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The DSO (Days Sales Outstanding), a key
indicator of collection performance, often
reaches very high levels in Africa. In certain
areas, it exceeds 120 days, which increases
cash‐flow requirements and undermines
corporate profitability.

Given these disparities, an effective collection
strategy relies on in‐depth knowledge of local
specificities, rigorous risk management, and
the use of appropriate tools. This guide offers
concrete solutions and shares best practices
to help optimize debt collection in Africa.

TO NOTE

Between opportunity and
complexity

Debt collection in Africa is a major
strategic key challenge for
companies operating on the
continent. While Africa offers
immense economic potential, it
also presents significant risks in
terms of late payments and
payment defaults. 
Payment terms can vary
considerably from one country to
another.
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EXAMPLE

In Ghana, the collection rate stands at 82%, which may
seem reassuring. However, exporting companies must
contend with persistent inflation, high public debt, and
significant exposure to fluctuations in gold and cocoa
prices, two pillars of the national economy. This context
weakens debtors’ solvency despite strong collection
indicators. This indicates that a high collection rate does
not guarantee ease of payment.

82 %
THE COLLECTION RATE

Economic 
instability

Political and economic instability is a reality for many
African countries, influenced by factors such as internal
conflicts, frequent changes in government, strong
dependence on commodities, and insufficient
foreign‐exchange reserves. 

These factors disrupt the payment chain and the
availability of foreign currency required to settle
international invoices. For example, in Nigeria, the volatility
of the naira and restrictions on foreign‐currency outflows
make it considerably more difficult to settle receivables in
foreign currencies. Limited access to foreign exchange
represents a genuine obstacle for foreign companies.

At the same time, the NPL (Non‐Performing Loans) rate in
some countries exceeds 15%, a sign of a banking system
under strain and of high credit risk for suppliers. This
reflects a chronic difficulty for debtors to meet their
financial commitments, with a direct impact on trade
receivables.

Similarly, countries that are highly exposed to fluctuations
in global commodity prices (such as oil or cocoa) can
experience abrupt liquidity crises, directly affecting
debtors’ ability to settle their invoices.

Instability, delays, practices:
decoding the key challenges

COFACE DEBT COLLECTION - STRATEGIES, KEY CHALLENGES AND BEST PRACTICES



Zoom economic 
data

Inflation: Angola, Ethiopia and Nigeria have had
average inflation rates above 20% over the past ten
years, well above the threshold generally considered
“high” (10% or above). These sustained price
increases reduce purchasing power, weaken local
currencies, and make imports (and therefore
payments in foreign currency) more complex.

Ivory Coast and Senegal benefit from more
contained inflation overall (around 2–3% on
average), thanks to their membership in WAEMU
(the West African Economic and Monetary Union)
and the CFA franc’s peg to the euro. This supports
greater payment stability.
By contrast, Gabon, although a member of CEMAC,
remains highly dependent on oil revenues.
Fluctuations in oil prices can trigger sudden
cash‐flow pressures, which in turn can extend
payment delays.
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NPL : Nigeria and Ghana regularly record
Non‐Performing Loan (NPL) ratios exceeding 10%,
indicating a high level of unpaid loans.
By comparison, Ivory Coast and Senegal have
historically remained within a lower range (around
6–8%), but must remain vigilant, especially during
periods of economic slowdown.



Diversity of payment
practices

Payment practices vary significantly across African countries, but
also across sectors. In some countries, business customs
implicitly tolerate substantial payment delays, partly because
judicial collection systems are seen as ineffective or too costly. As
a result, debtors know they face little risk of sanctions in the
event of late payment.

In West Africa, payment deadlines can easily exceed 90 days
without immediate consequences.

On average, the DSO on the African continent is estimated at
between 80 and 120 days, depending on the country. This
means that companies often wait between 2 and 4 months
before receiving payment for their invoices — a timeframe
well above European standards (around 45 days, with legal
penalties applied in the event of late payment).

This situation increases pressure on companies’ cash flow and
heightens their exposure to unpaid invoices. It therefore
becomes essential to regularly monitor the DSO to anticipate
potential deviations.

Lengthy judicial
procedures

In many African countries, judicial systems suffer from a lack of
resources. This context leads to significant delays in the
processing of cases.

When payment deadlines lengthen and the DSO exceeds
acceptable thresholds, legal action often becomes
unavoidable — but it can take between 12 and 36 months,
increasing the cost of the receivable and reducing the
chances of recovery.
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GOOD TO KNOW

CHALLENGE 1

Get training beforehand on the regulatory environment
(for example, through chambers of commerce).

Build direct relationships with institutional stakeholders
(embassies, bilateral chambers).

Always draft contracts in two languages (French/local),
including specific recourse clauses (arbitration,
applicable law).

Meticulously document exchanges, deliveries, and
payments to build a solid case file in the event of a
dispute.

Solutions

Rely on a local law firm or correspondent: this provides
an accurate understanding of the legal framework and
helps quickly identify possible pressure or action levers in
the event of non‐payment.

Understanding the
legal and cultural
environment

For a foreign company, it is often difficult to
fully understand the legal framework of an
African country, even a French‐speaking one.
The law can vary considerably from one
country to another, documentation is
sometimes incomplete or not easily accessible,
and local judicial mechanisms are highly
specific. It is also common for key
decision‐makers not to be clearly identifiable,
or for responsibilities to be spread across
several ministries or public bodies. Added to
this are significant cultural differences in how
contracts, deadlines, and verbal commitments
are perceived, which can create
misunderstandings as early as the negotiation
phase.

In OHADA member countries (the Organisation
for the Harmonization of Business Law in Africa),
the order‐for‐payment procedure is harmonized,
but its effectiveness varies by country, notably
due to court workload and the high level of NPLs
in certain local banking systems, which
reduces debtors’ solvency.

Operational challenges and
strategic solutions
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CHALLENGE 2

GOOD TO KNOW

Africa has more than 2,000 languages and
dialects. Even in officially French‐ or
English‐speaking countries, the language of
business and administrative documents may
differ from the language commonly used on the
ground, hence the need for appropriate local
support.

Follow up systematically within 15 days of the due date,
starting with a courteous reminder (written or verbal).

Adapt your contact channels to local practices:
WhatsApp, direct calls, or even on‐site visits.

Keep written or voice records of all follow‐ups (useful in
case of legal proceedings).

Adapt your follow‐ups to the local language whenever
possible to demonstrate commitment and proximity.

Identify high‐risk clients or those with significant
commercial exposure, so you can adjust the nature,
frequency, and tone of your collection efforts.

Solutions

Adjusting your
collection strategy
to the customer
profile

Collection efforts in Africa can be particularly
sensitive, especially when dealing with a major
local account or a public entity. The fear of
jeopardizing a strategic business relationship
or “losing” a key client sometimes discourages
French companies from pursuing their
receivables firmly. Added to this is a wide
variety of practices: in some countries, a phone
call or a WhatsApp message is well received,
while in others only an in‐person visit carries
weight.
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CHALLENGE 3

Seek local advice on tax obligations (filings, exemptions,
preferential regimes).

Keep proof of delivery and receipt (signed delivery notes,
photos, scans, geolocation if needed).

Work with partner banks capable of validating financial
flows upstream (payment against documents, bank
escrow arrangements).

Use proven security instruments: include tools such as
letters of credit, bank guarantees, or credit insurance in
contracts. Require a down payment to initiate
production or delivery.

Formalize every commitment in a signed contract, even
for small orders.

Solutions

Securing 
transactions 
upstream

In many cases, unpaid invoices originate from a
lack of anticipation at the time of contracting.
Cash payments, the absence of guarantees,
and the lack of a clear clause in the event of
delay are all factors that considerably weaken
the creditor’s position. Informal payment
practices, which are very common in some
countries, also make financial flows difficult to
trace, complicating any subsequent legal
action. Added to this are:

Low financial traceability, particularly in
economies with a high proportion of cash
or local‐currency transactions.

Tax and regulatory complexity, as VAT,
customs duties, and registration
requirements vary from one country to
another and can block payments in cases
of non‐compliance.
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CHALLENGE 4

When a dispute arises and no amicable
solution is reached, turning to the local courts
can prove long, costly, and often ineffective.
This is especially true when dealing with public
or semi‐public entities, which may benefit
from a certain level of immunity or exert
influence over the judicial system. This
challenge is further compounded by the
difficulty of identifying the right
decision‐makers, particularly within public or
complex structures where validation chains are
long, non‐transparent, or subject to frequent
reshuffling. This organisational opacity can
block or significantly slow down any resolution
process.

GOOD TO KNOW

In disputes with debtors operating in countries
with high NPL rates, it is recommended to turn
to international arbitration or mediation at the
first signs of default. This helps avoid judicial
proceedings that may be excessively long,
insufficiently effective, or even ineffective in
strained legal systems.

Use experienced lawyers to initiate formal mediation.

Identify the client’s validation channels at the
contracting stage (decision‐making contacts, budget
managers, finance departments).

Prioritize extrajudicial recourse clauses in contracts:
systematically include arbitration clauses or prior
mediation provisions, with reference to a recognized
jurisdiction (ICC, UNCITRAL, OHADA).

Identify credible and accessible arbitration institutions in
the target region upstream.

Meticulously document all exchanges and every stage of
the service.

Set aside a dedicated budget to initiate proceedings if
necessary.

Solutions

Using 
mediation and
arbitration to resolve
deadlocks
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TO NOTE

Regular monitoring of country‐level DSO,
inflation, and NPL rates enables Coface experts
to adjust their collection approaches based on
real‐world risks and local conditions. These
indicators are integrated into their scoring tools
to anticipate potential defaults and guide
collection or mediation actions.
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Turning to a specialist,
a strategic decision! 

Given the complexity of African economic, legal, and
cultural environments, recovering receivables alone
can quickly become a time‐consuming, costly, and
uncertain process. Internal teams do not always have
the time, training, or on‐the‐ground knowledge
required to negotiate effectively, particularly when
dealing with debtors abroad in countries where
commercial practices, languages, and legal
frameworks differ substantially. In addition, direct
collection efforts by the creditor can rapidly damage
a strategic business relationship.

Entrusting this mission to a leading player like Coface
means relying on a network of experts with local
presence. These professionals combine legal
expertise with strong negotiation skills and know
how to tailor collection strategies to each context.
Thanks to their in‐depth knowledge of local
businesses, their internationally recognized name,
and their performance‐based economic model
(“success fees”), they often obtain faster and more
secure settlements — while allowing you to preserve
your business relationships and focus on your core
activity.
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GOOD TO KNOW

Throughout the process, your case is handled by a
manager in France who liaises with the local team.
You benefit from real‐time visibility over all actions
taken and their outcomes.

Management by local experts who master international
procedures

A network of proven judicial correspondents, with
negotiated rates

Billing for our services only in the event of successful
collection

A solid partner rated AA‐ by Fitch and A2 by Moody’s

Coface recovers your 
unpaid invoices in over 
190 countries, including 
50 in Africa
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The story of 
an exceptional collection

Coface France’s Indemnification
and Collection Department
recently won a major arbitration
case against an African country,
resulting in the full recovery of
€2.8M for its insured. This
outcome demonstrates our ability
to mobilize all legal and
operational levers to protect our
clients’ interests.

A creative and determined enforcement
strategy

As the decision was not executed voluntarily, Coface
identified an opportunity: the debtor country had recently
ordered four locomotives from a Belgian company. With
the support of its lawyers, Coface located these
locomotives in Belgium and obtained a protective seizure
from the Liège Court of Appeal, blocking their delivery.
This action triggered an immediate reaction from the
debtor country, which then settled the entire receivable.

A landmark precedent for Coface

This case represents a first for Coface France’s
Indemnification and Collection Department: a full recovery
achieved through international arbitration against a
sovereign state. It reflects our determination, our expertise,
and our commitment to supporting our insured clients.

A strategic project guaranteed by Coface

As part of an insurance contract, Coface provided coverage
to a company specializing in defense and surveillance
systems and guaranteed the project’s instalments against
non‐payment.

At the end of the work, the country that had placed the
order refused to pay the final instalment, citing technical
issues. Despite several attempts by our insured to reach an
amicable settlement with its debtor, no payment was
obtained. Coface therefore received a request for
intervention in this case from the insured.

Arbitration: a winning strategy

As the contract included an arbitration clause, Coface
initiated arbitration proceedings before UNCITRAL (the
United Nations Commission on International Trade Law),
with the support of a partner law firm. The arbitral tribunal
ruled in Coface’s favor and ordered the debtor country to
pay €2.3M, plus €560K in late‐payment interest and
procedural costs.
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https://www.coface.fr/
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	Between opportunity and complexity
	Debt collection in Africa is a major strategic key challenge for companies operating on the continent. While Africa offers immense economic potential, it also presents significant risks in terms of late payments and payment defaults.  Payment terms can vary considerably from one country to another.
	TO NOTE
	The DSO (Days Sales Outstanding), a key indicator of collection performance, often reaches very high levels in Africa. In certain areas, it exceeds 120 days, which increases cash‑flow requirements and undermines corporate profitability.
	Given these disparities, an effective collection strategy relies on in‑depth knowledge of local specificities, rigorous risk management, and the use of appropriate tools. This guide offers concrete solutions and shares best practices to help optimize debt collection in Africa.
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	Instability, delays, practices: decoding the key challenges
	Economic  instability
	Political and economic instability is a reality for many African countries, influenced by factors such as internal conflicts, frequent changes in government, strong dependence on commodities, and insufficient foreign‑exchange reserves.
	These factors disrupt the payment chain and the availability of foreign currency required to settle international invoices. For example, in Nigeria, the volatility of the naira and restrictions on foreign‑currency outflows make it considerably more difficult to settle receivables in foreign currencies. Limited access to foreign exchange represents a genuine obstacle for foreign companies.
	At the same time, the NPL (Non‑Performing Loans) rate in some countries exceeds 15%, a sign of a banking system under strain and of high credit risk for suppliers. This reflects a chronic difficulty for debtors to meet their financial commitments, with a direct impact on trade receivables.
	Similarly, countries that are highly exposed to fluctuations in global commodity prices (such as oil or cocoa) can experience abrupt liquidity crises, directly affecting debtors’ ability to settle their invoices.
	EXAMPLE



	82 %
	THE COLLECTION RATE
	In Ghana, the collection rate stands at 82%, which may seem reassuring. However, exporting companies must contend with persistent inflation, high public debt, and significant exposure to fluctuations in gold and cocoa prices, two pillars of the national economy. This context weakens debtors’ solvency despite strong collection indicators. This indicates that a high collection rate does not guarantee ease of payment.


	Zoom economic  data
	Inflation: Angola, Ethiopia and Nigeria have had average inflation rates above 20% over the past ten years, well above the threshold generally considered “high” (10% or above). These sustained price increases reduce purchasing power, weaken local currencies, and make imports (and therefore payments in foreign currency) more complex.
	Ivory Coast and Senegal benefit from more contained inflation overall (around 2–3% on average), thanks to their membership in WAEMU (the West African Economic and Monetary Union) and the CFA franc’s peg to the euro. This supports greater payment stability. By contrast, Gabon, although a member of CEMAC, remains highly dependent on oil revenues. Fluctuations in oil prices can trigger sudden cash‑flow pressures, which in turn can extend payment delays.
	NPL : Nigeria and Ghana regularly record Non‑Performing Loan (NPL) ratios exceeding 10%, indicating a high level of unpaid loans. By comparison, Ivory Coast and Senegal have historically remained within a lower range (around 6–8%), but must remain vigilant, especially during periods of economic slowdown.
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	Diversity of payment practices
	Payment practices vary significantly across African countries, but also across sectors. In some countries, business customs implicitly tolerate substantial payment delays, partly because judicial collection systems are seen as ineffective or too costly. As a result, debtors know they face little risk of sanctions in the event of late payment.
	In West Africa, payment deadlines can easily exceed 90 days without immediate consequences.
	On average, the DSO on the African continent is estimated at between 80 and 120 days, depending on the country. This means that companies often wait between 2 and 4 months before receiving payment for their invoices — a timeframe well above European standards (around 45 days, with legal penalties applied in the event of late payment).
	This situation increases pressure on companies’ cash flow and heightens their exposure to unpaid invoices. It therefore becomes essential to regularly monitor the DSO to anticipate potential deviations.


	Lengthy judicial procedures
	In many African countries, judicial systems suffer from a lack of resources. This context leads to significant delays in the processing of cases.
	When payment deadlines lengthen and the DSO exceeds acceptable thresholds, legal action often becomes unavoidable — but it can take between 12 and 36 months, increasing the cost of the receivable and reducing the chances of recovery.

	Operational challenges and strategic solutions
	Solutions
	Get training beforehand on the regulatory environment (for example, through chambers of commerce).
	Build direct relationships with institutional stakeholders (embassies, bilateral chambers).
	Always draft contracts in two languages (French/local), including specific recourse clauses (arbitration, applicable law).
	Meticulously document exchanges, deliveries, and payments to build a solid case file in the event of a dispute.
	Rely on a local law firm or correspondent: this provides an accurate understanding of the legal framework and helps quickly identify possible pressure or action levers in the event of non‑payment.

	CHALLENGE 1
	Understanding the legal and cultural environment
	For a foreign company, it is often difficult to fully understand the legal framework of an African country, even a French‑speaking one. The law can vary considerably from one country to another, documentation is sometimes incomplete or not easily accessible, and local judicial mechanisms are highly specific. It is also common for key decision‑makers not to be clearly identifiable, or for responsibilities to be spread across several ministries or public bodies. Added to this are significant cultural differences in how contracts, deadlines, and verbal commitments are perceived, which can create misunderstandings as early as the negotiation phase.
	GOOD TO KNOW
	In OHADA member countries (the Organisation for the Harmonization of Business Law in Africa), the order‑for‑payment procedure is harmonized, but its effectiveness varies by country, notably due to court workload and the high level of NPLs in certain local banking systems, which reduces debtors’ solvency.
	Coface Collect
	06
	07




	Solutions
	Identify high‑risk clients or those with significant commercial exposure, so you can adjust the nature, frequency, and tone of your collection efforts.
	Follow up systematically within 15 days of the due date, starting with a courteous reminder (written or verbal).
	Adapt your contact channels to local practices: WhatsApp, direct calls, or even on‑site visits.
	Keep written or voice records of all follow‑ups (useful in case of legal proceedings).
	Adapt your follow‑ups to the local language whenever possible to demonstrate commitment and proximity.


	CHALLENGE 2
	Adjusting your collection strategy to the customer profile
	Collection efforts in Africa can be particularly sensitive, especially when dealing with a major local account or a public entity. The fear of jeopardizing a strategic business relationship or “losing” a key client sometimes discourages French companies from pursuing their receivables firmly. Added to this is a wide variety of practices: in some countries, a phone call or a WhatsApp message is well received, while in others only an in‑person visit carries weight.
	GOOD TO KNOW
	Africa has more than 2,000 languages and dialects. Even in officially French‑ or English‑speaking countries, the language of business and administrative documents may differ from the language commonly used on the ground, hence the need for appropriate local support.



	CHALLENGE 3
	Securing  transactions  upstream
	In many cases, unpaid invoices originate from a lack of anticipation at the time of contracting. Cash payments, the absence of guarantees, and the lack of a clear clause in the event of delay are all factors that considerably weaken the creditor’s position. Informal payment practices, which are very common in some countries, also make financial flows difficult to trace, complicating any subsequent legal action. Added to this are:
	Low financial traceability, particularly in economies with a high proportion of cash or local‑currency transactions.
	Tax and regulatory complexity, as VAT, customs duties, and registration requirements vary from one country to another and can block payments in cases of non‑compliance.

	Solutions
	Use proven security instruments: include tools such as letters of credit, bank guarantees, or credit insurance in contracts. Require a down payment to initiate production or delivery.
	Formalize every commitment in a signed contract, even for small orders.
	Work with partner banks capable of validating financial flows upstream (payment against documents, bank escrow arrangements).
	Keep proof of delivery and receipt (signed delivery notes, photos, scans, geolocation if needed).
	Seek local advice on tax obligations (filings, exemptions, preferential regimes).
	Coface Collect
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	Solutions
	Prioritize extrajudicial recourse clauses in contracts: systematically include arbitration clauses or prior mediation provisions, with reference to a recognized jurisdiction (ICC, UNCITRAL, OHADA).
	Identify credible and accessible arbitration institutions in the target region upstream.
	Meticulously document all exchanges and every stage of the service.
	Set aside a dedicated budget to initiate proceedings if necessary.
	Use experienced lawyers to initiate formal mediation.
	Identify the client’s validation channels at the contracting stage (decision‑making contacts, budget managers, finance departments).


	CHALLENGE 4
	Using  mediation and arbitration to resolve deadlocks
	When a dispute arises and no amicable solution is reached, turning to the local courts can prove long, costly, and often ineffective. This is especially true when dealing with public or semi‑public entities, which may benefit from a certain level of immunity or exert influence over the judicial system. This challenge is further compounded by the difficulty of identifying the right decision‑makers, particularly within public or complex structures where validation chains are long, non‑transparent, or subject to frequent reshuffling. This organisational opacity can block or significantly slow down any resolution process.
	GOOD TO KNOW
	In disputes with debtors operating in countries with high NPL rates, it is recommended to turn to international arbitration or mediation at the first signs of default. This helps avoid judicial proceedings that may be excessively long, insufficiently effective, or even ineffective in strained legal systems.



	Turning to a specialist, a strategic decision!
	Given the complexity of African economic, legal, and cultural environments, recovering receivables alone can quickly become a time‑consuming, costly, and uncertain process. Internal teams do not always have the time, training, or on‑the‑ground knowledge required to negotiate effectively, particularly when dealing with debtors abroad in countries where commercial practices, languages, and legal frameworks differ substantially. In addition, direct collection efforts by the creditor can rapidly damage a strategic business relationship.
	Entrusting this mission to a leading player like Coface means relying on a network of experts with local presence. These professionals combine legal expertise with strong negotiation skills and know how to tailor collection strategies to each context. Thanks to their in‑depth knowledge of local businesses, their internationally recognized name, and their performance‑based economic model (“success fees”), they often obtain faster and more secure settlements — while allowing you to preserve your business relationships and focus on your core activity.
	TO NOTE
	Regular monitoring of country‑level DSO, inflation, and NPL rates enables Coface experts to adjust their collection approaches based on real‑world risks and local conditions. These indicators are integrated into their scoring tools to anticipate potential defaults and guide collection or mediation actions.
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	Coface recovers your  unpaid invoices in over  190 countries, including  50 in Africa
	Management by local experts who master international procedures
	A network of proven judicial correspondents, with negotiated rates
	Billing for our services only in the event of successful collection
	A solid partner rated AA‑ by Fitch and A2 by Moody’s
	GOOD TO KNOW
	Throughout the process, your case is handled by a manager in France who liaises with the local team. You benefit from real‑time visibility over all actions taken and their outcomes.

	A creative and determined enforcement strategy

	FOR MORE INFORMATION,  CONTACT OUR INTERNATIONAL  COLLECTION EXPERTS
	Telephone
	Address
	Email
	Website
	www.coface.fr
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