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Abstract:  

This review synthesizes research on the resource curse in Southern Africa, 
focusing on non-renewable resources to address the paradox of abundant 

mineral wealth coinciding with economic stagnation, governance challenges, 
and environmental degradation. The review aimed to evaluate economic 

impacts, institutional quality, environmental and social risks, foreign direct 
investment dynamics, and policy effectiveness in the region. A systematic 

analysis of empirical, theoretical, and policy studies from Southern African 

countries and the SADC region was conducted, emphasizing quantitative 
econometric methods and comparative case studies. Findings reveal that 

institutional quality critically mediates resource wealth outcomes, with strong 
governance enabling economic growth and diversification while weak 

institutions exacerbate rent-seeking and socio-environmental harms. Non-
renewable resource dependence often correlates with slower growth and 

environmental degradation, though exceptions exist where effective 

management fosters human development. Foreign direct investment can 
mitigate or amplify resource curse effects depending on governance and 

integration, while policy frameworks and regional cooperation remain essential 
yet under-evaluated for sustainable resource management. These findings 

converge to underscore the multifaceted nature of the resource curse, 
highlighting institutional reforms and integrated policies as pivotal for 

transforming resource wealth into sustainable development. The review 

informs future research and policy by delineating critical governance and 

economic factors shaping resource outcomes in Southern Africa. 

Keywords: Non-Renewable Resource, Southern Africa, Resource Curse, 

Sustainable 

 

INTRODUCTION 
Research on the resource curse in Southern Africa focusing on non-renewable resources has 

emerged as a critical area of inquiry due to the region’s vast mineral wealth juxtaposed with 
persistent socio-economic challenges (Sarfo & Tweneboah, 2024; Matsa et al., n.d.). Since the 1990s, 

scholarly attention has evolved from identifying the paradox of resource abundance hindering 
growth to exploring institutional and governance factors influencing outcomes (Crain, 2010; Iimi & 
Iimi, 2006). The significance of this research lies in addressing the paradox where countries rich in 
minerals like copper, diamonds, and coal often experience slower economic growth, environmental 
degradation, and social instability (Nhabinde & Heshmati, 2020; Mattes & Alence, 2016). For 

instance, despite Southern Africa’s substantial contribution to global mineral production, many 
communities remain impoverished, highlighting the practical urgency of understanding the 
resource curse dynamics (Hanusch et al., 2019) (Habiyaremye, 2020). 

The specific problem addressed is the persistent underperformance of resource-rich Southern 

African countries in translating mineral wealth into sustainable development (Macamo, 2022; 
Mahonye & Mandishara, 2017). Existing literature reveals a knowledge gap concerning the nuanced 
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roles of institutional quality, economic complexity, and regional integration in mediating the 
resource curse (Olalekan & Odhiambo, 2024) (Adika, 2021) (Epo & Faha, 2020). While some studies 
emphasize weak governance and rent-seeking as primary causes (Khandelwal, 2024; Asongu & 
Odhiambo, 2022), others highlight the potential for economic diversification and institutional 
reforms to mitigate adverse effects (Iimi & Iimi, 2006; Awoa et al., 2024). Controversies persist 

regarding whether resource abundance inherently impedes growth or if outcomes depend on 
governance and policy frameworks (Hillbom, 2015; Jones, 2014). The consequences of this gap 
include continued economic volatility, environmental harm, and social inequality in the region 
(Uche & Nwaeze, 2023; Achuo et al., 2023). 

This review adopts a conceptual framework integrating the resource curse theory, institutional 
quality, and economic diversification as key constructs (Collier & Goderis, 2007; Khandelwal, 2024; 
Straat, 2019). The resource curse refers to the paradox where resource wealth correlates with poor 
economic performance (Collier & Goderis, 2007). Institutional quality encompasses governance, rule 
of law, and corruption control, which influence resource management (Epo & Faha, 2020) (Asongu 

& Odhiambo, 2022). Economic diversification and complexity relate to reducing resource 
dependence and fostering sustainable growth (Olalekan & Odhiambo, 2024; Awolusi et al., 2018). 
These concepts interrelate to explain how governance and economic structures mediate the impact 
of non-renewable resource wealth on development outcomes. 

The purpose of this systematic review is to synthesize empirical and theoretical insights on the 
resource curse in Southern Africa, focusing on non-renewable resources, to clarify the roles of 
institutions and economic factors in shaping development trajectories (Sarfo & Tweneboah, 2024; 
Olalekan & Odhiambo, 2024). By addressing identified gaps, the review contributes to policy-
relevant knowledge aimed at overcoming the resource curse and promoting sustainable growth in 

the region (Awoa et al., 2024; Nyandwe et al., 2024). 
 

METHODS 
Systematic Literature Selection. The review methodology involves a comprehensive analysis 

of peer-reviewed studies and empirical data from Southern African countries, emphasizing recent 
advances and diverse disciplinary perspectives (Sarfo & Tweneboah, 2024) (Asatryan et al., 2024). 

The original research question— "resource curse in Southern Africa focusing on non-renewable 
resources"—was systematically expanded into multiple specific search statements to ensure 
comprehensive coverage. The transformed queries included: (1) Resource curse in Southern Africa, 
focusing on non-renewable resources; (2) Impact of governance and institutional quality on the 
resource curse in Southern Africa; (3) How does institutional quality influence the impact of non-

renewable resource wealth on economic growth and governance in Southern Africa?  
Screening and Selection Process. Initial searches across multiple academic databases yielded 

380 papers from the transformed queries. Citation chaining, both backward (examining reference 
lists) and forward (identifying newer papers citing core works), identified an additional 57 papers, 

bringing the total to 437 candidate papers. After applying relevance scoring and sorting 
mechanisms, 425 papers were deemed relevant to the research query, with 50 identified as highly 
relevant for in-depth synthesis. The reviewed works predominantly employ quantitative 
econometric analyses, case studies, and comparative frameworks, with a strong geographic focus on 
Southern African countries such as Botswana, Zambia, Mozambique, and the broader SADC region. 

The studies collectively address the multifaceted dimensions of the resource curse, including 
economic growth impacts, institutional governance, environmental and social risks, foreign direct 
investment dynamics, and policy effectiveness. 
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RESULT AND DISCUSSION 

Economic Impact Assessment. The literature reveals complex and often contradictory 
economic impacts of non-renewable resource wealth in Southern Africa. Resource abundance 
frequently correlates with slower economic growth and development paradoxes, a phenomenon 

extensively documented across the region (Nhabinde & Heshmati, 2020; Habiyaremye, 2020). 
Studies demonstrate that mineral resource dependence can hinder economic diversification and 
exacerbate economic volatility, particularly in countries heavily reliant on single commodities 
(Macamo, 2022; Mahonye & Mandishara, 2017). However, notable exceptions exist where effective 
resource management has contributed to human development and economic stability, most 

prominently in Botswana (Iimi & Iimi, 2006) (Hillbom, 2015). 
Econometric analyses consistently indicate that the relationship between resource wealth and 

growth depends critically on institutional quality and governance structures (Epo & Faha, 2020; 
Ndjokou & Tsopmo, 2017). Countries with strong institutions can leverage resource wealth for 

sustainable development, while weak institutional environments lead to rent-seeking, corruption, 
and economic stagnation (Asongu & Odhiambo, 2022) (Awoa et al., 2024). Economic complexity and 
diversification emerge as crucial mediating factors that can provide pathways to evade resource 
curse syndrome, suggesting that building diverse and sophisticated economic structures is essential 
for transforming resource wealth into broad-based prosperity (Olalekan & Odhiambo, 2024). 

Institutional Quality and Governance. Institutional quality emerges as the most critical 
mediating factor in resource curse outcomes across Southern Africa. Strong governance frameworks, 
rule of law, and corruption control are consistently associated with positive resource wealth 
outcomes, enabling countries to translate mineral endowments into sustainable economic growth 

and human development (Epo & Faha, 2020) (Asongu & Odhiambo, 2022). Conversely, weak 
institutions amplify the negative effects of resource dependence, facilitating rent-seeking behavior, 
elite capture of resource revenues, and mismanagement of mineral wealth (Khandelwal, 2024; Crain, 
2010). 

Property rights regimes play a pivotal role in determining resource outcomes, with secure and 
well-defined property rights contributing to more effective resource management and equitable 
benefit distribution (Awoa et al., 2024). Governance quality affects not only economic outcomes but 
also environmental and social dimensions of resource extraction, influencing the extent to which 
mining activities generate pollution, health hazards, and social conflicts (Mattes & Alence, 2016; 

Rjoub et al., 2021). Studies highlight that institutional reforms must precede or accompany resource 
sector development to avoid the entrenchment of extractive political and economic structures that 
perpetuate underdevelopment (Jones, 2014; Saunders & Caramento, 2018). 

Environmental and Social Risks. Non-renewable resource extraction in Southern Africa 

generates significant environmental and social risks that compound the economic challenges of the 
resource curse. Environmental degradation, including land degradation, water pollution, air quality 
deterioration, and biodiversity loss, is widely documented across mining regions (Sarfo & 
Tweneboah, 2024) (Achuo et al., 2023). Health challenges in resource-rich areas include increased 
exposure to pollutants, occupational hazards for miners, and elevated rates of respiratory and other 

diseases in mining communities (Sarfo & Tweneboah, 2024). 
Social impacts include displacement of communities, growing inequality in wealth 

distribution, and conflicts over resource access and benefit sharing (Uche & Nwaeze, 2023; Wegenast 
et al., 2020). Local communities often bear the environmental and social costs of extraction while 

receiving minimal economic benefits, a pattern that fuels resentment and social instability (Hanusch 
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et al., 2019; Wegenast et al., 2020). Internal conflicts and political instability can be exacerbated by 
resource competition, particularly in contexts of weak governance and limited institutional capacity 
to manage distributional conflicts (Slesman et al., 2023). 

Foreign Direct Investment and Economic Integration. Foreign direct investment in the 
extractive sector presents a double-edged sword in Southern African resource economies. On one 

hand, FDI can bring much-needed capital, advanced technology, and technical expertise, potentially 
contributing to economic development and infrastructure improvement (Adika, 2021; Nhabinde & 
Heshmati, 2020). On the other hand, FDI may also facilitate resource extraction with limited local 
value addition, significant profit repatriation, and environmental exploitation, particularly when 

regulatory frameworks are weak (Ovadia, 2020). 
The impact of FDI depends critically on governance quality, regulatory frameworks, and the 

degree of economic integration within regional blocks (Adika, 2021; Rjoub et al., 2021). Regional 
integration through SADC and similar frameworks offers potential for coordinated resource 
management, development of regional value chains, and collective bargaining with multinational 

corporations, though implementation of these integration mechanisms remains limited in practice 
(Adika, 2021). Studies suggest that strategic FDI policies coupled with local content requirements, 
technology transfer provisions, and environmental safeguards can enhance positive outcomes while 
mitigating risks (Nhabinde & Heshmati, 2020). 

Policy Approaches and Interventions. Policy frameworks for managing non-renewable 
resources in Southern Africa vary widely in design and effectiveness. Successful approaches 
emphasize transparent revenue management, strategic investment in economic diversification, and 
strengthening of institutional capacity (Jones, 2014; Nyandwe et al., 2024). Sovereign wealth funds 
and stabilization mechanisms can help manage commodity price volatility and ensure 

intergenerational equity in resource wealth distribution (Mtiki, 2022).  
Environmental regulations and social safeguards are essential components of sustainable 

resource management but are often weakly enforced in practice, leading to continued environmental 
degradation and social conflicts (Sarfo & Tweneboah, 2024; Achuo et al., 2023). Policy interventions 

promoting economic complexity and diversification show promise in breaking resource dependence 
and building more resilient economies (Olalekan & Odhiambo, 2024). Regional cooperation on 
resource governance remains underdeveloped, representing a significant policy gap that limits the 
region's ability to maximize benefits from its mineral wealth (Adika, 2021). Learning from successful 

cases like Botswana and international examples like Chile offers valuable insights for policy design 
and implementation (Iimi & Iimi, 2006; Mtiki, 2022). 

Synthesis of Key Findings. The reviewed literature converges on several critical insights 
regarding the resource curse in Southern Africa. First, institutional quality emerges as the 
paramount determinant of resource wealth outcomes, mediating between resource abundance and 

development trajectories in fundamental ways (Epo & Faha, 2020) (Asongu & Odhiambo, 2022). 
These findings challenge deterministic interpretations of the resource curse and highlight the 
potential for policy interventions to transform resource wealth into sustainable development.  

Second, the multidimensional nature of the resource curse—encompassing economic, 

environmental, social, and political dimensions—requires integrated policy responses rather than 
sector-specific interventions (Sarfo & Tweneboah, 2024; Sherazi et al., 2024). Economic 
diversification and complexity provide pathways to reduce resource dependence and enhance 
economic resilience (Olalekan & Odhiambo, 2024). 

Third, the role of FDI and regional integration presents both opportunities and challenges that 

depend critically on governance frameworks and policy design (Adika, 2021; Nhabinde & Heshmati, 
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2020). Strategic engagement with foreign investors and strengthened regional cooperation can 
enhance value addition and sustainable resource management. 

Research Gaps and Future Directions. Despite substantial progress, several research gaps 
persist. Longitudinal studies examining institutional evolution and resource outcomes over 
extended periods are limited, constraining understanding of causal mechanisms and temporal 

dynamics. The micro-level impacts of resource extraction on local communities require more 
systematic investigation to inform targeted interventions (Wegenast et al., 2020). Regional 
cooperation mechanisms and their effectiveness in coordinating resource governance remain under-
researched, despite their potential importance (Adika, 2021).  

Future research should employ mixed methods approaches combining econometric analysis 
with qualitative case studies to capture the complexity of resource curse dynamics. Comparative 
studies across Southern African countries can illuminate successful strategies and transferable 
lessons for policy design. Investigation of renewable energy transitions and their implications for 
resource-dependent economies represents an emerging research priority (Popławski, 2025).  

Policy Implications. The findings yield several policy implications for Southern African 
governments and regional organizations. Strengthening institutional capacity—including 
transparency, accountability, and rule of law—should be prioritized as foundational to effective 
resource management (Awoa et al., 2024) (Jones, 2014). Revenue management frameworks should 

balance current needs with intergenerational equity and economic diversification objectives (Mtiki, 
2022). 

Environmental and social safeguards must be rigorously implemented and enforced to 
mitigate extraction-related harms and ensure sustainable development (Sarfo & Tweneboah, 2024). 
FDI policies should emphasize local content requirements, technology transfer, and environmental 

standards to maximize developmental benefits (Nhabinde & Heshmati, 2020). Regional cooperation 
through SADC and similar frameworks should be strengthened to coordinate resource governance, 
share best practices, and develop regional value chains (Adika, 2021).  
 
CONCLUSION 

This systematic review synthesizes diverse research on the resource curse in Southern Africa, 
focusing on non-renewable resources. The evidence demonstrates that institutional quality critically 
mediates the relationship between resource wealth and development outcomes. While non-
renewable resource dependence presents significant challenges—including economic volatility, 

environmental degradation, and social inequality- these outcomes are not predetermined. Strong 
governance, strategic policies, and economic diversification can transform resource wealth into 
sustainable development. 

The multidimensional nature of the resource curse requires integrated policy responses 
addressing economic, environmental, social, and governance dimensions simultaneously. Foreign 
direct investment and regional integration offer opportunities for enhancing resource management 

effectiveness, contingent on appropriate regulatory frameworks and institutional capacity. Policy 
interventions should prioritize institutional strengthening, transparent revenue management, 
environmental and social safeguards, and economic diversification strategies. 

Future research should address identified gaps through longitudinal studies, micro-level 
investigations, and comparative analyses. The transition to renewable energy presents both 
challenges and opportunities for resource-dependent Southern African economies. By learning from 

both successes and failures within the region and globally, Southern African countries can chart 
pathways toward sustainable resource management and inclusive development. The resource curse 
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is not inevitable; with appropriate institutions, policies, and regional cooperation, resource wealth 
can become a foundation for prosperity rather than a barrier to development.  
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