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Abstract

Since the discovery of Coronavirus (COVID-19) in December 2019, the World
has been facing a new strain of virus that has not been previously identified in
humans and has rapidly been affecting people around the World. Initially less
affected, the African continent reported more than 4,360,383 cases in general
with more than 20,636 confirmed cases in Gabon. This research will present
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic in Africa in general with a particular
view of the case of Gabon. This perspective aims to update data and provide
information on the pandemic situation for the small central African country.
This research will first explore the economic impact of the global pandemic
on a developing country like Gabon, Gabon’s strategies in combatting the vi-
rus and the opportunities presented by COVID-19. Documentary and quali-
tative research methods were used to analyse this topic.
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1. Background

The first human cases of COVID-19, the disease caused by the novel coronavirus
subsequently named SARS-CoV-2 was first reported by officials in Wuhan City,
China, in December 2019. Retrospective investigations by Chinese authorities
have identified human cases with onset symptoms in early December 2019. While
some of the earliest known cases had a link to a wholesale food market in Wu-
han, some did not. Many of the initial patients were either stall owners, market
employees, or regular visitors to this market. Environmental samples taken from
this market in December 2019 tested positive for SARS-CoV-2, further suggest-
ing that the market in Wuhan City was the source of this outbreak or played a
role in the initial amplification of the outbreak. The market was closed on 1
January 2020 (WHO, 2020). In the World Health Organization’s regular update

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2021.98012  Aug. 10, 2021

167 Open Journal of Social Sciences


https://www.scirp.org/journal/jss
https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2021.98012
https://www.scirp.org/
https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2021.98012
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

S.Y. Popouet

on 13 April 2021, globally, new COVID-19 cases rose for a seventh consecutive
week, with over 4.5 million new cases reported in the previous week. The num-
ber of new deaths increased for the fourth consecutive week, increasing by 7%
compared to the week before, with over 76,000 new deaths reported (WHO,
2021). Table 1 presents the confirmed and death cases of COVID-19 according
to various regions.

Several early publications from the Wuhan region of China focused on de-
scribing clinical characteristics of hospitalized patients with severe COVID-19
illness. These initial observational studies demonstrate in severe cases evidence
of coagulation dysfunction through elevated D-dimer, elevated lactate dehydroge-
nase, elevated total bilirubin, and decreased platelets with slight or no changes in
partial thromboplastin time or activated partial thromboplastin time (Camp-
bell, 2020). Amidst the significant public health risk COVID-19 poses to the
world, the World Health Organization (WHO) first declared a public health
emergency of international concern to coordinate international responses to
the disease (McKibbin & Fernando, 2020). After the disease caused by the new
coronavirus started spreading to more than 100 countries, leading to tens of
thousands of cases within a few months, the World Health Organization offi-
cially declared the outbreak of COVID-19 a pandemic (Rettner, 2020). The
World Health Organization has been cautious in its decision to declare a pan-
demic because the word, “If misused, can cause unreasonable fear, or unjusti-
fied acceptance that fight is over” Ghebreyesus, the director-general of WHO
said. From the beginning of the spread, countries such as the United States,
Brazil, India, Spain or Italy have been most affected. Table 2 is a presentation of
the ten most affected countries around the world. While the world is struggling
to control COVID-19, the People’s Republic of China has managed to control
the pandemic rapidly and effectively (Burki, 2020). The novel coronavirus dis-
ease was declared a public health crisis, a virus that has been originally contained
to China’s borders has now broken out in several corner of the World (Horo-
witz, 2020).

Table 1. COVID-19 confirmed cases and deaths by region.

Region Confirmed cases Deaths
Europe 48,928,105 1,113,821
North America 41,007,690 924,724
Asia 57,699,627 822,399
South America 34,012,610 1,036,720
Africa 6,001,373 152,198
Oceania 82,341 1326

Source: Reported Cases and Deaths by Country or Territory (by WORLDOMETER, 2021a) Last update:
July 12, 2021, 10:40 GMT available at:
https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/?utm campaign=homeAdvegas1?
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Table 2. The ten most affected countries around the world.

Country Confirmed cases Deaths
USA 34,732,753 622,845
India 30,889,453 409,130
Brazil 19,089,940 533,546
France 5,812,639 111,325
Russia 5,808,473 143,712
Turkey 5,481,555 50,229
UK 5,121,245 128,425
Argentina 4,647,948 98,781
Colombia 4,511,960 112,826
Italia 4,271,276 127,775

Source: Reported Cases and Deaths by Country or Territory (by WORLDOMETER, 2021b) Last update:
July 12, 2021, 14:41 GMT available at:

https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/?utm campaign=homeAdvegas1?%22%20%5Cl1%20%22count
ries%3Ca%20href=

In a strongly connected and integrated world, the impacts of the disease have
become apparent since the outbreak. This impact has gone beyond deaths rather
greatly impacted people’s ability to work for a period of time. Amid the slowing
down of Chinese economy with interruptions to production, the functioning of
global supply chains has been disrupted. Many companies in different sectors
around the world, irrespective of size, that is dependent upon inputs from China
have started experiencing changes in production. Limitation on transport and
restrictions among countries has further slowed global economic activities down.
Most importantly, some panic among consumers and firms have distorted usual
consumption patterns and created market anomalies. Global financial markets
have also been responsive to the changes and global stock indices have plunged
(McKibbin & Fernando, 2020). The biggest impacts on GDP occur when people
reduce their social consumption in an effort to protect themselves from the dis-
ease. However, falls in social consumption does not scale up all scenarios by the
same amount, for the simple reason that supply and demand are complimentary.
If school closures and people taking more time off work increase the size of the
supply shock, the demand shock has less scope to do damage (Wren-Lewis,
2020).

When COVID-19 initially blazed through Asia, Europe and then the United
States, global public health experts worried that it could be catastrophic for
Africa, with its crowded cities, poorly funded health sector and lack of testing fa-
cilities. The U.N. Economic Commission for Africa in April predicted up to
300,000 deaths in the 2020 if the virus couldn’t be contained on the continent
(Beker, 2020). Despite the emergence of the new coronavirus variations in Africa
which has led the number of both new cases and deaths to increase in many

countries the continent remains the least affected. Table 3 shows the top 10
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Table 3. Top 10 affected countries in Africa.

Country Confirmed cases Deaths
South Africa 2,005,065 152,246
Morocco 542,462 9,369
Tunisia 497,613 16,388
Egypt 283,102 16,396
Ethiopia 277,071 4343
Libya 206,769 3243
Kenya 188,754 3243
Zambia 176,742 2867
Nigeria 168,552 2124
Algeria 146,064 3836

Source: Reported Cases and Deaths by Country or Territory (by WORLDOMETER, 2021b) Last update:
July 12, 2021, 15:02 GMT available at:

https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/?utm campaign=homeAdvegas1?%22%20%5Cl1%20%22count
ries%3Ca%20href=

affected countries in Africa after the second wave of COVID-109.

As of April 14, 2021, the number of confirmed COVID-19 cases in Africa
amounted to 4,421,267 which represented around 3.18 percent of the infections
around the world. By the same date, coronavirus cases globally were over 138.8
million, causing nearly 2.98 million deaths, while approximately 111.6 million
people recovered from the disease. In the African continent, South Africa was
the most drastically affected country, with more than 1.56 million infections.
(Galal, 2021).

Gabon is ranked 26" most affected country in Africa with 21,566 confirmed
cases and 132 deaths (Galal, 2021). The African continent first came in contact
with the coronavirus pandemic on February 14, 2020, in the northernmost part,
particularly Egypt. Since then, the government of different countries like Gabon
took severe restrictive measures to try to curb the spread of the disease. Moreo-
ver, the official numbers of the African continent are significantly lower than
those of Europe, North America, South America, and Asia. Nevertheless, the
infectious disease still managed to have its effects on several countries (Galal,
2021).

This paper would examine the effects of COVID-19 on both Africa and the
Gabon region, the strategic response adopted by Gabonese authorities, the im-
pacts of the virus on Gabon’s economy, opportunities presented and some solu-
tions to help the country fight this pandemic.

2. The Impact of COVID-19 in Africa

There is not any form of homogenous native around the COVID-19 pandemic
in Africa, as in other countries. The pandemic affects each nation differently,
despite varying strengths and weaknesses. As a result of the rapid spread the

novel coronavirus which first appeared in Egypt on 14 February 2020 spread two

DOI: 10.4236/jss5.2021.98012

170 Open Journal of Social Sciences


https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2021.98012
https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/?utm_campaign=homeAdvegas1?%22%20%5Cl%20%22countries%3Ca%20href=
https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/?utm_campaign=homeAdvegas1?%22%20%5Cl%20%22countries%3Ca%20href=

S.Y. Popouet

months later to other areas of the continent. African countries started closing
their borders and other countries introduced robust strategies with contact trac-
ing to map transmission and isolating suspected individuals from infection
(WHO, 2020). While the spread of COVID-19 across sub-Saharan Africa has
been more modest than once feared, the strict lockdown measures and the global
economic shock have disrupted livelihoods and stalled efforts against other
health scourges in the region such as HIV and TB (Stanford University, 2020).

2.1. Impact on the Economy

Against the backdrop of this worrying public-health situation, African countries
are facing the impact of the global pandemic on African economies. This in-
cludes disruption in global supply chains exposed to inputs from Asia, Europe,
and the Middle East, as well as lower demand in global markets for a wide range
of African exports. Moreover, Africa is likely to experience delay or reduced
Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) as partners from other continents redirect cap-
ital locally. Secondly, the economic impact of the spread of the virus within
Africa, and of the measures that governments are taking to stem the pandemic.
Travel bans and lockdowns are not only limiting the movement of people across
borders and within countries, but also disrupting ways of working for many in-
dividuals, businesses, and government agencies. Thirdly, the collapse of the oil
price, driven by geopolitics as well as reduced demand in light of the pandemic.
In the month of March 2020, oil prices fell by approximately 50 percent. For net
oil-exporting countries, this has resulted in increasing liquidity issues, lost tax
revenues, and currency pressure (Jayaram, Leke, Ooko-Ombaka, & Sun, 2020).

Due to COVID-19 lockdowns, South Africa’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP)
fell 51% from the first to second quarters of 2020. A recent World Bank report
suggests that 26 million to 40 million more sub-Saharan Africans could fall into
poverty as a result of the pandemic. At the same time, some African economies
are showing early signs of economic recovery. As of June 2020, almost all of the
54 African countries had suspended their international flights, 38 countries had
announced the closure of their land borders and 17 countries had closed their
maritime borders. Since mid-September, international commercial flights to
Kenya, Rwanda, Ghana and Nigeria have resumed, but not flights to South Afri-
ca (GIGA Focus Afrika, 2020). It is also important to know that many African
countries are resource-dependent. They rely on revenues generated from the
export of oil. Five out of the top 30 oil-producing countries in the world are in
Africa: Nigeria, Angola, Algeria, Libya, and Egypt. Other important oil-producing
countries include Sudan, Republic of Congo, Equatorial Guinea, and Ghana. In
2019, the continent accounted for more than 7.9 million barrels of exports per
day, which is 9.6 percent of the world’s output (Carpenter, 2020).

Many African countries rely on external funding to complete their annual
budget spending, countries like Ethiopia may see a decline in external funding
during the COVID-19 pandemic period. The most affected countries would be
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countries that rely on substantial foreign funding, as health spending is extremely
high and the most important priority (Avila et al., 2013). African countries face
much greater problem of the management of not only COVID-19 but also of
ensuring that the bulk of its resources are not channeled to COVID-19 leaving
malaria, HIV/AIDS, and TB, among others, with an enormous gap in the global
economy. Therefore, it would be a big challenge in West Africa to sustain a suffi-
cient health budget to resolve all existing health issues, and not only COVID-19
(Schneider et al., 2020).

2.2. Impact on Food Security and Household Income

A new survey from four African countries on the COVID-19 pandemic shows
significant impacts on food security and household income, and that COVID-19
has women apprehensive about accessing health care. Food security has been
severe and pervasive since the start of COVID-19 restrictions. According to the
survey, 30% of women in Kenya report that at least one member of their house-
hold went without food since COVID-19 restrictions were imposed, with 72%
reporting that food insecurity is more common now compared to before restric-
tions began. Between 20% and 50% of women in the countries surveyed needed
to visit a health facility during COVID-19 mobility restrictions, but over 20% of
them reported fear of the virus at the health facility (Wells, 2020). The onset of
the COVID-19 crisis has exponentially increased the continent’s food security
problems. Food supply chain distribution networks have been severely con-
strained. The numerous negative impacts of the health crisis are having a com-
pound effect on all facets of food security, including food production, safety and
distribution. Regional lockdowns, curfews, closures of markets, restrictions on
border crossings and movement limitation measures (while necessary for public
health and safety concerns), hamper the functioning of the agricultural sector,
and Small to Medium Enterprise (SMEs) that make up the continent’s supply
chain backbone. These restrictions exacerbate food insecurity and nutritional
deficits issues across Africa, affecting: Agriculture; Manufacturing and Distribu-
tion (AERC Africa, 2021). Global food prices rose close to 20% in the 2020, con-
sistent with broad movements of other commodity prices and U.S. currency
trends. The primary risks to food security are at the country level: Higher retail
prices, combined with reduced incomes, mean more and more households are
having to cut down on the quantity and quality of their food consumption (The
World Bank, 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic has crippled a number of African
agricultural exports, while dependency on food imports and lower purchasing
power across much of the continent threaten to push millions more into food

insecurity and poverty (Kurtz, 2020).

2.3. Impact on Budgetary Balance and Debts Burdens

According to a report published by the African Development Bank, in 2020,

government spending across Africa skyrocketed as countries strived to support
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their populations through the pandemic. This has had a direct negative impact
on budgetary balances and debt burdens: the average debt-to-GDP ratio for
Africa is expected to climb by 10 to 15 percentage points in the short to medium
term, fueled by the surge in government spending and the contraction of fiscal
revenues as a result of COVID-19. This will result in fast-paced debt accumula-
tion in the near to medium term. Although the average debt to-GDP ratio had
stabilized around 60 percent of GDP, recent debt restructuring experiences in
Africa have been costly and lengthy because information asymmetries, creditor
coordination problems, and the use of more complicated debt instruments, the

report said (African Development Bank Group, 2021).

2.4. Impact on Unemployment Rate

According to Hoyt 2020, the collapse of the global economic recession is having
a major impact on countries in sub-Saharan Africa. Indigenous businesses,
which are mostly small businesses, will have to lay off their workers due to
lockdowns, and people will be left without pay, which will further increase po-
verty. Due to the slower growth rate of developed economies, African countries
will go through a difficult period. The African continent faces a simultaneous
health and economic crisis that threatens to cripple health systems, damage live-
lihoods and weaken the region’s development prospects for years to come. Afri-
ca already has its fair share of challenges, such as slower growth and overall po-
verty reduction, at different rates in different African countries. Africa’s COVID-19

crisis could undo years of development progress (OECD, 2020).

3. Gabon Facing COVID-19 Pandemic

Gabon, like other countries around the world, has initiated a form of restriction
in order to slow the spread of the virus on its territory. After the appearance of
the first case on March 12, 2020 and the 55 cases officially declared on April 12,
Gabon is still considered to be a country spared by the virus which continues to
gain ground in other countries in the continent. This did not prevent the au-
thorities from quickly putting in place preventive measures such as the state of
health emergency declared by the President on April 9.

Some mathematical models, such as that of Imperial College London, sug-
gests the possibility of 2,051,004 cases of infection out of a total population of
2,225,728 inhabitants, or 92%, 39,934 cases of hospitalization and 5726 deaths
from the virus. If it is still difficult to predict the future, this extreme scenario
seems unlikely. However, according to the current evolution of the epidemic, the
measures taken very early by the authorities and the age pyramid in Gabon as
well as the rest of Africa. Indeed, more than 60% of the inhabitants are under 25
years old, against 17% in Europe, and the number of cases of obesity is relatively
low. In addition, the average level of Gabon’s health infrastructure is relatively
high, compared to the rest of Africa. In the 2019 ranking of the United Nations
Development Program (UNDP), which considers aspects of health—but also
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education, etc.—Gabon certainly ranks 115th in the world, but ranks 3rd in main-
land sub-Saharan Africa (Michael, 2020).

Initially, the measures taken by the Gabonese authorities included the prohi-
bition of access to the national territory for nationals of high-risk countries and
strengthen the national response system against a possible Coronavirus epidemic
at the borders, which then evolved into strict social distancing measures (closure
of schools, closure of restaurants, ban on gatherings of 30 or more people, clo-
sure of all places of worship, cancellation of all hearings). A national steering
committee has been set up under the supervision of the Prime Minister, as well
as a national response committee coordinated by the Ministry of Health and
Military Medical Services. In order to strengthen the response, the country has
set up a scientific committee whose role is to provide scientific and technical
support to the Steering committee (The World Bank, 2020).

In general, Gabonese strategy can be summed up in two words: reactivity and
progressiveness. The authorities sought to intervene very early, as early as possi-
ble, by multiplying preventive measures, which they gradually tightened as the
threat increased: screening at the airport with taking of temperature by thermof-
lash, quarantine, closure of land borders as soon as the first cases appeared in
neighboring countries, followed by air and sea (excluding goods), closure of es-
tablishments open to the public and partial curfew (from 8 p.m. to 6 am). This
was announced and implemented from April 10 until the total confirmed of
greater Libreville which is Gabon’s capital and its neighboring municipalities
because majority of cases (around 95%) are concentrated within these areas.
Such a measure therefore made it possible to limit the risks of the virus spread-
ing to other provinces. The general idea is to prevent rather than cure consider-
ing the level of health infrastructure which is much lower than in the countries
of the North (Michael, 2020).

While the country has been living in a state of health emergency since April
9, 2020, the impact of containment measures is weighing more and more on
the economy (Schiex, Nze, & Niamkey, 2020). To revive this economy, the mi-
nister in charge of the economy and its recovery with his colleagues concerned
by the economic recovery plan, defined during a meeting on December 3, 2020
the exes of the recovery strategy of the post-COVID-19 economy. This strategy
will be based on seven sectors identified as growth promoters, including min-
ing, hydrocarbons, agriculture, fishing, trade, tourism and energy. The ques-
tion of financing was also raised during this Cabinet Council. For the Minister
in charge of Recovery, the Gabonese state must rely on its own resources. All
that was planned should be carried out from 2021 until 2023, in order to re-
vitalize economic activity and improve the daily lives of populations (Brice,
2020).

At the same time, public finance reforms occupy a prominent place. There-
fore, focusing on six main points such as:

e Optimization of oil revenues;
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e Reform of property taxation;

e Formalization of the informal sector;

e Taxation of electronic money transactions;

e Rationalization of expenses;

e Progressive constitution of national savings (Eyene, 2020a).

With the same objective of relaunching the economy, due to their proximity
to Small and Medium Enterprises, microfinances could play a major role.

A control visit to micro financial institution on November 10, 2020 aimed to
gain insight into the evolution of banking services and the digitization of cus-
tomer services for these secondary level financial structures. According to the
member of the government, it was also a question of seeing to what extent, this
sector could play as a major role in the revival of the economy. As a reminder,
the national microfinance landscape is made up of 19 establishments (6 savings
and credit cooperatives, and 13 public limited companies). It is dominated by
four main structures (Finam, Loxia, EDG and Express-Union) which alone bring
together nearly 95% of the sector’s customers. In the first half of 2020, deposits
collected from the sector amounted to FCFA 60.1 billion, against FCFA 37.2 bil-
lion in the same period in 2019. As for customer loans, they amounted to 51.7
billion FCFA during the first six months of the year, against 32.46 billion FCFA,
in the first half of 2019, an increase of 59.3%. A performance dependent on rais-
ing the banking rate as well as efforts to support the operating needs of Small
and Medium Enterprises (Eyene, 2020b).

4. Socio-Economic Impact of COVID-19 in Gabon

The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted the economy of Gabon’s supply econo-
my with industries, hotels, shops and offices closed due to the lockdown that has
seriously affected salaries of different workers that is regular, weekly, and monthly
workers of both traditional and modern household workers who are currently
unable to participate in any profitable trade as markets are partially closed in
line with public transport restrictions. Figure 1 is a presentation of confirmed
cases in Gabon according to different regions of the country. Citizens have been
locked in their homes with no customers, no visitors, no shoppers, and no pas-
sengers on the demand side of the economy, thereby dramatically affecting the
regular, weekly, and monthly household profits.

The COVID-19 pandemic has not had a strong health impact in Gabon, with
only 158 officially registered deaths in a country of 2 million citizens. This, unlike
the rest of the world where COVID-19 is at the origin of 0.3% of usual mortality,
undoubtedly is due to the young population rate (only 4% is over 65 years old)
and immunity by exposure to other pathogens (Bourdillon, 2020). On the other
hand, the economic impact has been considerable because COVID-19 pandemic
struck Gabon when the country had succeeded in restoring its macroeconomic
framework at the end of 2019. In fact, the country started in 2010 a process

of economic diversification via the Strategic Plan Emerging Gabon which the
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Figure 1. Mapping of active cases in Gabon, 2021. Source: Infor COVID-19 GABON.
Data sourced from

https://twitter.com/Covid199GOUVGA/status/1403458258170519553 data reports as of June
11, 2021 (Info Covid19 GABON, 2021).

implementation was slow due to the fall in prices of oil by 50% in 2014. The ef-
forts made between 2017 and 2018 allowed the economy to rebound; after al-
most zero growth in 2017 and 2018, it reached 3.3% in 2019. This progress called
into question by COVID-19 if strong measures are not taken to accompany the
end of this pandemic (UNDP, 2020).

According to the IMF, the pandemic has worsened situation that was already
marked by the difficult economic situation in the raw materials market. In the
first quarter of 2020, oil production increased by 5.3% compared to the same pe-
riod of 2019, but exports fell by around 20% due to the drop in prices and global
demand. Likewise, exports of timber fell by 11% and the turnover of the wood
industry manganese fell by 12.5%. In addition to the mining sector, this crisis is
spreading over the national economy, in particular within the service sectors
(hotels, land and air transport, and other services). This decline in domestic
non-oil activity is exerting significant pressure on public finances and public
debt. Thus, non-oil tax revenues fell by 11% in April 2020, and VAT has fallen
about 16%. In its last report presenting the disbursement of the second tranche
of US$150 million in budget support to Gabon, the IMF took note of Gabon’s
commitment to lower 23% of its oil production in 2020 following the OPEC
agreement. The IMF also assumed a weakening of the global demand for man-
ganese and timber. It also expects a more difficult situation for non-oil activity,
in particular services, following containment measures (UN, 2020).

The heath crisis linked to the COVID-19 pandemic has greatly affected the
Gabonese economy with more than 12,000 jobs lost in 2020. The oil sector
which represents more than 80% of the country’s income is severely affected re-
sulting in the fall in the growth rate, which fell from almost 5% in 2019 to 1.5%
(FinDev, 2021). Companies are not immuned to the harmful effects of COVID-19

pandemic and those within manufacturing sector which requires a contribution
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of imported inputs risk to be in a situation of decline in production, performance
and revenue. Before COVID-19, in 2019, only 8.5 percent of companies had
turned to banks for the financing of their start-up activities. After the health cri-
sis, these SMEs (Small and Medium Enterprises) would risk to be in an even
more unfavorable disposition as the commercial banks themselves would have
difficulty carrying out their operations banking due to a probable contraction in
deposits of liquidity by economic agents. The consequences are also seen in em-
ployment and Gabon’s labor market. The impact on employment is greater in
urban areas than in rural areas, particularly in Libreville and PortGentil. Thus,
15.3% of households have at least one member who lost a job due to coronavi-
rus. This proportion is 20.7% in Port-Gentil, 16.7% in Libreville and Franceville,
13.8% in other cities and 11.8 percent in rural areas. The consequences in terms
of job losses were more obvious in the formal sector than in the informal sector,
mainly because the formal sector has been more inclined to strict compliance
with preventive measures enacted by the government (Ministry of Economy and
Finance, 2020). In the same perspective, a study of the general direction of statis-
tics goes further by investigating the impact of covid19 on the living conditions
of households in Gabon in 2020. From this study the following figures emerge:
nearly six out of ten households say they have been affected. The most men-
tioned being the loss of employment cited by 53.6% of households; the increase
in the price of major staple foods, cited by nearly one in four households
(23.5%), and business bankruptcy, which is expressed by one in ten households
(11.5%) (Eyene, 2020c).

5. Opportunities Presented by COVID-19 for Gabon

COVID-19 has a lot of dark side. Around the world, people have gotten sick and
died, schools have closed, healthcare system overloaded, employees lost their
jobs, companies face bankruptcy, stock markets collapsed and countries have to
spend billions on bailouts and medical aid. The effect of COVID-19 on everyone
has been intensive whether directly affected or not. COVID-19 has been a huge
stressor shaking up our psyche, triggering our fears and uncertainties. No matter

how serious and sad the situation is, there are benefits too.

5.1. The Importance of e-Commerce

The Covid19 pandemic has highlighted a number of challenges for global econ-
omy and commerce around the world. For the first time, digital technologies of-
fered an alternative channel to maintain business activities and social interac-
tions during times of strict containment. Covid19 has demonstrated the special
role that e-commerce can play during the crisis and beyond. While the Covid19
crisis has boosted the dynamism of e-commerce, it has also exposed pre-existing
challenges facing aspiring e-commerce entrepreneurs around the world. These
include regulatory differences such as access to online payment solutions, reli-

able internet and power connections, prohibitive costs of trading across borders,
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visibility in online searches and advertising and, sales platforms. The pandemic
has also underscored the critical importance of bridging the digital divide both
within and between countries. In addition, Covid19 has highlighted the need to
answer questions about the extent to which small producers, sellers and con-
sumers in developing countries and economies in transition can benefit from the

opportunities offered by e-commerce (UNECE, 2021).

5.2. Speed and Innovation

Many bureaucratic organizations with slow procedures, rigid hierarchies that
have managed organizational have been forced by COVID-19 to break through
these rigid systems and act instantly. As a result, procedures were skipped or
changed and decisions were made more autonomously without formal approval.
Suddenly, employees are allowed to work from home without direct supervision.
The Covid19 shows that, as soon as there is a strong enough stimulus, things can
change. This leads to remarkable innovations. Not being allowed to open their
doors, restaurants, for example, switch to delivery mode. And schools suddenly
do a lot of the teaching and even some of the exams online. This offers the op-
portunity to create innovations now that can be sustained after the crisis. And it
can also help keep the current speed and innovation mode afterwards (Kraaijen-
bring, 2020).

5.3. Opportunity on the Reinitialization of the Educational System

The pandemic has deepened inequalities and heightened the urgency to fill the
gaps for the most marginalized learners. Radical inclusion should be the next
normal. The vast majority (84%) come from middle- and low-income countries,
where distance education technologies do not reach all children and reinforce
and accelerate inequalities, especially for girls, preschool children and children
with special needs. Radical inclusion policies for distance and in-person learning

must emerge (Randa, 2020).

5.4. A Boost in Local Products and Services Production

Reduction in intermediate goods imported in Gabon could significantly slow
production activities. However, cuts in imports of goods and services are ex-
pected to reduce the demand on the country. This has a positive effect on the
level of currencies and the net international reserves. It also offers import sub-
stitution opportunities, thus stimulating the production of local products and
services. Due to lack of industrial production, initiatives are flourishing across
the continent to produce alternative “masks in large quantities”. The campaign
for the wearing of the compulsory mask is now underway across Africa. Espe-
cially since some countries are starting to relax the containment measure im-
posed on populations. In Gabon, where the authorities have decided to relax
containment measures in the capital Libreville, wearing a mask has been com-

pulsory since April 15. Here too, the alternative fabric mask is in order. Many
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local workshops produce loincloth masks that are sold like hot cakes (Mateso,
2020).

5.5. Health Care Delivery

The pandemic has pushed Gabon to strengthen its health system by obtaining
equipment to fight against the virus. The Ministry of Health received on No-
vember 11, 2020 in Libreville, a batch of equipment and supplies, such as ambu-
lances, personal protective equipment and diagnostic kits for laboratory screen-
ing. This material is part of a loan of 5 billion CFA francs contracted with the
World Bank via the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development.
This project aims to strengthen the country’s health system, particularly in the
prevention, detect ion and management of cases, in accordance with Gabon’s
COVID-19 preparedness and response plan. It will also finance the training of
health personnel and the establishment of two new diagnostic centers for COVID-
19 (Mounombou, 2020).

5.6. COVID-19 Lockdown Boosts Golds Sales in Gabon

Travel restrictions had the unexpected effect of redirecting artisanal gold flows
to the Gabonese government’s legal purchasing agency, CGCO' (Comptoir Ga-
bonais de Collecte de I'Or). According to a source within the CGCO, the gov-
ernment counter bought around 100 kg of artisanal gold over a two-month pe-
riod from mid-March to mid-May 2020. The CGCO bought only 42.8 kg for the
whole of 2013 and only 28.9 kg for the whole of 2014. The rate of purchase of the
CGCO during the COVID-19 pandemic is thus between 10 and 20 times higher
than before the pandemic. The closure of Gabon’s land and air borders has left
the CGCO as the only viable option for miners seeking to sell their gold produc-
tion. Artisanal gold sales at CGCO, according to Moussounda, had already in-
creased slightly in January and February before the COVID-19 exploded from
March as travel restrictions closed the first gold hubs like Dubai then Gabon’s
own borders (Blore, 2020).

As it says in the Monty Python song “Always look on the bright side of life”,
let’s not forget them and take the best part of what the crisis gives us. COVID-19
has shown the importance of certain things like E-commerece, it has also brought
speed in the work for certain organisations and innovation in the work of many
structures. Also, we have seen that COVID-19 has also helped to identify short-
comings in the educational system that will help improve the system if these
points are considered. Local products and services were also showcased showing
the importance of local businesses in a country’s economy. It is also important to
point out that COVID-19 helped to realize the deficiencies of the health system
and increased the sale of gold by redirecting artisanal gold flows to the Gabonese
government’s legal purchasing agency due to border closures and travel restric-

tions.

ICGCO, Gabonese Gold Collection Counter.
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6. Conclusion and Suggestions

The pandemic has shown the ability of countries around the world to respond to
an emergency situation. Despite the tragic deaths and the effects of undeniable
economic suffering, COVID-19 has brought an unprecedented change in the
world. The transformation and improvement of customer service, the Internet
industry and other relevant sectors has accelerated. In a new round of growth
opportunities, E-commerce, E-government, home office, virtual business, online
education and other new types of businesses will be considered more. Regarding
the case of Gabon, we can say that the country has withstood the first wave of
impact but significant socio-economic challenges will continue to arise in the
coming months. It is urgent to amortize the current shocks, to prepare for a fu-
ture that is more resistant to viruses and take advantage of the crises to relaunch
the green and digital transition of Gabon towards a sustainable economy.

Suggestions help fight the spread of COVID-19.
e A strong and scalable social protection

To reduce the spread of the virus, many African countries quickly imple-
mented containment measures even when there were very few confirmed cases.
However, containment and social distancing will be difficult to maintain, espe-
cially in countries without scalable social protection systems. The majority of
workers across the continent operates in the informal sector and many survive
on what they earn each day through direct transactions. Even to find water which
is essential for preventing and daily life. Therefore, many people are forced to
leave their homes. Without effective social distancing, testing and contact trac-
ing becomes less useful, if not inapplicable. Rigorous implementation of the
rules does not change this; rather, it risks fuelling a certain resentment that would
make their respect less likely (Riku & Alexander, 2020).
e A development of health system

All African governments should create an enabling environment for the evo-
lution of competitive health systems through prioritization. Governments should
work towards empowering wealth creation efforts, adopt a system approach that
would understand the interdependence of African issues, and outline how to
address the largely weak health issues as quickly as possible (Klomegah, 2020).
Like other sectors such as education, the absence of a strategic vision of the pub-
lic power to invest in essential sectors of governance is the main cause of failure.
The result is a lack of strategic, technical and operational framework. Also, if it
happens, due to pressure from development partners, that a strategic document
be drawn there is no operational mechanism, no monitoring framework, or no
evaluation. The logical consequence of these shortcomings is the quasi-structural
weakness of health systems. Also, in Africa, COVID-19 reveals the need to in-
volve citizens in health systems. The disinterest of some populations in the dis-
ease is related to distrust of political authorities. The COVID-19 has not yet
caused as much loss of human life as in Western states, it is nevertheless neces-
sary to build an inclusive strategic reflection on the basis of this pandemic. Like

Ebola, which shook the fundamentals of the Guinean, Liberian and Sierra Leonean
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states, the COVID-19 pandemic may be the harbinger of other types of calamity.
This episode should mobilize, within African States, structural approaches to
community health free from corruption, by involving citizens in the manage-
ment of their own health systems (Olagboye, 2020).

e Location of an African industry

Africa can take advantage of the post-crisis period, and in particular the tec-
tonic movements it could unleash in China and Asia, to rethink its industry.
First, by locating it on the continent and serving its own markets with its local
production. Tires could be produced in countries where rubber trees grow and
where there are developed automotive markets such as Cote d’Ivoire or Nigeria.
The Congo Basin could become a stronghold in the production of furniture, like
the factory in the Nkok complex in Gabon. Mango, passion fruit and pineapple
juices from the Bamako and Dakar markets should stop being “made in Thai-
land” and come from national or sub-regional processing plants, like the Sobema
juice factory in Mali (Benjamin & Wilfried, 2020).

e Communication improvement and public awareness strategy

In the case of Gabon, it is important to avoid managing the health crisis under
pressure from public opinion, as well as the depoliticization of this management.
It is also important to improve the communication and public awareness strat-
egy and prioritize the protection and motivation of personnel engaged in the
fight against the COVID-19 pandemic. While shedding light on the problem of
containment, its objectives and its merits in view of reluctance of the population.
As for screening, an increase in the number of tests to be done per day would be
desirable, as would increase in the number of laboratories for diagnosis. Effective
management in the event of the development of the disease must be guaranteed
(Dzonteu, 2020).

Section 3 and Section 4 are connected because both aim to explore COVID-19
situation in Gabon. The only difference is that in Section 3, it is all about how
the country reacts to fight the virus or more specifically an analysis of the Gov-
ernment strategies adopted to fight the virus while Section 4 is dedicated to ana-
lyze the socio-economic impact of COVID-19 in Gabon.

Limitation of the Study

There is not enough previous research on this topic and because the COVID-19
pandemic is ongoing, the Gabonese government continue to update its protocols

and control solutions periodically.
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