2.en.pdf  (accessed 20 April 2021).

5 Mustapha & Prizzon (n 1) 3.

6 The IMF targeted all debt obtained by the end of  2004 for cancellation (amounting 
to an estimated US $5 billion in debt cancellation). The World Bank and AfDB 
cancellations targeted debt obtained up to the end of  2003 (amounting to an estimated 
US $37 billion and US $8,5 billion respectively). MA Weiss ‘The multilateral debt 
relief  initiative’ CRS Report for Congress (11 June 2012) 3, https://fas.org/sgp/crs/
row/RS22534.pdf  (accessed 20 June 2021).

7 The HIPC Post-Completion-Point African countries that have received relief  include 
Benin, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Comoros, 
Republic of  Congo, Democratic Republic of  the Congo, Ethiopia, The Gambia, 
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the programme had declined by about 1,5 per cent of  their gross domestic 
product (GDP).8 Following the HIPC and MDRI, only eight African 
countries were still seen to be at high risk of  debt distress. However, they 
were not designed to, and did not, provide the beneficiary states with access 
to adequate levels of  new non-debt development finance. Consequently, 
African countries began to re-accumulate debt in sufficiently large 
amounts that there were fears that debt levels could return to pre-HIPC 
levels.9 Between 2011 and 2019 the sub-Sahara African region more than 
doubled its debt levels from approximately US $259 billion to US $535 
billion (see Table 1 Sub-Sahara Africa External Debt Stock by Creditor 
Type (billion USD) below).10 Numerous factors contributed to these 
increased debt levels, including widening primary deficits and exchange 
rate depreciation from falling commodity prices.11 

Table 1: Sub-Sahara Africa External Debt Stock by Creditor Type (billion 
USD)12

External debt stock by creditor type 2011 2015 2019

Public and publicly guaranteed debt 178,705.80 250,651.90 392,037.80

Official creditors 113,507.80 152,126.60 225,183.40

Multilateral 62,603.90 81,249.60 123,615.50

Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Côte d’Ivoire, Liberia, Madagascar, Malawi, 
Mali, Mauritius, Mozambique, Nicaragua, Niger, Rwanda, Senegal, Sierra Leone, 
Tanzania, Togo, Uganda and Zambia. Meanwhile Eritrea, Somalia and Sudan are 
at pre-Decision point. IMF ‘Debt relief  under the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries 
(HIPC) initiative’ (25 March 2020), https://www.imf.org/en/About/Factsheets/
Sheets/2016/08/01/16/11/Debt-Relief-Under-the-Heavily-Indebted-Poor-Countries-
Initiative (accessed 2 June 2021).

8 IMF (n 6). 

9 JE Tyson ‘Sub-Saharan Africa international sovereign bonds – Part I. Investor and 
issuer perspectives’ Overseas Development Institute (January 2015) 6, https://
www.odi.org/publications/9205-sub-saharan-africa-international-sovereign-bonds 
(accessed 20 April 2021).  

10 Among the countries of  which overall debt stock has greatly increased in the period 
include Ethiopia (885% increase); Ghana (395% increase); Uganda (437%); and Zambia 
(521% increase). World Bank Group ‘International debt statistics’ (2020), https://
openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/32382/9781464814617.
pdf ?sequence=7&isAllowed=y (accessed 1 January 2020). 

11 World Bank Group (n 10) 35.

12 World Bank Group ‘International Debt Statistics’ (2021) 31, https://openknowledge.
worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/34588/9781464816109.pdf. 
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Bilateral 50,903.90 70,877.00 101,567.90

Private creditors 65,198.00 98,525.30 166,854.50

Bondholders 36,500.60 52,171.60 109,100.20

Commercial banks and others 28,697.30 46,353.70 57,754.30

Private nonguaranteed debt 80,648.50 108,393.50 142,627.40

Bondholders 13,138.00 15,837.10 18,254.90

Commercial banks and others 67,510.50 92,556.40 124,372.50

Long-term external debt stocks 259,354.30 359,045.50 534,665.20

Concern about the level of  debt in African countries predates the pandemic. 
As early as 2016, African countries were already being cautioned about 
mounting debt levels and the potential for a debt crisis by the United 
Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD).13 This was 
also a concern shared by the World Bank, which had already noted that 
in 2013, up to eight African countries were at high risk of  debt distress.14 
Similarly, in 2014 the IMF’s then managing director, Christine Lagarde, 
raised concerns over the continued mounting debt levels and, in particular, 
the potential danger of  the proliferation of  the use of  Eurobonds which 
came at the backdrop of  search for yields from investors.15 Lagarde warned 
that the growing use of  Eurobonds ‘is additional financing, but that is an 
additional vulnerability’.16 

By March 2018, 18 countries were considered at high risk of  debt 
distress, including more than 40 per cent of  sub-Saharan African low-
income countries.17 Given the amount of  financing countries need to deal 

13 UNCTAD ‘Sovereign debt crises more likely, new mechanisms needed’ (26 October 
2016), https://unctad.org/en/pages/newsdetails.aspx?OriginalVersionID=1364 
(accessed 20 April 2021).

14 World Bank ‘Africa’s Pulse 17: An analysis of  issues shaping Africa’s economic 
future’ World Bank Group (2018) 25, https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/
handle/10986/29667 (accessed 10 December 2019).

15 J Blas & A England ‘IMF warns “rising” African nations on sovereign debt risks’ 
The Financial Times (29 May 2014), http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/6ae943e0-e751-
11e3-8b4e-00144feabdc0.html#axzz49Ot2Hi9V (accessed 12 August 2016).

16 As above. 

17 World Bank (n 14) 25.
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with the COVID-19 pandemic, it can be expected that the challenge of  
debt re-accumulation will grow and make an already vulnerable region 
more vulnerable. 

Already in the first quarter of  2020 it was clear that many countries 
would need debt payment moratoriums/standstills in order to cope with 
the crisis.18 However, the situation has continued to deteriorate and now 
the continent’s financing needs are estimated at being as high as US $1,2 
trillion through 2023.19 The vulnerability that the continent is currently 
experiencing is well articulated by the IMF’s managing director, Kristalina 
Georgieva, who noted:20

Some countries are confronting high debt burdens forcing them to choose 
between debt service and additional social and health spending. Current 
commitments from international financial institutions and official bilateral 
creditors are expected to fill less than a quarter of  this need. With private 
capital still subdued, we face a projected gap of  over $345 billion through 2023 
– and nearly half  this burden is in Africa’s low-income countries.

In November 2020 Zambia became the first African country during the 
COVID-19 pandemic to default on its debt, when it failed to make the 
US $42,5 million payments due on its Eurobonds.21 Currently, there are 
at least 17 African countries that are also facing increased debt repayment 
pressures. In response to the challenges globally, the G20 introduced the 
Debt Service Suspension Initiative (DSSI) which suspended bilateral 
official debt payments for low-income countries. The G20 encouraged 
private creditors to provide similar relief  but the initiative did not directly 
address the question of  the treatment of  private creditors.22 In addition 
to the DSSI, the more recent and comprehensive ‘Common Framework 
for Debt Treatments beyond the DSSI’ seeks to promote comparable 

18 ‘Senior Africans propose “standstill” on Eurobond debt payments’ Financial Times  
(7 April 2020), https://www.ft.com/content/89c6d60f-5fe9-4b72-b327-4a6eb267a9c9 
(accessed 20 April 2021).

19 IMF ‘Opening remarks at mobilising with Africa II high-level virtual event Yy 
managing director Kristalina Georgieva’ (9 October 2020), https://www.imf.org/en/
News/Articles/2020/10/09/sp100920-opening-remarks-at-mobilizing-with-africa-ii-
high-level-virtual (accessed 3 March 2021).

20 As above. 

21 ST Mrema ‘SADC economic integration and statistical framework: Issues of  
definition, measurement and statistical improvement’ IFC Bulletin 32 (January 2020) 
125, https://www.bis.org/ifc/publ/ifcb32h.pdf  (accessed 20 April 2021).

22 World Bank Group ‘COVID-19: Debt service suspension initiative’ (19 February 2021), 
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/debt/brief/covid-19-debt-service-suspension-
initiative (accessed 3 March 2021).
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treatment by and for a broad set of  creditors, including the private sector 
creditors.23 In light of  the vulnerable situation in which the continent finds 
itself  (the worst recession in half  a century), the president of  the AfDB, Dr 
Akinwumi A Adesina, has instead called for a more permanent resolution 
to Africa’s over-indebtedness and also called for a governance response by 
African governments, noting:24

Even more important, the time for one last debt relief  for Africa is now. But 
such relief  would require that African countries credibly commit to their 
share of  the deal through bold governance reforms to eliminate all forms of  
leakages in public resources, improve domestic resource mobilization, and 
enhance transparency – including on debt and in the natural resource sector.

The current debt landscape demonstrates that debt is going to become a 
much bigger challenge for the continent. It also suggests that Africa will 
need to be creative in meeting this challenge so that it can both deal with 
the debt overhang and ensure that it has sustainable access to financing for 
its development needs. This raises a number of  issues that African states 
will have to address as they consider how to meet the debt challenge. 

First, they will need to consider if  there are any flexibilities in the global 
financial architecture that they can exploit in order to deal with their debt 
problems. These flexibilities can relate to both the current arrangements 
for global governance or to the structure of  their debt transactions. 
Consequently, they will need to carefully assess their relationships with 
international financial institutions such as the IMF and entities such as the 
G20. In addition, they will need to pay careful attention to the financial and 
legal characteristics of  their debts. A noteworthy initiative in this regard 
is the proposal by the UN Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA) 
to establish a Liquidity and Sustainability Facility, which is intended to 
facilitate borrowing by African states. If  operationalised, UNECA expects 
it to lower borrowing costs by promoting more liquid markets for African 
sovereign debt.25

23 Paris Club ‘Common framework for debt treatments beyond the DSSI’, https://
clubdeparis.org/sites/default/files/annex_common_framework_for_debt_
treatments_beyond_the_dssi.pdf  (accessed 15 June 2021).

24 African Development Bank ‘African Economic Outlook 2021’ https://
www.afdb.org/sites/default/files/documents/publications/afdb21-01_aeo_ 
main_english_complete_0223.pdf ?e=1&page=1&embedInfo=theme,293042,151b 
26,ffffff,ffe358,ffffff; (accessed 15 June 2021).

25 ‘ECA launches LSF, a vehicle for debt management and fiscal sustainability’  
(23 March 2021), https://www.uneca.org/stories/eca-launches-lsf%2C-a-vehicle-for-
debt-management-and-fiscal-sustainability (accessed 30 April 2021).
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Second, every country will need to carefully review its own situation 
and determine for itself  if  there is anything that it can do to improve its 
management of  its sovereign debt arrangements. This could mean that it 
needs to introduce some legislative reforms. It could also require it to work 
on improving its relations with its existing creditors so that they are willing 
to be more flexible in their approach to its debt. 

Third, African countries will need to consider if  they are better served 
by engaging with their creditors on their own or if  they would benefit from 
some degree of  intra-continental coordination. 

Finally, they will need to assess how to engage with the multilateral 
responses to the current debt challenges, such as the DSSI. As Kristalina 
Georgieva notes, we need to go further and also ‘recognise the need to 
further strengthen the international architecture for debt restructuring’.26 

1.3 Bringing the challenges to the fore in the context 
of SADC, and why it matters

While the current challenge of  debt sustainability and management are a 
concern for all African countries, this publication seeks to explore these 
issues in the specific context of  the SADC region. SADC encompasses 
16 countries: Angola, Botswana, Comoros, the Democratic Republic of  
the Congo (DRC), Eswatini, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritius, 
Mozambique, Namibia, Seychelles, South Africa, Tanzania, Zambia and 
Zimbabwe.27 SADC forms one of  the regional economic communities 
(RECs) recognised by the African Union (AU) as forming one of  the 
building blocks of  the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA). 
SADC was created with the aim, among others, to ‘achieve development 
and economic growth, alleviate poverty, enhance the standard and 
quality of  life of  the people of  Southern Africa and support the socially 
disadvantaged through regional integration’.28 Consequently, part of  its 
economic mandate is dealing with the challenge of  unsustainable debt. 

SADC countries are at different development levels and have had 
divergent debt experiences.29 In 2014 the African Forum on Debt and 
Development (AFRODAD) grouped SADC countries according to their 

26 IMF (n 19). 

27 SADC official website, https://www.sadc.int/member-states/ (accessed 1 March 
2021). 

28 Art 5 SADC Treaty (1992). 

29 See Annex 1 World Bank debt statistics per creditor type (excluding Mauritius, 
Namibia and Seychelles).
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debt experiences in a very interesting manner, which in some respects 
remains true and, in others, has changed:30

(1)  countries that have benefited from the previous debt relief  initiatives, 
the HIPC and MDRI: Democratic Republic of  the Congo, Malawi, 
Mozambique, Tanzania and Zambia. As if  history is repeating itself, 
today Zambia is a country that is again in debt distress with the Eurobond 
default and mounting debt burdens.31 Another country that is again of  
concern today is Mozambique which has also reached external debt 
levels that are concerning;32

(2) countries that may have relatively lower and stable external debt levels 
despite this class of  debt being an important source of  funding: Lesotho, 
Eswatini (formally Swaziland) and Botswana;

(3) countries that mostly utilised domestic resources to meet their funding 
goals: Mauritius, Namibia and South Africa. For South Africa today, its 
total debt levels have reached high levels and external debt is becoming an 
important source of  funding.33 In fact, the country is among the top ten 
borrowers globally (which is defined as those countries with the largest 
end-2019 external debt stock), according to the World Bank 2021 Debt 
Statistics and, regionally, it recorded the fastest average debt accumulation 
in 2019;34

(4) countries with significant debt burdens: Madagascar, Seychelles and 
Zimbabwe. Today this list would need to be updated to include Zambia, 
Mozambique and Angola.35

Since 2014 Africa’s debt landscape has greatly changed, not only in 
terms of  an increase in debt levels, but also in composition. As a result, 
African countries may be exposed to newer challenges. Among the 
major shifts in the debt landscape is the emergence of  new bilateral 
creditors, notably China which is becoming the region’s main bilateral 
creditor.36 Additionally, the use of  privately-held bonds has become more 

30 AFRODAD ‘Intra-SADC debt – A growing financial phenomenon’ (December 2014) 2, 
https://media.africaportal.org/documents/intra_sadc_debts_policy_brief.pdf   (acces- 
sed 20 April 2021).

31 See Figure 12 Zambia External Debt Stock by Creditor Type, in Appendix 1.

32 See Figure 9 Mozambique External Debt Stock by Creditor Type, in Appendix 1.

33 See Figure 10 South Africa External Dent Stock by Creditor Type, Appendix 1.

34 World Bank Group International debt statistics 2021 (2021) 7, https://openknowledge.
worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/34588/9781464816109.pdf (accessed 
20 April 2021).

35 See Figure 1 Angola External Debt Stock by Creditor Type, 1.4.

36 The AfLSF notes that in 2018 China’s lending to African countries had already 
reached US $60 billion. African Legal Support Facility ‘Understanding sovereign debt: 
Options and opportunities for Africa’ (2019) 18, https://www.aflsf.org/sites/default/
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important.37 In the SADC region South Africa has had a very long history 
of  issuing sovereign bonds and is currently the largest sovereign issuer of  
Eurobonds. Another innovator in this regard is Seychelles which in 2006 
issued Eurobonds.38 In 2011 the country was one of  the first in the region 
to default on its Eurobond payments with the default on a US $230 million 
Eurobond payment after problematic elections.39 Various other SADC 
countries followed South Africa and Seychelles in the issuing of  sovereign 
bonds, including Angola, Mozambique, Tanzania and Zambia. 

Today restructuring is going to be more complex than during the 
HIPC/EHIPC/MDRI era because of  the extra layers of  complexity 
added by the Chinese debts (that include project finance and resource-
backed loans) and privately-held Eurobonds. Further, a more fully 
rounded discussion of  debt management needs to consider a broader 
range of  issues, including fiscal responsibility, transparency, corruption, 
human rights and environmental concerns. 

1.4 Synopsis of the contents of the book 

For the first time, an entire publication is being dedicated to the 
contemporary issues of  sovereign debt management, debt resolution and 
broader debt governance issues in SADC. The substantive chapters of  this 
publication assess different thematic issues that together will contribute 
to the global and regional effort to fill gaps in the debt management 
and restructuring architecture. Among the themes/concerns that this 
publication explores, and that policy makers in the region should care 
about in designing a post-COVID-19 approach to debt, are the following:

files/resources/2019-05-31%20Understanding%20Sovereign%20Debt%20Eng.%20
v10.pdf  (accessed 15 January 2020).

37 See Table 1 Sub-Sahara Africa External Debt Stock by Creditor Type (billion USD).

38 See M Macagni et al ‘Issuing international sovereign bonds. Opportunities and 
challenges for sub-Saharan Africa’ International Monetary Fund (2 June 2014), 
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/Departmental-Papers-Policy-Papers/
Issues/2016/12/31/Issuing-International-Sovereign-Bonds-Opportunities-and-
Challenges-for-Sub-Saharan-Africa-41341 (accessed 15 June 2016); A Sy ‘Trends and 
development in African frontier bond markets’ The Brookings Institution (March 
2015), https://www.brookings.edu/research/trends-and-developments-in-african-
frontier-bond-markets/ (accessed 8 July 2016).

39 S Brooks, D Lombardi & E Suruma ‘African perspective on sovereign debt restructuring’ 
Centre for Governance Innovation Issues Paper 47 (September 2014) 2, https://www.
cigionline.org/sites/default/files/no43_web.pdf  (accessed 1 June 2017).
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• the challenges of  transparency and corruption in debt accumulation;
• the challenges of  determining debt sustainability and how fiscal 

responsibility provisions can be used in regard to ensuring sustainable 
debt accumulation and management;

• the power imbalance in the debtor-creditor relationship and how this 
impacts the kinds of  debt arrangements the countries in the region enter 
into; and 

• the available debt restructuring options and the extent to which they deal 
with deeper structural issues such as human rights, environment and 
promoting sustainable development.

An effective response to these challenges requires a multidisciplinary 
approach. Therefore, this book included contributions by authors from 
different disciplines and with different experiences and perspectives. The 
authors also make use of  a mix of  quantitative and qualitative approaches 
to the issues they discuss.

The book is divided into three broad sections. Each section seeks to 
answer one or more of  four pertinent questions relating to SADC’s debt – 
Where are we? How did we get here? Why does it matter? Where are we 
going?

1.4.1 Section one: What does the current debt landscape look 
like?

The first section of  this publication provides a synopsis of  the current debt 
landscape in the SADC region in the context of  the global debt situation and 
the current COVID-19 pandemic. In chapter 2 ‘International assistance in 
catastrophes need not bankrupt countries’ Herman discusses the current 
global approaches to countries facing problems in managing their external 
debt caused by unforeseen circumstances. Herman acknowledges that 
many countries faced debt challenges before the pandemic but notes that 
COVID-19 has left many African countries in more vulnerable situations 
and has exacerbated the weaknesses in the current global approaches 
to debt renegotiations. His chapter, written from a political-economy 
perspective, provides a timely discussion of  the constrained external debt 
and development finance options that may be available to the SADC 
countries. 

Flowing from the above, Kessler in chapter 3 ‘Deferring debt service 
in times of  crisis: Did it matter and what can it lead to?’ surveys fiscal 
tensions arising from the COVID-19 pandemic for the 16 countries of  the 
SADC region, and the response of  the donor community to these tensions. 
He also assesses the DSSI. 
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Edwards in chapter 4 ‘The IMF and debt surveillance in SADC 
countries’ looks at the role of  the IMF Article IV surveillance mechanism 
in general and in the SADC region and its role in warning countries 
about their financial vulnerabilities. In making his assessment, the author 
discusses whether or not the IMF provided countries in the region with 
adequate warnings about the fragility of  their finances. 

In chapter 5 ‘Sovereign debt via the lens of  asset management: 
Implications for SADC countries’ Gallagher and Wang focus on how debt 
sustainability is determined and highlight some shortcomings with the 
current approach to this issue and its implications for the SADC region. 
Gallagher and Wang propose an innovative ‘public sector balance sheet’ 
approach to determining debt sustainability and argue that this would 
provide a more useful view of  debt sustainability than the conventional 
debt to GDP approach. 

1.4.2 Section two: A thematic assessment of the challenges of 
sovereign debt restructuring

This section of  the book concentrates on specific topics relating to the 
general subject of  sovereign debt restructuring. 

Muriungi in chapter 6 ‘Managing and restructuring sovereign debt 
in the SADC region in the context of  the COVID-19 pandemic’ assesses 
the ex ante contractual mechanisms and ex post legal defences that African 
countries may use in the face of  debt payment defaults and in any litigation 
arising from debt restructuring during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

In chapter 7 ‘Sovereign debts under bilateral investment treaties: Does 
the SADC Model BIT navigate the controversy?’ Jackson addresses the 
potential role that bilateral investment treaties (BITs) may play in regard 
to sovereign debtors in default on their external debts. Jackson expresses 
concerns about the potential use of  BITs by investors who may institute 
investor-state dispute resolution proceedings during a debt restructuring. 
Jackson argues that such actions could have disruptive effects in the 
SADC region and offers some insights into how this possibility could be 
managed.  

In chapter 8 ‘Sovereign debt restructuring and human rights: 
Overcoming a false binary?’ Masamba explores the link between 
sovereign debt and human rights and identifies what has become a glaring 
disconnect between these two fields. She additionally argues that there is 
a place for human rights in the sovereign debt discourse and maintains 
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that this is a relatively overlooked issue in the discourse on sovereign debt 
restructuring.  

1.4.3 Section three: What is the situation in the SADC countries 
and are there possible solutions to their challenges?

This section includes case studies of  Mozambique, Namibia, South 
Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe. These each of  these case studies focuses 
on particular challenges that the countries in the region face in regard to 
the management of  their debts. 

In chapter 9 ‘Adopting proactive debt management policy strategies to 
forestall a debt crisis in South Africa’ Aren discusses debt management in 
South Africa. She expresses the concern that South Africa may be heading 
towards a major sovereign debt crisis and calls for proactive strategies to 
avoid this outcome. In providing recommendations, the author specifically 
focuses on the challenges of  South Africa’s high debt levels and interest 
rate, increasing level of  state capture, and the complex issue of  corruption. 

In chapter 10 ‘The renegotiation of  sovereign debt tainted by 
corruption: Mozambique’s “secret” debt in perspective’ Koen explores the 
case of  Mozambique’s secret debt tainted with corruption. He provides 
background on how the debt was incurred, assesses its legality under 
Mozambican law, and discusses the validity of  the debt under the English 
governing law. Finally, he draws lessons for other SADC countries that 
could face the problem of  debt that may be tainted with corruption.

Ng’ambi discusses the case of  Zambia in chapter 11 ‘Sovereign debt: 
A case study of  Zambia’. Zambia is the first African country to default 
on its Eurobonds during the COVID-19 pandemic. Ng’ambi provides an 
overview of  the country’s recent debt history and of  the economic and 
social impact of  the current debt crisis. He also argues that the Zambian 
debt crisis should be managed within the framework of  the Basic Principles 
on Sovereign Debt Restructuring Processes.40 

In chapter 12 ‘Steeling for the next public health crises through fiscal 
responsibility: Namibia’s trial of  strength’ Zongwe focuses on Namibia’s 
fiscal landscape and the tension that arises when a country needs to 
balance short-term liquidity needs, for example, due to a pandemic, with 
long-term solvency concerns. He argues that the country should introduce 

40 UN General Assembly Basic Principles on Sovereign Debt Restructuring Processes 
(29 July 2015), https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/a69L84_en.pdf  
(accessed 10 April 2021).
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fiscal responsibility laws in Namibia that can provide guidance to policy 
makers in managing these tensions. Zongwe utilises the examples of  
budget system laws in other countries to support his case.

In chapter 13 ‘Resource-backed loans, COVID-19 and the high risk 
of  debt trap: A case study of  Zimbabwe’ co-authors Mutondoro, Hobi, 
Dhliwayo and Chiname assess the legal and social aspects of  natural 
resource-backed loans in Zimbabwe. The co-authors raise the concern 
that resource-backed loans in the already fragile Zimbabwe are negatively 
impacting the country’s debt burden, and increasing the risks of  corruption 
and human rights violations. 

In chapter 14 ‘Towards utilisation of  domestic resources in settling 
Zimbabwe’s sovereign debt’ Pfumorodze discusses the complex challenge 
of  Zimbabwe’s massive debt overhang and how it has been compounded 
by COVID-19. He also describes the government’s previous unsuccessful 
debt-restructuring strategies. The chapter concludes with some suggestions 
for debt restructuring and relief  for Zimbabwe. 

Finally, in chapter 15 ‘Building back better post-COVID-19: Lessons 
learnt and the future of  sovereign debt management and restructuring in 
SADC’ Bradlow and Masamba draw lessons from all the contributions 
that they maintain will be useful to policy makers, industry experts and 
academics interested in the management of  sovereign debt in the SADC 
region. 
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Annex 1: World Bank debt statistics per creditor 
  type (excluding Mauritius, Namibia and 
  Seychelles)

Figure 1: Angola External Debt Stock by Creditor Type41

Figure 2: Botswana External Debt Stock by Creditor Type42

Figure 3: Comoros External Debt Stock by Creditor Type43      

41 World Bank Group ‘International debt statistics’ (2021) 35, https://openknowledge.
worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/34588/9781464816109.pdf (accessed 
19 February 2021).

42 World Bank Group (n 41) 46.

43 World Bank Group (n 41) 58.
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Figure 4: DRC External Debt Stocks by Creditor Type44

Figure 5: Eswatini External Debt Stock by Creditor Type45

Figure 6: Lesotho External Debt Stock by Creditor Type46

Figure 7: Malawi External Debt Stock by Creditor Type47

44 World Bank Group (n 41) 59.

45 World Bank Group (n 41) 70.

46 World Bank Group (n 41) 95.

47 World Bank Group (n 41) 98.
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Figure 8: Madagascar External Debt Stock by Creditor Type48

Figure 9: Mozambique External Debt Stock by Creditor Type49

Figure 10: South Africa External Dent Stock by Creditor Type50

Figure 11: Tanzania External Stock by Creditor Type51

48 World Bank Group (n 41 ) 97.

49 World Bank Group (n 41) 107.

50 World Bank Group (n 41) 128.

51 World Bank Group (n 41) 135.
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Figure 12: Zambia External Debt Stock by Creditor Type52

Figure 13: Zimbabwe External Debt Stock by Creditor Types53

52 World Bank Group (n 41) 150.

53 World Bank Group (n 41) 151.


