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Introduction 

 Wealth disparity has become an increasingly dire global issue in the past decade. Currently it is 

estimated that the world’s richest 1% owns around 43.4% of the world’s wealth, and the percentage is 

increasing annually. As of 2019, the richest 26 people in the world owned roughly the same amount of 

money as the poorest 50% of the global population. Economic inequality is a large restraining factor of 

poorer countries; they are prevented from reaching their potentials and becoming strong, working 

members of the global society. When people are kept in poverty, they lose the opportunity to get proper 

education, health services, and even other basic necessities such as clean food and water. The large 

wealth gap makes them liable to exploitation, forced labour, and unfair wages.  

 Historically, the continent of Africa is characterised by an overall underdeveloped economy. 75% 

of the world’s poorest countries are situated in Africa, and as of 2016, their global domestic product 

(GDP) per capita was barely 10% of the world average. Their economy is predominantly agricultural, 

relying on natural resources and working primary sector jobs. Up to 60% of their population still engages 

in subsistence farming (“Economy of Africa”). Due to the harsh climate and environment, much of the 

continent has struggled to advance and industrialize. However, not all of Africa is suffering from poverty. 

Africa has shown positive economic growth in the past years, and countries such as Ethiopia, Rwanda, 

and Tanzania are among the fastest growing economies in the world. The key issue is creating an 

inclusive environment for growth in such a diverse and divided continent. While certain regions are 

progressing and developing, others continue to suffer, creating a large wealth gap and wealth disparity.  

 

Definition of Key Terms 

Wealth disparity 
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Wealth disparity refers to the difference between the rich and the poor of a country. This can refer to 

financial assets, properties, or opportunities to earn money. It is an inequality between people 

economically. Wealth disparity can be caused by other forms of disparity, such as, but not limited to, 

gender disparity, income disparity, and racial disparity.  

Subsistence farming 

Subsistence farming is a form of agriculture in which nearly all of the product produced is consumed 

by the farmer and his family. This leaves little or no surplus produce to be used otherwise in ways 

such as trading or selling. Subsistence farming is less favourable in modern society compared to the 

large-scale, industrial farming due to its low yield and efficiency.  

Colonisation 

Colonisation is when a foreign power occupies another country and exploits them for the benefit of 

the former. The colonisation of Africa was a period during the 19 th and 20th centuries in which 

European powers such as Britain, France, Spain, and Portugal divided up the continent of Africa and 

forcefully took over for economic reasons.  

Neo-colonisation 

Neo-colonisation, or “new colonisation,” is a modern form of colonisation in which a country does not 

physically occupy another country but controls them through political, economic, or cultural ways. 

Victim countries are still taken advantage of and unfairly treated by greater powers.   

 

Background Information 

 Africa is the second-largest continent on earth, consisting of 54 recognized countries. Africa is 

known for being incredibly diverse, both ecologically and socially. Divided by the equator, the climate of 

Africa is overall very hot and dry. However, it consists of different regions such as deserts, highlands, 

savannas, rainforests, and others. It is also the most culturally diverse continent on the planet, home to 

almost three thousand different ethnic groups. This diversity has caused various issues politically and 

economically; a combination of geographical borders and social divisiveness has hindered Africa’s path 

towards uniting and growing as a continent. To attempt to eliminate wealth disparity in Africa, it is first 

important to understand the causes of it. Major reasons for Africa’s prominent wealth gap include 

geographical disadvantages, historical factors, and excessive corruption.  

Geographical disadvantages  
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 Africa’s geographic location contributes towards its poverty and large wealth gap. Firstly, 

because Africa is divided into so many countries, many are left landlocked. Most landlocked countries 

are surrounded by other struggling and conflicting countries that can leave them in bad environments. 

They are also unable to form efficient trading routes with other countries. Secondly, though known for 

being rich in natural resources, they are unevenly distributed across the continent. Countries with 

abundant resources also struggle with poor governance and distribution, as well as exploitation by more 

developed countries. Finally, Africa is highly vulnerable to diseases such as malaria. The overall hot 

climate of the continent causes it to be suitable for the survival of disease-transmitting insects such as 

mosquitos. In 2019, the African region was home to 94% of malaria cases and deaths, a highly skewed 

global proportion (“Fact Sheet about Malaria”). Furthermore, widespread malnutrition in the continent 

lowers immunity levels and intensifies the dangers caused by these diseases.    

Historical factors  

 Africa’s history of slavery and colonisation have contributed to its poor economic status. Even 

after gaining freedom, the country continued to struggle as it was underdeveloped and lacked a stable 

structure. Previous colonisers then took advantage of this and continued to exploit it in new forms, also 

known as neo-colonialism. For these reasons, Africa is socially and politically fragmented among itself, 

making it difficult to modernize and develop. These conflicts fuel the divisiveness of Africa and create 

gaps between stronger and weaker countries.   

Colonialism  

Up until World War II, Africa was largely colonised by various European and American countries 

and exploited for raw materials and labour. Because colonising powers controlled trade policies 

and nearly all of the wealth, African countries were forced to trade raw materials for finished 

products at unreasonable prices. It also destroyed all of their traditional economic structures, 

trading items such as ivory and spices. Furthermore, most of Africa’s economies were reliant on 

the export of one or two commodities, making them vulnerable to collapse due to sudden market 

crashes.   

Social conflict 

Remnants of colonialism’s bloody history are still prominent in the country today. In the notorious 

scramble for Africa, the native people did not have a say in how the country was split up. 

Therefore, different ethnic, racial, and even religious groups were forcibly split up and forced 

together regardless of their history. Due to this reason, there was intense social conflict between 

Africans that persist to this day. This divisiveness hinders the continent from working together to 

advance and causes civil wars and terrorism that further hurt the economy.  
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 Neo-colonialism  

Neo-colonialism continues to affect the African continent. After African countries were able to 

gain political freedom, they suffered from undeveloped political and economic structures. Years 

of colonisation and oppression left them no space to grow and form mature governments or free 

markets. Therefore, they were forced to rely on the advanced past colonisers. Colonial powers 

often used tactics such as leveraging foreign investment, biased trade policies, and even 

corruptive measures to influence Africa’s politics and economics. For this reason, many African 

countries have still been unable to modernize and develop despite the end of colonisation.  

Excessive corruption  

 Underdeveloped economic systems leave way for corruption and other harmful power systems. 

Corruption is an incredibly prominent issue in the continent of Africa. This creates wealth gaps because 

corruption feeds corruption. If people live under a dishonest government, they may be forced to spend 

extra money on bribes, and if bribery is the commonality, everyone has to do it in order to survive. 

Therefore, countries under just governments can work to establish fair policies that benefit everyone, 

while corrupt countries will become more and more corrupt. Causes of corruption include bad 

governance and widespread poverty. Bad governance will lead to a widening wealth gap, because the 

rich minority will attempt to manipulate laws in their favour to keep the wealth amongst themselves. 

Widespread poverty creates a large lower class, largely separated from the rich minority upper class.  

 Bad governance 

After decolonisation, African countries were quickly left with power vacuums; many people took 

advantage of this to build corrupt governments in order to benefit themselves. However, 

alongside this desperation is also a tragic lack of experience and knowledge. Politicians do not 

know the best way to run a country and are often only interested in getting what is best for 

themselves and their families. When these governments take power, the only way to survive may 

be to use bribes and payoffs, further fuelling the corruptive circle.  

 Widespread poverty 

Poverty and corruption are closely linked. When poverty is a common issue in a country, it can 

form a competitive environment that leads to greed and exploitation. Because opportunity and 

power are so difficult to come by, those who gain it will do anything to hold on to it and take the 

most advantage possible of it. As many countries in Africa are still living in extreme poverty, 

leaders are likely to become corrupt, leading to more economic downfall and poverty. 
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Major Countries and Organizations Involved 

Nigeria  

 Nigeria is one of the richest countries in Africa. Most of this wealth comes from transport, 

infrastructure, tourism, and natural resources. It is the largest exporter of crude oil in Africa, which makes 

up over 80% of the export sector revenue. Nigeria also has natural resources such as coal and natural 

gas, as well as fertile land for producing cocoa and rubber. From 2000 to 2014, Nigeria’s GDP grew at 

one of the fastest rates in Africa, although this has slowed due to political instability and other factors.  

South Sudan  

 South Sudan is an incredibly new country, and one of the poorest countries in Africa. Since 

breaking away from Sudan in a civil war between 1955 and 2005, this country has been suffering from 

extreme poverty, low literacy rates, and high infant mortality rates. Being landlocked and lacking the 

financial ability to build stable infrastructure, the country struggles to receive foreign aid. The new 

government is wracked by division and suffers from corruption. Recently, more efforts have been made 

to set up new government policies and industries to utilize the natural resources in the area.  

India  

 India and Africa have a long history of cooperation, ever since fighting for freedom from colonial 

rule in the 1920s. Since the 2000s, India has increased trade and economic engagement with Africa, and 

is now Africa’s third-largest trade partner. They are also Africa’s seventh-largest investor. By using lines 

of credit, they have funded construction of railways, electrification and irrigation projects, etc. India and 

Africa have also cooperated in global platforms fighting for the best interests of developing countries.  

China  

 China is currently the biggest trade partner of Africa, with bilateral tarde totaling to $200 billion in 

a year. Since China’s significant economic develop and growth, an increased demand for energy in the 

form of coal and oil has subsequently increased as well. Africa is a large exporter of oil, and China in 

turn supports Africa’s economy through trade and foreign investment. Not only do Chinese banks offer 

loans and credits to developing countries, but they have also financed construction of roads, railways, 

hospitals, schools, and invested in energy, mining, telecommunications, and tobacco industries.  

African Union (AU) 

 The African Union is an alliance made up of 55 member states in the African continent. The goal 

of this organisation is to protect and promote the welfare of Africa as a united, free continent. It is the 
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successor of earlier pan-Africanist Organisation of African Unity (OAU). It covers issues from economics 

and industry to education and human rights.  

 

Timeline of Events 

Date Description of event 

1945-2011 Decolonisation of African countries.  

May 25th, 1963 
The Organisation of African Unity (OAU) is established. 32 independent African 

countries form this initial group that later becomes the African Union.  

1994 

The Rwandan genocide occurs. Millions of Tutsi Rwandans are murdered within 

a span of 100 days. Political strife and social conflicts in the country cause the 

economy to collapse.  

1995 
China provides major economic support to Africa. Trade and investment are 

established between the countries.   

1996 
Apartheid ends in South Africa, and the country’s poverty rate experiences a 

brief decline as political and economic reforms occur.  

2000 
Africa adopts the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and poverty levels 

fall.  

March 23rd, 2014 
The Ebola virus pandemic hits Africa. Over 10,000 people die, and the African 

economy crashes again.   

2019-2021 
The coronavirus outbreak sends the global economy downward. Africa suffers 

from inadequate healthcare systems.  

 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 

● Constitution of the Association of African Trade Promotion Organizations, 18 January 1974 

o A continent-wide constitution recognizing the importance of trade and continuous 

intercontinental exchange of information.  

● Treaty Establishing the African Economic Community, 3 June 1991 

o A treaty summating the different statuses of African countries and calling for realistic 

intercontinental relations that benefit the overall economic community within the African 

continent.   
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Previous Attempts to solve the Issue 

Africa Research In Sustainable Intensification for Next Generation (RISING) 

Africa RISING is a program launched in 2011 working to bring Africans out of poverty and hunger 

through sustainable farming systems. Their main target is women and children who suffer from 

malnutrition and income insecurity. There are currently three projects in West Africa, East and southern 

Africa, and the Ethiopian highlands.  

United Pan-Africanist Movement (UPAM) 

The United Pan-Africanist Movement is a worldwide movement established in 2020 to encourage 

unity and development between all ethnic groups in Africa. Areas of focus include sustainable energy, 

health, education, industrialization, banking etc. They have set up programs such as UPAM schools that 

teach African history, Swahili language, and other subjects such as technology and engineering. The 

goal is to encourage African self-strengthening and build a brighter future for all Africans.  

 

Possible Solutions 

Awareness projects 

 Africa is a highly unvalued region in the world. Because of its difficult past with slavery and 

colonisation, many people have misconstructed ideas about the continent and people, including racism 

and discrimination. Along with prejudice, news of the poor situation in Africa is also largely underreported 

due to the lack of communication methods the people have. Therefore, many countries are unaware of 

the difficult conditions and ignore the issues in the continent. Increased awareness efforts would lead to 

more foreign aid and investment. , which could in turn help eliminate wealth disparity in Africa. Foreign 

direct investment allows companies and organisations to expand, broadening employment opportunities 

and helping more people start their own businesses. As many people lack capital to even begin building 

a business, investment can help them start from the bottom.  

Investment in education 

 Africa suffers from low education rates. In sub-Saharan Africa, one-third of children between 

ages 12-14 are out of school, with rates increasing to nearly 60% between ages 15-17. Investment and 

increased availability of education is a crucial step towards closing Africa’s wealth gap. It opens up 

opportunity for society to advance and youth to break the vicious cycle of poverty leading to more 
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poverty. It can lead to more job prospects beyond the primary and secondary sectors of economy, 

boosting income and modernisation efforts.  

Political reforms 

 Corruption is a rampant issue in many countries of Africa. This issue lies in low education rates 

and a flawed political system. Much of Africa is caught up in a vicious cycle of corruption that leads to 

more and more poverty. In order to solve the problem of wealth disparity in Africa, the political system 

needs to be restructured to support more beneficial leaders and policies. This can be done with aid and 

guidance from foreign and non-governmental organisations such as the United Nations.  
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Appendix or Appendices 

Appendix I:  

Background on income inequality in Africa 

https://www.afdb.org/fileadmin/uploads/afdb/Documents/Generic-Documents/Revised-

Income%20inequality%20in%20Africa_LTS-rev.pdf 

Appendix II:  

Wealth inequality in South Africa 

https://sa-tied.wider.unu.edu/article/extreme-inequalities-distribution-household-wealth-south-africa 
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