
Angola still
waiting for their
promised 
‘economic miracle’
LUANDA:  “Things are going badly,” said
Delta, sitting on a stool and glancing at a
bag stuffed with Chinese mobile phones.
As one of scores of traders trying to legal-
ly sell her wares in one of Luanda’s most
famous markets, known as “The
Congolese”, the 32-year-old Angolan’s
complaint is not unusual.  Despite the din
and bustle of vendors pitching for cash in
Angola’s sweltering capital, she is strug-
gling to provide for her two children. “I see
some customers at the end of the month
once they’ve been paid — but the rest of
the time they don’t come,” she said.

One year after the election of President
Joao Lourenco, the oil-rich nation is still
waiting for the economic “miracle” that he
promised on the campaign trail. In a coun-
try scarred by prolonged war — and
where the economic benefits of an oil-
fuelled boom have not always trickled
down to the mass population —

entrenched poverty remains the norm for
nearly half the population.

“I’ve sold pork here for more than 20
years,” said butcher Teresa Pereira, gri-
macing on her stall’s counter as her col-
league tried to swat away flies. “For a
long time, business was good, but since
the financial crisis (of 2014) it’s been very
difficult because of the grey (unofficial)
market,” she said. “Now people are sell-
ing on the street... customers are rare.”
After the end of Angola’s bloody civil war
in 2002, the country enjoyed a decade of
rapid growth fuelled by its booming oil
sector. But in 2014, a global slump in the
price of crude, which accounts for 70
percent of government revenues, and the
failure of the authorities to diversify the
economy, plunged Angola into a serious
financial crisis. 

Faced with mass unemployment, the
mostly poor population turned to the grey
and black markets for survival, denying
already weakened state coffers of much-
needed taxes. In the depressed economic
climate, many tax-paying market vendors
pin the blame on the growth of unofficial
street sellers and illegal shops often run
by foreign nationals, many of them from
Nigeria and elsewhere in West Africa.
According to observers, the paral le l
economy accounts for up to 90 percent

of Angola’s fiscal activity.

‘Anarchy and disorder reign supreme’ 
“If all the informal traders come here to

the market to conduct their business
(legally), customers would return in force,”
said Elisabeth Lumbunga, 43, her hands in
a bowl of water as she washed her vegeta-
bles before sale. In pursuit of new tax rev-
enues, the government launched a nation-
wide crackdown at the beginning of
November on “zungas” — the term used
to describe illegal traders, who are often
undocumented migrants.

“In our society and in our urban centers,
anarchy and disorder reign supreme,” said
police chief Paulo de Almeida as he
launched the operation. “Our goal is to re-
establish public order and the state’s
authority.” His officers were deployed en
masse across Luanda, closing illegal shops.
In a heavily air conditioned office decorat-
ed with a picture of President Lourenco,
the managing director of the market wel-
comed the police operation.

“The operation against street sellers has
already led to a busier market,” said Carla
Lubata. “The government has done all it can
for us, we hope that the economy will
recover quickly.” The prognosis is not opti-
mistic.  While global oil prices have roughly
doubled since 2016, Angola’s economy is

barely growing. Lourenco’s package of
reforms to attract foreign investment,
notably structural adjustment efforts, have
so far been slow to bear fruit. The
International Monetary Fund predicts the
economy will slip into recession in 2018
with a contraction of 0.1 percent.

‘Making a big mistake’? 
For those caught up in the police crack-

down, it has made tough conditions even

harder. Emmanuel Chizondu, 33, left Nigeria
five years ago to build a life in Luanda and
had started a profitable, but illegal, small
car parts business. It was closed down by
the authorities at the start of the month.
“They closed my business. Now my five
Angolan workers cannot work anymore...
they have families to feed. Now they are
crying,” Chizondu said. “I understand they
want to put their country back into order,
but they are making a big mistake.” —AFP 

DOHA: Stonemasons Ojor and Raju take
their lunch break sitting on a pavement near
the smart central Doha complex they have
helped build as Qatar prepares to host the
2022 World Cup in exactly four years’ time.
“I made a mistake coming here,” says Ojor,
22, from Nepal. “I took so much money from
the bank (to pay recruitment fees), I don’t
have anything in my hand.”

Both men have been working on the proj-
ect for the past three years and earn the
monthly minimum wage of 750 Qatari riyals
($205). Raju, a 39-year-old Bangladeshi
dressed in the blue overalls that have
become ubiquitous in the gas-rich emirate,
smiles gently as he talks about his contract
finishing in a few months. “I will never come
back again,” he says. Ever since 2010 when
then-Fifa boss Sepp Blatter revealed Qatar

would host the 2022 football World Cup —
to almost global shock — the country has
faced unprecedented scrutiny.

Criticism and reform 
Much of that has focused on the plight of

huge numbers of migrant laborers, many
from Asia, who have swollen Qatar’s popula-
tion from 1.63 million at the time of Blatter’s
announcement to today’s record 2.74 mil-
lion. Trade unions, human rights groups, and
recently the United Nations’ International
Labor Organization (ILO) have joined
forces to challenge Qatar over its derided
“Kafala”, or sponsorship, system.

An international row has rumbled over
the number of people killed on construction
projects, more than 1,200 according to one
union’s estimate. That claim has been vigor-

ously denied by the Supreme Committee for
Delivery and Legacy, Qatar’s World Cup
organizing body. But Doha has been forced
into reforms including a minimum wage,
salary protection and the partial abolition of
the exit visa, under which workers needed a
boss’s permission to leave the country. The
ILO has called the move a “significant step”.

More than 12,000 workers employed
directly on World Cup projects are expect-
ed to share reimbursements of 52 million
riyals ($14 million) for being forced to pay
illegal recruitment fees to come to Qatar,
says the Supreme Committee. Evidence of
Qatar’s transformation, fuelled by vast gas
revenues, is everywhere: stadiums, roads,
railways, hotels, malls, bridges and the
office and residential complex where Ojor
and Raju work.

‘Workers won’t see Cup’ 
However, the World Cup, which kicks off

on November 21, 2022, still feels a long way
away for the stonemasons and their col-
leagues, some of whom wear the shirts of
teams such as Chelsea under their overalls.
“The expectation was that a World Cup
would give me good job security,” says
Mukesh, a 23-year-old laborer from Nepal.
“But we have been told that by 2021 they
will remove all the laborers from here.”

He works 10 hours every day, earning
three riyals (82 cents) extra per hour for
overtime, and says he has no regrets about
being in the Gulf. “We were doing nothing at
home and we are earning here,” he says. A
football fan, he wants to watch his hero
Cristiano Ronaldo in 2022 and support
Portugal. “But I don’t think it is possible for

any workers to see matches,” he says smiling.
Workers complain about low wages, delays
in being paid, and the high cost of living.

Almost all the workers asked by AFP say
they had not heard about the international
lobbying on their behalf. But Prince, a safety
officer from Nigeria, found out about the
safety campaigns via YouTube. “I want to
save to go to the US,” says the 31-year-old.
“I don’t like the life I am living here, I do the
same thing every day, it is hard work, there
are no parties or anything. We are not
allowed to do anything here.” Those who
have been in Qatar for longer periods say
their conditions have hardly changed.
Arnold, from the Philippines, says he has
been in Qatar since 2009 and the country
has given him “peace of mind”. “Nine years
is enough though,” he says. — AFP 
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‘I don’t think it is possible for any workers to see matches’

No World Cup joy for Qatar workers
DOHA: Workers are pictured on scaffolding at the Khalifa International Stadium. — AFP 

LUANDA: Vendors and customers are seen at the Congolese market in the city of
Luanda on November 13, 2018, the capital of Angola. — AFP 


