
4th  Q u a r te r  2020  I s s u e  5 3  A n  I C  P u b l i c a t i o n

EUROZONE €8.00, UK £6.00, USA $9.95, CFA Zone CFA5.000, Egypt E£80, Ethiopia R200,  Gambia Da400, Ghana GH¢40.00, Kenya KShs800, 
Liberia $8, Mauritius MR300, Morocco Dh60, Sierra Leone LE 70000, South Africa R50.00 (inc tax),  Tunisia DT7, Uganda USh30,000,  
Zambia ZMW 100, Other Southern African countries R49.00 (excl tax), Tanzania TShs20,000. 

60 DRAMATIC YEARS 
OF NIGERIAN BANKING
REGIONAL FOCUS: EAST AFRICA
CREDIT RATINGS - TIME TO CRY FOUL?
SDRs THE SOLUTION 
TO AFRICA'S DEBT IMPASSE
CAPITAL MARKETS HOLDING THEIR OWN

BROADBAND 
THE SAVIOUR 
DURING COVID 

ECOBANK’S ALAIN NKONTCHOU:

NickWhite
Highlight



Cover Story In conversation: 
Ecobank Chairman Alain Nkontchou
Editorial
5 Africa’s battle for a fairer deal

News in Brief
6 Banking sector news from 
 around the continent

African Banker’s World
12 Who’s going where in the 
 African banking industry

Cover Story 
18 Ecobank Chairman  Alain Nkontchou: 
 The power of broadband

Country Focus: Nigeria at 60
24 A six-decade rollercoaster ride
28 No reprieve for chronic loan defaulters

In Conversation
32 Olukayode Pitan, Managing Director
 of Nigeria’s Bank of Industry (BOI)

Partner Insight
36 Living the digital future – CIB 

The Bigger Picture
38 IMF Special Drawing Rights 
 offer Africa a lifeline

Credit Rating Agencies
41 Inflexible agency stance hurting Africa

Essay
44 Menace of trial by social media

African Banker Awards
46  Women dominate African 
 Banker 2020 Awards

In Conversation
48 Admassu Tadesse, 
 President and Chief Executive, TDB

Law / Mediation
50 Need for mediation on the increase

Stock Market
52 IHS seeking $7bn US listing
53 Listing for Rwanda cement giant
54 Setting up a US dollar bourse in Victoria Falls
56 A stock exchange for Ethiopia ‘on the way’
56 FDH Bank is Malawi’s 16th listing

Topic
58 Covid impact on investment 
 banking is minimal

In Perspective
60 The new normal: business unusual

Technology
62 Banks accelerating 
 digitisation in wake of Covid

Regional Focus: East Africa 
66 Spike in M&A despite Covid
69 Secrecy fuels forex worries in Tanzania

Country Focus: South Africa
72 Harsh reality forces change to IMF stance

United Kingdom 
IC Publications  
7 Coldbath Square 
London EC1R 4LQ 

Tel: +44 20 7841 3210 
Fax: +44 20 7713 7898  
E-mail: icpubs@icpublications.com 
www.icpublications.com

France
IC Publications
609 Bat A, 77 Rue Bayen 
75017 Paris 
tel: +33 1 44 30 81 00  
fax: +33 1 44 30 81 11  
email: info@icpublications.com  
www.icpublications.com

FOUNDER  AND EDITOR-IN-CHIEF
Afif Ben Yedder 
Directeur de la publication 
benyedder@icpublications.com

GROUP PUBLISHER
Omar Ben Yedder 
o.benyedder@icpublications.com

EDITOR
Anver Versi

VP DEVELOPMENT 
Saliba Manneh 
s.manneh@icpublications.com 

ADVERTISING 
advertising@icpublications.com

ADVERTISING SALES DIRECTORS
Medrine Chitty, Baytir Samba, Nick Rosefield

DISTRIBUTION
distribution@icpublications.com

PRODUCTION MANAGER
Sophie Dillon

PRINTERS
Roularta Media Group
Meensesteenweg 300
8800 Roeselare

SUBSCRIPTIONS
IC Publications
Webscribe
Unit 4, College Business Park
College Road North
Aston Clinton, HP22 5EZ UK

Telephone: +44 (0) 1442 820580 
contact@webscribe.co.uk
www.africanbusinessmagazine.com/subscribe
All pictures AFP unless indicated.
Registered with the British Library. 
ISSN 1757-1413 
©2020 IC Publications Ltd

N° DE  COMMISSION PARITAIRE 
0120 T 90333
Dépôt légal  Octobre 2020



“IF THE AGF CANNOT 
SUPPORT THE SME 
SECTOR NOW,” BIKPO 
ARGUES, “THEN IT 
SHOULDN’T EXIST.” 
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Broadband as 
important as

building roads

The Cameroonian Alain Nkontchou 
(right) was appointed to succeed 
Nigeria’s Emmanuel Ikazoboh 
(who had completed his six-year 
tenure) as Chairman of Ecobank 
Transnational Inc. (ETI) in June. 

Nkontchou is the Managing 
Partner and co-founder of Enko 
Capital Management LLP, an asset 
management company, based in 
London, Johannesburg, Abidjan and 
Mauritius, which focuses on African 
investment opportunities.

He was an advisor at Laurent 
Perrier champagne, having been a 
Non-Executive Director from 1999 
to 2009. He was Managing Director 
of Credit Suisse’s Global Macro 
Trading Group in London and at JP 
Morgan Chase & Co. between 1995 
and 2008. Between 1989 and 1994, 

he was with Chemical Bank in Paris 
and New York, where he became 
Vice-President, Head of Trading and 
Sales. 

Nkontchou has an enviable 
track record of success, having 
generated significant dollar 
revenues for each of these top-tier 
institutions. 

He has an MSc in Electrical 
Engineering from Supélec and 
P.M. Curie University, Paris, and 
an MSc in Finance and Accounting 
from ESCP (Ecole Supérieure de 
Commerce de Paris).

In this exclusive interview with  
the Editor of African Banker,  
Anver Versi, Alain Nkontchou 
discusses the impact of Covid-19 
on African economies among other 
issues.

IN CONVERSATION
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IN CONVERSATION

Your appointment comes at a very critical time for Af-
rica and the world. Both correct and incorrect decisions, 
have very long-term consequences. How have your past 
experiences prepared you for your new role as Chairman 
of the bank?
My past experience with Ecobank is as an investor 
since 1994, and a member of a non-executive com-
mittee since 2015. I have an in-depth knowledge of 
Ecobank, its operation, its purpose, its resilience, its 
proud history and absolute commitment to all things 
African.  

From a professional perspective, I have been an 
asset manager focusing on Africa for almost 12 years 
now. Prior to that, I come from a background of global 
market trading for JP Morgan and Credit Suisse, in 
London and Paris.  

In that environment, I have had to make consid-
erable investments within Africa in the form of debt 
and to do so, I have had to possess an understanding 
of the micro dynamics underpinning the African en-
vironment and economy.

I think I have a decent understanding of the eco-
nomic cycle in Africa, the fabric of the economy, and 
the environment in terms of risk-taking. All of these 
factors are of help to the Bank, especially from a credit 
risk perspective and the overall risk management.

Do you feel that people making big decisions have to be 
much more flexible, given that we are in an environment 
that is changing so much?
Indeed. The fact is that we are facing a combined shock 
of supply and demand at one go – something that 
banks, as the centre of any economic environment, 
will have to face and acknowledge. 

It is going to translate into a certain amount of  loan 
impairments in balance sheets, that’s for sure. 

As far as Ecobank is concerned, we are getting closer 
to our customers. We are finding new ways to serve 
them; trying to understand the situation they are in and 
help them find ways they can survive this tough patch. 

The short-term impact of Covid-19 and the subse-
quent lockdowns is essentially one of liquidity at the 
country level and at the bank level. We believe that we 
are addressing that in the right way.  

In this environment the banking system should 
get some help from the Central Banks and regulators. 
That’s something that has been happening in most of 
the countries where we operate.  

Coupled to that short-term factor, what came as 
another shock is the way we do business. We have had 
to work in a situation where there were essentially no 
economic flows as most of the countries where we 
operate were locked down – and still are. 

We have had to work within the boundaries that 
technology allows - which is essentially digital. That’s 
showed how important that technology is going to be 
going forward. Within the banking sector, we believe 
that as the institution that has made quite a large 
investment in that direction, we are very well placed 
to harness the benefits that the prevailing conditions 

demand. It means deeper digitisation. 

In a broader perspective, what do you think African coun-
tries should be doing now to mitigate some of the Covid-19 
economic fallout?
Obviously, we have to face supply and demand shocks 
simultaneously. Most African governments have applied 
for, rightly so, some measures to alleviate the fiscal 
position which is going on.  

You have bilateral debt reprofiling, and multilateral 
rapid credit facility (RFC) and rapid financing instru-
ments (RFI) from the IMF – Cõte d’Ivoire got $885m, 
Nigeria $3.4bn, Senegal close to $445m. Those kinds of 
loans that come without any strings attached will go 
a long way to helping those countries expand fiscally.  

There has been unprecedented fiscal and monetary 
expansion in the developed world, and it should also 
apply to Africa to some extent. We don’t have the ability 
to create monetary expansion as much as the others 
can, but these measures are definitely helpful.  

However, it may not be enough. On a bilateral basis, 
countries were allowed to freeze debt payment for up to 
the end of this year, but we know that given the severity 
of the shock, this will not be enough. We understand 
that countries are negotiating to extend the freeze a 
little longer. Concessional loans also allow African 
countries to cushion the shock. In addition, some 
countries have increased their domestic borrowing to 
increase spending. 

But to ride out this storm, countries must upscale 
their medical infrastructure to support Covid-19 victims 
and prevent further infection, and provide capital to 
the private sector to allow them to absorb the shock.

or less. 
“Such an initiative could act as a backstop to the 

current liquidity challenge and eventually address the 
potential solvency threat.”

That about sums up my opinion on the matter.

There is a belief that the credit rating agencies are too harsh 
on Africa. What is your reading of that?
As an investor, I don’t always listen to credit agencies 
to decide whether I like to invest in a country or not.  

If I’m expected to take risk through an investment 
in a given country, I’d rather do my homework properly 
and thoroughly and make sure that these opinions 
are formulated through a debt sustainability analysis 
framework that I am fully comfortable with. At times, 
this process may include rating agencies research, even 
though they don’t necessarily have skin in the game. 
That’s the bottom line.

The enormous disruption in international trade caused by 
the virus has underscored Africa’s vulnerable dependence 

on commodities. How can we change this?
You can’t change it overnight - but at the very least, 
we have to recognise that the revenue or the wealth 
that we derive from extractive commodities is not 

forever. It’s cyclical, volatile, makes us dependent 
and less in control of our destiny. 

Yes, it provides income, but that income doesn’t 
give us any power or any buffer to man-

age downsides in the cycle. Therefore, 
we need to treat commodities not as 
current earnings for ever, but as a 
windfall.  

I have a suggestion that is made 
up of thirds: One third of the revenue 
goes to current investment, one third 
to current spending for government, 
and one third goes to future genera-
tion. And, this becomes entrenched 
in the constitution and we don’t 
shift from that except in case of 
a major economic shock...say 5% 
of GDP. 

It means that one third is used 
to build productivity-enhancing 

capacity – power, water, electricity, 
etc. The right multiplier will lower the 

cost of doing business in that country 
– or at least lower the cost of capital. 

Current spending is also normal; and 
the last third, the investment into the 
future, acknowledges that commodity-
based revenues cannot be guaranteed. It 
can also provide for the rainy day when 
your economy loses 5-10% of GDP, as is 

happening now.
If you impose those conditions on yourself, 

you realise that you need to find other sources 
of revenues. Therefore, you start the process of 
diversifying away from extractive commodities 
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“WE ARE FINDING NEW WAYS TO 
SERVE OUR CUSTOMERS; TRYING TO 
UNDERSTAND THEIR SITUATION, AND 
FINDING WAYS THEY CAN SURVIVE 
THIS TOUGH PATCH.”

The vital capital injection into economies should not 
be confined solely to governments – the private sector 
should become involved as well; and banks should be 
at the forefront of this.

The big question now of course is how long will 
it be before the situation returns to normal, borders 
open and trade can resume? It will be interesting to 
see whether we get an L or V shape of recovery as we 
come out of this crisis.

Vera Songwe, the Executive Secretary of UNECA, wrote an 
article in the Financial Times where she proposed setting 
up a special purpose vehicle (SPV) whereby African coun-
tries would set up their own repo markets and drive down 
the cost of borrowing. You wrote a letter to the newspaper, 
challenging the theory. What is your stance?
I expressed my own thoughts on the subject. As I said 
in my letter: “The scheme, as described, would provide 
financing to investors willing to buy additional debt 
from selected African countries. 

“However, such an initiative would not guarantee a 
reduction in the financing costs of their debt. Interest 
rates on market-based loans or Eurobonds are a func-
tion of the perceived debt sustainability of the issuer 
and the proposed vehicle does not appear to offer a 
credit enhancing mechanism. 

“Repo markets provide liquidity (or leverage) to 
investors, but do not necessarily reduce the cost of 
borrowing for the issuer. Nor do they alleviate the 
solvency risk. 

“If the ultimate objective is to reduce African bor-
rowing costs, the countries themselves will need to, 
firstly, wean themselves from their dependency on 
commodity exports for economic growth. 

“And secondly, make productivity enhancing 
investments that effectively leverage their potential 
capital and labour growth to attain the best growth 
multiplier.

“This would stabilise their external balances, re-
duce macro volatility and eventually achieve strong 
economic growth. Long-term economic reforms 
will eventually drive down borrowing costs and 
increase debt sustainability, as demonstrated by 
the experience of Morocco, Botswana and Namibia, 
all benefiting from relatively low borrowing costs. 

“Furthermore, we should not forget the all-
time low interest rates some African issuers 
achieved prior to the Covid-19 crisis. Ghana is-
sued a $750m 41-year Eurobond at a yield of 
8.75% in January and last year Benin issued a 
7-year bond at 6%, which raised €500m. 

“The immediate challenge facing African 
countries is liquidity. Solutions to that issue can 
parallel the bold fiscal and monetary expansion 
that developed countries deployed to cushion the 
economic impact of the virus. 

“While such countries can monetise their debt, 
African countries could be provided with liquidity 
from developed countries or multilaterals in the form 
of long-term zero-coupon debt at a rate of 1 per cent 



IN CONVERSATION

simply because you cannot just live on that.
How do you do that? The average age of our popula-

tions is 18 years old – which can be either a good or a 
bad thing. We need to educate the youth; this is how we 
are going to achieve productivity over the long term.  
We also need to invest further in our infrastructure in 
order to lower the cost of capital and lower the macro 
volatility of our economies.

In doing so, those countries will become more at-
tractive to investments seeking competitive returns, 
while governments will enjoy an increase in fiscal 
revenues and an increase in labour participation within 
their economy.

We need to find ways to produce for large and inte-
grated local markets which will offer optimal size  and 
make our economies more resilient to external shocks.  

Even in the most industrialised advanced countries, the 
SME sector is the one that employs more people than any 
other, but in Africa, SMEs are regarded as the ‘ugly sister’. 
How do we change this?
Absolutely right! We must support them by providing 
them with permanent capital. 

One of the reasons why SMEs are not getting enough 
capital is the perception of risk. Lending is essentially 
asset-based and an SME doesn’t necessarily have assets. 
So, if you cannot find other ways to mitigate risk – like 
cash flow based or other ways – then you are going to 
starve them of credit.

In the classic situation, when there is a lack of con-
fidence in the ability of the debtor to repay the debt, 
somebody has to provide that implied guarantee and 
a trusted independent legal framework – that’s where 
government could play a major role. DFIs also do that 
to a certain extent. 

Governments could induce banks to hold a certain 
amount of loans to SMEs in their balance sheet and 
tell them, ‘we will take the first 20% loss in terms of 
credit’. This will encourage banks to review their risk 
assessment and hopefully expand their exposure to the 
SME sector sensibly.

For 70 years we’ve been talking about industrialisation 
and still nothing has happened. Asia started at the same 
time as us and look where they’ve got. From a pan-African 
perspective, how do you kick-start it?  
It makes sense to think that we need to move to the 
next stage even though we haven’t mastered the agri-
cultural side, the primary sector, first. 

When it comes to industrialisation, you want to be 
in an environment where companies can produce most 
efficiently at the lowest cost possible, with enough 
margin to become prosperous down the road.

China has 1.3-1.4bn people but it is one country; 
Africa has 1.3bn and 54 countries. That in itself is a 
weakness from a starting point. 

What this means is that we have to first build a 
minimum market size within our own areas which 
supports several aspects - customs tax policy, micro 
policy, exchange rates and free circulation of goods. 

Then ring-fence the market because by definition, you 
don’t create a market if you can’t protect it. 

That is the vision behind the African Continental 
Free Trade Agreement. It’s good that we all understand 
that we need a domestic market because that’s our 
natural low-hanging fruit. If you can effectively tap 
into your own market, you will create the multiples that 
you need to allow you to better withstand macro shocks 
through the potential resilience of domestic demand.

Yes, in global terms, we have a labour cost advan-
tage as far as manufacturing is concerned but where 
we are losing is that the effective cost of capital is just 
too high. 

I have no problem with AI and robotics, they increase 
productivity, but there are still other goods which re-
quire manpower.

European industries manufacturer auto parts, elec-
trical components and so on in some North African 
countries because it is more cost-effective and there 
are benefits of proximity. However, there are other 
products that can be manufactured in sub-Saharan 
Africa – for example, shoes and textiles in Ethiopia, 
Rwanda, Kenya and so on. 

While it is easy to conceptualise the situation as I 
have done, what is required is political will and that 

requires some give and take.

Talking of currency, what is your opinion about the changes 
to the CFA?
As a consequence of the CFA being pegged to the euro, 
we’ve inherited low inflation and we also have relatively 
low interest rates: Côte d’Ivoire borrowed at roughly 6% 
while Ghana (which is not in the CFA zone) has been 
borrowing at 20% for the past five years, with inflation 
between 12-19%. It’s the same for Nigeria over the past 
five years. This is a very punitive proposition.

The only problem is that if somebody is guaranteeing 
your currency (i.e. France) it brings in other factors. If 
your currency is pegged to another currency, it means 
your ability to buy and sell it is curtailed and you will 
not have an independent monetary policy. The bottom 
line is your ability to expand your debt stock or mon-
etary base has to be limited, by definition.

Above all that, can you sustainably grow an economy 
over the long term with somebody else’s currency? No, 
obviously not. Having said that, the CFA countries could 
leverage from low cost of capital and relatively low 
inflation to boost investments and economic growth 
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as much as possible.
Right now, Nigeria and Angola have relatively high 

rates while Senegal and Cõte d’Ivoire, which are in the 
CFA zone, have had decent growth.  

Coming back to the bank itself, you’ve had, from your 
perspective, problems in Nigeria, you said you would fix 
Nigeria. How are you going to do this?
The problem in Nigeria comes from legacy loans that we 
had through an acquisition, seven years ago or therea-
bouts. Coupled with that, there has been over- exposure 
in commodities that haven’t done well.

It has been contained; we have set up a resolution 
trust that is trying to work out the debts of those non-
performing loans and a strategy has been revised as a 
whole within Nigeria.

As we are slowly beginning to come out of the crisis, what 
sort of lasting changes do you see for the banking industry 
as well as the economic set-up in Africa?
There is a realisation that relying on the single supply 
chain is a big risk to many countries. This was demon-
strated in the difficulty many faced in obtaining vital 
goods during the pandemic.

So we have probably gone too far in globalisation, 
becoming too interdependent to the point it could af-
fect our own safety.  

Africa is in a very good position over the medium 
term because with the African Continental Free Trade 
Agreement, we have a situation where we can create a 
sizeable market for ourselves for our 1.3bn customers.  

The other realisation is the importance of technol-
ogy, digitalisation. For four months, we’ve been work-
ing from home and broadband has shown us that I can 
talk to you without taking a plane to meet you and have 
a deal that is concluded efficiently. [The interview was 
conducted on Zoom.] Broadband is now as important 
as building roads.  

Ecobank is very well positioned to reach our cus-
tomers across our markets, serve them efficiently in 
terms of payment systems, lending and every other 
financial service – hand in hand with our associates 
such as MTN, Visa and MasterCard.

All that will allow us now, as a bank, to be in a very 
good position to tap into what is going to become the 
new way of doing business.

Are you optimistic and enthusiastic about Africa?
I’m realistic. As an investor I have to be mindful of 
the fact that my primary concern is returns over the 
medium term. Therefore, I can see the opportunities, 
I have a view from a micro economic environment. 

I believe this shock is transitory. Africa has had a 
less negative immediate effect from the virus than 
most other countries. Therefore, we stand to recover 
probably as fast as anyone else.  

I have the basis to be optimistic, it’s up to us now to 
make sure it’s actually realised. As an investor I judge 
as we go along and validate as we move on. We have 
the tools in our hands to achieve that. n

“I BELIEVE THIS SHOCK IS 
TRANSITORY. AFRICA HAS HAD A 
LESS NEGATIVE IMMEDIATE EFFECT 
FROM THE VIRUS THAN MOST 
OTHER COUNTRIES. SO WE STAND 
TO RECOVER PROBABLY AS FAST AS 
ANYONE ELSE.”




