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The Brexit Silver Thread of 
2017 Opportunities for Africa
Among the key issues, with significant headline grabbing power in 2017, will be Brexit, 
whose negotiations will serve to clarify the effects of the exit of the United Kingdom (UK) 
from the European Union (EU). Much has been made about the heavy toll, the imminent 
economically foul weather and financial tribulations for the UK. Upward Bound is of the 
view that the predicted negative outcome of Brexit will limited both in nature and duration. 
We anticipate that the outcome for the UK economy will be positive, bearing in mind that 
both the UK government and Europe would be loath for the UK to go into recession.

UK’s export - led 
option

Already, the Bank of England 
has taken the step of lowering 
interest rates to a record level of 
0.25% and there is still room for 
further cuts should they be 
necessary. Although the UK 
exports 70% of its food and 
agricultural produce to Europe, 
it should be noted that the 
Sterling's post-referendum 
plunge to its lowest level 
against the dollar since the mid-
1980s has helped UK 
manufacturing exports rise 
remarkably. We are of the view 
that there will be a concerted UK 
effort to raise the volume and 
value of such exports. A major 
concern has been the access UK 
will have to the EU single market 
after leaving. In our view, in 
order to sustain, and possibly 
increase its exports, the UK will 
have to turn to alternative 
markets, and Africa is a 
particularly attractive option.

Africa’s trade 
opportunities

With the distinct possibility for 
increased efforts by UK to 
export manufactured items 
and equipment to Africa, 
especially Commonwealth 
Africa, there is an opportunity 
for African countries to 
position themselves and 
negotiate for improved terms 
of purchase of produce. 
Furthermore, the UK imports a 
quarter of its food, mainly fruit 
and vegetables, from the EU 
with the possibility of changes 
due to effect of the Brexit 
negotiations. This provides an 
opportunity for farmers in 
Africa noting that the UK has 
been firmly against farm 
subsidies and is the fifth 
largest economy in the world, 
measured by nominal gross 
domestic production. The exit 
of the UK from the EU also 
provides Africa with a strong 
basis to revisit its trade ties 
                                                

with Europe for improved 
terms. These Brexit 
realignments therefore have 
the potential to positively 
impact African economies. 
However, Africa’s response to 
such opportunities and its 
record in collectively 
bargaining for better terms of 
trade has been dismal. 
Nonetheless, civil society 
organizations working in the 
area of trade, livelihoods and 
governance have a unique 
opportunity to engage with 
relevant actors in Africa, UK 
and Europe regarding these 
issues.
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Circling the 
wagons in Europe

Perhaps the largest and most 
crucial impact of Brexit will be 
political. There will definitely 
be a European effort to 
contain the effects of UK’s exit 
and the possibility of exit 
contagion. Initial responses 
from France and Germany 
indicate the emergence of a 
hardcore of promoters of a 
closer political union in the 
EU. Upward Bound is of the 
view that there will be 
sustained efforts in this 
direction in 2017 and that the 
process is likely to add 
Belgium, Italy, Luxembourg 
and Netherlands into a cohort 
of EU countries accelerating 
towards the United States of 
Europe. To these six founding 
members of EU, Greece is 
likely to throw in its lot with a 
closer political union in 
Europe, providing a political 
insulation again a Grexit and 
addressing significant 
contagion risk. 

It’s also likely that Spain and 
Portugal would, on similar 
grounds, be convinced of 
the need for a closer political 
union. The internal political 
dynamics in Austria are 
likely to incline the country 
towards joining too. More 
fuel will be provided for the 
scramble for a stronger 
European political union if 
the United States of America 
(USA) presidential election 
later this year votes into 
office a republican 
candidate since the party 
currently holds an 
isolationist foreign affairs 
outlook.

New geopolitical 
map

The geopolitical map for 
Africa would completely 
shift from a uni-polar one 
dominated by the USA to a 
tri-polar one in which the 
USA, a politically united 
Europe and a Sino-Russian 
axis would be vying for 
Africa’s political attention, 
natural resources and trade 
ties. Although the process 
could take some years, what 
2017 will help clarify is the 
pace and extent to which 
the Brexit silver thread 
linking UK to Europe and 
Africa is likely to turn out to 
be a silver lining for Africa’s 
development.
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