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Francophone Africa is a region that has mostly been 

distant from South African companies' investment 

choices and considerations. This is not because of 

proximity as much as other, less tangible, barriers. 

They include a lack of French language and capacity, a 

different culture – both social and business – and the 

perception that the former colonial ties allow 

companies from France to dominate business deals 

and markets. 

South Africa has been one of the biggest investors in 

Sub-Saharan Africa outside the oil and gas industry for 

the past decade. But its companies have chosen to 

prioritise Anglophone countries, particularly in 

Southern Africa and East Africa, where language and 

business cultures are more similar and transport links 

better than with other regions. 

In West Africa, a region dominated by Francophone 

countries, South African business and multinational 

companies based in South Africa, Ghana and Nigeria 

are the main investment destinations – both 

Anglophone markets. The Democratic Republic of 

Congo (DRC) is an exception. Many South African 

companies are involved in the mining sector there and 

several other areas of business. The country is a 

member of the Southern African Development 

Community (SADC) bloc, along with South Africa, and 

its capital, Kinshasa and mining areas around 

Lubumbashi are a relatively short direct flight from 

Johannesburg.  

But on the whole, the Francophone markets remain 

relatively untapped from South Africa despite 

significant opportunities across a range of sectors. 

The Co-Invest in Francophone Africa Forum was designed 

to showcase some of the opportunities in this region 

and address perceived barriers to entry to these 

markets. Speakers at the event pointed out that 

although French companies were very active in these 

countries, they were ready to co-invest with South 

Africa-based companies. It was also highlighted that 

companies from many other parts of the world are 

investing in French-speaking Africa, not just France.

Many of the “softer” issues related to business and 

social culture were discussed at the event, to help the 

audience understand how the region works. The 

history of Francophone Africa and points to note about 

business etiquette were outlined by participants, and 

some of the differences between French-speaking 

countries in Africa were highlighted.

The benefits of the region's cross-border incentives 

were also discussed. One of these the fact that the CFA 

franc is common across the region, lowering currency 

volatility and making cross-border trading less 

complex than it is in many other African countries.  

Another is the fact that although French speaking 

countries in Africa have a different legal system from 

Anglophone states, it is common across all 

Francophone countries. 

Another significant benefit is the existence of the 

OHADA system – a set of business laws that apply 

across 17 French-speaking countries in Africa from 

Senegal to the DRC. This makes it easier for investors 

to trade in multiple jurisdictions.

The fact that there are still many challenges and 

economic issues in many Francophone markets was 

flagged but it is an opportunity for companies to 

explore these large market gaps. There are many 

consultants, advisers, local companies and specialist 

firms in law, trade, logistics and other areas to assist 

companies willing to look at the opportunities in this 

region.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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The Co-Invest in Francophone Africa Forum was held in 

Johannesburg, South Africa, on 29 June 2016 and was 

attended by about 200 delegates, most of them from 

South African companies and international companies 

based in South Africa. Organised and hosted by the 

French Embassy in Pretoria, the event aimed to 

enlighten businesses about the opportunities, 

business culture and practicalities of doing business in 

the Francophone world, particularly in countries in 

French-speaking parts of Africa. 

Another objective was to encourage networking 

between South African companies interested in 

investing in the region and French companies which 

are already active in Francophone Africa. There are 

more than 300 French businesses based in South 

Africa, which provide a valuable resource for South 

African firms.

Three countries in Africa were highlighted during the 

Forum - those of Côte d'Ivoire, Democratic Republic of 

Congo (DRC) and Cameroon, all of which have great 

economic potential.

The event follows a similar initiative in 2015, also 

organised by the French Embassy in South Africa – 

French as a Language for Business – which was held in 

Johannesburg, Durban and Cape Town. The aim of the 

event was to debate the role of French as a working 

language, particularly for professional use, in 

supporting the growing relationship between South 

Africa and France as well as between South Africa and 

countries in Francophone Africa. 

The 2016 forum was organised in partnership with 

auditing company Mazars, the AfricaFrance  

Foundation, the French South African Chamber of 

Commerce and Industry, Business France (the French 

Trade Office) and the Centre for Dynamic Markets at 

the Gordon Institute of Business Science (GIBS).

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
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aims to increase export capacity and support direct 

investment flows to targeted markets, his presence 

was important at an event that was targeting three 

states with high economic potential - Côte d'Ivoire, 

DRC and Cameroon.

Mr Hoosen said that the African continent remains a 

new frontier for investment. High growth in many 

countries over the past decade and a continental 

growth rate averaging 5 percent for the past 10 years 

has produced many opportunities and good returns 

for investors. Even though Africa is now experiencing 

headwinds in an era of low commodity prices, 

particularly oil, there is still growth, just at a lower level. 

Investors should not be put off by this but rather learn 

how to mitigate current risks to steer their operations 

through these difficult times.

He said Africa was positioning itself for the future. 

Many countries were undertaking economic reforms 

and ensuring greater political stability. From just a 

handful of democracies in Africa 20 years ago, there 

are now more than 35. Countries are more transparent 

and stable.  

There are many reasons for companies to continue 

investing in the continent. One of them is the fact that 

Africa has the fastest growing population in the world 

and a growing middle class. The need for 

diversification away from commodities is a significant 

opportunity for companies, which can also take 

advantage of growing regional integration and the 

moves towards a continental free trade area. 

Beneficiation is another trend and the building of value 

chains in agriculture. There are many other positive 

developments. 

These are important for South Africa, which is, along 

with France, one of the top five investing nations in 

Africa. It is essential to harness key players such as 

France to help to deliver the broad development 

agenda in order to realise the goals of economic 

development, employment creation and poverty 

alleviation. 

Ambassador Barbier welcomed the 200-plus 

delegates to the Co-Invest in Francophone Africa Forum, 

as well as speakers and contributors to the various 

panels of the day. She said the forum followed 2015's 

event on 'French as a Language for Business' 

organised by the French Embassy. The objective of the 

2016 event was to support South Africa in its ambition 

to build economic ties with the Francophone world, 

especially the countries of Francophone Africa.

The ambassador thanked the Embassy's partners in 

the forum as well as two chambers of commerce in the 

country – Business Unity South Africa and the Black 

Business Council – for inviting their members and 

contributing to the good attendance at the event. 

She invited companies interested in investing both in 

Francophone Africa and in France to speak to Mr 

Clément Sarradin, a representative of BusinessFrance, 

who deals with the promotion of South African 

investments in France. She said he would also be able 

to advise companies on the opportunities of 

establishing a subsidiary in France as a gateway for 

investing in Francophone Africa.

Ambassador Barbier mentioned another major event 

that is being held in Paris on 22 and 23 September, 

dedicated to doing business on the African continent. 

The forum, Africa 2016, is being organised by the 

French Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International 

Development, in collaboration with the AfricaFrance 

Foundation.

The purpose of Africa 2016 meetings is to “promote 

actively economic and human ties between Africa and 

France for a shared future”, she said, suggesting that 

this would be an invaluable platform for companies 

interested in investing in Francophone markets. More 

than 500 French companies are expected to attend 

and about 300 firms from Africa.

She concluded by welcoming the next speaker, Mr 

Yunus Hoosen from South Africa's Department of 

Trade and Industry. She said that as he represents the 

Trade and Investment South Africa division, which 

OPENING SPEECHES 

Elisabeth Barbier - Ambassador of France to South Africa and Lesotho

Yunus Hoosen - Director General of Trade & Investment South Africa at the Department of Trade and Industry
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Mr Duncan Bonnett, in his presentation, highlighted 

the need for South Africans to be less afraid of the 

challenges they might experience in Francophone 

markets and to embrace the opportunities. He 

maintained that South Africans tended to look for 

excuses to not engage in markets rather than looking 

at how to mitigate challenges in order to exploit 

opportunities.

Companies need to take a nuanced approach to Sub-

Saharan Africa, he said. Assessing markets is not just 

about looking at the macroeconomic statistics but 

about the many stories of successes and growth that 

often do not get heard. Despite the commodity crash, 

exports are continuing to flow from Africa and there is 

robust growth in a number of markets. It is necessary 

to look at specific countries and not just the 

continental or even regional picture, he said.

Mr Bonnett said there is a misconception that South 

Africa is the gateway to Africa but in fact the country is 

a gateway to Southern Africa and there are other 

gateways to different regions. These include 

Cameroon as an entry point into Central Africa and 

Côte d'Ivoire into West Africa. 

He flagged the opportunities in Côte d'Ivoire, a country 

that is rapidly gaining attention from investors as it 

successfully puts in place its economic vision, taking 

advantage of the confidence shown by the relocation 

of the African Development Bank to Abidjan after 

years of temporary residence in Tunisia to escape Côte 

d'Ivoire's civil war. The AfDB's move is a vote of 

confidence in this growing economy and in future 

stability.

Mr Bonnett highlighted the benefits of operating in 

Francophone Africa. Key among them is the fact that 

instead of having to deal with multiple national 

currencies, investors have to deal with just two CFA 

franc currencies, both linked to the Euro, reducing 

currency volatility. The region also has an integrated 

legal system across all French-speaking countries. 

While this different legal system is cited as a barrier to 

companies from Anglophone countries, once it has 

been mastered, it makes it easier to operate across 

multiple jurisdictions in Africa. 

Another barrier that is often cited is the perception 

that business opportunities are reserved for 

companies from France, which benefit from the close 

post-colonial links between France and its former 

colonies. He says this is no longer the case and the 

trade patterns are diverse, as the chart below 

highlights. New investors are from China, Europe, USA, 

India, South Korea, Brazil, Vietnam and many others.

Duncan Bonnett, Director Strategy and Business Development, Africa House

CHASING AWAY MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT FRANCOPHONE AFRICA
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added products is into other African markets. 

Increasing this trade into Francophone markets is a 

significant opportunity, particularly as global markets 

retract.

Mr Bonnett said English speaking business people 

could operate in the short term with little or no French 

as many professional people were bilingual. But it is 

still a challenge, particularly as many people at a lower 

level who are essential in the chain of engagement do 

not speak English, such as secretaries, lower level 

officials and even drivers. If a company has long-term 

ambitions to do business in Francophone Africa, it is 

necessary to hire in French capacity.  French, he said, is 

not just a tool for business. It is important for people 

going into the region to realise that the language also 

has a cultural function and significance in those 

countries. 

South Africans are active in the DRC, particularly in the 

mining sector in the south, and the statistics above 

reflect this engagement, with South Africa being the 

biggest supplier to the country between 2010 and 

2014. He said French consumers want access to a 

diverse range of products and are open to South 

African goods but are not easily exposed to them as 

companies are not engaging with these markets and 

making consumer goods readily available. 

Despite the fact that South Africa's main trading 

partners are in Anglophone Africa, it does export some 

products into Francophone markets. Its biggest 

exports to Cameroon are packaged foodstuffs, 

including wine. Its exports to Côte d' Ivoire are high 

value products such as plastics, rubber and machinery. 

South Africa is a valued trading partner in Africa 

because 90 percent of its exports are value added 

products. About 40 percent of its global trade in value 
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almost all their consumer goods, but for Côte d'Ivoire, 

with its major cocoa and coffee exports, this was 

beneficial.”

Historically, there are many differences between these 

countries, she said. While independence in the 1960s 

were more or less handed to countries like Cote 

d'Ivoire and Senegal (then part of the Soudanese 

Federation with Mali), in Cameroon anti-colonial 

protests were violently repressed and independence 

leaders assassinated. “And in the DRC the 

decolonisation from Belgium amounted to high drama 

that has an important place in the annals of African 

history.”

There are many other differences. For example, the 

way French is spoken in Francophone Africa 

sometimes differs and colloquial pronunciation and 

phrases are often part of the different countries' 

version of French. In the DRC, formerly a Belgian 

colony, there are Belgian phrases which can 

distinguish a Congolese person from someone from 

neighbouring Congo Brazzaville. 

Religion is another issue that investors learning about 

Francophone Africa should be aware of, she said. Most 

of West and North Africa have a mix of Christians and 

Muslims, which differs between countries. For 

example, Côte d'Ivoire has half Muslims and Christians 

while in the DRC 80 percent of people are Christians, 

and there is a proliferation of charismatic evangelist 

churches. It is important to know about religion as it 

may become an issue in business dealings, with staff 

needing to observe different cultures and take time off 

for religious purposes. 

The current politics is also different. Cote d'Ivoire has 

been through a protracted and brutal civil war but is 

politically stable now. The DRC is facing a period of 

possible civil strife with an election due in late 2016 

and a president angling for a third term, while conflict 

continues in eastern Congo. In Cameroon, there is a 

political stability as a result of the lengthy tenure of 

President Paul Biya, in power since 1982 and showing 

no signs of leaving. 
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Liesl Louw-Vaudran told delegates about the history of 

former French colonies, mentioning the strong links 

between African leaders and the French state. Côte 

d'Ivoire is an example. In the 1980s, there were 50,000 

French citizens and 12,000 French civil servants living 

in the country. But things have changed in the post-

colonial period and while France maintains 

commercial and military links with the region, there 

are many other countries investing in these countries.

She said that to speak of Francophone Africa gave the 

impression that the region was one “seemingly 

impenetrable homogeneous entity” where everyone 

speaks French and has close ties to France. But, she 

said, every country has its specificities, its place in the 

region and its own history of colonialism and post-

colonial experiences.

The countries under the spotlight at the Forum are all 

in different regional economic communities: Côte 

d'Ivoire is part of the Economic Community of West 

African States, which includes Nigeria and Ghana; 

Cameroon and Gabon are part of the Economic 

Community of Central African States (CEMAC), 

together with Chad, the Central African Republic, 

Equatorial Guinea and Republic Congo; while the DRC 

is a member of the Southern African Development 

Community, which includes South Africa. 

Even in these regions and among their neighbours, 

countries in Francophone Africa have a specific place 

and reputation. Côte d'Ivoire, regaining its reputation 

as the regional powerhouse, benefits from a strong 

historical legacy of being an immigration destination 

for many countries in the region. “While people might 

look up to Senegal as the intellectual hub and example 

of a robust democracy, Côte d'Ivoire was always the 

place where you could make money, where Malians, 

Burkinabe and Guineans could come and work on the 

cocoa plantations.”

“But there is also a measure of resentment. For 

example, in 1994 when the CFA Franc was devalued, 

after the death of the founding father of Cote d'Ivoire, 

Felix Houphouet-Boigny, it came as a major shock to 

the other countries in the franc zone who import 

Liesl Louw-Vaudran, South African journalist and political analyst on Africa

DOING BUSINESS IN FRANCOPHONE AFRICA: 

HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL CONTEXT



there is an opportunity for French development funds 

to play a role in unlocking development in 

Francophone Africa alongside South African 

development finance institutions - the Development 

Bank of Southern Africa and the Industrial 

Development Corporation. 

In encouraging people to invest in countries such as 

the DRC, it has been necessary to educate people 

about the country and opportunities and to deal with 

the issue of risk versus the realities. While the country 

has experienced many conflicts, it is a large territory 

and most conflicts have been isolated, leaving much of 

the country stable and investible. “Doing business in 

the Congo is not one risk – most conflict has been in the 

eastern Congo. And yet bankers work out a composite 

number and assign it to a country to measure the risk. 

We have had to convince potential investors that the 

risk of doing business in Ituri is very different from the 

risk in Katanga,” DRC ambassador to South Africa, Mr 

M'poko said.  

A number of large South African companies have 

invested in the DRC despite perceptions of high risk. 

They include mining company Randgold Resources 

and Anglogold Ashanti and mobile phone operator 

Vodacom. The latter has had well publicised issues 

with its local partner in the DRC, which have cost it 

significant amounts of money and also led some 

companies to reconsider going there. This highlights 

the fact that the choice of a local partner is critical to a 

company's success in a new market and they should 

not be in a hurry to find the right partner. 

Corruption is also an issue that makes it difficult to do 

business in new markets but companies need to 

remember it is a two-way street and if they engage in it, 

they are also guilty. South Africans can be quick to 

dismiss Francophone Africa before comparing its 

market opportunities and operating environments to 

those of Anglophone nations. An example is Ghana, 

The perceptions of a country are often a barrier that 

keeps companies from investing there, but many such 

perceptions are not reality. South African companies 

who are not familiar with markets believe they will be 

difficult because they are not as sophisticated as South 

Africa, in terms of infrastructure, services and other 

areas. This leads business people to assume they will 

have to struggle to make inroads into these markets, 

particularly operating in a foreign language, and they 

may think twice about going there. 
 

The issues that people expect to struggle with in terms 

of investing in the rest of Africa include logistics, 

transport issues, power and the high cost of doing 

business because of corruption, poor infrastructure 

and other areas. In Francophone Africa there are other 

barriers that concern South Africans. These are the 

language and the different legal system. 

Most South Africans do not speak French although 

they do have access to a pool of skilled professional 

French-speaking Africans and can co-invest in 

Francophone countries with French companies based 

in South Africa. Khanyisile Kweyama of BUSA said it is 

ironic that the issue of language worries South Africans 

when they live in a country with 11 official languages. 

In most of the region, the emerging young 

professionals returning from the diaspora are 

generally fluent in English and in general, young 

people tend to speak more English than their parents 

did. 

There are many initiatives under way by governments 

and the private sector in countries such as Cote 

d'Ivoire to improve the macroeconomic environment 

for investors and to provide investment incentives. 

South Africa does have bilateral trade agreements with 

some of these countries but has not exploited them. 

This engagement is a future opportunity.  

The issue of financing projects can be difficult. But 

ROUND TABLE 1 

OVERVIEW OF BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES AND TRADE BARRIERS

Moderator:  Henri de Villeneuve, Medef

Panel: 

Khanyisile Kweyama,  CEO, Business Unity South Africa

George Sebulela, Chairman, Black Business Council, South Africa

Alassane Ndiaye, Ivorian investment banker in South Africa, Managing Partner, Rayon Investments

Josue Tandoum Waffo,  Cameroonian entrepreneur and banker and CEO of JM Capital Africa

HE Bene L M'poko, DRC Ambassador, South Africa
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South African Airways, which goes to Cameroon, DRC, 

Gabon, Republic of Congo and Côte d'Ivoire.

Companies are encouraged to interact with their own 

diplomatic missions in new markets and with the 

official representatives of those countries based in 

South Africa. 

where South African companies have invested for 

many years, and Cameroon where there are few 

despite a comparable, even favourable, investment 

environment.

Flying to Francophone African capitals did not require 

travelling via Europe, as some people believe. A 

number of local airlines fly to the region, including 
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difficult to get into the mind set of people and 

understand the countries where it is the dominant 

language if they do not speak it. “I speak six languages 

and when I speak these different languages I dive into 

a different world with each one,” says Runge. 

Geography is also important. As an investor you need 

to be aware of where countries are. People often 

assume Gabon is in West Africa when it is in Central 

Africa. “You will lose credibility with your prospective 

business partner if you make a mistake like that,” says 

Runge.

There is no doubt that the question of overcoming 

cultural differences is good for business - it can be a 

very efficient business facilitator and accelerator. The 

real question is “how”? “As much as we need roads and 

airports to travel up north to Côte d'Ivoire, Cameroon, 

DRC or Gabon, we need bridges to get us to better 

know their cultures, in order to overcome our 

differences,” says Jean Bourdin of Alliance Française, 

which has five centres across South Africa.

Alliance Française, France's oldest worldwide cultural 

network, founded in 1883 in Paris, promotes the 

French language as well as French speaking and local 

cultures around the world. “Our centres are 

crossroads where one can interact with locals from all 

over Francophone Africa.” 

“As we all know, Africa is not a country and 

francophone Africa is not a country either… Cultures 

can be very diverse and so is the language. Even if they 

all speak French and if the heart of the language does 

not differ, there will be variations on the vocabulary 

and some expressions. Only a multicultural team will 

be able to address these differences and show you the 

way through the subtle differences between Parisian, 

Senegalese or Congolese French.” He also highlighted 

the need for professional and accurate translation 

services, which the network provides, to avoid 

unnecessary problems in business contracts.

It is important for potential investors to understand 

the history of African countries. While France's 

commercial engagement with its former colonies does 

not exclude investors from other countries, the 

colonial links are important and do reflect business 

ties to this day. This is not the case just in Francophone 

Africa but elsewhere too – British companies have a 

strong presence in former British colonies, Spanish 

construction companies are active in Equatorial 

Guinea and similarly Portuguese companies are very 

active in Angola.

France went for a process of “assimilation” in its former 

colonies, part of which was expanding French culture 

to these countries in the 19th and 20th centuries. 

People in these colonies were regarded as effectively 

being French citizens as long as France's culture and 

customs were adopted. African leaders even had a 

voice in the French parliament.

So it has to be accepted, given the history, that there is 

a close relationship between France and its former 

colonies. “Don't under-estimate that relationship,” 

cautions Paul Runge of Africa House, who has travelled 

Francophone Africa extensively. The closeness of 

Francophone countries to each other is not just a 

consequence of language. It is also about the regular 

interaction of officials and leaders at Francophone 

summits and the collaboration resulting from having a 

similar currency and regional institutions.

 But it need not be a deterrent to companies wanting to 

invest from other language blocs and regions as 

French markets are very open to foreign goods and 

services. 

It is also important for non-French speaking foreigners 

to respect the language, the culture and even the 

geography. Investors should make sure they can 

pronounce a country's name properly. French is not 

just a language – it carries with it a whole culture and 

approach. Without knowing it, people will find it very 

ROUND TABLE 2

OVERCOMING CULTURAL DIFFERENCES

Moderator: Prof Lyal White, Director, Centre of Dynamic Markets, GIBScience, South Africa

Panel:

Jean Bourdin, Director, Alliance Française, South Africa

Paul Runge, Director Projects & Development Finance, Africa House, South Africa

Albert Fotabong, Minister Counselor, Cameroon High Commission, South Africa

Celestin Kokoh, Communication and Media Manager, Cote d'Ivoire Embassy, South Africa

Josue Tandoum Waffo, CEO of investment fund JM Capital Africa
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Tips for doing business in Francophone Africa include:

Ü  Be patient and flexible when holding meetings as timekeeping is not efficient

Ü Get to know the person you are meeting – have some personal conversation before getting down to 

the business issues

Ü There is a culture of gifts – don't come empty handed even if it is just gifts for children

Ü  Be aware of who is running the meeting and defer to them

Ü Make sure to be smart in business hours – it signals authority and respect. The hot weather is not an 

excuse to go without a jacket, for example

Ü For long-term business associates, a certain amount of familiarity and informality is expected after a 

time in terms of how you address them

Ü Choose a partner who understands not just the business environment and the local culture but one 

who understands your needs and how to realise your investment vision

Ü Ensure your plans and ethics are well articulated with your team in country and shared by them and 

well understood by your partners and associates

Ü Understand local attitudes towards ethnicity, gender and other issues when working in a country and 

hiring people

Ü Don't employ someone to help with your country strategy just because they speak French – they must 

know the markets you are interested in as well

Ü Don't be too specialised or inflexible in new markets – keep an open mind, prepare to be innovative 

and think out of the box as opportunities and challenges emerge and you start to understand the local 

culture better
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 It is important to remember when you go into a new 

territory that you are a guest there and you need to 

approach people accordingly whether you want a long 

and enduring business relationship or just to set up a 

trading or agency business. Even if you are a big global 

brand, avoid being headstrong or arrogant. 

Many western companies used to having their money 

investment through hedging or forward cover. This is a 

challenge in Francophone countries.  There is also a 

need to be very aware of the business environment 

and the specific issues relating to each country in 

managing your business and financial investment. 

Francophone Africa is diverse.
 

It is useful to know the different agencies that can 

assist. For example, export credit agencies, which have 

many decades' of experience in Francophone 

countries and even South Africa's own export credit 

agency that supports both South African and non-

South African projects into the rest of Africa. 

Another useful tool is Ohada, which is a system of 

business law that applies across 17 Francophone 

countries in Africa 1. It allows for one legal system from 

Senegal to Chad to the DRC, covering commercial 

contracts, company law and many other areas. 

Anything to do with business is concerned with one set 

of laws, which are enacted at treaty level and apply 

equally across all countries.  Ohada allows supra-

national enforcement so a legal order issued in Mali 

can be enforced in Togo. Once a company is registered 

in one country, it is automatically registered across the 

region. This will assist, in particular, companies looking 

at multi-jurisdictional investments in Francophone 

Africa.

However, logistics is still a challenge. Regional free 

trade agreements do not address problems such as 

There are good growth opportunities in Francophone 

Africa as many countries have high growth rates and 

many market gaps. If power challenges were resolved, 

many countries would easily have double-digit growth. 

But there is a lot of competition too, not just from 

foreign investors but also African countries. Nigeria, 

for example, is very active in Cameroon.

An advantage of investing in the region is the fact that 

Francophone Africa is much more unified than 

Anglophone or Lusophone Africa. They share not just a 

similar language but also a similar culture. Although 

there are challenges, there are many auditors, lawyers 

and international organisations that are available to 

assist investors in the environment and guide 

companies to success. There are also many French 

companies – well over 300 – based in South Africa who 

could co-invest with South African companies in these 

markets. 

One of the key benefits of investing in the 

Francophone zone is the fact that it is the most 

regionally integrated area in Africa. There are just two 

currencies across 14 nations. Although both are the 

CFA franc, one is used across West Africa and the other 

in Central Africa and both regional groups have their 

own central banks. But the currencies are effectively 

convertible and are linked to the euro at a fixed 

exchange rate. 

A portion of the 14 countries' foreign reserves are held 

by the Bank of France to effectively maintain currency 

stability in the region and to intervene if there is a 

problem. It is not a French fund but for Africa and it is 

governed by a board with representatives from African 

countries. The Bank of France, which holds the funds, 

has never intervened in issues related to the CFA franc 

since the arrangement was put in place, signalling the 

stability of the currency.

Moderator: Yves Justice Djimi, Head of AfricaFrance in South Africa

Panel:

Pramodh Debipersad, Director, Project Finance at auditing firm Mazars South Africa

John Ffooks,  Francophone Africa advisory to law firm Bowman Gilfillan

Jean-Michael Debrat, Director of AfricaFrance

Lars Greiner, CEO of logistics company, Greiner, Mendi & Associates

Pierre Wolmarans, Country Head of Société Générale banking group in South Africa
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the lack of intra-regional transport, particularly 

shipping. Many ships going to Central and West Africa 

do not offload along the way and transhipment for 

goods destined for the continent is often done in 

Europe. This is a significant hindrance to trade.

Preparation for moving goods around is key to success 

and the use of local partners who know the terrain is 

recommended. Even though international logistics 

companies often have operations in African countries, 

their managers are not sufficiently immersed in the 

markets to know how to tackle challenges and avoid 

being targeted for bribes and corruption. Many are 

foreigners on short-term contracts.

There are two initiatives that may bring together South 

African and French companies. One is getting South 

Africans to network with companies working in 

HE Elisabeth Barbier and Jean-Michel Debrat
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1Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, Congo-Brazzaville, Comoros, Gabon, 
Guinea, Cote d’Ivoire,Madagascar, Mali, Niger, DRC, Senegal and Togo.



There are many challenges in this region – market gaps 

and infrastructure deficits are large, which also 

present opportunities for investors. Take the case of 

CEMAC, a regional community covering six states – 

Equatorial Guinea, Central African Republic, 

Cameroon, Chad, Republic of Congo and Gabon.

The sectors in which the region lags behind the rest of 

the continent include roads, drinking water, sanitation 

and ICT. Although 80% of people and goods in the 

region are transported by land, tar roads represent 

less than 20 percent of the whole regional road 

network of 150,000 km. In the energy sector, despite a 

power generation potential of 166 gigawatts, the 

Central African energy sector is the least developed in 

the continent. Energy consumption is also low - 12.5 

kWh per inhabitant against 17.3kWh for the continent.

In terms of ICT, there are 10.2 Internet access lines, 

21.6 mobile telephone lines and 3.6 landlines for 1000 

inhabitants against 61.8, 37.6 and 32.4 respectively for 

the continent. Regarding air transport, while Central 

Africa is the region with the most liberalized sector, it is 

plagued by lack of connectivity between countries due 

to the collapse of several airlines in the region, the 

obsolescence of aircraft, low competition and limited 

airport infrastructure.

The financial sector in Central Africa is still not well 

diversified and largely dominated by the banking 

sector with an underdeveloped regional payment 

system.  French banks have tended to dominate the 

sector, having both strong cultural-historical and 

institutional linkages to their host countries.

However after the 2008 economic crisis, French banks 

were forced to institute risk mitigation policies that 

affected their ability to invest in new growth segments 

such as small and medium enterprises. Now there are 

new players such as Morocco's Attijariwafa Bank, Bank 

of Africa and BCP and regional African banking groups 

such as Ecobank, Orabank and Gabonese BGFI. In 

2014, South Africa's Standard Bank opened an office in 

Abidjan office to serve as its launch pad into the 

Francophone region.

Apart from a few South African companies like MTN, 

SAA and Tiger Brands, large South African companies 

are largely absent from Central Africa

PROFILES
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Country Profile: Cameroon

Cameroon, with a five-year average growth rate of 6 

percent and a GDP of $53.6 billion (2013 at purchasing 

power parity), is the most populous state in CEMAC. Its 

pivotal and strategic position in the region makes it a 

gateway to Central Africa and a transit zone between 

the different regions. 

It also has many valuable resources of its own oil - 

proven oil reserves in the region are estimated at 31.3 

billion barrels – 28 percent of the continent's total 

reserves. It also has 60 percent Africa's hydropower 

potential. Beyond energy, it has significant 

opportunities in almost every sector. The most 

prominent are: minerals, agriculture, forestry, tourism, 

real estate development, pharmaceuticals and health, 

retail, financial services and ICT.  

According to Mazars, the country has just 1.3GW of 

installed power – 57 percent of this is accounted for by 

large hydro projects, and lacks incentives needed to 

draw more investment into the power sector, 

particularly into renewable energy. Natural gas 

accounts for only 17 percent of its energy mix. The GDP 

composition is: agriculture (20.6 percent in 2013), 

industry (27.3 percent) and services (52.1 percent).

It has a challenging operating environment and poor 

transport connections with the region. It also has one 

of the lowest Internet usage rates on the continent 

with just 6 percent of its population online in 2013.
 

The country has both English and French as official 

languages, which are spoken alongside 24 major 

African languages, by the population of about 23 

million people. Literacy rates are quite high – more 

than 70 percent of the population. The country is also 

stable and peaceful, having had the same leader for 34 

years. Says Albert Fotabong, Minister Counselor, 

Cameroon High Commission, South Africa, “There are 

very few times you will hear about Cameroon in crisis. 

It is an island of peace in the central African region. We 

don't only want to welcome refugees; we also want to 

welcome investors.”
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Business Etiquette: The case of Cameroon 

ÜBusiness delegations with a “white face” are not considered credible, particularly by government officials

ÜA token of appreciation is expected by officials at all levels for hard work, such as processing an 

application for you, or dealing with government

ÜIt is important to be “hands on” and to have documentation and proposals for each stage of engagement. 

Micro management is key to success and help to avoid last-minute surprises

ÜIt is important to clarify standards and expectations early enough in business engagement. 

ÜThere are huge skills gaps. People “don't know what they don't know”.

ÜGreetings vary between the English and French parts of Cameroon

ÜIt is important to use someone's honorific title and surname when addressing them. Wait to be invited 

before moving to a first name basis.

ÜMeetings are not as private as they are in developed countries. The room may be shared with other 

people or the meeting may be interrupted by a third party. 

ÜAgendas are part of Cameroonian culture but generally are used to start business meetings off rather 

than providing a guide for the meeting

ÜHaving a corporate stamp on business documents and communications is mandatory in government 

and private business. Letters, memoranda of understanding and other documents signed without a 

corporate seal or a stamp are not considered legitimate.
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