
1 
 

Opportunity Africa: Leveraging Barbados’ First Cousin Advantages 

to Maximise Trade and Investment in Africa’s Economic Rising 

Caribbean people have long been at the forefront of African liberation 

and empowerment.  From political giants like Sir Walter Rodney, Marcus 

Garvey and George Padmore, to more recent stalwarts in the vanguard 

like Bob Marley, Sir Hilary Beckles and Eddie Grant, out of the 

geographically tiny islands of the Caribbean have come the towering 

intellectual raison d'être of African emancipation, black power and Pan 

Africanism. 

Today, as a second “scramble for Africa” ensues around the globe, 

Barbados along with the rest of the Caribbean has an opportunity to 

leverage our history of leadership on the frontlines of African unity, now 

that that same passionate engagement is needed in order to consolidate 

the economic transformation currently taking place on the African 

continent.  However, while in the past Africa reaped the benefits of 

efforts of its stolen tribes in the middle of the Atlantic sea, in the midst of 

the worst economic crisis in living experience, the advantage is not just 

one way but a potential win-win for Continent as well as the Diaspora in 

the Caribbean.  

Below I set out the key reasons why Barbados should pursue, without 

delay, an Africa engagement strategy based on trade, investment and 

political dialogue.  After this, I will list some particularly promising areas 

for that engagement in commercial terms.  I will draw specific examples 

based on my 12 years’ experience working in and on Africa as an expert 

advisor to Governments on development financing for the major 

multilateral institutions, as well as advising high profile African investors 

and companies on developmentally impactful investments.  I will 

concentrate on two countries I know best -South Africa and Nigeria, 

which are also the two most important powerhouse economies on the 

continent.  

Why Africa?  

While the West stagnates, Africa is in a period of growing economic 

ascendancy, more than trebling its economy since 2000 and sustaining 

growth at an average of 5% since in the last decade. According to World 
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Bank projections, 9 of the 15 countries in the world with the highest rate 

of five-year economic growth are in Africa.  

Today, Africa is the international investor’s darling, a status achieved 

over the past decade in which the Continent’s overall economic 

indicators have been nothing short of remarkable. In the last 10 years, 

Africa’s trade with the rest of the world has increased by more than 

200%, annual inflation has averaged only 8% and foreign debt has 

decreased by 25%. Foreign direct investment grew by 27% in 2011 

alone.  

Many African investors are also embracing the Continent’s myriad 

opportunities and reaping the benefits.  For years, the world’s richest 

black person used to be the US talk show icon Oprah Winfrey, worth $3 

billion. By 2010, Nigeria’s Aliko Dangote had amassed more than $10 

billion, most at the height of the global economic crisis, and just three 

years later Forbes Magazine now ranks his wealth at $16 billion. 

So in a nutshell, if you follow the trail of global finance, the answer to 

why Africa, is arrived at by simply following the money. 

And less you think it’s all about the money, rankings on corruption, 

transparency and governance have been steadily improving too. 

According to the latest Transparency International figures only 11, out of 

54 African countries falls into the category of serious concern when it 

comes to corruption, which is a phenomenal improvement. The African 

continent is therefore on an upward growth path economically, politically 

and socially.  

Where Barbados Fits in 

Barbados has an enormous opportunity to capitalise on the bottle necks 

to growth which Africa is currently experiencing. As investors the world 

over pile up to get a stake in the Africa growth story there are some 

issues which remain challenging for African Governments and the 

private sector.  This is particularly true of areas in which Barbados, and 

the Caribbean region, has a comparative advantage in providing the 

required goods and services.   

Admittedly, despite the impressive economic indicators, Africa is still 

bedevilled by poverty.  Half of its people still live on less than $1 per day, 
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and the absence of basic infrastructure like constant electricity and 

appropriate road networks in most countries, acts both as a brake on 

future development as well as potential economic opportunities. The key 

to unlocking Africa’s potential is capacity – in layman’s terms that means 

people – who are educated and skilled, assets with which Barbados is 

well endowed. 

 

The Africa engagement proposition for Barbados Business 

In 2011, Ernst and Young’s inaugural Africa Attractiveness Report 

declared “It’s Time for Africa” and two years later investment 

commentators are even more confident that Africa’s time has arrived.  

Economic growth across the Continent has been high and sustained for 

more than a decade and returns on investment, often as high as 30% 

are described by analysts as among the highest - if not the highest, in 

the world. Between 2002-2011 developed markets investments returned 

50%, while emerging markets of Africa have returned 277%. 

Barbadian goods and services are easily replicated by domestic 

producers in Europe and North America.  This is why we have to expend 

so much energy seeking special concessions for our goods there.  

Whereas, African consumers actually need everything we could possibly 

make, produce and render as a service.  

As an entire island comprised almost exclusively of a population with 

roots on the Continent, it is opportune for Barbados to capitalise on 

African interest in attracting investors from the Caribbean to help 

complete the African growth story, in-person and in investment capital – 

after all, we are Africans too!  

So, what are the most lucrative areas for Barbadian businesses to 

position themselves in? The five big ones in my opinion are: 

Construction; Tourism; Cultural Products; Food and Beverage; and 

Financial Services. 

Construction: The entire African continent is currently being rebuilt, and 

in many cases built, from the ground up.  The centre of excellence for 

construction and building design is currently South Africa and large-

scale infrastructure – ports, highways, bridges and buildings, is the 
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name of the game for the biggest opportunity to invest or do deals in 

Africa today. From Ghana to Ethiopia, infrastructure building cannot 

keep up with demand and in places like Angola which is awash with oil 

money, the usual recourse to Portuguese speaking Europeans is being 

hit by a backlash as Africans more and more look to neighbours and the 

Diaspora to fill these lucrative gaps. Even the Chinese advantage is 

slipping here as Africans spot a new kind of colonialism based on 

Chinese extraction of minerals in return for a flood of cheap 

manufactures, the effect of this unequal exchange has been the 

decimation of nascent light industry on the Continent.  

Tourism: Newly liquid Africans are big spenders and are looking for 

ever more exotic and exclusive items and experiences to spend on.  

Luxury stores like Harrods and Selfridges in the UK report that after the 

Arab States of Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, Nigerians are the second 

biggest spenders shelling out an average of £1,600 per transaction and 

about £30k per shopping trip. Marketing Barbados to Africans as the 

Diamond Rolex of tourist destinations (not a voucher destination!) will 

attract the right private-jet set Nigerians and other West Africans in the 

main, who will not find airport taxes or a lack of direct scheduled flights a 

constraint. Once in Barbados, the familiarity with local foods, tastes and 

music and a constant supply of high-end experiences will keep them 

coming back and spreading the word. 

Cultural Products: Music stands out but the audio-visual arts business 

in general, is an area ripe for penetration particularly in West Africa. 

Here Barbadian cultural specialists can capitalise on the admiration for 

our renditions of African musical art forms across the Continent where 

Calypso and Reggae are already influencing some of the biggest hit 

tunes in West Africa today.  Barbadian artists performing in person 

would be well received, extending the life and geographical scope of 

touring schedules beyond the two or three big carnivals in North America 

and the UK, and doing collaborations with West African artists to tap into 

their massive music following. If Kanye West, Denzel Washington and a 

host of other big-name African American musicians and actors can see 

the profit in joining with Nigerians and Ghanaians to extend their product 

sales in the world’s most populous black consumer market for music and 

entertainment, why can’t we?  
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Food and Beverage: As far as food production goes, the Cultural 

similarities Barbadians share with West Africans cannot be overstated. 

They hold the key to much commercial promise, as tastes there are 

almost identical to Barbados’. Imagine a market of hundreds of millions 

of consumers for lactose-free and other milk products in places where 

dairy processing is virtually non-existent, there are no commercial dairy 

farms or industry (Ghana) and a majority of milk products and many 

basic staple items, often upwards of 80%, are imported (Nigeria). In just 

two countries alone Barbadian dairy producers would have a captive 

extended market in excess of the 300 million of the US.  Another 

example can be seen clearly in KFC’s dilemma, which wants to open 

1200 outlets in Africa by 2014 but finds an inadequate food processing 

industry and where it does exist, it is often of too poor quality to meet 

KFC standards.  Barbadian poultry supplying companies not only have 

success running commercial chicken farms fit for international brands 

like KFC but they meet the quality to supply in situ or in the case of 

countries like Ghana to export to meet that country’s pent up poultry 

demand.  

Financial Services: Barbados has an unexploited edge in promoting tax 

effectiveness for global and domestic business investing in Africa and 

needing a secure, OECD approved Jurisdiction (there is a good reason 

why Shell Nigeria is domiciled in Barbados – why keep it a secret?).  

Barbados already has extremely advantageous taxation treaties with 

Canada and China, two huge investors in Africa’s commodity boom, 

which could be more effectively leveraged among international investors 

interested in the African growth play. The island can also utilise its 

geographic location to become a facilitation point for trade between 

Africa and BRICS-Brazil and North America, another reason for 

strengthening relations with SA which the rest of the BRICS look to to 

ease their own expansion into Africa. 

Africa is not for Wimps 

And finally, there are of course, risks involved when investing in Africa, 

from country specific to currency related, some of which can now be 

mitigated by political risk products structured by multilateral and other 

bilateral development agencies. 
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The Barbados Government also has a role in risk mitigation as well as 

door-opening for Barbadian businesses, by trading institutional capacity 

in the public sector where we are strong (development of tourism and 

carnivals, value-add to commodities, social infrastructure and public 

education among others) but where African Governments lack people or 

capacity to execute, no matter how overflowing their public coffers. 

Today, however at the micro level, success over time, especially in 

private investments in Africa, depends on capitalising on cultural 

proximity and adhering to the essential rule observed since Dr David 

Livingstone’s forays on the continent helped inspire the first scramble for 

Africa – having an experienced and well-connected guide.   

A giant prize is in store for the adventurous profit-seeker willing to 

suspend his or her preconceptions. Africa is waiting to welcome its 

Diaspora home. Bring your A-Game and the journey will be well worth it.  


