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AFRICAN 
ANTHOLOGY
New data underscores the diversity of Africa’s tobacco markets.  

By Shane MacGuill

This month, Euromonitor International is adding 20 
markets to its direct research coverage, bringing the 
number of markets under its scope to 100, representing 

98 percent of global cigarette volumes.  
In this article, the market intelligence company offers a 

preview of its research findings from Angola, Ivory Coast, 
Ethiopia, Ghana and Tanzania. These markets share no 
single unifying constant other than that they have recently 
been added to Euromonitor’s coverage. In fact, their diversity 
in traditions and outlooks indicates that the prospects for 
tobacco are far from homogenous across the African region. 

Angola: Tobacco losing relevance 
but not volume
Angola, the largest market by value 
of the five, is one where tobacco has 
played a substantial role in the past but 
where smoking is becoming increasingly 
denormalized. As is the case in other 
regional markets, traditionally tobacco 

has been of economic importance in Angola as an employer 
and revenue generator. But as other sectors expand and gov-
ernment regulations—such as a 2017 law banning tobacco 
advertising—began to bite, the industry’s importance has 
declined.  

Angola has an estimated smoking prevalence rate of 
around 17 percent, though this is believed to be decreasing 

among both males and females (slightly more rapidly among 
the latter than the former). Nonetheless, with overall popu-
lation growth, the outlook for cigarette volumes is broadly 
stable, with the total market expected to remain around 4.5 
billion sticks between 2016 and 2021. Widespread availabil-
ity through kiosks of affordable cigarette brands such as SL, 
Aspen and Yes is contributing to this volume stability.

The manufacturer of SL and Yes, British American 
Tobacco (BAT), controls some 65 percent of the market, with 
Japan Tobacco International (JTI) accounting for a further 
20 percent through its Aspen brand. Illicit cigarette volumes 
represent about 20 percent of total consumption in Angola, 
with most illicit products being sourced from China.    

Unlike some other markets in the region, Angola is home 
to an active anti-tobacco lobby. Health advocates argue for 
enforcement of existing tobacco control legislation, as well 
as the imposition of further restrictions. This means that 
Angola’s growing population is likely to be balanced by lower 
prevalence in the short to medium term.
 
Ivory Coast: Price-conscious smokers fuel growth
In contrast to Angola, use and acceptance of tobacco in Ivory 
Coast has increased in the past decades and appears to be still 
growing. Smoking prevalence among males, around 25 per-
cent, far surpasses that of females (less than 1 percent) but is 
growing in both cohorts. Female smoking is becoming more 
socially acceptable, and female prevalence is much higher 

Like their counterparts elsewhere, Africa’s cigarette mar-
kets are dominated by multinationals. Occasionally, how-
ever, a homegrown player manages to carve out a niche, 
using local knowledge to counter global resources. 

Nearly a decade ago, several Malawi flue-cured 
tobacco farmers ventured into cigarette manufacturing. 
Confounding the naysayers, they have held their own 
against deep-pocketed rivals, capturing a share of the 
country’s—admittedly tiny—cigarette market.

“We were driving pickup trucks, and the leaf buyers 
were driving Land Rovers,” quips Konrad Buckle about 
the group’s decision to move up the value chain. 

“Today, we are still driving pickups,” he chuckles.
That is not entirely true—Buckle, too, now owns a 

late-model Land Rover—but his joke hints at the chal-
lenges of establishing a cigarette company in a country 
with frequent power failures, a crumbling infrastructure 
and rock-bottom disposable incomes, not to mention a 
formidable incumbent. 

The newly created enterprise, Nyasa Manufacturing 
Co. (NMC), set up shop in Blantyre, Malawi’s commercial 
capital. In 2009, Buckle spent three months in Indonesia, 
learning to operate the equipment that the company had 
purchased for its factory. NMC developed six brands, and 
soon it was producing cigarettes “out of its rear.” 

But making cigarettes proved to be easier than selling 
them. 

“We quickly learned about the importance of brand 
loyalty and price positioning,” says Buckle. With a gross 
national per capita income of only $340, according to 
World Bank figures, Malawi is said to be the world’s 
poorest country outside of a war zone. Cigarettes are 
considered a luxury, and the typical smoker can afford to 
buy only one stick at a time. Not only must cigarettes be 
priced extremely competitively in such an environment, 
but newcomers must also lure smokers away from multi-
national brands that have been around for ages. 

The company struggled, and in 2012 it nearly went 
bankrupt. But Buckle and his partners persisted. Applying 
the lessons learned, they slowly but surely put NMC on 
the map. 

Playing on its home turf worked to the company’s 
advantage. According to Buckle, importers tend to sell 
their cigarettes through supermarkets, which are located 
primarily in urban areas. The vast majority of Malawians, 
however, live in rural areas. So NMC invested in a fleet of 
cars and motorcycles, along with “a never-ending supply 
of replacement parts” to guarantee mobility on Malawi’s 
bumpy roads. “We sent our people into the countryside to 
ensure our products would be available everywhere, all the 
time,” says Buckle. 

NMC also took notice of the particularities of Malawi’s 
economy, which is based on subsistence farming. “From 
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January to March, spending grinds to a halt as farmers 
plant their crops,” says Buckle. “Until harvest time, they 
have many expenses but zero disposable income. You 
must consider that cycle in your cash flow projections.”

To further increase brand awareness, in 2016 the 
company bought the Nyasa Big Bullets, a Malawi football 
team with 8 million supporters. The move made NMC 
a household name overnight, even though the firm has 
been careful to avoid tobacco references in its sponsor-
ship materials. Buying the team also brought on board a 
highly motivated sales force. “Ninety percent of vendors 
on the street are Big Bullet fans,” explains Buckle. 

While the sponsorship of a sports team by a tobacco 
company raised eyebrows, the international governing 
body of football, FIFA, acknowledged that, in Malawi, 
there are few alternative sources of funding. 

Of course, NMC’s competitors didn’t sit by idly as 
the newcomer encroached on their turf. To slow the 
company’s momentum, they temporarily dropped their 
prices—but NMC was ready for that scenario. “We 

bought all the discounted stock we could get our hands 
on,” grins Buckle. “When they eventually raised their 
prices again, we sold those cigarettes and doubled our 
money!”

Business grew steadily, and the Blantyre factory 
now runs two shifts per day, seven days a week. While 
statistics are hard to come by—Malawi’s puny mar-
ket isn’t tracked by market intelligence firms such as 
Euromonitor—observers estimate domestic volume at 1 
billion sticks. “Twenty-five percent of that is smuggled 
from neighboring countries,” estimates Buckle. “Of the 
remaining 750 million sticks, we have 50 percent.” 

Buckle attributes the company’s success to a com-
bination of determination and street smarts. And the 
advantage of being local, he stresses, cannot be exagger-
ated. 

Even though he was born and raised in South Africa, 
Buckle has lived in Malawi for more than 30 years. “This 
is my home,” he says. His business partners, Dimitri 
Kalaitzis and Demokritos Kalaitzis, are fourth-gener-
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lower-priced products among consumers, illicit brands are 
often sold through formal distribution channels, particularly 
outside major urban areas.

Ghana: A tale of two (or more) regions
The smallest by volume of Euromonitor’s new 
African markets, Ghana has a relatively low 
engagement with smoking, even though there 
has been a multinational presence in the coun-
try since the 1950s, when BAT Ghana was 
incorporated.  

Sales boomed in the 20 years after the coun-
try gained independence in 1957, but this growth was not 
as sustained as it was in other markets. Contributing factors 
include (eventual) state-ownership of tobacco companies, 
unfavorable economic conditions (which made products 
unaffordable and difficult to manufacture) and relatively 
restrictive regulation.

Best estimates of smoking prevalence in Ghana indicate 
that the rate is below 10 percent among males and around 
1 percent among females, though national estimates are 
complicated by significant regional variations. Smoking is 
concentrated in Ghana’s three northern regions, where more 

than a third of adults smoke—in comparison to the capital, 
Accra, where around one in 20 do. In areas with lower rates 
of smoking, tobacco consumption remains relatively socially 
unacceptable and often publicly invisible. 

After a decade or more of volume growth, cigarette con-
sumption in Ghana appears to have peaked in 2012 at just 
under 1 billion cigarettes. In 2016, an estimated 850 million 
cigarettes were consumed, and this is expected to decline 
further up to 2021. Despite ceasing local production in 2006, 
BAT continues to dominate the market and is the only offi-
cial importer of cigarette products. Leading brands include 
Rothmans, Pall Mall and London. 

Tanzania: A substantial but declining 
role for tobacco
Tobacco is of substantial importance to 
the Tanzanian economy. In 2016, accord-
ing to the Bank of Tanzania, the coun-
try exported $312.7 million worth of 
tobacco, representing nearly a third of 

exports including cashew nuts, coffee, cotton, tea, cloves and 
sisal. The industry still employs thousands of people and is 
among the top revenue contributors to the government, with 
annual contributions of about $40 million. Historically, this 
has impacted attitudes to tobacco and tobacco consumption 
in Tanzania. In recent years, however, anti-tobacco activ-
ism has begun to influence public and government thinking, 
which, in turn, is becoming increasingly opposed to the prod-
uct. During the past decade, smoking has become much less 
socially acceptable, particularly in public spaces.

According to 2013 WHO data, an estimated 16.3 percent 
of the population aged 15 and older in Tanzania is made up 
of tobacco smokers, though this rate is higher for male adults 
aged 25–64, of whom more than a quarter are regular smok-
ers. It is still socially acceptable for men to smoke in Tanzania, 
albeit increasingly less so. In contrast, it is socially unaccept-
able for women to smoke, something reflected in an estimated 
prevalence rate of 2–3 percent. Heightened anti-tobacco and 
health awareness campaigning, such as that conducted by the 
Tanzania Tobacco Control Forum, along with enhanced gov-
ernment restrictions are expected to drive prevalence down in 
the short to medium term.

As a result, there appears to be a secular decline of about 
1–2 percent in Tanzanian cigarette volumes, with a market 
size of about 5.5 billion sticks in 2016 forecast to decline by 
about 300 million cigarettes by 2021. However, in contrast to 
other markets in the region, illicit trade penetration is rela-
tively low (around 5 percent), and the value of the legal ciga-
rette segment (a little more than $300 million) is set to grow 
despite volume losses. The Tanzania Cigarette Company 
(owned by JTI) will be the major beneficiary of this value 
growth. It dominated the market in 2016 with more than 80 
percent of sales. Portsman, Sweet Menthol, Club and Safari 
are among the most popular brands.	  TR

Shane MacGuill is head of tobacco research at Euromonitor 
International.
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ation members of Malawi’s small Greek community. 
“They understand the environment and the politics,” 
says Buckle. 

As if to underscore the extent of his integration into 
the local community, Buckle was recently invited to 
join Malawi’s Ngoni people. In an elaborate ceremony 
overseen by the chief, Inkosi ya Makosi M’mbelwa V, he 
became an official member of the tribe. “Two leopards 
died because of me,” he says, with a mixture of pride and 
regret, referring to the traditional attire worn during the 
ceremony. Being part of a prominent tribe earns a degree 
of respect in Malawi and opens doors that might remain 
closed to outsiders. 

The company’s local roots also earned it the support 
of Malawi’s government, which has been eager to capture 
a greater share of the tobacco value chain. Leaf tobacco 
accounts for a whopping 60 percent of the country’s 
export income, but the government wants Malawi to do 
more than export raw materials. For years, it has been 
encouraging investors start manufacturing cigarettes 
in Malawi but with little success. A plan, announced by 
Eastern Co. of Egypt in 2014, to build a cigarette factory 
in Lilongwe appears to have been quietly abandoned. 

To encourage the new venture, the government 
granted NMC tax breaks and other benefits. NMC and 

its sister company Nyasa Distributing Co. now employ 
200 people—a big deal in a country of peasant farmers, 
where only a handful of people hold formal jobs. And 
the benefits stretch further than the immediate positions 
created. According to Buckle, each employee supports an 
average of six people. 

NMC intends to support Malawi’s economy going for-
ward as well. Whenever possible, the company sources 
its materials locally, starting with tobacco. “Critics said 
it wouldn’t be possible to produce cigarettes using only 
local leaf,” says Buckle. “But Malawi has everything 
we need: burley, flue-cured and dark fire-cured.” Due 
to Malawi’s small industrial base, some imports are 
unavoidable. Cigarette paper, foil and wrap are pur-
chased abroad, while cut rag is created in Zimbabwe, 
using Malawi leaf. The company has ordered a filter 
making machine and expects to start producing its own 
filters in September. 

Plenty of challenges remain, but Buckle is optimistic 
about the future. The trials of starting cigarette produc-
tion in Malawi, he notes, have taught the partners good 
business sense. “You must operate as lean as possible so 
that you will be covered also in bad times,” he says.

“As a small player, we must box cleverly.”—Taco 
Tuinstra




