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  Frontispiece: Magwa Falls, in South Africa's Eastern Cape Province.
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  Today's Africa is a mosaic of effective democracy and desperate despotism, immense wealth and abysmal poverty, conscious modernity and mired traditionalism, bitter conflict and vast arenas of peace, and enormous promise and abiding failure. Generalizations are more difficult to apply to Africa or Africans than elsewhere. The continent, especially the sub-Saharan two-thirds of its immense landmass, presents enormous physical, political, and human variety. From snow-capped peaks to intricate patches of remaining jungle, from desolate deserts to the greatest rivers, and from the highest coastal sand dunes anywhere to teeming urban conglomerations, Africa must be appreciated from myriad perspectives. Likewise, its peoples come in every shape and size, govern themselves in several complicated manners, worship a host of indigenous and imported gods, and speak thousands of original and five or six derivative common languages. To know Africa is to know nuance and complexity.




  There are 54 nation-states that belong to the African Union, 49 of which are situated within the sub-Saharan mainland or on its offshore islands. No other continent has so many countries, political divisions, or members of the General Assembly of the United Nations. No other continent encompasses so many distinctively different peoples or spans such geographical disparity. On no other continent have so many innocent civilians lost their lives in intractable civil wars—15 million since 1991 in such places as Algeria, Angola, the Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Sudan. No other continent has so many disparate natural resources (from cadmium, cobalt, and copper to petroleum and zinc) and so little to show for their frenzied exploitation. No other continent has proportionally so many people subsisting (or trying to) on less than $2 a day. But then no other continent has been so beset by HIV/AIDS (30 percent of all adults in southern Africa), by tuberculosis, by malaria (prevalent almost everywhere), and by less well-known scourges such as schistosomiasis (liver fluke), several kinds of filariasis, river blindness, trachoma, and trypanosomiasis (sleeping sickness).




  Africa is among the most Christian continents, but it also is home to more Muslims than the Middle East. Apostolic and Pentecostal churches are immensely powerful. So are Sufi brotherhoods. Yet traditional African religions are still influential. So is a belief in spirits and witches (even among Christians and Muslims), in faith healing and in alternative medicine. Polygamy remains popular. So does the practice of female circumcision and other long-standing cultural preferences. Africa cannot be well understood without appreciating how village life still permeates the great cities and how urban pursuits engulf villages. Africa can no longer be considered predominantly rural, agricultural, or wild; more than half of its peoples live in towns and cities.




  Political leaders must cater to both worlds, old and new. They and their followers must join the globalized, Internet penetrated world even as they remain rooted appropriately in past modes of behavior, obedient to dictates of family, lineage, tribe, and ethnicity. This duality often results in democracy or at least partially participatory democracy. Equally often it develops into autocracy. Botswana and Mauritius have enduring democratic governments. In Benin, Ghana, Kenya, Lesotho, Malawi, Mali, Mozambique, Namibia, Nigeria, Senegal, South Africa, Tanzania, and Zambia fully democratic pursuits are relatively recent and not yet sustainably implanted. Algeria, Cameroon, Chad, the Central African Republic, Egypt, the Sudan, and Tunisia are authoritarian entities run by strongmen. Zimbabweans and Equatorial Guineans suffer from even more venal rule. Swazis and Moroccans are subject to the real whims of monarchs. Within even this vast sweep of political practice there are still more distinctions. The partial democracies represent a spectrum. So does the manner in which authority is wielded by kings, by generals, and by long-entrenched civilian autocrats.
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  The democratic countries are by and large better developed and more rapidly growing economically than those ruled by strongmen. In Africa there is an association between the pursuit of good governance and beneficial economic performance. Likewise, the natural resource wealth curse that has afflicted mineral-rich countries such as the Congo and Nigeria has had the opposite effect in well-governed places like Botswana. Nation-states open to global trade have done better than those with closed economies. So have those countries with prudent managements, sensible fiscal arrangements, and modest deficits. Overall, however, the bulk of African countries have suffered in terms of reduced economic growth from the sheer fact of being tropical, beset by disease in an enervating climate where there is an average of one trained physician to every 13,000 persons. Many lose growth prospects, too, because of the absence of navigable rivers, the paucity of ocean and river ports, barely maintained roads, and few and narrow railroads. Moreover, 15 of Africa's countries are landlocked, without comfortable access to relatively inexpensive waterborne transport. Hence, imports and exports for much of Africa are more expensive than elsewhere as they move over formidable distances. Africa is the most underdeveloped continent because of geographical and health constraints that have not yet been overcome, because of ill-considered policies, because of the sheer number of separate nation-states (a colonial legacy), and because of poor governance.




  Africa's promise is immense, and far more exciting than its achievements have been since a wave of nationalism and independence in the 1960s liberated nearly every section of the continent. Thus, the next several decades of the 21st century are ones of promise for Africa. The challenges are clear: to alleviate grinding poverty and deliver greater real economic goods to larger proportions of people in each country, and across all countries; to deliver more of the benefits of good governance to more of Africa's peoples; to end the destructive killing fields that run rampant across so much of Africa; to improve educational training and health services; and to roll back the scourges of HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, and malaria. Every challenge represents an opportunity with concerted and bountiful Western assistance to transform the lives of Africa's vulnerable and resourceful future generations.
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  Victoria Falls, located between Zimbabwe and Zambia, is more than a mile wide. The traditional African name for the falls—Mosi-oa-Tunya, or “the Smoke that Thunders’—is apt: during the wet season, some 2 million gallons of water crash over the cataracts per second, producing heavy mist and a mighty roar.




  
1 AFRICA AND ITS ENVIRONMENT: AN OVERVIEW





  The world's second-largest continent, Africa boasts a remarkably varied environment. It is a land of huge arid deserts, moist tropical rainforests, vast grassy savannas, and snowcapped mountains. Inhabiting the land are thousands of species of mammals, reptiles, amphibians, birds, insects, and marine life, reflecting a rich biodiversity. Yet the 54 independent countries (including island nations) that make up Africa face a multitude of environmental issues, many of which threaten the future of the people who live on this vast continent.




  MOUNTAINS AND DESERTS




  Covering approximately 11,657,000 square miles (30,190,000 square kilometers), Africa makes up around one-fifth of the earth's total land area. The continent can be divided into three major regions: the northern plateau, central and southern plateau, and eastern highlands.




  Africa's northern plateau and its central and southern plateau consist mainly of lowlands ranging from 500 to 2,000 feet (150 to 610 meters) above sea level. Elevations are somewhat higher in the northwest corner of the continent, where the plateau is broken up by the Atlas mountain range, which extends more than 1,200 miles (1,930 km) through Morocco, Algeria, and Tunisia.




  Much greater heights can be found in Africa's eastern highlands, which extend south from the Red Sea. There, elevations average more than 5,000 feet (1,500 meters) above sea level. East Africa contains the continent's two largest mountain peaks: Kilimanjaro, which rises 19,331 feet (5,892 meters) in northern Tanzania, along the border with Kenya; and Mount Kenya, which soars to 17,058 feet (5,199 meters) in central Kenya. A unique feature of the eastern highlands is the Great Rift Valley—a vast geologic fault system made up of deep, steep valleys.
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    Kilimanjaro, Africa's highest mountain, actually consists of three separate volcanoes: Kibo, Mawenzi, and Shira. It is located in northern Tanzania.


  




  The northern part of Africa lays claim to the world's largest desert, the Sahara, which extends 3,500 miles (5,630 km) from west to east across much of the continent's northern plateau. Covering some 3.5 million square miles (9 million sq km), the Sahara includes parts of Mauritania, Mali, Niger, Chad, Sudan, Egypt, Libya, Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco, and Western Sahara. Two other major deserts of Africa lie to the south: In the far southwestern part of Africa is the Namib Desert, which stretches along the Atlantic coast. The Kalahari Desert covers parts of Namibia and South Africa, and much of Botswana.




  Oases dot these hot, arid desert lands, providing places of nourishment for the native trees, which include date palms, tamarisks, and acacias. Among the scattered desert wildlife are the ostrich, gazelle, antelope, jackal, and hyena.




  RAINFORESTS AND SAVANNAS




  Within the west-central region of Africa lies the Congo rainforest, the second-largest rainforest of the world (smaller only than the Amazon rainforest of South America). Encompassing land fed by the Congo River and its tributaries, the rainforest lies in the center of Africa and covers as much as 500 million acres (202 million hectares).




  This immense forest hosts an amazing biodiversity, with plant and animal species numbering in the millions. As many as 100 different kinds of trees can be found within 1 square mile (2.6 sq km) of land. They commonly include oil palms; fruit trees; ebony, mahogany, and other hardwoods; and softwoods such as okoume. Among the Congo rainforest's countless plants and animals are endangered species such as the mountain gorilla, the bonobo (pygmy chimpanzee), and the okapi (related to the giraffe). Many small mammals, along with hundreds of species of birds, live in the canopy.




  Other, smaller rainforests grow in parts of western Africa and in Madagascar, a large island nation off the continent's southeastern coast. Woodlands containing mostly olive and oak trees can be found in the northwestern parts of Africa and in parts of the south. Forests of mangrove trees stretch stilt-like roots into the salty waters along Africa's eastern and western coasts.




  Grassland plains, called savannas, cover large expanses of Africa. These areas feature tall grasses, thorny euphorbia bushes, and scattered baobab and acacia trees. Covering about two-fifths of the continent, Africa's savanna plains extend across eastern Africa, just south of the Sahara, and then curve around the Congo rainforest westward toward the Atlantic Ocean.




  Within these immense plains, millions of antelope (including waterbuck, bushbuck, springbok, oryx, and impala), buffalo, giraffes, zebras, and wildebeest migrate in search of food and water. Many of them frequent the grasslands of Tanzania's Serengeti and Kenya's Masai Mara each year, feeding on their lush pastures. Some fall victim to predators such as cheetahs, hyenas, leopards, and lions, which also make the savanna their home. Africa's elephants live in both savannas and forests, with the largest numbers in the savannas of central, eastern, and southern Africa.




  Northeastern Africa lays claim to the world's longest river, the Nile, which flows 4,160 miles (6,695 km) northward from east-central Africa to the Mediterranean Sea. Other major rivers of Africa include the Congo and Niger, which empty into the Atlantic Ocean, and the Zambezi, which flows into the Indian Ocean. In its course to the east, the Zambezi produces an impressive waterfall and popular tourist attraction, Victoria Falls, which is located between Zambia and Zimbabwe. Crocodiles and hippopotamuses can be found in many of the tropical rivers and swamps of Africa.




  PRESSURES ON THE ENVIRONMENT




  Although Africa is famous for its unique wildlife and other natural attractions, the continent is also known for having some of the poorest countries in the world. Poverty and dramatic population increases (the number of people living in Africa rose from 364 million in 1970 to more than 1 billion by 2013) have created or exacerbated environmental stresses.




  Although Africa's desert and forest regions remain sparsely populated, its river basins have attracted large numbers of people. The areas of Africa with the greatest population densities include the Niger River Basin (Nigeria), the Nile River Basin (including Egypt and Sudan), and the Great Lakes region, which includes the countries of Burundi, Rwanda, Uganda, Kenya, and Tanzania. These East African countries surround the lakes of Kivu, Tanganyika, and Victoria. Africa's two largest cities are in North Africa (Cairo, Egypt) and West Africa (Lagos, Nigeria).
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