The Hancock debacle has damaged the UNECA and the credibility and standing of its
Executive Secretary, Ms. Vera Songwe
We, the undersigned African organizations and individuals welcome the abortion, by the UN Secretary
General, of the appointment of Mr. Matt Hancock, former UK Secretary of State for Health and Social Care
and MP for West Suffolk as Special Representative for Financial Innovation and Climate Change of the UN
Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA). The decision of Ms. Vera Songwe, the Executive Secretary of the
UNECA, to appoint Mr. Hancock was disgraceful to and disdainful of all Africans. The appointment was a grave
error of judgement by Ms. Vera Songwe and the rescinding of the appointment is a severe rebuke to her.
In the letter appointing Mr. Hancock, Ms. Vera Songwe reportedly praised his “success on the U.K.’s response
to the Covid-19 pandemic and the acceleration of vaccines that has led the U.K. to move faster toward
economic recovery is one testament to the strengths that you will bring to this role”. The announcement of
Mr. Hancock’s appointment and disclosure of Ms. Songwe’s effusive appraisal of his record as UK Health
Secretary and potential value to Africa coincided with the release of a UK Parliamentary report which was
highly critical of his handling of the UK’s Covid 19 pandemic. Mr. Hancock resigned from the UK government
in June under a cloud amidst accusations of hypocrisy after being caught on security cameras in his office,
breaching the government’s Covid-19 distancing rules, clinching with an aide with whom he was having an
extramarital affair. Mr. Hancock was also mired in corruption allegations during his tenure as Health Secretary.
Ms. Vera Songwe’s ill-judged decision to appoint Mr. Hancock and her celebration of his competence and
value in the face of evidence to the contrary are beyond parody.
It is likely the widespread condemnation of Mr. Hancock’s appointment was an important influence on the
decision of the UN Secretary General to override it. The negative reactions ranged from bewilderment to angry
denunciations of the disrespectful dumping on Africa of a disgraced politician whose competence has been
questioned in his own country and who knows little about Africa. See Telegraph - fury greets matt-hancock un
appointment; Guardian - Matt Hancock appointed UN special envoy; Independent Hancock appointment;
Unserious Hancock appointment questioned.
The Hancock affair constitutes a betrayal of the best traditions of the UNECA as an institution which strives to
reinforce and strengthen Africa’s autonomous policy making, and independent presence and voice on the
world stage. Unfortunately, it is the latest in a series of acts that show Ms. Songwe’s lack of proper
understanding of or regard for the history of the UNECA and a thinly veiled contempt for African institutions.
It fits into a history of incidents and acts involving Ms. Songwe which have degraded the UNECA’s role,
developed and advanced by previous Executive Secretaries, as an institution serving African interests.
Under Ms. Songwe’s leadership there has been a marked pivot by the UNECA away from the consultative and
collaborative relations with the African Union which have been the centrepiece of a strategic engagement
among the key pan-African inter-governmental institutions, in which the African Development Bank is also a
key pillar. The IMF and World Bank and their power universe have become a more important reference point.
UNECA staff talk about the incredible amount of time the Executive Secretary spends travelling to cement her
links in these power circles. Structures and relations for pan-African collaboration have been largely hollowed
out.
Mr. Hancock’s aborted appointment is illustrative of these negative shifts. The UNECA announcement of his
appointment said he “will further the UN’s work in supporting Africa’s path to recovery from the COVID-19
pandemic by incentivising financial investment into sustainable economic development, working with
organisations like the IMF, G20 and COP26 in partnership with the UN’s Economic Commission for Africa.”

This role duplicates decisions and processes already initiated by the African Union. In April 2020, the then
chairperson of the African Union, President Ramaphosa of South Africa, appointed four internationally
renowned Africans as special envoys to help “mobilise international support for Africa’s efforts to address the
economic challenges African countries will face as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.” They have been tasked
with soliciting rapid and concrete support as pledged by the G20, the European Union and other international
financial institutions. See African Union announces special envoys. Besides Mr. Hancock’ patent unfitness for
the role he was offered, the existence of these four AU envoys raises questions about how his role would have
fitted in the architecture of African outreach initiatives in support for economic recovery from the Covid 19
pandemic.
Staff of the UNECA were reportedly bemused but not surprised by Matt Hancock’s appointment seeing it as
the latest example of a style of leadership which has caused unhappiness and demoralization in the institution.
This mood has been helped by what the staff see as the poor and indulgent responses of the UN Headquarters
to complaints about Ms. Songwe’s leadership.
The world-wide negative publicity generated by the farce of Mr. Hancock’s appointment has damaged the
reputation of the UNECA, a key continental institution. It has also gravely undermined the credibility and
standing of Ms. Vera Songwe, the Executive Secretary responsible for the bizarre decision. The Hancock affair
raises important questions about the governance and accountability of the UNECA and its leadership that
Africans need to address. This is an important part of ensuring that we have pan-African institutions that are
fit to lead the drive for the realization of an African agenda of socio-economic structural transformation and
democratization that advance the aspirations of Africa’s peoples.
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