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THE STATE OF PUBLISHING IN AFRICA 
 “I have found there are three stages to every great work of God: first it is impossible, then it is 
difficult, then it is done.” 

 J Hudson Taylor 

“Your vision is too small.” The thought haunts me. 
    Edward Elliott 

 

Nigeria progressed from a literature famine in 1994 to the distribution of millions of books over 
the next 20 years. But oil prices have tanked, foreign exchange has disappeared, a famine is 
near.  

In four years P4A has transformed from an unreliable Print on Demand (POD) system to a solid 
printing platform for books when operated by qualified personnel. 

Two Oasis International titles have sold over 500,000 copies, one written in Africa, one in 
America, but only 31 Oasis International titles are from Africa. 

The Africa Study Bible was impossible. Then it was difficult. Now it is done! 350 African writers 
from 50 of Africa’s 54 nations, most who had never seen their words in print. 

Is the time right to proactively seed a robust African Christian publishing industry impacting 54 
nations? Is that vision too big? 

Those thoughts were forefront in December 2016 when Doug McConnell and Edward Elliott 
met over coffee in Orlando. A three-step process emerged.  

1 - Take a brief survey. Learn who is publishing, who are the committed. 
2 - If results warrant, convene a Conference of the Committed. 
3 - In response to strategies developed at such a conference, commit to proactive cooperation 
for the development of a robust African Christian publishing industry. 

 

THE STATE OF PUBLISHING IN AFRICA: SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
There are more publishers on the continent than expected. However, some do not publish titles 
every year. Inactive websites are common. It is difficult to ascertain the size of many. Textbook 
publishers appear to be the most healthy. 

Self-publishing is growing as some authors leave ‘established’ publishers. 

Books are being read on electronic devices at a growing rate. Lusophone Africa appears to be 
reading cellular eBooks more than Anglophone or Francophone. 

Short-form books (less than 100 pages) are common at the Herskovits Library of African Studies 
at Northwestern University (Evanston, Illinois, USA). A number of them are serialized. 
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SurveyMonkey respondents reported reading a surprising number of languages. (See	the	list	in	
the	Africa	Publishing	Survey	Summary.) It may be that much vernacular reading is of Bibles. 
However, the Herskovits Library houses many short-form general titles in an array of languages. 

We were not able to find an Africa-based Lusophone Christian publisher. The drop in oil prices 
has resulted in a substantial decrease of books imported from Brazil. 

Christian Literature Crusade (CLC) is a leader in wholesale distribution in English; Livr’Afrique in 
French.  

We were surprised to find an interest in developing colportage ministries. 

Logistics present a challenge. Most titles are published in France, Brazil, the UK, or USA. The 
cost of delivery from printer to country is major. Landlocked nations face particular issues with 
corruption at borders and failed infrastructure.  

SurveyMonkey results indicate that cost remains the primary inhibitor to book purchasing. 
Logistics add substantially to the cost of books. 

We were not able to find solutions to foreign exchange problems facing the continent. Printing 
in-country (POD) helps. Foreign exchange needs to be a major focus of a Conference of the 
Committed. 

Print on demand is growing. Langham/Hippo uses POD (Lightning Source). CLC began using P4A 
as an experiment and have found it so effective that they are adding systems as they are able. A 
growing number of Oasis International titles are being printed in-country on P4A. 

The problems facing African publishers are not new; the solutions are. The growing ability to 
overcome logistical issues by printing locally (POD), the growth of smartphones (eBooks), the 
growing pool of potential authors (Africa Study Bible writers), may indicate that this time, more 
than any other, is ripe for the birth of a robust African publishing industry. 

There is no continent with less publishing than Africa.  Africa is vast: 1.2 billion people spread 
over 54 countries. Africa’s need for books will best be met as we, the Committed, cooperate 
strategically to do the work of publishing. 

Can Africa Speaks: Conference on Publishing in Africa be the catalyst that results in such 
cooperation?  

In preparation for the conference two-dozen in-depth interviews were conducted in person and 
by phone. A SurveyMonkey questionnaire was created and sent to 865 people in most of the 54 
nations of Africa. 292 individuals from 42 countries (plus nine outside Africa) replied in three 
languages. We visited the Herskovits Library of African Studies at Northwestern University, the 
largest collection of its kind. Esmeralda Kale, Curator of the library gave generously of her time. 

The interviews were enlightening. There are many leaders who are eager to see publishing 
flourish, who are committed. Although the way is difficult, there is good news regarding 
publishers and book outlets in Africa. Scripture Union, a bright light in the Africa Leadership 
Study, has offices with staff in 42 countries. Media Associates International provided a list of 
African Christian publishers. Gideon Camps are organized by local laymen in almost every 
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country of Africa. IFES has outlets as do a number of others. Livr’Afrique works in francophone 
nations, seeking to establish African owned book distribution.  

Bible Society offices are found across the continent, each national office responsible for its own 
publishing operations, concentrating on Scriptures and Bible Study material. The Societies meet 
regularly as a whole to coordinate efforts so that what is developed in one country is often 
usable in other countries. Unfortunately, vernacular translations from Bible societies and other 
Bible publishers are too often out of print. We believe that many could be made available for 
POD distribution if request were made. 

There are many efforts to establish publishing. Response to SurveyMonkey, provided a 
surprisingly long list of publishers. When attempting to find their websites, we discovered that 
some are active, others provide services other than publishing (perhaps they publish materials 
related to their work), others do not appear to have published in recent years. We could not 
find websites for some. 

Ms. Kale of Equatorial Guinea and Curator of the library at Northwestern, provided a link to an 
extensive catalog of African publishers, and another of book distributors, compiled by 
Northwestern and Stanford universities. Steve Bishe and Nate Nupanga spent hours reviewing 
them. Similar to the list of Christian publishers obtained through SurveyMoney, many of the 
publishers were located in the West. Of those in Africa, several had inactive or no websites. The 
number of Africa-based publishers was limited. Publishers that once were active are now gone 
or inactive. Others replace them, and the cycle continues. 

The Frankfurt Book Fair and Goethe-Institut Johannesburg conducted a thorough review of 
publishing in eight selected countries in sub-Saharan Africa. There is a predominance of 
textbook publishers. Parts of the Book Fair report are not particularly encouraging. For 
example, “organization dormant” appears by too many of those listed.  

Books appear to be particularly sparse in Portuguese Mozambique which, according to the 
report, has only ten bookshops, six in the capital, and one publisher of poetry and prose. It is 
interesting to note that CLC’s director in Africa is stationed in Mozambique. CLC has two shops 
in the country. 

There are many reasons to be thankful, but the big picture is challenging. As Pieter Kwant said 
when asked for a solution to the problems facing publishing, “If I had the answer I’d have been 
knocking on your door to say, ‘Let’s do it’.” Many want publishing to flourish but they have 
been confronted with years of frustration. 

We began the survey process having defined three inhibitors to African publishing. We have 
added a fourth, a lack of authors: 

- price of books 
- logistics 
- foreign exchange 
- lack of authors 

Many people wish to write, leaders of major denominations and ministries are among them. 
One can argue that one reason for a lack of authors is that there is no place for their books to 
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be published. If this argument is correct, as publishers are established on the continent, authors 
from Africa will write. 

Common wisdom has been that the high price of books is the primary reason people do not 
purchase them. This concept was tested by SurveyMonkey and was proven true.  

Logistics have a major impact on the price of goods. Books often are printed in distant lands. 
Shipping fees must be added to the cost of funds tied up in inventory, sometime for years. 
Landlocked countries face ground transport costs caused by failed infrastructure and by border 
guards who demand money to allow a shipment to cross. Price and logistics are enemies of 
booksellers in Africa. 

And then there is foreign exchange. 40 years ago, the Nigerian naira was roughly equivalent to 
USD $0.60. In 1995, it had devalued to $0.012. In 2017 it is worth about $0.003. It is devastating 
to a bookseller when an unstable currency devalues rapidly. This happened in Nigeria and 
Mozambique recently when the price of their major export, oil, collapsed. This poses a major 
risk to Christian publishers who provide Bibles and other books to these countries. The African 
bookseller has no foreign exchange to send to the publisher. The publisher is forced to take the 
loss.  

Are we, the Committed, willing to take on these challenges? Are we willing to take the 
necessary risk?  

Our lives provide the answer. We are already doing it!  

How much better it will be as we develop strategies for cooperation! God helping us, we will 
experience amazing things this week. 

 

WELCOME TO AFRICA SPEAKS: CONFERENCE ON AFRICAN PUBLISHING 
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