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The main attraction of Africa’s banking market is that it is potentially vast and virtually unexplored. Banking penetration among the continent’s 1 billion inhabitants varies from country to country, but most people in Senegal and Tanzania have no access to banks.

The differences within countries are striking, too. South Africa, for example, offers world-class service and technology in the air-conditioned offices of Johannesburg. Yet just a short bus ride away is the poverty-ridden town of Alexandria, where many people still stuff cash under their mattresses.

In sub-Saharan Africa, only about a quarter of adults have accounts in real banks, and only 3% have credit cards. The challenge is finding a way to reach the rest. Bankers typically think of markets as being ready once GDP per-person reaches about $10,000, a level at which it becomes profitable to start opening accounts.
New technologies, the expansion of companies such as MasterCard and the financial crisis are helping Africa’s banking system to expand but work is still in progress. The uncertainties and the risks are high, but when Africa delivers on its potential, the winners will be those who have been ready to live with the risks.

