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Part 1: Overview

OBG Governance, Risk Management and Compliance Report

What is GRC and Why Does it Matter?
Governance, risk management and compliance (GRC) 
is the integrated collection of capabilities that enable 
an organisation to realise goals, address uncertainty 
and act with integrity. The term was coined by the Open 
Compliance and Ethics Group to encompass the interplay of 
critical capabilities of departments within an organisation 
for the governance, management and assurance of 
performance, risk and compliance activities.

GRC frameworks are widespread around the world. Their 
implementation differs among sectors, and aim to tackle 
issues such as data privacy, corruption, money-laundering 
and terror financing. In recent years GRC has become 
increasingly linked to the environmental, social and 
governance (ESG) framework. While there is certainly 
overlap between the two concepts, ESG tools are focused 
in particular on measuring the impact of business activities, 
whereas GRC tools cover the approach organisations take 
to achieve governance, risk and compliance objectives.

It is important to fully understand the three pillars 
of GRC. Governance essentially refers to the role of 
the board of directors; how it is structured and what 
responsibilities it has. Fundamentally, governance is the 
set of rules, policies and processes that ensures corporate 
activities are aligned to support business objectives. It 
encompasses ethics, resource management, accountability 
and management controls. Also key to governance is 
ensuring that management has the capacity to direct 
and influence operations at all levels, while at the same 
time meeting customers’ needs and corporate goals. 
Although an important concept for both public and private 

organisations, most models in Africa are primarily focused 
on building governmental capacities.

The term risk management is defined as the process of 
identifying and controlling operational, financial, legal, 
strategic and security risks to an organisation. Companies 
seeking to reduce risk need to implement monitoring 
programmes to be aware of all impacts on their business. 
As a result of the 2007-08 global financial crisis, for 
example, many international banks became more focused 
on mitigating risk by cutting ties with African counterparts 
due to factors such as concerns of non-compliance issues, 
lack of timely and complete information sharing, and the 
continent’s general business environment. African financial 
organisations must therefore reduce risk to support legal, 
contractual, internal, social and ethical goals, as well as 
monitor new technology-related regulations. By doing so, 
an organisation will protect itself from uncertainty, reduce 
costs, and boost business continuity and success.

The last pillar of GRC is compliance, which refers to a 
company’s adherence to rules, policies, standards and 
legislation set forth by industry bodies, regulators and 
government agencies. Non-compliance issues can affect all 
sectors. Africa’s financial sector, for example, is particularly 
focused on combatting illicit-financing schemes, while 
sectors involved with natural resources look more into 
environmental issues and corruption. Compliance is also 
increasingly focused on data privacy regulation in a rapidly 
advancing digital economy. To ensure effective compliance, 
it is recommended that organisations develop, implement 
and communicate policies to address those areas of risk. 

GOVERNANCE  
The management approach of an organisation and 
alignment of corporate activities with business goals

COMPLIANCE 
Adherence to rules, policies, standards and laws

RISK MANAGEMENT 
 Identification, assessment and handling of 
operational, financial, legal and security risks
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Groupe Ascoma
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Ascoma is a global, independent insurance brokerage 
group founded in Monaco in 1950. The group has a strong 
presence in sub-Saharan Africa, where it established the 
world’s first independent insurance network. It offers 
insurance products, consulting services, health cost 
management solutions and risk management. Ascoma 
has 29 subsidiaries in 23 countries, and more than 700 
staff – of whom 670 are based in Africa. The Ascoma 
network covers 500,000 beneficiaries in Africa, includes 
3500 health care providers and 70 medical advisers, and 
manages premium in excess of €275m.

In 2021 Chedid Capital – a financial holding group and 
leading insurance and reinsurance brokerage in Europe, 
the Middle East, Africa and South Asia – acquired a 
majority stake in Ascoma, taking over insurance activities 
in Africa. The combination of Chedid Capital’s expertise as 
an international market operator with Ascoma’s African 
insurance market knowledge has benefited businesses 
looking to invest in West and Central Africa. Ascoma’s 
experienced analysts and multidisciplinary teams examine 
complex tenders, coordinate international programmes, 
and audit risks and prevention measures for both 
businesses and individuals.

GRC is at the heart of Ascoma’s international activities. The 
company has implemented the framework within its own 
organisation and is promoting the principles all over Africa. 
“Advocating for the adoption of GRC principles is important 
to create resilience, establish proper monitoring functions 
and boost good governance,” Farid Chedid, chairman and 
CEO of Groupe Ascoma, told OBG. “For investors, it is of 

particular importance to know that governance and risks 
are properly managed by a company or group; investors do 
not want to be exposed to corruption or non-compliance. 
The growing awareness of GRC principles around the world 
– not just in Africa – will reduce risks and make it easier for 
foreign investors to establish operations in new markets.”

670 staff in Africa

500,000 beneficiaries 
on the continent

First independent broker in 
sub-Saharan Africa

Present in Africa 
since 1952

3500 health care providers 
and 70 medical providers

Premium over €275m
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foreign exchange, money collection and credit. The 
Economic and Monetary Community of Central Africa 
(Communauté Economique et Monétaire de l’Afrique 
Centrale, CEMAC), however, resolved much of this 
by creating a monetary union, and establishing rules 
and procedures. In the end, the most significant risks 
are often related to the financial sector and illicit 
financing. Many markets are still cash-based, which 
increases the risk for companies. Investors also want 
to be assured that they will not be exposed to cor-
ruption, non-compliance or money-laundering. This 
can only be solved with effective regulatory systems.

In what ways has integration led to the harmo-
nisation of compliance frameworks in Africa?
CHEDID: Even before the Covid-19 pandemic Afri-
can countries had been working towards economic 
integration through institutions such as the African 
Union, CEMAC, the Economic Community of West 
African States and the African Development Bank. 
There have also been harmonisation efforts taking 
place in different areas of the economy, including the 
insurance sector. This has resulted in more successful 
GRC-related frameworks and policies. Harmonisation 
of these regulations is of great importance to com-
panies and investors, as well as broader economic 
stability and the health of the financial system. 

CEMAC is a good example of this, as the union 
strengthened the capacity of its member states 
and made procedures more efficient. As a result, 
investors face less risk and non-compliance, and have 
seen corporate governance improve significantly. 
The pandemic will hopefully help strengthen inte-
gration efforts across the continent in the coming 
years, especially as the health crisis raised aware-
ness about GRC. The companies most dedicated to 
GRC navigated the crisis more easily, incentivising 
governments to continue harmonising regulations. 

How important are governance, risk management 
and compliance (GRC) for the economic stability 
of West and Central Africa? 
CHEDID: The extent to which countries in the region 
have been successful in implementing GRC principles 
varies. More adept countries have stable economies 
and developed financial sectors. As such, effective 
GRC implementation is as much of a concern to com-
panies as to governments. West and Central African 
markets require significant inflows of foreign direct 
investment, and need to be able to grow and create 
formal jobs for their relatively young populations. 

Investors prioritise governance and risk manage-
ment, and boards of directors have an important 
role to play in this regard. Technology has had an 
important effect in terms of catalysing GRC imple-
mentation in Africa, but will never replace the role 
of a board. Proper governance is not always straight-
forward in some African markets, which negatively 
impacts risk management and compliance. As far 
as compliance is concerned, investors expect that 
companies do their due diligence. Non-compliance, 
particularly in the financial sector, has been a chal-
lenge in some African markets. All this taken together 
highlights the role GRC can have on companies’ resil-
ience and their ability to cope with risks and financial 
downturns. It reduces volatility and creates value. 

What are the main risks to take into consideration 
when investing in West and Central Africa?
CHEDID: Each country is different: you have some 
areas where security risks are the biggest concern, 
while others have a large share of sanctioned indi-
viduals or companies due to ineffective or non-ex-
istent monitoring systems. This has an impact on 
market reputation, and causes investors to think 
twice about investing. Moreover, in francophone 
countries there is exposure to risks associated with 

OBG Governance, Risk Management and Compliance Report

Farid Chedid, Chairman and CEO, 
Groupe Ascoma

Interview

Integrated
future
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GRC in West and Central Africa
Discussions about governance, risk management 
and compliance (GRC) in Africa became increasingly 
important in line with moves to better observe anti-
money-laundering/counter-terrorist financing (AML/CTF) 
regulations. Furthermore, international banks such as 
Barclays and BNPP, as well as some private investors, began 
to pull out of the continent after the 2007-08 financial 
crisis in a bid to de-risk operations. These concerns have 
been amplified in recent years by issues related to data 
management and to what extent companies comply with 
environmental, social and governance (ESG) criteria. 

While there have been some continent-wide trends, not 
all African countries face the same difficulties in meeting 
GRC criteria. Markets and companies with the highest 
adherence to GRC principles proved to be the most 
resilient amid the challenges of the last decade. Ghana 
and Nigeria, for example, have been largely successful in 
rolling out robust AML/CTF frameworks. They have also 
emphasised ESG standards, with initiatives such as Ghana’s 
sustainable banking agenda and Nigeria’s national energy 
efficiency action plans that include a system for monitoring 
and enforcing renewable energy rules. In addition, some 
Ghanaian and Nigerian companies with operations abroad 
have rolled out ambitious GRC-related frameworks. 

The business environments of many other countries on 
the continent are too small or undeveloped for such 
independent efforts and stand to benefit from integration 
initiatives, according to an August 2020 report on de-
risking illicit financial flows from the non-profit Centre for 
Financial Regulation and Inclusion. Indeed, a shift towards 

integration has intensified in recent years with institutions 
such as the African Development Bank, the African 
Export-Import Bank (Afreximbank) and the African Union 
(AU) developing regulatory frameworks and surveillance 
programmes that tie into GRC principles. 

Regional-level alliances are also facilitating the 
implementation of GRC criteria. The Economic Community 
of West African States (ECOWAS) and the Central African 
Economic and Monetary Community (Communauté 
Economique et Monétaire de l’Afrique Centrale, CEMAC) 
are working to enforce GRC principles by promoting 
economic integration and development projects. These 
bodies have also harmonised investment laws, financial 
policies, standards and regulatory codes. For example, 
provisions in ECOWAS’ investment code aim to boost 
compliance with local laws. 

International organisations are involved in these efforts 
as well. The IMF, for its part, successfully assisted central 
banks in West and Central Africa in strengthening 
regulatory and surveillance frameworks. Another 
important entity is the Organisation for the Harmonisation 
of Business Law in Africa. Comprised of 17 West and 
Central African countries, it has made progress in aligning 
the business laws of member states in recent years.
Even so, there remains room for improvement in terms of 
harmonisation, as there are significant differences in the 
GRC regulations, political urgency and business climate 
of African markets. Inconsistency, outdated regulation 
and regulators with limited power have slowed the 
development and uptake of GRC criteria on the continent.

• While there have been some continent-wide trends, not all African 
countries face the same difficulties in meeting GRC criteria

• Markets and companies with the highest adherence to GRC principles 
proved to be the most resilient amid the challenges of the last decade

• Ghana and Nigeria, for example, have been largely successful in rolling out 
robust anti-money-laundering/counter-terrorist financing frameworks

• Those countries have also emphasised environmental, social and 
governance standards, with initiatives such as Ghana’s sustainable banking 
agenda and Nigeria’s national energy efficiency action plans that include a 
system for monitoring and enforcing renewable energy rules

OBG Governance, Risk Management and Compliance Report    
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Samaila Zubairu, CEO, 
Africa Finance Corporation

Interview

What is needed for the private sector to further 
participate in bridging the infrastructure gap on 
the African continent? 
ZUBAIRU: The current infrastructure deficit ham-
pers Africa’s GDP growth by three to four percentage 
points yearly. One of the main challenges remains 
convincing the private sector to invest in infrastruc-
ture. For that reason, it is essential that we have posi-
tive examples from both the private and public sector 
to draw on in order to facilitate greater infrastruc-
ture and power development in the region. Generally 
speaking, we expect the public sector to supply 54% 
of the necessary funding, while the private sector 
participates by investing 46% of the capital. 

For this to become reality, it is very important to 
assess and mitigate risk to achieve the necessary lev-
els of investment in infrastructure related to water 
sanitation, transport and logistics, power and ICT, 
which requires billions of dollars. By assessing and 
mitigating risk, we will manage to attract investment 
and unleash the continent’s potential, allowing for 
growth and job creation, facilitating industrialisation 
and enabling the increased export of value-added 
products. As these goals cannot be achieved without 
addressing issues such as transport and access to 
power, one path to progress is the creation of special 
economic zones like the ones developed in Togo and 
Gabon. Such zones could help develop the industrial 
sector by providing the necessary access to transport 
centres and logistics services.

In what ways can financial institutions help to 
mitigate risk in West and Central Africa?
ZUBAIRU: Financial institutions need to do their part 
to facilitate investment by providing investors with 
the necessary guarantees and tools to safeguard 
their capital. That is the first step towards mitigating 
risk and making projects bankable, especially when 

it comes to infrastructure and power development. 
Financial and multilateral institutions can also work 
hand-in-hand with governments and private sec-
tor actors to develop appropriate frameworks for 
public-private partnerships in priority areas. These 
partnerships are another way of mitigating risk and 
attributing the right project responsibilities to each 
stakeholder. Moreover, international financial insti-
tutions can play a significant role in infrastructure 
development, not only by financing projects, but by 
improving the quality and quantity of information 
needed for the undertakings. This will support effi-
cient resource allocation, and help actors employ the 
right tools and strategies to assess and mitigate risk. 

Financial institutions must rise to their custodial 
role of having various guarantees and mechanisms 
in place for private sector funds. This, along with 
being channels of government insurance and outlay, 
will strengthen their reputation as partners in the 
drive to build African infrastructure. 

How can sustainability principles in infrastruc-
ture projects address concerns of risk?
ZUBAIRU: Social responsibility, business develop-
ment and climate change are key factors that need to 
be considered when mitigating risk in infrastructure 
investment in Africa. The Africa Finance Corporation 
has been developing environmental and sustainabil-
ity frameworks for project operations, and we have 
implemented them, for example, in power plant plans 
in order to understand the emissions of projects and 
how to possibly reduce them. 

Tools are now available that are more relevant 
to contractors and allow all parties to understand 
the environmental, social and governance impacts 
of a project. These considerations and frameworks 
will help to make infrastructure development more 
positive for African populations and environments. 

Partners in 
progress
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The Pandemic’s Effect on Implementing GRC Principles

West and Central Africa have experienced several 
epidemics in recent years, with West Africa suffering the 
largest Ebola outbreak in history in 2014. These episodes 
severely constrained commerce and institutional capacity, 
a trend that was seen across markets during the Covid-19 
pandemic. Unlike other outbreaks, however, the pandemic 
has resulted in a concerted effort by public and private 
sector actors in West Africa to cushion the impact of the 
health crisis on the economy, as well as protect the most 
vulnerable members of society. 

Despite such efforts, the pandemic exacerbated some 
existing challenges, such as the strain on overburdened 
and underfinanced governments. This could undermine the 
correct implementation of GRC principles. For example, 
budgetary shortfalls and growing debt levels increase illicit 
financing activity, the value of which is estimated to be as 
much as $40bn per year across Africa. 

The economic ramifications of the pandemic led to a 
severe recession in West and Central Africa in 2020. This 
constrained the resources of institutions looking to roll 
out GRC frameworks. Moreover, some investments and 
loans associated with GRC frameworks that would have 
trickle-down effects for stakeholders were delayed. Indeed, 

the most significant challenge for the region in this space 
has been the delay of GRC-related projects, according to 
Idrissa Diop, compliance director of Afreximbank. “The 
pandemic has affected regional initiatives to develop GRC, 
such as the development of the AU’s framework guidance 
on governance and Afreximbank’s training programmes 
for compliance officers,” Diop told OBG. He also noted 
that systems that monitor business procedures in these 
countries have been disrupted, as daily operations usually 
depend on in-person interactions, which have been 
curtailed by social-distancing measures. 

International donors have raised their own concerns. In 
a January 2021 report the IMF noted that governments 
of CEMAC faced a severe deterioration of fiscal and 
external balances in 2021, which can in turn put pressure 
on external reserves and undermine debt sustainability. 
The global body also warned that prolonged negotiations 
on debt restructuring could lead to the delay of new 
programmes supported by international financial 
organisations and slow the adoption of GRC principles. 
While central banks in West and Central Africa have worked 
to strengthen their regulatory frameworks, compliance 
at the level of individual banks has been slow, with the 
pandemic adding further complications and disruptions.
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West and Central African nations have made progress in 
recent years on enacting corporate governance standards 
that relate to transparency, accountability and stronger 
reporting systems, although the effectiveness of reforms 
has varied. Much of this took place after the global financial 
crisis of 2007-08, during which time it was common for 
companies and governments to experience financial strain 
and bankruptcy. These issues would have been alleviated 
to some extent if boards of directors had played a more 
prominent role in companies’ operations and there was a 
greater emphasis on regulatory oversight.

More recently, as members of the African Union (AU), 
governments have worked to meet the goals of Agenda 
2036, which include good governance and the rule of law. 
Examples from the financial sector include the Bank of 
Ghana – the country’s central bank – revoking the licences 
of 23 insolvent financial companies in August 2019 in a 
bid to bolster confidence in the country’s banking sector. 
In a similar move, the Central Bank of Nigeria revoked the 
licences of seven payment platforms and 42 microfinance 
banks in December 2020 as part of a wider drive to 
create a more credible financial system amid a trend of 
new financial technology firms and other non-traditional 
banking services entering the market. Countries have also 
worked to curb money-laundering and terrorism financing. 
In August 2020 the Rwandan government established 
the Financial Intelligence Centre towards that end to 
monitor suspicious financial transactions; freeze and seize 
suspicious funds; provide and exchange information with 
other countries’ financial intelligence authorities; and issue 
regulations on administrative misconduct and sanctions. 

Meanwhile, state-owned enterprises (SOEs) play a central 
role in many African economies but do not yet have an 
established continental governance framework. However, 
such unified regulations are in the works: in September 

2020 the AU issued a tender for consultants to draft 
the body’s guidelines on the corporate governance of 
SOEs, emphasising the importance of governance to 
efficiency, competitiveness and commercial viability. This 
development is significant given that SOEs are emerging 
as primary enablers of many countries’ post-pandemic 
recovery programmes. In the absence of unified standards, 
some countries have developed their own SOE corporate 
governance guidelines. In September 2021 Ghana’s State 
Interests and Governance Authority (SIGA) created 
a draft code of good governance for SOEs. Stephen 
Asamoah Boateng, director-general of SIGA, told local 
press at the time that weak governance contributed to 
many firms’ poor financial performance. Traditionally 
the Parliament, ministries, regulatory commissions and 
government boards had oversight powers for SOEs, 
complicating reporting and supervision. “This has muddled 
the division of responsibilities and accountability for 
performance, especially between the board of directors 
and management,” he said. 

Despite this and similar examples, West and Central African 
nations on the whole continue to face challenges related 
to governance, the regulatory environment, supervisory 
institutions with limited enforcement power, a low capacity 
for self-monitoring, ineffective boards of directors, and 
the delayed or inaccurate disclosure of information. 
“Despite significant progress, changes still need to be 
implemented to permanently improve the business climate 
and lead investors to a better perception of risks, in 
addition to more commitments in the will to undertake 
these changes,” Huguette Oyini, deputy general manager 
of Groupe BGFIBank, told OBG. “The biggest challenge is 
to simplify the legal and regulatory frameworks, as well as 
administrative procedures. Such an environment, paired 
with strong control and sanction mechanisms, would 
improve governance and reduce risks in our countries.”

For example, in August 
2019 the Bank of 
Ghana revoked the 
licences of 23 insolvent 
financial companies 
in a bid to bolster 
confidence in Ghana’s 
banking sector

In the years since 
the 2007-08 global 
financial crisis, 
improvements have 
been made throughout 
West and Central 
Africa in terms of 
governance

In a similar move, the Central 
Bank of Nigeria revoked 
the licences of seven 
payment platforms and 
42 microfinance banks in 
December 2020 as part of a 
wider drive to create a more 
credible financial system

OBG Governance, Risk Management and Compliance Report    
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Rolling Out E-Government Services
The AU has emphasised e-government as a way to reduce 
poverty, promote economic stability and bolster inclusive 
growth. In its Digital Transformation Strategy for Africa 
2020-30, the body notes that digital government platforms 
have the ability to not only bring service delivery on a 
par with that provided by the private sector, but also 
increase efficiency, responsiveness, transparency and trust. 
Indeed, e-government has proven a powerful instrument 
in enabling the public sector to deliver services in a 
fiscally responsible and equitable way, while maintaining 
supervision over related companies and other bodies. 
E-government initiatives can also help Africa shift from 
a cash-based to a cashless society by promoting digital 
banking solutions and integrating more people into the 
formal financial system. In turn, digital solutions can help 
both the private and public sectors mitigate risks such as 
money-laundering and other forms of illicit activity. 

West and Central African countries have been relatively 
slow in the shift towards digital governance solutions. In 
the UN’s 2020 e-governance development index of 193 
countries, many in the region had room to improve. That 
year Ghana ranked 101st; Gabon 113th; Côte d’Ivoire 139th; 
Nigeria 141st; Senegal 150th; and the Democratic Republic 
of the Congo 184th. Even so, countries including Ghana, 
Gabon and Côte d’Ivoire improved their rankings since the 

2016 index, from 120th, 129th and 175th, respectively. 
These advancements were the result of concerted efforts 
on behalf of both national governments and organisations 
such as the AU to support digital solutions. Indeed, the 
AU’s Digital Transformation Strategy for Africa 2020-30 
aims to facilitate innovation and inclusive growth through 
digitalisation. The body has the overarching goals to 
alleviate the digital divide, diversify economies and 
improve quality of life for Africans. In line with the aims of 
the African Continental Free Trade Area, the AU’s digital 
strategy seeks to create a single digital market on the 
continent. People, services and capital would be able to 
move freely across the single market to facilitate access to 
online services for both individuals and businesses. Under 
the single market agreement, countries would implement 
laws and regulations to stimulate digital transformation, 
promote open standards and interoperability, and prioritise 
cross-border economic cooperation. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has caused governments across 
West and Central Africa to redouble efforts to deploy 
e-government solutions to facilitate social distancing 
and provide seamless service delivery despite wider 
disruptions. As the region continues to grapple with digital 
inequality, it will be necessary to bridge this gap in order to 
reap the full benefits of digital government services.

Select rankings in the UN’s E-Government Development Index

 Change20162020

19120101 Ghana
16129113 Gabon
8138130 Rwanda

36175139 Côte d’Ivoire
2143141 Nigeria
6144150 Senegal

13168155 São Tomé and Príncipe
20177157 Benin
21185164 Burkina Faso
12186174 Sierra Leone
4180184 Democratic Republic of the Congo

Table source: UN
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Graph source: IMF

Integration as a Driver of Best Practices

Harmonising governance frameworks has long been a 
central objective of regional organisations in West and 
Central Africa. For example, the Central Bank of West 
African States (Banque Centrale des Etats de l’Afrique 
de l’Ouest, BCEAO) championed the adoption of the 
Basel II and Basel III accords, which were employed by 
the banking sectors of the West African Economic and 
Monetary Union (Union Economique et Monétaire Ouest-
Africaine, UEMOA) in 2016. “When we adopt a regulation, 
it is automatically valuable for all eight countries. This 
facilitates the implementation of rules and supervision. 
The advantage is that as soon as a bank has an agreement 
to operate in one of the countries, it can operate in the 
others,” Franck Bassambié Bationo, general director of 
economy and currency at the BCEAO, told OBG. “We 
also benefit from a single currency, which simplifies 
processes.” Banking sectors in the region tend to lag 
in terms of alignment with the international financial 
system, highlighting the role regional alliances can play in 
driving integration and the adoption of global standards. 

In 2015 the AU launched African Vision 2063, which 
includes provisions on good governance and proper data 
management. The AU has also created the African Peer 
Review Mechanism (APRM), which works to ensure that 
policies and practices of members states meet agreed-

upon political, economic and corporate governance 
standards. In March 2021 the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo acceded to the body, becoming its 41st member. 
Another organisation that works towards this end is 
Making Finance Work for Africa, an independent entity 
with a secretariat housed within the African Development 
Bank in Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire. It aims to bring together 
the public and private sectors, as well as development 
partners, to develop the continent’s financial system and 
maximise its impact for businesses and individuals. One of 
the organisation’s main priorities is the establishment of 
sound, efficient regulations and supervision. 

The success of such programmes has been varied. The 
scope of the APRM, for example, is limited by its voluntary 
nature and lack of enforcement. Moreover, UEMOA faced 
challenges in its implementation of the Basel accords, 
largely due to the hesitancy of members states. The 
Covid-19 pandemic constrained the impact of regional 
initiatives, yet in January 2021 the IMF released a report 
highlighting the importance of improving governance, 
transparency and the business climate in the Central 
African Economic and Monetary Community in order to 
facilitate a post-pandemic recovery. The IMF, for its part, 
urged further progress towards risk-based supervision, 
and preserving internal and external stability. 

OBG Governance, Risk Management and Compliance Report    

Basel II and Basel III accords: 
adopted in 2016 across UEMOA

African Peer Review Mechanism: 
works to ensure that policies and 
practices of AU members states meet 
agreed-upon political, economic and 
corporate governance standards

Making Finance Work for Africa: 
an independent entity that aims to 
develop the continent’s financial 
system and establish sound, efficient 
regulations and supervision

African Vision 2063: launched 
in 2015 by the AU, the initiative 
includes provisions on good 
governance and proper data 
management

Efforts to 
harmonise 

governance 
frameworks
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Sector Spotlight: Mining

Africa is rich in natural resources such as gold, cobalt and 
coltan. Although these present a source of opportunity, 
this wealth has also resulted in conflict and inequality in 
several African countries. For example, in Ghana – the 
leading producer of gold on the continent – around 
60% of water bodies are polluted, largely as a result of 
small-scale, illegal mining activities. Moreover, these 
operations represent 35% of the country’s total gold 
production, underscoring the extent of the issue facing the 
government and other stakeholders looking to stem such 
activities. The challenges in Africa are not limited to illegal 
mining: risks ranging from corruption to child labour to 
environmental damage stem from a lack of proper mining 
regulation, oversight and enforcement.

Governments in Africa have been working to improve 
governance in the mining sector through regulatory 
reforms. In 2009 the AU adopted the Africa Mining 
Vision, which serves as the continent’s roadmap to 
enhance transparency, accountability, equity and the 
optimal exploitation of mineral resources in order to 
facilitate wider sustainable growth and socio-economic 
development. Implementation, however, has been slow. 

The African Development Bank, meanwhile, is aiming to 
enhance governance through its financial offerings and 
support of the African Legal Support Facility (ALSF), 
which was created in 2010 to help governments execute 

complex transactions such as those related to extractives, 
infrastructure and public-private partnerships (PPPs). In a 
webinar organised by the ALSF in early 2021, participants 
emphasised that PPPs will continue to play an important 
role in facilitating a sustainable post-pandemic recovery.

Progress has also been made at the regional and local 
levels. Since 2016 reforms of mining codes and tax regimes 
have been launched in mineral-dominated economies, 
including the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC). 
In its 2021 Resource Governance Index, the Natural 
Governance Resource Institute noted that revisions in 
the DRC’s mining code in 2018 contributed to progress 
in the sector. However, at the same time the organisation 
remarked that “the sector is characterised by insufficient 
implementation of mining rules and laws”. 
 
Challenges remain in the DRC and other African countries, 
largely due to improper licensing regulations and a lack of 
transparency. In January 2021 a new EU regulation came 
into effect that requires companies that import mining 
products to undertake due diligence. The law is an example 
of a broader movement that aims to ensure greater 
transparency and improve supply-chain management by 
international firms to prevent trade in minerals linked to 
conflict and abuse. Major regulatory and corporate reform 
is essential to ensure African minerals are part of the 
global market and are developed in a sustainable manner.

Part 2: Governance
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Risk Assessment in West and Central Africa

Part 3: Risk Management

There are always risks to consider when looking to make an 
investment. For investors interested in West and Central 
Africa, those range from climate threats, to political crises, 
to operational and financial risks related to illicit financial 
flows, money-laundering and the financing of terrorism. 

Risk assessment can be viewed through two primary lenses: 
the first is the unifying impacts of multilateral institutions 
and regional bodies, both African and global, in providing 
risk-assessment criteria; the second is the push factor 
generated by investors’ increasing focus on environmental, 
social and governance (ESG) principles. 

As regards the former, risk assessment still largely rests 
with central banks and regional financial institutions, 
under the guidance of global multilateral partners. For 
example, the IMF regularly issues papers analysing the risks 
affecting members of UEMOA and CEMAC. These offer 
insights on how a deterioration in the security situation in 
the Sahel might affect the growth prospects, development 
outcomes and public finances of the afflicted countries, 
as well as guidance to institutions like the Central African 
Banking Commission on moving towards risk-based 
supervision and strengthening anti-money-laundering/
combatting the financing of terrorism implementation. 
That said, non-financial bodies such as ECOWAS, under the 
guidance of the US Agency for International Development, 
have launched a regional risk-assessment framework, 
known as the Joint Analysis and Response Planning 
(JARP) compendium. JARP provides a country-level risk-
assessment system that members can use to detect and 
prevent violence and insecurity, as well as marshal an 
effective responses to natural disasters.

The Central Africa Regional Strategy for Risk Prevention, 
Disaster Management and Climate Change Adaptation 

provides a foundation for Economic Community of Central 
African States (ECCAS) partners to support existing 
mitigation efforts. However, while ECCAS has a mandate to 
lead regional political talks on disaster risk management 
and climate change, it has limited institutional capacity and 
its overall effectiveness could be improved. 

Climate and agricultural risk are particularly important 
in West and Central Africa given that farming and food 
production are the backbones of the regional economy. 
Organisations such as the French Development Agency 
(Agence Française de Développement, AFD), ECOWAS 
and the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change 
offer technical and climate-mapping services that assist 
central banks and governments with planning disaster 
risk-reduction measures. The West African Science Service 
Centre on Climate Change and Adapted Land Use, which 
provides science-based advice to policymakers on climate 
change impacts, mitigation and adaptation measures, is 
another noteworthy stakeholder, as is the African Risk 
Capacity group under the African Union.   

For the second lens, ESG portfolios now value some $35trn 
globally. While there is increasing awareness of flaws in 
the way funds are classified, the trend is positive for risk 
assessment and mitigation. For example, recent revisions 
to the Equator Principles, which set the environmental and 
social baseline for the majority of international project 
debt financing, significantly increase the ESG performance 
requirements for the resource extraction projects that 
are vital to West and Central African economies. These 
include provisions to undertake both a climate change and 
human rights risk assessment. ESG risk criteria also offer 
an alternative tool for assessing sovereign risk, allowing 
for cross-referencing of credit ratings and sustainable 
development benchmarks, among other indicators.

Risk assessment

Push factor 
generated by 

investors’ increasing 
focus on ESG 

principles

Unifying impacts of 
multilateral institutions 

and regional bodies 
in providing risk-

assessment criteria
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The Role of Financial Institutions in Assessing and Mitigating Risk 

Part 3: Risk Management
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Since the 2007-08 global financial crisis regulators such 
as the Financial Stability Board and the Basel Committee 
on Banking Supervision have partnered with financial 
institutions to improve frameworks for monitoring risks 
associated with business models and the institutions’ 
governance, as well capital adequacy levels and liquidity 
management. For African financial institutions, the 
rubric is straightforward: the better they can align with 
international best practices, the more likely they are to 
attract funding from multilateral partners. The Central 
Bank of West African States, for example, is spearheading 
the harmonisation of financial rules like the International 
Financial Reporting Standards across its eight markets in 
tandem with the European Central Bank and the World 
Bank. Securing buy-in from such partners, as well as US 
regulators, provides a so-called halo effect that serves 
to de-risk projects and reassure investors. Meanwhile, 
the Multilateral Investment Guarantee Agency (MIGA), 
the World Bank’s political risk insurance arm, protects 
investors against the inability to transfer project proceeds 
out of Western and Central African jurisdictions, while 
also offering financial instruments that cover disturbance, 
breach of contract and long-term loss of use. MIGA and 
other counterparties lend their support to comprehensive 
regional or national development plans, and ensure 
projects comply with ESG criteria.

Central banks are leading de-risking efforts, and 
challenging local banks and financial institutions to 
align with more stringent audits and regulations. These 

initiatives are backstopped by tools such as the IMF’s risk-
assessment matrix, which assists partners like the West 
African Development Bank (Banque Ouest Africaine de 
Développement, BOAD), the Bank of Central African States 
and CEMAC with mitigating risks should financial planning 
deviate from the fund’s baseline scenario. For example, the 
BOAD’s 2021-25 strategy outlines risks and interventions 
linked to the Covid-19 pandemic, the security situation 
in the Sahel, credit ratings downgrades and a shift to 
a single currency among members of ECOWAS. These 
are indexed on a project-by-project basis, allowing for 
ongoing monitoring and evaluation that supports public-
private partnerships (PPPs). In 2021 BOAD also launched 
a financial guidance tool, OneSumX, to optimise risk and 
financial management, and a new risk-appetite framework 
that sets guardrails for the bank’s financial exposure and 
mechanisms to ensure compliance.

ESG plays an important role because most major banks 
– for example, the African Export-Import Bank – have 
committees that ensure projects comply with the relevant 
principles in order to receive financing. Indeed, banks 
tend to act as gatekeepers, able to both assess risks 
and influence project owners to take steps to mitigate 
them, up and down industry value chains. They have also 
pioneered new technologies and platforms that help de-
risk project financing: a co-guarantee platform led by the 
African Development Bank that is designed to increase the 
volume of insurance and guarantee solutions available to 
project sponsors and their financiers is a case in point. 
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Part 3: Risk Management

Ascoma and Managing Risk Across Africa

Groupe Ascoma offers insurance products and services to 
clients in 21 African countries. “Ascoma has been present on 
the African continent for many years. Therefore, while it is 
an international player, we view Ascoma as African and not 
a foreign presence,” Mohamed Khalifeh, general manager 
of Groupe Ascoma, told OBG. The group has a particular 
commitment to West and Central Africa, which has led the 
company to capture market share of over 50% in Gabon and 
up to 30% in other countries. 

Risk management is one of the services Ascoma offers. Its 
risk-management philosophy is built on three pillars that 
form a triangle: people and culture; tools; and processes. 
“Our risk-management triangle is adapted to Africa but 
comes from international experience. For example, we 
are applying what we learned in Europe, the Middle East 
and South Asia to our African markets,” Khalifeh said. The 
first pillar focuses on making individuals and the broader 
business culture aware of risks and the importance of 
mitigating them. Indeed, one of Ascoma’s main objectives is 
to develop proper risk management on the continent. The 
second pillar, tools, reflects how Ascoma identifies, generates 
matrices, prioritises, develops responses, tracks risks and 
monitors exposure that is within the risk appetite set by 
the board. Tools and techniques that support Ascoma’s risk 
management include SWOT and PESTEL analyses, key risk 
indicators and business continuity planning. As a third pillar, 
third-party risk management tools are in place to ensure full 
compliance with local and international regulations. 

Ascoma’s risk-management strategy stems from a 
combination of its international profile and its experience 

Ascoma risk-
management 

philosophy

People and culture

Processes

Tools

Risks to consider

Political instability

Currency issues

with the local market. “Our risk strategy teaches stakeholders 
that there is no such thing as a zero-risk environment; 
that risk mitigation should be a top priority; and that risk 
should be managed in a way that takes into account local 
circumstances and factors,” Khalifeh said. “Africa has a slightly 
different profile than the Middle East; therefore, we use 
the same methodology as in the Middle East but with a few 
adjustments.” According to Khalifeh, these adjustments are 
related to Africa’s specific environment and risk profile, which 
includes a higher risk of political instability than some other 
regions. Ascoma seeks to mitigate this risk to its business by 
diversifying its operations across four different African zones. 
“Whenever one of these four regions is experiencing political 
instability or turbulence, the other three are typically stable 
and operating normally,” Khalifeh told OBG. Currency risk is 
another area that has captured significant attention in recent 
years. Indeed, capital controls that are imposed by some 
African countries to defend weaker currencies and protect 
foreign exchange reserves, and their impact on slowing 
foreign direct investments, should also be carefully monitored.
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Sector Spotlight: Infrastructure and Power 
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Closing the infrastructure gap is one of Africa’s greatest 
challenges. In sub-Saharan Africa 600m people lack access 
to grid electricity, and the region’s demand for electricity is 
forecast to quadruple from 2010 to 2040. Investor appetite 
is there, but ultimately infrastructure development is 
contingent on better risk management; over 80% of 
infrastructure projects in Africa fail at the feasibility and 
business plan stage, according to McKinsey research. 

In Nigeria the government has determined that $2.3trn is 
required to meet the needs of its 2020-43 infrastructure 
master plan, earmarked for roads, rail and the maritime 
sector, with over 50% of the funding tipped to come from 
the private sector. This may prove difficult, however, as 
few projects meet investors’ risk-return expectations, and 
private sector players often lack the adequate capacity 
to assess the technical and financial risks involved. Time 
horizons of 15-30 years, government involvement in the 
provision of public goods and the need to compensate 
disrupted communities are among the complexities to be 
negotiated. Security risk assessments are therefore crucial, 
and should be done in tandem with a reliable partner.

Organisations like the Africa Finance Corporation (AFC) 
help de-risk major infrastructure projects by assisting with 
the public element of PPPs, including technical feasibility 
studies, permitting and providing a framework that 
allows projects to maintain progress through successive 
governments. This includes committing the capital required 
to make the projects bankable – as of October 2021 the 
AFC has invested roughly $9bn – as well as supporting host 
governments with bureaucratic and legal costs. Once a 
project is under way, the AFC can provide an equity bridge 
to finance construction, support debt financing – for 
example, by issuing a green bond – and arrange currency 
swaps, all of which helps mitigate long-term financial risk.

Success in getting multiple power projects off the 
ground – ranging from the 340-MW Cenpower Kpone 
combined-cycle independent power producer in Ghana, 
to a 420-MW hydroelectric project in Cameroon – has 
attracted the attention of multilateral partners. Increased 
access to funding also includes an existing $100m line of 
credit that the AFC secured from the AFD to improve the 
AFC’s competitive ability to fund climate-friendly projects. 
Indeed, the Green Climate Fund (GCF) is a major driver of 
financial de-risking across West and Central Africa, offering 
funding for policies like feed-in tariffs and subsidies, and 

low-carbon promotion tools such as carbon pricing. These 
efforts increase investor confidence, lower perceived 
risks, and attract additional finance for specific sectors or 
technologies. In June 2021 the GCF approved the Levering 
Energy Access Finance framework, a more than $900m 
scheme to unlock local currency debt and overcome 
market barriers to support the growth of decentralised 
renewable energy (DRE) in Ghana, Guinea and Nigeria, 
as well as in Ethiopia, Kenya and Tunisia. The objective 
is to enhance local markets by de-risking the DRE space 
through guarantees and subordinated debt, unlocking 
local currency debt finance and scaling up investments, 
while creating capacity within local banks and financial 
institutions to engage and finance DRE businesses.

20
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Regulatory Framework and Oversight

Part 4: Compliance

22 OBG Governance, Risk Management and Compliance Report    

Broadly speaking, compliance under regulatory frameworks 
is further advanced in West Africa than in Central Africa, 
although standards are improving across the board. With 
the exception of West Africa’s major economies, notably 
Ghana, members of regional bodies and economic unions 
tend to have more integrated and advanced regulatory 
frameworks and compliance surveillance mechanisms than 
outliers such as Angola, the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo (DRC), and São Tomé and Príncipe. That said, there 
is still considerable variation in compliance with corporate 
laws that emphasise public governance and adherence 
to the rule of law, such as those adopted by 16 West and 
Central African nations under the Organisation for the 
Harmonisation of Business Law in Africa, better known 
by its French acronym OHADA. Moreover, some sectors 
maintain their own regulatory and compliance criteria. The 
Inter-African Insurance Markets Conference (Conférence 
Interafricaine des Marchés d’Assurance, CIMA), for 
example, covers 15 countries in francophone Africa and 
oversees virtually all supervisory, legislative and regulatory 
actions for insurance under the CIMA Code.

UEMOA led the adoption of the Basel II and III banking 
standards in 2016, while CEMAC did so in 2019. The 
economic groups’ respective regulators – the Central 
Bank of West African States (Banque Centrale des Etats 
de l’Afrique de l’Ouest, BCEAO) and the Bank of Central 
African States (Banque des Etats de l’Afrique Centrale, 
BEAC), along with the Central African Banking Commission 
(Commission Bancaire de l’Afrique Centrale, COBAC) – have 

championed the standards at a regional level, although 
national compliance is patchy. COBAC is progressing 
towards risk-based supervision, adopting a regulation on 
payment services and financial penalties in 2019 to improve 
banks’ compliance with prudential reserve ratios. A 
sanction mechanism for non-compliance with multilateral 
surveillance rules was adopted by CEMAC’s Ministerial 
Committee in January 2021 and was pending approval by 
the Conference of Heads of State as of September that 
year. However, a significant number of Central African 
banks remain undercapitalised and national authorities 
at times fail to enforce COBAC decisions, highlighting the 
challenges of uneven compliance. Although it has caused 
some friction with importers, BEAC is doing a robust 
job of enforcing its 2019 foreign exchange regulation, 
a measure that requires companies and individuals to 
seek its authorisation before opening overseas accounts 
and repatriating deposits held abroad. The regulator is 
also providing compliance training on environmental, 
social and governance (ESG) standards for its staff and 
partner institutions to help direct more funding towards 
sustainable investments. 

Most entities have some governance criteria in place, such 
as a risk-management framework, a risk appetite statement 
or directives on board composition. However, securing 
knowledgeable human capital at the company level for 
compliance and at the regulatory level for oversight 
remains a challenge. The International Finance Corporation 
(IFC) and other multilateral institutions are working with 
industry stakeholders to improve the situation. “We have 
led environment and social risk-management programmes 
in Ghana and Nigeria to help strengthen the supervisory 
capacity of their central banks,” Moez Miaoui, head of ESG 
advisory for West Africa and the Maghreb at the IFC, told 
OBG. “The challenge is ensuring the partner can take it on 
once the framework is in place. Developing human capital 
at the local level is therefore a key focus.” 

Ghana’s ongoing drive to clean up its financial sector 
is a regional bright spot. With the IFC’s assistance, the 
country’s central bank, the Bank of Ghana, implemented 
sustainable principles in 2019 that aim to promote risk 
management, robust ESG practices, corporate governance, 
gender equality, financial inclusion and resource efficiency. 
Reporting compliance is included in these principles, 
as is the monitoring and reporting of key performance 
indicators to help banks track and improve implementation.

Part 4: Compliance
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The Private Sector’s Role in Compliance Harmonisation

Part 4: Compliance

The region’s increasing appetite to implement more 
robust GRC frameworks offers ample opportunity for 
private sector involvement. For example, the IFC’s work 
to introduce a corporate governance code to the Bourse 
Régionale des Valeurs Mobilières, the stock market of 
UEMOA, lays the foundation for multiple supplementary 
services. Companies will require advisory support in order 
to abide by the code, allowing legal firms and chartered 
accountants to build new expertise. 

The DRC branch of Gabonese group BGFIBank received 
assistance from US firm Hughes Hubbard & Reed in 
obtaining the Anti-Money-Laundering (AML) 30000 
certification, implementing an economic sanctions policy 
and integrating a risk-based approach into its control 
system. The bank then got support from UK-based legal 
firm Ashurst to complete its AML 30000 follow-up audits. 
“The main issue is to find a balance between the sometimes 
very old local laws and international best practices 
required by banking correspondents and international 
partners. Some AML and counter-financing of terrorism 
(CFT) regulatory provisions can also raise interpretation 
difficulties,” Georges Meye, secretary-general of BGFIBank 
RDC, told OBG. “For us, AML 30000 is first and foremost 
a standard of excellence in terms of AML/CFT. It is a very 
structured approach for the bank’s compliance function. 
The certification is a benchmark that enables us to 
regularly assess the quality and relevance of our AML/
CFT system.” Naturally, there is a role for dedicated risk-

management and regulatory compliance professionals 
who serve to bridge the gap between global best practice 
and local implementation. Accuity, a global risk solutions 
company, is working with the Bank of Ghana and other 
regional partners to improve its AML practices. Supply 
chain and ESG solutions providers are also in increasing 
demand. In the DRC Source Intelligence offers an 
automated reporting programme to help companies trace 
the origin of cobalt in their supply chains, with an eye to 
avoiding human rights violations.  

Opportunities extend to entities that specialise in 
corporate training in the GRC space, such as the 
Association of Certified Compliance Professionals in Africa 
(ACCPA), which offers banks online training in know-
your-customer procedures and reducing risks related 
to politically exposed persons. ACCPA aims to improve 
compliance harmonisation between intergovernmental 
organisations like UEMOA and the Inter-Governmental 
Group of Action Against Money-Laundering in West 
Africa (GIABA). Meanwhile, the commitment of central 
banks and other financial authorities to developing more 
sophisticated management frameworks – which has in 
many cases been accelerated by the Covid-19 pandemic – 
offers an opportunity for regulatory technology providers. 
In recent years Irish software firm Vizor has worked with 
the Bank of Ghana to improve its reporting and analytical 
capabilities, and the Federal Inland Revenue Service of 
Nigeria to clamp down on tax evasion. 

AML 30000 
certification

Certifies the technical compliance and effectiveness of measures to 
combat money-laundering and terrorism financing

Financial institutions and certain non-financial entities and persons 
such as casinos, real estate agencies and lawyers

Raise awareness of the need to combat money-laundering and 
terrorism financing at the entity, sector and economy level, as well as 
the risks associated with failure

What?

Who? 

Why?

Infographic source: AML 30000
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Data privacy and protection is a fast-evolving field in West 
and Central Africa. Legislation is in place across the region 
with the exception of Guinea-Bissau, Liberia and Sierra 
Leone in the West, and Cameroon, the Central African 
Republic and the DRC in Central Africa. Countries that 
have yet to implement an overarching framework have 
landscapes that are difficult for compliance officers to 
navigate because in many cases data protection provisions 
exist within several other legal documents, such as 
the constitution or laws covering telecommunications, 
cybersecurity and consumer protection. One contributor 
to the absence of a comprehensive data protection law is 
a lack of human capital, illustrating the difficulty in finding 
qualified technology talent in both the public and private 
sector in Africa. This in turn constrains the government’s 
ability to identify and punish compliance breaches. At the 
same time, the Open Government Partnership – a global 
organisation that promotes dialogue and transparency 
between governments and civil society – notes that across 
the countries that do have dedicated data legislation 
in place, more should be done to proactively audit data 
controllers and improve the transparency of regulatory 
work, as well as strengthen the mechanisms through 
which the public can hold oversight bodies accountable.
 
Many data protection frameworks take their lead from the 
EU’s 2016 General Data Protection Regulation, although 

most also include distinctive national provisions that can 
sometimes make compliance costly for foreign companies. 
Ghana enacted a comprehensive data protection law in 
2012 in step with its burgeoning technology environment. 
The law is flexible, distinguishes between data processors 
and controllers, and in some cases applies even if data 
is processed outside of Ghana. It gives oversight to the 
Ministry of Communications, which aims to protect the 
rights of data subjects. The Data Protection Commission 
maintains an online public register of data controllers, all 
of which must appoint a data protection officer to ensure 
compliance. The maximum penalty for breaches of the 
law is a $10,500 fine, imprisonment for up to 10 years or 
both. Such financial and criminal penalties are fairly typical 
across the region, ensuring there is significant incentive to 
avoid compliance failures. 

Although Ghana is not a member of UEMOA, the 
independent evolution of its data protection law was 
indicative of the state of such legislation in West Africa 
about a decade ago. According to the BCEAO, such 
individual data protection laws disrupted its ability to 
collect data, prompting a regional consultation on the 
issue. With the assistance of the IFC, the economic union 
was able to harmonise a regional credit-reporting system 
in a hub-and-spokes format with its centre in Abidjan, Côte 
d’Ivoire and the BCEAO ensuring compliance. 

There are 14 African members of the Open Government Partnership

Enacted data protection legislation Draft legislation as of July 2021 No law as of July 2021

Burkina Faso Cabo Verde

Côte d’Ivoire

Ghana

Kenya Morocco

Senegal

Seychelles

South Africa Tunisia

Malawi

Nigeria

Liberia

Sierra Leone
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Sector Spotlight: Financial Services

Illicit financial flows (IFFs) hurt the reputation of African 
economies as a safe place to do business and deprive 
governments of the revenue they require to maintain 
stability, raising risk profiles and compliance costs in the 
process. Indeed, while sub-Saharan Africa received nearly 
$2trn in foreign direct investment and official development 
assistance in the years between 1980 and 2018, an 
estimated $1.3trn left the region in IFFs, according to a 
2020 study by the Brookings Institution. An estimated 
$50bn in IFFs departs annually from West Africa alone, 
primarily as a result of misinvoicing trade transactions. 
The institute noted that the top-four emitters of IFFs 
accounted for more than 50% of sub-Saharan Africa’s total, 
and included the DRC and Nigeria.

Efforts to tackle IFFs should be viewed in a pan-African and 
global context because such funds often cross multiple 
borders. Compliance frameworks are built on three key 
initiatives: the Financial Action Task Force (FATF), which 
focuses on AML and CFT; the Global Forum on Transparency 
and Exchange of Information for Tax Purposes; and the 
Inclusive Framework on Base Erosion and Profit Shifting 
(BEPS). Ghana is a regional leader in FATF compliance: 
stakeholders understand money-laundering practices, 
large banks actively mitigate the practice, and the country 
has a comprehensive framework that addresses asset 
freezing and confiscation. In fact, foreign jurisdictions’ 
failure to respond to Ghana’s outreach initiatives are a key 
reason why AML efforts are not more robust. In regards 
to the Global Forum on Transparency and Exchange 
of Information for Tax Purposes, Ghana, Nigeria and 
Senegal have led regional implementation in committing 
to dates for the automated exchange of information 
requested from other member tax jurisdictions. Countries 
that have yet to sign up include Angola and Guinea. 
BEPS compliance is more piecemeal and efforts to 
coordinate an intergovernmental African response to the 
framework appear to have stalled, in part because current 
negotiations demand a unified approach to the extractive 
sectors. The sheer amount of revenue stemming from 
mining and associated activities on the continent means 
that coordinating a pan-African policy is difficult.  

De-risking efforts are typically handled by regional central 
banks, as well as GIABA, which is an ECOWAS initiative, and 
the Action Group Against Money-Laundering in Central 
Africa, which operates under CEMAC and promotes FATF-
style policies. Both bodies organise workshops on AML and 

CFT for banks’ financial intelligence units, governments, 
other financial institutions and international development 
organisations. For example, GIABA led a 2020 review 
into the use of currency exchange services to facilitate 
money-laundering. The African Union also helps coordinate 
compliance by working with partners such as the EU 
and multilateral organisations. As the continent’s more 
advanced economies intensify financial compliance efforts, 
IFFs are shifting to less developed countries, both in Africa 
and in the Middle East and Asia, opening a new frontier in 
the global war against financial crime. Greater effort should 
be made to repatriate illicit funds to Africa, as this will help 
incentivise countries to track them down. As it stands, 
national monitoring bodies often lack human capital, 
placing the onus on overstretched central banks. 

The rise of financial technology (fintech) in West and 
Central Africa has both pros and cons when it comes 
to financial compliance. Many platforms are open to 
manipulation because they have less robust compliance 
measures and are less well regulated. This is particularly 
problematic when they are providing services to high-
profile customers like politically exposed persons who have 
been de-risked from large institutions. Data privacy and 
cybersecurity are other concerns. That said, fintech and 
mobile banking solutions can reduce compliance costs by 
embedding regulatory requirements into IT protocols and 
allowing for real-time compliance monitoring. 
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Gabon

Part 5: Country Focus

Table source: World Bank

A leading member of CEMAC, Gabon shares a common 
currency, the Central African CFA franc, with the five other 
members of the community. The union has a single central 
bank and sector regulator as well, the Bank of Central 
African States (Banque des Etats de l’Afrique Centrale, 
BEAC). Until 2020 Libreville, the Gabonese capital, hosted 
the Bourse des Valeurs Mobilières de l’Afrique Centrale 
(BVMAC), which was moved to CEMAC’s economic centre 
of Douala in Cameroon in September of that year. On a GDP 
per capita basis, Gabon ranks behind only Guinea in CEMAC 
due to its strong resource economy. CEMAC membership 
provides Gabon with a measure of economic stability, while 
BEAC is the primary conduit through which multilateral 
partners seek to improve risk management in the financial 
sector. BEAC oversees 10 Gabonese banks and a handful of 
non-bank financial institutions. 

Gabon benefits from considerable IMF support, which 
aims to improve risk management and tax mobilisation 
– including by removing tax exemptions – as well as 
governance and transparency as the country diversifies 
away from its dependence on oil revenue. The latest 
programme for 2021 established a floor on social 
protection spending with an eye to promoting social 
stability. Gabon has low scores on the Worldwide 
Governance Indicators produced by the World Bank, 
with relatively few rights for participation in the political 
process, weak institutional capacity, uneven application 
of the rule of law and a high level of corruption. That 
said, President Ali Bongo, who has been in the role since 
2009, has attempted to curb corruption by breaking up 
patronage networks and clientelism. The government has 
created a robust anti-corruption legal framework with a 
penal code that punishes passive and active bribery, gifts, 
embezzlement and other corruption offences in the public 
sector. However, enforcement is moderate, presenting 

risks to overseas investors, especially when it comes to big-
ticket infrastructure projects. This is a salient issue in light 
of the Emerging Gabon 2025 programme, which aims to 
foster efficient public administration, basic infrastructure, 
a fair judicial system, poverty and inequality reduction, 
and economic diversification. Significant state-led 
infrastructure investment serves as the enabling platform 
for the programme, which focuses on public-private 
partnerships in the energy and transport sectors, namely in 
building the Transgabonese motorway. 

Between 1980 and 2018 Gabon was the source of $26.2bn 
in illicit financial flows (IFFs), according to the Brookings 
Institution – a figure equal to 13.6% of the country’s total 
trade in the same period. As hydrocarbons account for 
more than 80% of Gabon’s exports, many of those IFFs were 
tied to deals in extractive sectors. This is reflected in the 
World Bank’s 2020 ease of doing business index, on which 
Gabon ranks 169th out of 190 economies, with weak scores 
on paying taxes, enforcing contracts and trading across 
borders. That said, Gabon is improving its anti-money-
laundering (AML) and counter-financing of terrorism (CFT) 
practices with guidance from BEAC and the Action Group 
Against Money-Laundering in Central Africa (Groupe 
d’Action contre le Blanchiment d’Argent en Afrique 
Centrale, GABAC). The country is free from international 
sanctions and does not have strategic AML deficiencies, 
although its compliance with Financial Action Task Force 
(FATF) recommendations could be improved. Gabon’s 
membership in the Global Forum on Transparency and 
Exchange of Information for Tax Purposes and the Inclusive 
Framework on Base Erosion and Profit Shifting (BEPS) 
bodes well for the future minimisation of IFFs and tax non-
compliance. While there is a privacy and data protection 
law in place, Gabon lacks legislation covering electronic 
transactions, consumer protection and cybercrime. 

Voice & 
accountability

Political stability 
& absence of 

violence/terrorism

Government 
effectiveness

Regulatory 
quality

Rule of law
Control of 
corruption

Gabon -0.99 -0.08 -0.91 -0.88 -0.67 -0.92

Cameroon -1.21 -1.53 -0.88 -0.82 -1.15 -1.13

Senegal 0.24 -0.02 0.01 -0.21 -0.28 0.03

Côte d’Ivoire -0.48 -0.98 -0.48 -0.28 -0.60 -0.53

World Governance Indicators scores*, 2020

*score estimates range from -2.5 (weak) to 2.5 (strong)
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Another CEMAC member, Cameroon hosts the BEAC 
headquarters in Yaoundé, the capital. The country is 
by far the most populous state in the community, with 
a population of approximately 26m, and serves as a 
regional financial centre by hosting the BVMAC, alongside 
more than a dozen major banks, insurance firms and 
microfinance institutions. However, the majority of the 
economy is still informal, providing ample scope for 
corruption, money-laundering and other financial crimes. 
While CEMAC is officially headquartered in Bangui, in the 
Central African Republic, it has been chaired since 2019 by 
Paul Biya, the president of Cameroon.

Cameroon’s IFFs rank 10th in sub-Saharan Africa, totalling 
some $26.6bn between 1980 and 2018, which was equal 
to 14.9% of all trade. As is the case in many other markets 
on the continent, the resource economy – particularly 
crude oil and petroleum products – is the primary conduit. 
Cameroon, as the region’s largest economy with regulatory 
weaknesses, is also used as a centre to move funds from 
neighbouring countries to tax havens in Europe and Asia. 
Still, Cameroon’s membership in GABAC steers its AML 
policies towards better compliance with the initiatives to 
which it subscribes, including FATF recommendations, the 
BEPS framework, and the Global Forum on Transparency 
and Exchange of Information for Tax Purposes. 

Cameroon’s population is vulnerable to frequent disasters 
and emergencies, and its corporations are exposed to 
many types of risk. Work is ongoing to establish a robust 
disaster risk-management framework based on existing 
legal and institutional structures, but implementation 
of disaster response mechanisms currently fails to 
live up to its on-paper potential. Since 2016 enmity 
between independence-seeking factions of Cameroon’s 
anglophone population and its francophone government 
has sometimes erupted into violence, disrupting the 
democratic process and exacerbating issues of food 
insecurity and displacement. The country is also battling 
Boko Haram insurgents in the north, which further 
complicates risk-mitigation efforts. 

Multilateral support for Cameroon is linked to governance 
reforms. For instance, a $100m World Bank Development 
Policy Operation approved in April 2021 seeks to mitigate 
the economic impact of the Covid-19 pandemic by 
strengthening public debt management, while improving 
public procurement processes and transparency. Notably, 
the IMF classified Cameroon as high risk for debt distress 

in January 2020 – a situation that has been exacerbated 
by the pandemic. Cameroon has indicated its desire to 
subscribe to a follow-up IMF programme but is facing 
scrutiny after most of the proceeds of a previous $335m 
IMF loan to fight Covid-19 went missing, underscoring 
concerns about effective governance. These are reflected 
in Cameroon’s position of 167th in the World Bank’s 2020 
ease of doing business index.

Cameroon has yet to enact legislation on data privacy 
and protection, although privacy of communication 
is protected in the constitution. In 2010 Cameroon 
enacted a law covering cybersecurity and cybercrime, 
including procedural rules and provisions on international 
cooperation. However, a governmental or independent 
body that is solely responsible for data protection and the 
enforcement of penalties has yet to be established.

Cameroon’s scores on select ease of doing 
business categories*, 2015 vs 2020

Starting a 
business

76.4 86.3

Dealing with 
construction 
permits

52.9 56.5

Getting credit 35.0 60.0

Paying taxes 36.3 36.3

Trading across 
borders

49.8 16.0

Enforcing 
contracts

42.1 39.9

2015 2020

*0-100; 100 highest
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The multiparty republic of Senegal is an integral member 
of both ECOWAS and UEMOA, with the Central Bank 
of West African States (Banque Centrale des Etats de 
l’Afrique de l’Ouest, BCEAO) serving as its central bank. 
The union’s common currency, the West African CFA franc, 
is used in eight countries. Along with the BCEAO, the 
West African Development Bank (Banque Ouest Africaine 
de Développement, BOAD) is instrumental in elevating 
Senegal’s governance through its implementation of 
projects supporting the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals. For example, in its 2020 annual report, BOAD 
highlighted investments in health care, road transport, 
social housing, education and rural electrification. 

Senegal has a stable political environment and strong 
institutions, and while its governance reforms have yet to 
spill over into the private sector, it is making consistent 
progress in the public arena. Indeed, public governance 
has been on the national agenda since the 2002 adoption 
of a National Good Governance Programme, and 
continues today via Senegal’s enrolment in the global 
Open Government Partnership (OGP) and the pursuit of a 
transparency-focused national action plan. 

A strong network of financial institutions, which holds 
some 19.5% of UEMOA’s banking assets – second only 
to Côte d’Ivoire – provides an avenue for partners to 
implement governance, risk-management and compliance 
frameworks. For example, the risk-management framework 
that the African Development Bank (AfDB) applied to the 
Country Strategy Paper 2021-25 for Senegal suggests it is 
at substantial risk of climate shocks and fiduciary problems. 
Mitigation is focused on climate-adaptation measures 
and institutional dialogue, respectively. Macroeconomic, 
institutional, and policy and security risks, meanwhile, are 
assessed as moderate. To mitigate macroeconomic risk, 

the AfDB suggests strengthening collaboration with the 
IMF for budgetary and institutional support, notably on 
resource mobilisation, debt management and transparency 
in the management of oil resources. The IMF itself assesses 
Senegal as being at low risk of debt distress, while the 
European Investment Bank suggests that Senegalese banks 
– which oversee UEMOA’s largest microfinance segment – 
are well capitalised and profitable. 

As elsewhere, Senegal’s resource economy is a source of 
corruption and money-laundering concerns. Senegal’s 
IFFs were relatively low over the 1980 to 2018 period, at 
$3.9bn and equal to just 2.7% of overall trade, placing the 
country near the bottom of the list of sub-Saharan African 
countries by both metrics. However, according to a 2020 
report by UK Aid and FSD Africa, IFFs as a percentage of 
trade with advanced economies stood at 21% in 2015, 
presenting considerable risk to trade engagement. 
Indeed, Senegal has been identified by the FATF as having 
strategic AML deficiencies. That said, in February 2021 the 
government made a high-level commitment to work with 
the FATF and the Action Group Against Money-Laundering 
in West Africa to strengthen the effectiveness of its AML/
CFT regime. Since 2018 Senegal has made progress on 
actions to improve technical compliance and effectiveness, 
including by adopting a national strategy for AML/CFT and 
an operational plan to implement the strategy. Senegal 
has also been helpful in assisting foreign jurisdictions 
when information was requested under the Global Forum 
on Transparency and Exchange of Information for Tax 
Purposes, according to the Brookings Institution.

Notably, Senegal’s data protection and privacy legislation 
is among the region’s strongest. The country has 
longstanding laws in place covering electronic transactions, 
consumer protection, data privacy and cybercrime. 

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 Progress

Senegal 59.9 60.4 60.8 62.3 62.7 62.8 63.4 62. 62.8 63.2 +3.3

Côte d’Ivoire 44.9 44.8 47.1 49.0 50.1 52.1 52.5 53.2 54.0 53.9 +9.0

Gabon 46.7 47.7 47.2 49.3 49.5 49.3 49.0 48.3 48.8 47.7 +1.0

Cameroon 44.1 44.9 45.3 45.2 45.1 45.4 44.9 43.9 43.2 43.5 -0.6

*0-100; 100 highest. The IIAG measures multiple indicators across four categories: security and rule of law; 
participation, rights and inclusion; foundations for economic opportunity; and human development.

Overall score on the Ibrahim Index of African Governance*, 2010-19
Lowest score during period Highest score during period
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Like Senegal, Côte d’Ivoire is a part of ECOWAS and a 
member of UEMOA’s single currency area that counts 
the BCEAO as its central bank. While the country made 
international headlines as a result of political violence 
surrounding a contested presidential election in 2020, 
peaceful parliamentary elections in early 2021 bode well 
for stability going forwards. 

According to the AfDB, Côte d’Ivoire has made significant 
progress on the implementation of UEMOA directives, 
particularly in regards to medium-term expenditure 
frameworks, programme budgets and integrated public 
financial management systems. That said, training in the 
public expenditure chain needs to be improved to enable 
the relevant actors to effectively fulfil their mission, 
particularly when it comes to conducting risk-based audits. 

In recent years Côte d’Ivoire has made continued 
progress on public governance reforms. The country 
has implemented two national action plans since joining 
the OGP in 2015, helping to strengthen dialogue and 
transparency between government and civil society. A 
third plan focuses on extending participatory budgeting 
to local authorities, while addressing issues related to 
health, corruption, education and teleworking. A national 
governance plan has been integrated into Côte d’Ivoire’s 
national development plan for 2021-25 as well. 

Since the beginning of 2020 the Ministry of Finance 
has mandated that the management and boards of 
public companies undertake a corporate governance 
programme – a first for the region. This and similar efforts 
demonstrate a genuine commitment to improving the 
local business environment, according to Moez Miaoui, 
head of environmental, social and governance advisory for 
West Africa and the Maghreb at the International Finance 
Corporation. This is reflected in a 2020 ease of doing 

business ranking of 110th – relatively high for the region 
and supported by strong scores for starting a business and 
obtaining credit. Côte d’Ivoire has also established laws 
for consumer protection, e-transactions, data privacy and 
protection, and cybercrime penalties. 

Côte d’Ivoire is home to UEMOA’s largest banking sector 
by assets, at 32.2% of the total, and use of mobile banking 
is widespread, with more than 30% of the population 
holding such an account. The IMF judges the country to be 
at moderate risk of debt distress, presenting a threat to 
financial stability that must be monitored closely. On the 
microeconomic level, rates of de-risking in the banking 
sector were lower than the African average for most of 
2010-20: between 2012 and 2018 the average decrease in 
international-to-local correspondent banking relationships 
was around 9% in Côte d’Ivoire, compared to over 30% in 
Ghana. Trade-related IFFs as a percentage of trade with 
advanced economies were high in 2015, at 18%, primarily 
as a result of misinvoicing shipments of cocoa, of which 
Côte d’Ivoire is the world’s largest producer. However, 
from 1980 to 2018 Côte d’Ivoire’s IFFs stood at 3.8% of 
total trade, for an absolute value of $14.7bn. Reliance on 
agriculture for export revenue presents a downside risk to 
stability due to the negative impacts of climate change and 
global commodity price cycles. The potential deterioration 
of the security situation in the Sahel is also a persistent risk 
factor for businesses the region.

When it comes to AML measures, Côte d’Ivoire has made 
sound progress by issuing AML/CFT guidelines to local 
financial institutions to ensure effective due diligence is 
carried out on all customers. However, the country has yet 
to adequately criminalise terrorist financing. Côte d’Ivoire 
also remains a jurisdiction of concern for US authorities 
due to its historic position as a trans-shipment point for 
narcotics trading between South America and Europe.

International-to-local bank de-risking in selected African countries, 2012-18 
(% decrease in number of correspondent banking relationships)
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6 Key Takeaways

1
3
5

2
4
6

Governance, risk-management and 
compliance (GRC) frameworks are at 
various levels of development in West 
and Central Africa, as are enforcement 
and penalty structures. Progress is being 
made on all fronts, primarily led by the 
central banks of regional economic 
unions and alliance organisations.

Corporate governance gained a 
foothold in the region after the 
2007-08 global financial crisis, while 
recent years have seen e-government 
platforms boost transparency and 
accountability. Governance frameworks 
for state-owned enterprises remains 
an area for improvement.

Anti-money-laundering measures, 
counter-financing of terrorism and data 
privacy are the forefront of compliance 
efforts in the region, with private sector 
actors moving to align their operations 
with international best practices and 
obtain global certifications.

The Covid-19 pandemic restricted the 
resources of organisations and 
governments working to further GRC 
adoption in their jurisdictions, and 
increased the risk of poor corporate 
governance and non-compliance as 
business operations were disrupted 
and cash flows constrained.

Financial institutions are strengthening 
their capacity to be risk assessment 
and mitigation partners. Risk-
management efforts overlap 
somewhat with environmental, social 
and governance principles, in that 
climate risk is a major factor when it 
comes to agricultural investment. 

Many countries have large extractive 
sectors, which have historically been a 
source of illicit financial flows. While it 
has been difficult to harmonise GRC 
principles for these activities, doing so 
would lead to greater levels of 
sustainable investment.
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