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Abstract: Even before its founding, the Democratic Republic of the Congo had been 
on the global radar due to its vast natural wealth. Following the colonial period and 
its independence, the Congo experienced many turbulent years under different 
political forces, the UN’s ONUC, MONUC, and MONUSCO peacekeeping missions, 
and coups of different kinds, until stabilizing under the current regime. Nearly 60 
years after the withdrawal of the Belgian forces, the Congo still struggles with major 
economic difficulties which are holding the equatorial state back from developing 
a profitable economy. This analysis aims to analyze the critical barriers stopping 
the DRC from harvesting its natural wealth, and to elaborate upon some of the 
prospective economic opportunities that could spur the Congo’s development.

Összefoglalás: A Kongói Demokratikus Köztársaság már jóval a függetlensége előtt 
a nemzetközi figyelem középpontjába került. A gyarmati sorból való felemelkedést 
és a függetlenség kivívását jó néhány zaklatott év követte, melyek során politikai 
rendszerek jöttek-mentek, az ENSZ békefenntartó erői három missziót is vezettek 
a térségbe, míg végül néhány puccsot követően megszilárdult a mai politikai rend-
szer. Közel 60 év telt el a belga gyarmatosítók távozása óta, de ez idő alatt Kongónak 
nem sikerült visszanyernie egykori vezető regionális politikai szerepét vagy gazda-
sági súlyát. A tanulmány célja megtalálni a gazdasági elmaradottság okait, illetve 
feltárni azokat a lehetőségeket, amelyek segítségével az ország végre képessé válna 
fenntartható módon kiaknázni természeti adottságait.

INTRODUCTION

One of the most conflict-torn regions of the world lies in the heart of Africa. The 
territory nowadays known as the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) 
has seen many bloody conflicts, including the ruthlessness of the Atlantic 

slave traders, the caravans of the Sultan of Zanzibar, the limitless exploitation by 
Belgian King Leopold II, up to the tribal rivalry between the many different ethnic 
groups which build up the country. Ironically, the source of much of this misery was 
in fact the natural wealth of the Congo region, a wealth which did not serve the local 
people, but rather attracted the interest of many outsiders.

This analysis will discuss the DRC’s current socioeconomic situation and the 
main obstacles preventing the country from realizing its full potential, through the 
prism of history. It is only in the light of this complex history that we can understand 
the current state of the economy, and so before jumping to the most recent numbers 
and figures, it is useful to begin with a quick (and far from detailed) look into the 
past.

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-13286306
https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-24396390
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Until the 15th century the Kongo Kingdom was a blooming monarchy with 
its own private affairs, ruling elite, and structure. The realm itself consisted 
of the equatorial Congo Basin, the province of Shaba (Katanga) and some 

northern territories of modern-day Angola. Some of the region’s vast mineral 
resources had already been discovered, mined, and used for different purposes in 
the “original” Kongo Kingdom, such as malachite or copper. The slave trade was 
already commonplace, although it existed only beyond the Kingdom’s borders and 
to a much lesser extent than what was to come later on. The stability of the region 
was guaranteed by the relatively well-built administrative structure of the Kingdom, 
and even the isolated tribes of the jungle were integrated into the empire.

Conflicts started to escalate when Portuguese settlers introduced sugar canes 
to the island of São Tomé and the number of slaves purchased by the Congolese 
proved insufficient. More and more settlers and traders arrived in the region, in 
search of both black and white ivory. Until the late 19th century the Congo was the 
victim of various colony-building and/or raiding parties, placing stations upon the 
Congo River, causing significant population losses and the total collapse of the 
formerly well-built and effective political system of the region.

In 1879 Henry Morton Stanley led a number of expeditions with the clear aim 
of pacifying the Congo, and establishing a colony, placing it under direct and total 
control of the Belgian king. The so-founded Congo Free State was internationally 
accepted in 1895 at the Berlin Conference as King Leopold II’s private territory. 
Under the noble mission of leading a crusade into the darkest parts of unknown 
Africa, he built up a brutal system that not only abused the indigenous population, 
but resulted in the loss of more than 50 percent of the Congo’s people. Famine and 
diseases were common, just as forced labor and cruelty towards the locals. The 
Congo exported ivory, cocoa, coffee, and some of the various trees of the jungle. 
The first mines were opened, mainly for copper, gold, cobalt, tin, and diamonds.

The biggest wealth and along with it the biggest misfortune was brought upon 
the Congo by the invention of the pneumatic tire. From 1895 onwards automobiles 
and bicycles were fitted with it, and the need for latex skyrocketed. Until that time, 
mostly South American plantations catered to the market, but as tires become 
an integral part of everyday life, King Leopold II saw a chance to become one of 
the main stakeholders in this global market. The methods of exploiting rubber in 
the Congo became increasingly harsh. By 1904, Belgian companies managed to 
exterminate the trees in the region, and soon the “golden era of gum” was facing 
its end. Their attitude towards the indigenous population had drawn stellar profits 
for the Belgians, but the growing public outcry against the cruel treatment of the 
Congo’s people brought an end to Leopold II’s rule. The Congo was subsequently 
taken under the control of the Belgian parliament in 1908, which had never before 
ruled over a colony of any kind.

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Leopold-II-king-of-Belgium
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After World War I the economy changed, and instead of ivory and raw gum, 
cotton and palm products played the leading role among the Congo’s exports. In 
addition, coffee, cocoa, sugar, and tobacco were also grown on plantations and the 
importance of gold, diamond, and radium mines increased. By 1939, 90 percent of 
the world’s radium was mined in the Congo. During World War II the United States 
of America relied heavily on the uranium from Congo. For instance, the mines at 
Shinkolobwe provided the key components for the nuclear bombs dropped on 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

By the late 1940s, the first wave of anti-colonialist movements swept through 
Sub-Saharan Africa, and the Congo similarly strived for independence. Legally 
backed by the United Nations’ principle on nations’ right to self-determination, 
the Belgians had no choice but to leave the Congo – for good but in an utterly 
hopeless economic state, not to mention the politically tumultuous period following 
independence, sparked by the assassination of Patrice Lumumba, the DRC’s first 
prime minister.

It is outside the remit of this analysis to describe the independence process and 
the following political crises (such as the civil war, the UN peacekeeping missions, 
or the political coups culminating in the Mobutu regime). The recent civil war from 
the late 1990s further undermined the economic situation of the Congolese people. 
These current problems were compounded by tribal and cross-border rivalry, the 
biggest Ebola epidemic since the 1960s, and the constant fights between game 
wardens, poachers, and armed militias.

From this brief historical overview it is important to emphasize the following 
conclusions, considered to be the main obstacles the DRC is currently facing.

1. From the 16th century to the 1960s the country entirely lacked a free and/or 
regulated market.

2. The turbulent transition from colonial rule to independence undermined any 
chance for creating the necessary infrastructure or administrative structure, 
for establishing a sustainable economy, or for training a professional class/
civil servants.

3. The missing social and welfare background (such as adequate education 
for both sexes or general healthcare), along with the lack of fundamental 
civil services (such as water supply systems, electricity, means of transport, 
roads) made it nearly impossible to integrate the whole country.

These three statements essentially summarize the main handicaps that have 
held the DRC back – although a number of other problems also remain unresolved. 
To this day, even clean drinking water, improved sanitation facilities, and non-stop 
electricity remain outside the reach for millions of Congolese.

https://www.britannica.com/biography/Patrice-Lumumba
https://www.britannica.com/place/Democratic-Republic-of-the-Congo/Mobutus-regime
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-13283212
https://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014/04/140416-emmanuel-de-merode-warden-shot-virunga-congo/
http://hdr.undp.org/indicators/177106
http://hdr.undp.org/indicators/177206
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ECONOMIC AND SOCIETAL SNAPSHOT

The following section will discuss the current overall economic state of the 
DRC’s economy, using the three observations outlined above as guideposts.

One of the biggest challenges the Democratic Republic of the Congo still 
faces is that of poverty, since the country still ranks among the poorest countries 
in the world (176th out of 187 countries in the UN’s Human Development Index). 
Although industry and especially mining adds the most to the country’s GDP, the 
majority of the population (65.3 percent of those employed in 2017) still works in 
the underdeveloped agricultural sector according to UNSTAT. Of the over 81 million 
people inhabiting the DRC, 77 percent are estimated to be living on only 2 USD per 
day, according to the World Bank. Under such circumstances, hunger, malnutrition, 
and underweight children are still major problems. Only 10 percent of the population 
is estimated to have a regular income, whereas the others are engaged in temporary 
jobs or are unemployed. There are many periodic activities, for instance in the 
agricultural sector, which accounts for four-fifths of the Congolese labor market. 
Many are involved in various illegal businesses, such as poaching or smuggling.

Many lack the simplest elements of modern-day life, such as access to clean 
water, electricity, or adequate housing. About 60 percent of the Congolese live in 
rural areas, where infrastructure and services are even less accessible than in 
Kinshasa, the capital, or in other major cities. Although population growth seems 
to be slowly stabilizing, real economic growth (estimated to be around 3 percent by 
the World Bank, and 4.4 percent by the Congolese government) still remains under 
the level the necessities of the state would require.

The DRC’s societal backdrop still faces dire problems. The basis for economic 
development and innovation would be appropriate education. In this case the 
main obstacle is not the so-called brain drain phenomenon, but rather a lack of 
professionals in all fundamental sectors, such as in healthcare, education, or the 
construction and agricultural industries. About a fourth of the population is illiterate, 
which makes it even harder to run a country, let alone realize sustainable economic 
growth. There is no continuous data on education or school enrolment, nor are the 
available figures entirely up to date, but it is still obvious that even nowadays children 
lack the necessary education. The average time they spend in the classrooms is 
under 10 years, and less than half of the pupils finish primary school at all. (Again, 
the figure is from 2014, because unfortunately there is no regular data concerning 
education in the region.) Giving that the average age of the population is only about 
17 years (the youth accounts for around half of the population), the number of 
dropouts is quite high, creating a significant group not present in the education 
system nor in the labor market. One of the results of this poor education is that 
only 44 percent of the labor force can be referred to as ”skilled.” This adds further 
difficulties for potential employers of all sectors, apart from agriculture.

http://databank.worldbank.org/data/views/reports/reportwidget.aspx?Report_Name=CountryProfile&Id=b450fd57&tbar=y&dd=y&inf=n&zm=n&country=COD
https://countryeconomy.com/hdi/democratic-republic-congo
http://data.un.org/en/iso/cd.html
http://hdr.undp.org/en/indicators/98306
http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/COD
http://hdr.undp.org/indicators/101406
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.PRM.ENRL?locations=CD
http://hdr.undp.org/en/indicators/69706
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.PRM.PRSL.ZS?end=2014&locations=CD&start=2009
http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/COD
http://hdr.undp.org/indicators/147906
http://hdr.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/COD
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The dropout rate is not independent from the different roles of women and men 
in the society. Girls are spending an average of 3 years fewer in education than boys, 
which can be explained by the traditional gender roles, weak hygienic conditions, 
and the high adolescent fertility rate.

Because of the lacking services and facilities, such as electricity or government 
services, many basic forms of communication, such as mobile phones or the 
internet are rare in the region. Even travelling within the DRC is quite a challenge. 
The roads are in a bad shape (or completely non-existent), whereas the railway 
system has not developed much since colonial times, and the flights connecting 
the six regions are very expensive. Even though the DRC is a member of many 
different multi-lateral international organizations, such as the IBRD, CEEAC, SADC 
or COMESA, all targeting economic cooperation worldwide or specifically in the 
region, it is extremely challenging to integrate the DRC into the global economy.

POTENTIAL AVENUES FOR ECONOMIC GROWTH

The following section looks at the possible areas where the DRC could 
potentially realize greater economic growth. These are foreign investment, 
inland waterway traffic, reducing the extremely high level of corruption, 

exploiting its mineral wealth, or increasing tourism.
One possible way to accelerate economic growth in the country would be through 

the attraction of foreign investment. There are some bigger players on the market, 
for instance the USA, which has shown a clear interest in the Congo from the 1940s 
onwards. This is due not only to the promising geostrategic location of the Congo, 
but also to its uranium, which the US economy uses in its numerous nuclear power 
plants. Lately another superpower, namely China had set its eyes on Sub-Saharan 
Africa, although it is yet unclear whether their massive investments in the continent 
will help spur endemic economic growth. It is likely that both superpowers would try 
and strengthen their positions in this territory, most probably with the aid of different 
investments – but it is yet uncertain whether this could contribute meaningfully to 
the Congolese economy or if it would only ensure a subordinate role in the market.

The strategic position of the country and the Congo River holds the possibility of 
a much greater role in the future. After Henry Morton Stanley’s quest in the late 19th 

century upstream to the source of the Congo, King Leopold II of Belgium got hold 
of over 2,700 km of water-highway. As today the river is still the main road within 
the DRC, it could very well be one of the main routes of transportation, especially 
by promoting inland waterway traffic within Africa. Being a member of both the 
southern and equatorial organizations for a common African market, the DRC has 
the potential to be one of the most important links in cross-continental travel and 
logistics. Unfortunately, for the time being, not only the infrastructure, but also 
political control (i.e., infighting between militias) over the territory remains fragile.

http://databank.worldbank.org/data/views/reports/reportwidget.aspx?Report_Name=CountryProfile&Id=b450fd57&tbar=y&dd=y&inf=n&zm=n&country=COD
http://hdr.undp.org/indicators/46006
http://hdr.undp.org/indicators/43606
http://ceeac-eccas.org/index.php/fr/
https://www.sadc.int/
https://www.comesa.int/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/magazine/2015/10/congo-river-central-africas-water-highway/
https://issafrica.org/iss-today/a-new-tragedy-in-the-eastern-drc
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The stagnation of the economy – despite the financial support from the IBRD or 
even the European Union in the form of aid or debt elimination – is partially due to 
illegal businesses. The market is far from clean and transparent, as 89–90 percent 
of all economic activities are estimated to take place in the gray or black economy. 
The omnipresence of corruption can be tracked down; Transparency International’s 
latest rankings place the DRC 156th out of the monitored 176 countries. Not only the 
ivory trade and other forms of poaching are conducted in the shadow economy, but 
most raw materials and mineral resources are also smuggled out of the country. 
This further deepens the country’s deficit, and cuts off different forms of incomes, 
such as taxation, customs, etc. Because of this, crime rates are also high, not to 
mention the prison population, which also adds to the costs of the government. In 
many cases the locals commit smaller thefts, or start illegally hunting bush meat 
out of sheer necessity, so it is not only organized crime the state has to deal with, 
but also livelihood crime, which adds to the expenses of the police.

Another potential avenue of economic growth for the DRC lies in its vast mineral 
wealth. The DRC holds over 1,100 minerals, of which a significant amount is 
considered to be rare earth minerals or precious metals, often used in the high-tech 
industry. These already provide a major source of the country’s income. Some of 
them are so-called conflict minerals: gold and the “3 Ts,” (tantalum, tin, and tungsten) 
are key components of laptops, tablets, cell phones, or even jewelry. About 98 percent 
of the DRC’s gold is smuggled out of the country, according to a recent study by the 
ISS. Along with wolfram, diamonds, copper, or cobalt, they are mined throughout 
the regions of eastern Congo and Katanga (also known as Shaba). These minerals 
could bring massive wealth to the country, but once again, corruption, insecurity, 
and mismanagement are robbing the Congo of its natural wealth. This illegal trade 
is not only unlawful and financially problematic, but in many cases the conditions of 
workers in these mines fall far short of internationally accepted norms. Because of 
this, more and more multinational companies are deciding to ban conflict minerals 
from their supply chains, but this is definitely another area where the DRC still has 
a long way to develop further.

In addition, crude oil exploitation has appeared on the DRC’s economic agenda 
in recent years. Oil is available in the border zones in the eastern parts of the 
country, in the so-called Great Lakes Region. However tempting the possibility 
of exporting oil may be, the idea caused a public outcry. According to the original 
plan, the Congolese and their business partners would have set the drills up in the 
middle of pristine rainforests. Furthermore, oil exploration sites would cover two 
national parks (Salonga and Virunga), both UNESCO World Heritage sites. The latter 
is the oldest national park in Africa, and home to some critically endangered red-
list species (such as mountain gorillas). This territory has always borne witness to 
many violent conflicts between different tribes, and later between game wardens 
and poachers. News about attacked, wounded or killed rangers are still frequent. 
Following the debacle caused by the idea of opening up these World Heritage sites 
to the hydrocarbon industry, the partner company withdrew from the contract 
signed in 2012. This not only saved the conservation territories but also prevented 

https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/de/aussenpolitik/laender/kongodemokratischerepublik-node/-/203250
http://www.transparency.org/cpi2016
https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2017/09/wildlife-watch-congo-baka-elephant-poaching/
https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2015/06/150611-virunga-national-park-emmanuel-de-merode-africa-world/
https://conflictmineral.wordpress.com/minerals-of-modern-technology/
https://issafrica.org/iss-today/the-true-cost-of-mineral-smuggling-in-the-drc
https://issafrica.org/iss-today/drc-prioritises-oil-over-conservation
https://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014/06/140612-virunga-warden-shooting-congo-gorillas-soco-oil/
https://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/special-features/2014/06/140606-gorillas-congo-virunga-national-park/
https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2018/06/wildlife-watch-virunga-rangers-deaths-poaching-militia-gorillas/
https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2015/06/150626-virunga-park-ranger-killed-gorillas-world/
https://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014/04/140418-virunga-warden-shooting-congo-gorillas-de-merode/
https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2016/03/160314-two-rangers-killed-virunga-national-park/
https://news.nationalgeographic.com/2016/12/wildlife-watch-rangers-killed-virunga-national-park/
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some nascent cross-border conflicts with the neighboring countries of Uganda, 
Rwanda, and Burundi.

A final potential way out for the DRC would be to increase tourism. The country 
has much to offer in terms of its natural environment, protected parks, and unique 
wildlife. Of course tourism would only be an effective source of help for the country 
if it could stay out of the black market, corruption, and exploitation common in the 
region. In addition, the tourism industry is unlikely to develop while political instability 
plagues so much of the DRC.

CONCLUSION

To conclude the study, it is worth once again emphasizing the main 
socioeconomic and historical obstacles holding the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo back from realizing its full potential.

First, the insufficient social background, such as high poverty, unemployment 
and illiteracy rates, the lack of adequate education and sanitary facilities (such as 
immunization, clean drinking water, or sufficient hygienic conditions) are still huge 
challenges. The missing infrastructure, both in physical and political terms, sets 
back innovation and economic development.

Secondly, the fragility of state structures, corruption, and the constant threat of 
armed violence undermine stability and foreign investment. The ivory trade, drug 
dealing or the exploitation of conflict minerals cannot be controlled, leading to high 
crime rates and frequent, bloody confrontations within and across the borders.

Of course there are many other reasons that all contribute to the current-day 
situation of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. But from an economic point of 
view, these are the most outstanding problems that hinder the Congo’s development. 
Many of them are rooted in history, with some problems persisting since the time 
of the former Belgian Congo.

On the bright side, the Congo has many possibilities and resources to leave the 
past behind, and start using its wealth for its own good. Developments in agriculture, 
infrastructure, education, and healthcare would create a much stronger and more 
powerful environment in which the economy could also evolve. Being one of the 
most mineral-rich regions on Earth, the Congo’s industry has every potential to play 
a leading role in Africa. Planned hydropower plants could provide the necessary 
electricity to the country, and – when handled wisely – the country’s natural 
endowment could support tourism.

In short, the current economic woes facing the DRC are partially rooted in history, 
while others (such as poverty, conflict, and corruption) are endemic to many Sub-
Saharan African countries. This short analysis aimed both to present some of the 
historical roots of these issues, as well as to identify and assess potential avenues 
for future economic growth (i.e., foreign investment, mineral wealth, tourism, etc.).


