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ABSTRACT

[i]

Despite impressive post-war growth and persistent demand for redistribution of the coun-
fry's oil wealth, Angola's social protection system falls far behind that of comparable coun-
fries in terms of coverage and resources. How did it come to this2 Constructing novel time
series of fiscal, administrative, and legal data, this study traces the evolution of four central
social fransfer programmes from independence until today, mapping previously uncharted
empirical terrain and providing new insights into the effective functioning of the system.
The analysis shows, first, that extreme inequality has been a persistent feature, operating
through inclusion/exclusion and disparities in scope of benefits both between and with-
in social protection schemes. Second, the opacity of entilements and heterogeneity of
benefits have critically shaped the political bargaining over social transfers and rendered
(un)certainty of benefits a central question. Third, the history of war has infroduced a mili-
fary bias in the social protection system, which, while largely transcending conflict cleav-
ages nonetheless reproduces existing social inequalities. Situating policy changes within
the wider military, economic, and political context, the analysis further provides insights
info the factors that have continuously shaped the system. Guided by a logic of reward
and appeasement rather than insurance, its development accordingly reflects fluctuating
fiscal resources and the political leverage exercised by a small set of social groups. The
end-resultis a severely circumscribed system with little correspondence to objective needs.
Against the background of civil war, oil rents, and authoritarian state insfitutions, Angola
provides an extreme yet informative window into social policy as redistributive politics.
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/USAMMENFASSUNG

Trotz des beeindruckenden Wachstums in der Nachkriegszeit und der anhaltenden For-
derung nach einer Umverteilung des Olreichtums des Landes bleibt das Sozialschutzsys-
tem Angolas hinsichtlich seiner Abdeckung und Ressourcen weit hinter dem vergleichbarer
Léinder zurick. Wie konnte es dazu kommen? Anhand neu erstellter Zeitreihen mit fiskali-
schen, administrativen und rechtlichen Daten zeichnet diese Studie die Entwicklung von vier
zentralen Sozialtransferprogrammen von der Unabhangigkeit bis heute nach, erschlieft
damit bisher unerforschtes empirisches Terrain und liefert neue Einblicke in die tatséichliche
Funktionsweise des Systems. Die Analyse zeigt erstens, dass extreme Ungleichheit ein be-
stindiges Merkmal war, das sich durch Inklusion/Exklusion und Unterschiede im Leistungs-
umfang sowohl zwischen als auch innerhalb der Sozialschutzsysteme manifestierte. Zwei-
tens haben die Undurchsichtigkeit der Anspruchsvoraussetzungen und die Heterogenitat
der Leistungen die politischen Verhandlungen iber Sozialtransfers entscheidend gepragt
und die (Un-)Sicherheit der Leistungen zu einer zentralen Frage gemacht. Drittens hat die
Kriegsgeschichte zu einer militarischen Ausrichtung des Sozialschutzsystems gefihrt, die
zwar Konflikispaltungen weitgehend tberwindet, aber dennoch bestehende soziale Un-
gleichheiten reproduziert. Indem die Analyse politische Veréinderungen in den breiteren
militérischen, wirtschaftlichen und politischen Kontext einordnet, liefert sie zudem Einblicke
in die Faktoren, die das System kontinuierlich gepragt haben. Da seine Entwicklung eher
von einer Logik der Belohnung und Beschwichtigung als von einer Versicherungslogik ge-
leitet wurde, spiegelt sie enfsprechend schwankende Haushaltsmittel und den politischen
Einfluss wider, den eine kleine Zahl sozialer Gruppen ausibt. Das Endergebnis ist ein stark
eingeschranktes System, das kaum den objektiven Bedurfnissen entspricht. Vor dem Hinter-
grund von Birgerkrieg, Oleinnahmen und autoritéren staatlichen Institutionen bietet Ango-
la einen extremen, aber aufschlussreichen Einblick in Sozialpolitik als Umverteilungspolitik.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Having joined the club of middle-income countries
endowed with significant fiscal resources, Angola
remains one of the most unequal countries in the
world, manifested through the conspicuous wealth
of those af the top, but equally the unremitted pov-
erty of those at the bottom. In spite of incessant
promises of social development and a more just
distribution of the national wealth, more than two
decades after the end of the civil war, most An-
golans still live with little or no economic margins
- and lack the most basic social protection.

Only 8.7% of Angolans are covered by a so-
cial protection programme, being less than half of
the African average (18.8%) and a mere third of
lower-middle-income countries (31.5%). Also in
terms of public resources, Angola spends less than
one-third as much on social protection (1.4% of
GDP) compared to other African (3.7%) or low-
er-middle-income (4.2%) countries (ILO, 2024).
Most of the resources go to relafively well-off,
urban sections of the population, and do litfle to
reduce inequality or ameliorate the living con-
ditions of the rural poor (World Bank, 2023).
Hence, throughout the last decades, international
actors have agreed on one thing: social spending
must increase and protfection must be provided for
those most in need.

Much of Angola’s present challenges can be
traced back to a colonial regime with little con-
cern for development and the long and destruc-
five civil war following in its wake. On the arrival
of peace in 2002, Angola was left with over 4
million displaced people (Porto & Parsons, 2003,
p. 11) and 230,000 war disabled (INE, 2016) on
a ferritory scattered with landmines but few func-
fioning bridges or schools, governed by a state
apparatus that for decades had been focused
on military survival. Social development and eco-
nomic reconstruction - vaunted as the main polit-
ical priority — would be an enormous challenge
for any government. Constructing roads and rail-
ways require fime, skills and investments; so does
rehabilitating sanitary infrastructure and electricity
networks. Provision of education and health care
require new schools and clinics to be built as well

as feachers and medical workers staffing them.
Housing (re)construction takes time, planning and
simultaneous investment in auxiliary infrastructure.
Social protection, however, is different. For, in con-
frast o infrastructure or hospitals, social protection
schemes, capable of quickly ameliorating the sit-
uation for the most vulnerable, necessitate neither
high overhead investment nor massive administra-
five capacity (Seekings, 2017). What it does re-
quire is fiscal resources — something that Angola
has in relafive abundance. So why, two decades
after the civil war, does social protection in Ango-
la remain in such a skeletal state, and why is it so
unequally distributed?

The question goes to the heart of Angolan
post-civil war politics, characterized, as argued
by Soares de Oliveira (2015, p. 206), by “a rhet-
oric of universal inclusion contradicted by a prac-
fice of mass exclusion.” But exclusion is a matter of
degree and above all, constant contestation. To
understand the logic of inclusion and exclusion, of
who gets what, in post-war Angola, and generate
insights info the polifical economy of distribution
in other conflict-affected countries, it is essential
to study both the varying fortunes of the includ-
ed, and those on the margins struggling to get in.
Beyond its infrinsic importance for social develop-
ment, and the priority attached to it by ordinary
Angolans (Schubert, 2017), therefore, studying so-
cial policy can provide a valuable analytical lens
to illuminate otherwise opaque political dynamics.

However, to date there is litfle systematic re-
search on Angolan social policy. Most scholarship
on modern Angola has focused on ifs civil war in ifs
international and economic dimensions (Le Billon,
2001); questions of memory, identity, and recon-
ciliation (Schubert, 2017; Spall, 2020); or the po-
litical economy of elite corruption, repression, and
the shadow state (Hodges, 2001; Roque, 2021;
Soares de Oliveira, 2015). A few studies have,
however, pointed to the importance of various so-
cial policy fields as instruments of clientelism in An-
gola (Soque, 2025). In this regard, the post-war
housing development programme has received
particular attention (Cain, 2020) as an eye-catch-
ing example of “developmental patfrimonialism”
(Croese, 2017). Social protection schemes have
received less aftention and then mainly treated
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from a technical point of view. Notwithstanding
recent reports by the World Bank (2023) or the
Catholic University of Angola (“Relatério Social
de Angola”), providing snapshots of social spend-
ing and its implications for poverty and inequality,
we sfill lack a comprehensive understanding of
social protection development over time and the
factors that shaped if.

In a first step to fill this gap, this study aims fo
provide an empirical account of the evolution of
social protection in Angola from its independence
in 1975 until today. In order to assess over-time
developments of social protection programmes,
three analytical dimensions will be considered:
coverage [inclusiveness), scope of benefits, and
finally the reliability of benefits and entilements,
which, as will become clear, remains of particular
importance in Angola. In other words, it seeks to
answer who gets how much and with what cer-
fainty. Notwithstanding the limited size of the in-
cipient Angolan welfare state, its fragmented, in-
deed nebulous structure, paired with a severe lack
of documentation and detailed statistics, makes
it impossible to analyse it in its entirety within the
scope of this paper. Concretely, then, the present
study limits the empirical scope to the development
of the four most imporfant programmes of social
fransfers,being af the centre of polifical contesta-
fion and soaking up almost all public resources spent
on social protection. While not denying the impor-
tance of other welfare or quasi-welfare systems
with equally significant social and disfributional
consequences (health care, education, housing
construction, and general price subsidies), social
fransfers — in principle both individualized and
quantifiable - provide a particularly sharp com-
parative lens.

As a single country case study, the primary an-
alytical approach is one of over-time mapping
and comparison, where the establishment, expan-
sion, restriction, or over-time stability of disfinct
social protection schemes are put in relation to
the contemporaneous political, military, and eco-
nomic context. The exercise ultimately, and addi-
tionally, allows for comparisons across schemes,
providing insights info the evolving fortunes and
leverage of separate social groups. The analysis
relies on several types of primary data. First, gov-
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ermment spending statistics strefching more than
three decades have been compiled and consol-
idated to provide a comprehensive overview of
the relafive and absolute growth of social trans-
fers. While high inflation, weak budgeting proce-
dures and off-budget spending pose analytical
challenges and reduce the reliability of the pub-
lished data, careful interpretation and linking of
year-on-year budget posfs nonetheless yields an
informative picture of aggregate, long-term ten-
dencies. Second, through an extensive review of
the Didrio da Republica and the compilation and
coding of close to 400 legal acts, time-lines of the
main social protection schemes and the evolution
of their effective scope of benefits have been re-
constructed. Combining formal benefit provisions
with synthetic salary measures produces a de-
tailed image of the over-time developments of so-
cial benefits, even in the near-complete absence
of individual-level data on de-facto benefits. Third,
data on policy coverage, including beneficiary
numbers and their geographical distribution, has
been obtained directly from Angolan government
institutions and complemented through secondary
sources when necessary. Finally, to correctly treat
and interpret the data, as well as reconstruct signifi-
cant events and contextual factors, a variety of sec-
ondary sources have been utilized: from IMF and
World Bank reports, to monographs, expert pub-
lications, and local and international news media.
The section that follows illuminates three salient
factors — war, autocracy, and oil — which, based
on previous studies, are likely to have shaped the
Angolan social protection system, albeit in ambigu-
ous ways. A brief political background then sets the
stage for the empirical analysis, primarily centred
on the post-Cold War period. A subsequent over-
view of government expenditure highlights the slow
growth of social protection spending, in spite of the
ultimate arrival of peace and surging oil revenue.
The main empirical part fraces the evolution of
the four consecutive social profection programmes.
Chronologically ordered by their date of es-
tablishment, the programme-centred analysis
starfs with veterans' pensions, infroduced in the
early 1980s as the first social protection system
in post-independence Angola. In the following,
the term veteran is accordingly used to denote



anyone who in principle could be a primary
beneficiary of said system: including notably an-
figos combatentes or liberation fighters, having
participated in the liberation struggle in one way
or another, but also those whose eligibility might
stem from participation (and injury) in subsequent
phases of the civil war. Second is the general so-
cial protection system, set up in the early 1990s.
While providing a variety of social benefits and
theoretically open to all formally employed, it
has most critically provided a pension system for
the predominantly urban and public sector em-
ployed middle class. Third is the military pension
system, which, separated from the general system,
provides particularly generous social benefits to
members of the Angolan Armed Forces, and its
officer class in parficular. In contfrast fo veterans,
military officers are defined not by their implied
sacrifices or specific needs, but simply by their
confinuous membership in the military hierarchy of
the state, whether in active service or in retirement.
The fourth secfion analyses successive demobili-
zation and reintegration programmes, constituting
an evolving system of social benefits for the hun-
dreds of thousands demobilized ex-soldiers from
all sides of the civil war. In practice dominated by
rank and file soldiers, their defining feature is their
exclusion from the military hierarchy following any
of the three peace processes.

Fach of these programmes thus targets sepa-
rate but in practice often overlapping groups —
veterans, formally employed, military officers, and
ex-soldiers — who, together with the government
and various infernational actors constitute the main
actors in the account that follows. At the outset if
should be noted that none of these groups are
static nor possible fo clearly define a priori. Rath-
er, as will become evident, group definitions and
their membership itself constitute a focal point in
the ongoing struggle for, and thus development of,
social protection in Angola. Notwithstanding the
fluidity of group boundaries, however, the narrow
set of beneficiary groups thus identified provides
a first piece of the puzzle towards understanding
the apparent dysfunctionalities of the welfare sys-
tem. Providing generous benefits to a small seg-
ment of the formally employed (civilian or military)
it fits info a common pattern of “truncated welfare
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states” (Diaz-Cayeros & Magaloni, 2009) found
across the Global South. But if the lopsidedness
and restricted scope of the Angolan welfare sys-
tem is not unique, it certainly appears as an ex-
freme case with a distinctly military flavour. Why,
in a context of so much need, has so litfle state
resources been spent on social protection, and
why have so much of it been dedicated to people
other than the most desolate? As the subsequent
analysis will make clear, the development of social
protection in Angola has not, in fact, been primar-
ily driven by social need, but by a logic of reward
and appeasement. But to understand how this
general logic may concretely shape social poli-
cies, we must additionally infroduce three salient
features of Angola’s post-independence history,
likely to structure its distributive politics.

2. UNDERLYING EXPLANATIONS

Drawing on previous research on welfare devel-
opment and public goods, three prominent char-
acteristics of post-independence Angola imme-
diately emerge as plausible and complementary
explanatory factors: war, autocracy, and oil.

First, the Angolan civil war (1975-2002), follow-
ing the war of independence (1961-1974), was
among the most deadly and profracted armed
conflicts of the latter half of the 20" century (Dix-
on & Sarkees, 2016). Mass warfare has been a
criical driver of welfare sfate development in the
West (Obinger, Petersen, & Starke, 2018), but the
process relied on several conditions which are far
from universally present. Notably, in the ideal mod-
el, the wartime increase in demand for social pro-
tection (Dryzek & Goodin, 1986) was preceded
by incipient welfare insfitutions, accompanied by
an imperative for egalitarianism and nafionwide
solidarity (Titmuss, 1950), and followed by a post-
war dividend when the fiscal capacity built for war
could now be dedicated to social ends (Peacock &
Wiseman, 1961). In contrast, as argued by Skocpol
(1992), the early expansion of veferans’ pensions
following the American Civil War, unmatched by
corresponding fiscal capacity, refarded long-term
welfare expansion. In addiion, recent research
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emphasizes how civil war, in undermining state
control and social cohesion, may promote narrow
and fragmented rather than universal social policies
(Cammett, 2014; Liu, 2022).

Second, despite several multiparty elections
since 1992, democratic accountability in Angola
remains low, with the MPLA party effectively mo-
nopolizing power since independence. An opaque
electoral system, suppression of dissenting voices
(Roque, 2021), and an exiremely centralized and
hierarchical state structure (Soares de Oliveira &
Taponier, 2013) leave few avenues by which citi-
zens can affect social policy expansion (Huber &
Stephens, 2012). Scholars of comparative political
economy argue that autocrats, relying on a small-
er "winning codliion” (Bueno de Mesquita, Smith,
Siverson, & Morrow, 2003) than democratic gov-
ernments, can respond fo internal threats by either
repression or by co-optation through selective re-
disfribution. Specifically, Knutsen and Rasmussen
(2018) argue that autocracy shapes social policy in
at least two ways: due to a narrow winning coali-
fion (the “crifical supporters”), autocrats will promote
targefted programmes over universal ones; and as
a way to mediate the lack of accountability mech-
anisms, their supporters will push for reliable long-
ferm insurances such as old-age pensions over
short-term benefits. Grinewald (2021) confirms
that autocracies indeed have both narrower and
particularly generous old-age pensions.

Third, until recent years, the Angolan govern-
ment has been blessed with ample oil revenue.
Despite ongoing war, the country’s sheltered off-
shore oil production started to increase from the
mid-1980s, and then took off after the conclu-
sion of the war in the early 2000s, making An-
gola the second largest oil producer in Africa
(OPEC, 2024). The availability of oil revenue “on
the cheap” could amplify the co-optation logic in
distributing social benefits, albeit with uncertain
end results. On the one hand, as oil rents tend to
diminish the competitiveness and fiscal relevance
of other sectors, the leverage of groups active in
these sectors (as taxpayers and producers) is re-
duced. Thus, the winning codlition on which the
government relies is further reduced, resuling in
an even smaller circle of beneficiaries. On the oth-
er hand, oil renfs could also provide the means
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to spread benefits widely (Beblawi & Luciani,
1987; Karl, 1997), particularly when the govern-
ment is under serious internal threat (Eibl & Her-
tog, 2024). Regardless of the outcome, abundant
renfs increase the government’s autonomy, reduc-
ing the leverage not only of domestic producer
groups but also of external actors such as interna-
tional donors. Finally, the volatility of oil revenues
ought to amplify the government's commitment
problem. Whereas social groups will have all the
more inferest in well-defined, long-term insurance
programmes, the government inversely prefers
vaguely defined ad hoc benefits that maximize
expenditure elasticity.

These conjectures will guide the following
analysis of the four central social protection pro-
grammes, focusing on the period from 1990 on-
wards. However, fo situate the social policy dy-
namics of the last three decades, the next section
provides a brief political background.

3. POLITICAL BACKGROUND

Following the hasty withdrawal of the Portuguese
in November 1975 the three Angolan indepen-
dence movements turned their guns towards each
other. As FNLA soon collapsed, the scene was set
for a profracted battle between FAPLA, the armed
wing of MPLA, in control of the capital luanda,
and UNITA’s FALA forces with ifs strongholds in
the South and East of the vast territory. Both were
nationalist movements above all, but with distinct
social bases. Marxist-oriented MPLA drew their
leadership from a well-educated largely mestico
elite, and were able to mobilize popular support
from the second largest ethnic group, the Ambun-
du, as well as the small Luanda-based business
class (Hodges, 2001, p. 8). The UNITA leader-
ship, equally from the educated minority, was ru-
ral in outlook and while primarily mobilizing from
the country’s largest ethnic group, the Ovimbundu,
also relied on fraditional leaders to gain a wider
following (Roque, 2024, p. 117). The imperative
for distinction in the civil war and the incentives giv-
en by Cold War competition drove the parties to
polarized ideological positions. Marxist-inspired



MPLA formally endorsed Marxist-Leninism, and
received Soviet material aid and Cuban man-
power in return. UNITA, on its part, proclaimed
to be struggling for frue Angolan independence
~ now against the forces of international commu-
nism (Roque, 2024, p. 123) - and were accord-
ingly supported by South Africa and several West-
ern countries.

For more than a decade after independence,
the two sides fought it out across the territory, in
what developed info one of Africa’s most destruc-
five civil wars. Moreover, after the departure of the
Portuguese, Angola was left with a hollow state
and a formal economy void of human capital.

In this context, the government, periodically
controlling no more than the capital province, ori-
ented their revenue effort towards easily accessi-
ble rents: ensuring material support from the exteri-
or while maximizing the nascent off-shore oil sec-
tor. Thus, as the non-extractive economy shrivelled
(Ferreira, 2002), the government became ever-
more reliant on the oil industry (Le Billon, 2001).
Spending focused on one thing only: the military.
The sparse stock of schools and hospitals crum-
bled under the weight of disinvestment and war
(Hodges, 2001, pp. 32-34), kept on life support
by the tens of thousands of Cuban teachers and

medical sfaff who arrived along with the equally
numerous soldiers joining forces with the FAPLA.
The MPLA kept promising social development - to
be realized once the war was won.

After 15 years of civil war, the end of the Cold
War augured a new era: external powers with-
drew, the MPLA opened up for multiparty elec-
tions and with the Bicesse Accords of 1991, a frag-
ile peace appeared on the horizon.

Naturally, things would not be so straightfor-
ward. As a glance at Figure 1 shows, providing
a timeline of key background events for the sub-
sequent analysis, the civil war soon resurged, the
fransition to a market economy would be marked
by crises and systemic corruption, and the MPLA
would have as much difficulty in relinquishing po-
litical power as in diversifying its oil-dependent
fiscal system. While a small elite of politically con-
nected families and army generals profited im-
mensely from currency manipulation, mining con-
cessions, privatized security, and, with the ultimate
arrival of peace, an opaque reconsfruction pro-
cess (Hodges, 2001; Soares de Oliveira, 2015),
the promise of social development for the majority
would be long in the making.

Figure 1. Angola 1990-2025: Timeline of major events

® Bicesse Accords
@ Start of high inflation period
® 1992 General elections
@ UN sanctions UNITA; violence resumes
® Lusaka Protocol
@ First hyperinflation peak
® Second hyperinflation peak
® Prime minister dismissed following protests
® Tension escalates with low-level violence
® Failure to reach IMF agreement
® UNITA excluded from unity government
® Government offensive
® UN peacekeepers leave
® IMF agreement signed
@ Jonas Savimbi shot
® Luena Memorandum

Event category
* Politics
* Military

® Economics

L N o ® Relations with IMF on hold
3 8 3 @ Inflation brought under control
] ] ] ® 2008 oil-price crash starts
- £ = # 2008 Parliament elections
o o o ® Veterans start protests on pensions
"_ ;. L ® Protests by demobilized ex-soldiers
o [+ ] <] ® 2012 Parliament elections
; ; ; ® 2014 oil-price crash starts
- - -_ ® 2017 Parliament elections
2 2 2 ® Jodo Lourenco becomes president
(9 (V) (0] ® IMF agreement (USD 3.7bn) signed
® Temporary debt suspension
® José Eduardo dos Santos dies
® 2022 General elections
I s L R B B L L B R BN
1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025
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4. SociAL SPENDING AFTER THE Colb WAR

This section provides a sketch of the development
of social spending in Angola. Lleaving the question
of target groups and underlying policies to later
sections, it aims to provide an initial look at when,
and fo what extent the government has prioritized
social spending across the post-Cold War peri-
od. Studying fiscal developments in Angola poses
several challenges. First, the reliability, detail, and
infer-annual consistency of budgetary data (partic-
ularly in terms of execution), is less than satisfactory,
especially so during the 1990s and early 2000s
(World Bank, 2005). Precise figures and year-on-
year fluctuations in this period should be inferpret-
ed with caution. Second, volatile economic growth
and revenue developments complicate over-fime
comparison. High inflation compounds the prob-
lem. With that said, cautiously analysed fiscal data
can nonetheless provide valuable insights.

Figure 2. Government expenditure, 1991-2024

Figure 2 presents the development of total ex-
penditure between 1991 and 2024 across five
cafegories, based on data from the Angolan Min-
istry of Finance. Three periods can be discerned.
First, until the mid-2000s, expenditure is generally
high but with exireme year-on-year variation, both
in terms of overall spending and its components.
One reason is that high inflation - reaching a
peak of 4,000% in 1996, and only pushed be-
low 100% in 2003 - rendered budget planning
difficult. However, spending equally reflected
political priorities, clearly manifested in the sharp
increases in defence expenditure in 1993 (follow-
ing the failure of the Bicesse process and renewed
war) and in 1999 (intensification of the last phase
of the civil war).

Second, after the immediate post-war period,
expenditure first dropped sharply (2004) and
then increased steadily to 50% of GDP over the
coming decade. The development musf, howev-
er, be interpreted in the light of a drastic oil-driven
expansion of GDP (Figure 3). At its peak in 2014,

50 i L]
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& security
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Note: Based on GDP data from the World Bank’s WDI (2024}, budget execution data from the Angolan Ministry of Finance (“Resumo Geral De Despesa
por Func&o”), and budget figures taken from the general state budget (Orcamento Geral do Estado). Figures for years 1991-2018 are realized expenditure
and actual GDP; those for 2019-2024 are budgeted expenditure and projected GDP. Expenditure excludes debt re-financing operations.
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Figure 3. GDP, oil exports and reserves, 1975-2023
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Note: Oil figures based on data from OPEC (2024). Nominal oil exports value calculated on the basis of reported year-averages of daily crude oil pro-
duction volume and world market price (real 2017 USD). GDP based on the World Bank's Development Indicators (real 2015 USD, adjusted by a factor
of 1.03 for consistency with 2017 figures). Reporting error and within-year fluctuations may result in inaccurate yearly averages.

real expenditure had multiplied four times com-
pared fo the final phase of the civil war.

The international oil price crash of the same
year marks the start of the third phase, character-
ized by sharp fiscal contraction. Having utilized
the booming oil income to access cheap foreign
loans rather than investing in alternative tax instru-
ments, the sudden slump in 2014 had the friple ef-
fect of contracting revenue, cutting access fo inter-
national credit, and drastfically increasing interest
costs of the now substantial debt stock. Forced to
adjust, in a few years spending as a share of GDP
was reduced by more than half, one quarter of
which was dedicated to interest payments. In real
terms, the reduction was even more drastic (two-
thirds), bringing government spending back to the
levels of the immediate post-war period.

Both changes in government priorities (due to
war) and the wildly fluctuating fiscal leeway (relat-
ed to oil) should have implications for the relative

1 Non-resource revenue had increased from an average
of 6.5% in the turbulent 1990s to around 8% in the mid-
2010s (Prichard, Cobham, & Goodall, 2014).

SOCIUM -

growth of different spending areas. Yet overall, the
shifts are less dramatic than could be expected.

First, through periods of war and peace,
booms and busts, the relative resources dedicat-
ed to health and education have been remarkably
stable at just below 5 % of GDP. except for a mod-
erafe reduction following the 2015 crisis. While far
from covering objective needs, and often skewed
towards elite groups, the level remains similar to
the regional average.?

2 In Sub-Scharan Africa, average government expen-
diture on health has increased from 1.4% of GDP in
the early 2000s to 1.8% of GDP two decades later
(WHO, 2025). In the same period, public education
spending has increased from 2.9% to 3.5% (UNESCO,
2024). While Angola has thus compared well with its
neighbours in terms of overall education spending, its
composition has been severely biased towards tertiary
education, effectively serving only a small elite (World
Bank, 2023, p. 50). Large shares of both budget items
have also been dedicated to hospital care and univer-
sity studies abroad for a miniscule share of the popula-
tion (Hodges, 2001, p. 41). The latter has also served
as a much-resented vehicle to escape the military draft
(EIU, 1999q, p. 14).
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Figure 4. Government social protection expenditure, 1991-2024
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Note: Upper panel shows social expenditure as a share of GDP; lower panel as a share of total expenditure. Based on budget execution data from the An-
golan Ministry of Finance (“Resumo Geral De Despesa por Natureza,/Funcédo”), and budgeted figures from the general state budget (Orcamento Geral
do Estado). GDP data is from the World Bank's WDI (2024). Figures for the years 1991-2018 are realized expenditure (and actual GDP); those for 2019-
2024 are budgeted expenditure (and projected GDP). Calculations are based on the assumption that price subsidies are included in the social protection
budget for 2005-2016. For social transfers, budgeted figures are used from 2017 onwards. Social fransfers are benefits in cash or in kind that are received
by individuals or households with the purpose of poverty alleviation or protection from social risk. The figures are based on the budget item “Transferéncias
Correntes Para Familias”, excluding fransfers to traditional authorities (Sobas) and study grants (Bolsas de estudos). No detailed breakdown or definition
is available, but in practice it is almost completely composed of pension benefits.

Second, security spending has been maintained
at a high and strikingly stable level. While the most
infense periods of fighting are clearly reflected
in huge spending peaks, the arrival of peace, on
the other hand, is less noficeable. In the booming
post-war period, security spending was main-
tained at around 7% of a quickly expanding GDP,
with military spending constituting the largest, and
growing (!) share. At its post-war peak just before
the 2015 crisis, military spending (5% of GDP) was
three times the average for Sub-Saharan Africa
(SIPRI, 2022). It was only when fiscal crisis hit that
security spending was drastically reduced, even-
tually stabilizing at around 2.5% of GDP.

At first glance, social protection spending (red
bars) appears more variable. Notwithstanding
large year-on-year fluctuations, it remains very
limited in the first period marked by civil war, be-
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fore eventually taking off in 2005. However, the
picture is largely illusory. For, during most of the
period, the Angolan government budgets includ-
ed price subsidies, mainly on oil products, under
"social protection”. Oil subsidies can fill an im-
portant role in protecting vulnerable social groups
from fluctuating world markefs. However, in a
country like Angola where petroleum consumption
is sharply concentrated at the top of the income
ladder, they largely benefit the rich.* Moreover, as
a primary producer, expenditure on oil subsidies
are fo a cerfain exfent an accounting phenom-
enon, revealing more about international price

3 Poorer segments largely benefit through effective price
reductions on public fransport and kerosene (for cook-
ing). That a rich minority appropriates the bulk of the
benefits does not negate the fact that subsidy reductions
is most acutely felt among the poor.



movements than the acfions of the government.
Having been extensively analysed (and criticized)
elsewhere,* the following analysis will focus en-
firely on formal social policies.

Thus, Figure 4 presents the development of so-
cial spending net of price subsidies, as a share of
GDP (upper panel) and total expenditure (lower
panel). Due fo insufficient information on the pre-
cise budget decomposition for each year, each
data point should be interpreted with caution.
Yet in terms of the over-time development of so-
cial spending, it certainly provides a more valid
picture. As can be seen in the upper panel, what
we may call social spending proper (red bars)
showed a discemible increase in the final phase
of the civil war, dropped after the immediate post-
war period, and then startfed a more substantial in-
crease with the oil boom. Having eventually peak-
ed af above 2% of GDP, it gradually declined to
just over 1% following the onset of the crisis. What
emerges from this data is, first, that social spending
has always been modest, notwithstanding a tem-
porary increase in the post-war period. The larg-
er relative share dedicated to social spending in
the recent crisis period (lower panel) has not suf-
ficed to outbalance the drastfically reduced fiscal
space. Second, even net of oil subsidies, increas-
es in social spending appear more correlated
with oil incomes (Figure 3) and political turbulence
(most clearly, the 2012 protest wave - see below)
than any guns-for-butter effect on the arrival of
peace. What did occur at the end of the civil war
was that social transfers — and principally old-age
pensions — starfed to completely dominate social
spending. It is to the origins of these expenditures
that we now turn.

5. VETERANS' PENSIONS

A few years after independence, the government
instituted a State Office for Veterans® tasked with
fulfilling the constitutionally enshrined promise of

4 See e.g. IMF staff reports throughout the post-civil war

period.
5 Secretaria de Estfado dos Antigos Combatentes, as per
Lei 81,/78, 20 April 1978.
SOCIUM -

providing assistance fo those who fought against
the colonial regime. A veteran was defined as
anyone, civilian or military, who participated in the
"struggle for national liberation” between 4 Febru-
ary 1961 and 24 October 1975.¢ While the Office
would putin place and execute policies aimed at
the physical rehabilitation and economic integra-
fion of veterans, the concrete content of such pol-
icies remained vague until the early 1980s when
a system of legally regulated benefits, financed
by the state, was finally infroduced.” It covered
liberation fighters (Antigos Combatentes), those
participating on the government side in the early
phase of the civil war (Combatentes da defesa
da Pdtria), as well as everyone who joined the
armed forces from 1978 onwards.® Besides an in-
herited colonial-era civil servant pension system?
of little practical importance, the veterans’ pension
scheme, or the regime especial, was the first prop-
erly Angolan social protection system. It was com-
posed of a wide range of benefits. First, injured
soldiers were granted disability benefits reaching
up fo 100% of their previously held salary, com-
plemented with a caregiver grant for the severely
disabled. Second, in the event of death,”® surviving
spouses were granted 75% of the original salary if
unable to work; and children a fixed-sum month-
ly grant. Finally, elderly veterans unable to work
were equally granted a monthly pension equiva-
lent to 75% of their previous salary, or a minimum
of 4,000 Kz, effectively infroducing an old-age
pension system. For reference, the average salary
of unionized agriculture workers at this fime was
4,466 Kz, with the overall unionized average

6 The attack on the Sao Paolo prison on 4 February 1961
marked the sfart of the independence struggle accord-
ing fo official MPLA discourse; the lafter date coincides
with the start of the South African invasion, and thus the
shift from an independence struggle to a “defence of
the homeland”.

Decreto 85/81, 16 October 1981.

8  Yet the law carefully noted that it applied to those hav-

N

ing participated in the struggle “without abandon or
freason” - likely in reference to the violent infernal purg-
es conducted against MPLA “raitors” in mid-1977.

9 Regulated through Decrefo 52/75.

Although not clearly sfipulated in the law, later legisla-

3

tion (e.g. Decreto 28,/92) indicates that this concerns
soldiers killed in service.
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reaching 7,692 Kz (IMF, 1990, p. 76). As such,
the minimum pension - likely applying to a ma-
jority — was hardly luxurious, but certainly above
the average income in a country dominated by
informal subsistence agriculture.

Catering fo a group not only with special needs,
but also of particular merit, the system included
further privileges. Thus, veterans — the majority of
whom were still young and fit for work — were
granted priority access to jobs and promotions,
and privileged benefits under the extant pension
system. Notably, the age limit for accessing old-
age pensions under the inherited system was re-
duced by five years, and all years spent as an
MPLA fighter would count double in the minimum
time of service. Disabled veferans were granted
additional holidays, reduced working hours, prior-
ity access fo subsidized or free housing, a reduc-
fion in public fransport fares, and special access to
public services. As would be expected for a sys-
tem fargeting the most deserving of the nation, the
costs were to be carried by the populafion as a
whole, financed through the general state budget.

While no data are available on the effective
initial coverage of the system, the absence of any
marked increase in welfare transfers (VWorld Bank,
1991, p. 340) would indicate that the number
of effective beneficiaries was small and only in-
creased gradually. Also in terms of entitlements, lit-
fle would change during the first decade; except,
that is, for a steady inflation-induced devaluation
of benefits levels, amounting to around one-third
at the end of the 1980s. However, at the end of
the Cold War, with economic crisis and acceler-
afing inflation linked to the withdrawal of external
support, the situation deteriorated rapidly. With
the first democratic elections approaching in Sep-
tfember 1992, the minimum monthly veterans’ pen-
sion could not even buy a chicken in a Lluanda
marketplace (IMF, 1994, p. 13);" hardly worthy
of a key government support group. In addition,
along with the prospect of peace brought with the
Bicesse Accords came the necessity of providing
for tens of thousands of wounded rebel soldiers.

11 For comparison, in the early 1980s, it was equivalent to

45 chickens.
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The reform implemented in mid-1992% dealt
with both issues. First, with unmistakable electoral
fiming, veterans’ pension levels were increased for
the first time, and drastfically so: the standard pen-
sion increased by over 30 times, bringing real val-
ues to unprecedented levels. Second, the cover-
age was expanded fo include any war disabled
infegrated into the military up until the formation of
the new unified Armed Forces (September 1992)
— effectively entilling demobilized UNITA (FALA)
soldiers to benefits. While explicit references to
MPLA (or FAPLA) were thus removed, antigos
combatentes still retained a privileged status. With
the reform, the system also became more gener-
ous fo secondary beneficiaries,® and similar to
the American Civil War pensions analysed by
Skocpol (1992, p. 111), it shed much of its original
insurance logic, turning it info a straight-up benefit
regime without reference to specific needs.”

In the following years, plagued by accelerating
inflafion, the government's intermittent adjustment
of pension levels had little effect. As seen from Fig-
ure 5, visualizing the real-value development of
veterans’ pensions (with the 2009 median income
as a reference), it was only in late 1996 that veter-
ans’ pensions temporarily recovered. The context
is revelatory: in the wake of the failed Social and
Economic Programme launched a year earlier,
and the resultant hyperinflation, by mid-1996 ur-
ban discontent was spilling out on to the streets
(Hodges, 2001, p. 111). While the proliferation
of private security forces and the roaming Rapid
Intervention Police provided a sfick to dissuade
protfests (EIU, 1996, p. 9), the guns had to be com-
bined with some butter in the form of proper pen-
sions. Not least for the battle-hardened veterans.
However, the relief was short lived, with resurging
inflation soon erasing much of the increase. After
several years of decline, real pensions eventually
stabilized during the final phase of the civil war.

12 Decreto 28/92, 26 June 1992.

13 E.g. each orphan of a veteran would receive 70,000 Kz,
or more than 50% of the standard pension of 131,000 Kz.
In a context where households typically counted many
children, this could amount to a very substantial income.

14 Henceforth all pensions were granted as fixed sums,
without reference to previous salaries; old-age pension
were granted regardless of working capacity.



Figure 5. Veterans' pension level over time
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It was only after the war, however, that any sig-
nificant change would fake effect. Immediately
following the ceasefire agreement in early 2002
(retroactively applicable from December 2001),
pensions were drastically increased. A few months
later, the system was reformed for the second time,
effectively expanding its application fo those killed
or disabled in the last phase of the war and adding
further benefits. While some of these benefits were
evidently tailored towards the basic needs of the
most vulnerable — a lump-sum “death allowance”,
free medical treatment and mobility aids, as well
as a variety of infegration support measures — oth-
ers, including priority access to university education
and medical treatment abroad, appear more as
perks for the already well-off. Veterans were also
exempted from income fox, granfed tax-free im-
ports (based on vague criteria), and entitled to sub-
sidized acquisition of privatized sfafe assefs. Such

15 Lei 13/02, 15 October 2002.

SOCIUM -

measures would hardly aid the majority of poor
soldiers-turned-farmers covered by the system and
left obvious room for corruption.'

After the initial consolidation of the peace and
in spite of the recent broadening of benefits, the
govermnment yef again neglected the veterans’
pensions, which within two years lost two-thirds of
their value. It was only in early 2004, amid ac-
cusations of large-scale embezzlement and ris-
ing criticism of the government for reneging on its
promises of social development (EIU, 2004) that
the pensions were restored to their initial levels.
During half a decade, pensions for the more than
120,000 beneficiaries were kept stable at around
twice the median income thanks to frequent ad-
justments. But after a last adjustment in mid-2008,

16 Hodges [2001) notes both the “shockingly high” public
expenditure dedicated to foreign study grants and hos-
pitalizations, mostly benefiting a small, well-connected
circle (p. 41), and the selling of state assets for symbolic
sums, often to military officers (p. 119).
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and the elections in September that year, they
were once again left fo slide. The apparent back-
ground factor was the sudden collopse of interna-
tional oil prices in the second half of 2008 (OPEC,
2024) Yet even as oil prices slowly recovered in
2009 and 2010 (see Figure 3), the government
neglected to readjust benefit levels.

Having lost a quarter of ifs value, it was the
failure to make timely payments of the pensions -
including the "13th month”, infroduced a decade
earlier — for the end-of-year holidays in 2010
that eventually triggered veterans to take to the
streets (Albano, 2011b). Unconvinced by govern-
ment claims of lacking funds in the midst of an ol
boom, throughout the spring of 2011, anfigos com-
batentes and war disabled staged demonstra-
fions demanding overdue payments, adjustment
of pension levels (Albano, 2011a), and ultimately,
their inclusion info the regular social security sys-
tem for the Armed Forces (see below) (RFI, 2011).

In mid-2011 the government finally reacted by
significantly increasing pension levels. With oil
revenues ﬂowing, the government made sure fo
keep veterans' pensions stable through adequate
annual adjustments. Until, that is, the next oil price
slump, beginning in the latter half of 2014, and
proving much more prolonged. As inflation picked
up, real pensions steadily declined. In mid-2017,
veterans’ pensions had lost half of their value, in
mid-2021, three-quarters. But notwithstanding
increasingly widespread and vocal discontent
(Camuto, 2022; Voice of America, 2024), veter-
ans generally refrained from taking to the streets. It
would take one decade, by which time veferans’
pensions had gone from representing one quarter
of social fransfers to a mere 7%, for the govern-
ment to readjust pension levels, albeit to a level
inferior to the 2009 median income.

Several factors likely contributed to the endur-
ing inaction of the government. Most generally, the
seriousness of the fiscal crisis: spending had to be
drasfically and durably cut across the board. This,
together with the recession that ensued, rendered
the government's claim of a lack of funds credible;
and while veterans' pensions lost their value, they

17 According to OPEC data, international oil market prices
dropped by close to 70% in the last six months of 2008.
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remained a privileged group compared to most
Angolans, who lacked any form of safety net. The
polifical feasibility of demanding higher pensions
was severely resfrained.

The fiscal situation also forced the government
to negotiate with international financial insfitutions.
A central demand from the World Bank was to
reduce fuel subsidies and increase targeted, “pro-
poor” cash transfers (World Bank, 2015). While
negotiations did not explicitly focus on veterans’
pensions (being effectively more “pro-poor” than
fuel subsidies), the World Bank noted that the situ-
ation provided an opportunity “to think through the
continuation of veteran benefits.” (World Bank,
2018, p. 6). In the view of the World Bank, scarce
social spending should be awarded according
fo need, not merit. Reducing the fiscal weight of
veterans’ pensions would certainly be favourably
received by external creditors.

Finally, affer almost four decades at the head
of the country, in September 2017, Jos¢ Eduardo
dos Santos handed over the presidency to Jodo
lourenco. As he was the ex-Minister of Defence,
observers saw his appointment as a way to ap-
pease the powerful military establishment (Bye,
Inglés, & Orre, 2021, p. 8), and one would be
forgiven for assuming that he would defend the in-
terests of both active and former soldiers.

Yet in terms of the resources dedicated to the
military, he would prove considerably more fru-
gal than his predecessor. Having already initiated
processes to “clean up” regular military pensions
(Jornal de Angola, 2016) and associations for
demobilized fighters (Jornal de Angola, 2017), in
2018 it was time for the veterans. A new benefi-
ciary ID card was designed™ and a proposal for
a revised law on anfigos combatentes was float-
ed, which would impose stricter eligibility criteria,
particularly for children of veterans (Jornal de An-
gola, 2018). In fact, as most of these criteria were
already in the present legislation (Lei 13,/02), the
initiative rather appears as political signalling: in-
stead of new legislation (never introduced) it pre-
saged a drive fo root out inexistent or ineligible
beneficiaries. The system had de facto become
too inclusive. In the following year the government

18 Decreto Presidencial 68,/18, of 5 March 2018.



Table 1. Number of beneficiaries of veterans' special regime

2013 2023 (or closest year) 2024
N (%) N (%) A N (%) A

Total beneficiaries 159,075 100 134,619 100.0 -154 64,531 100.0 -51.3
Antigo Combatentes 69,993 44 70,542 524 0.8 41,846 648 -40.7
War disabled 25,452 16 20,260 15.0 -20.4 14,932 231 -26.3
Orphans 50,904 32 31,742 23.6 -37.6 3,636 56 -88.5
Other beneficiaries 12,726 8 10,032 75 -21.2 4,096 6.3 -50.2
Widows 6,21 4.6 3,160 49 -49.]
Dependent parents 3,212 24 607 09 -81.1
Assistants 609 0.5 329 0.5 -46.0

Note: Figures for 2013 are from Associacao de Militares Mutilados de Guerra de Angola, cited by Valmario Franca (2014, p. 14), with sub-category
beneficiary numbers imputed from share of total. Figures for 2023 and 2024 are based on data received from Direccdo Nacional de Proteccdo Social

(Ministry of Defence), Luanda, February 2025.

issued a decree regulating an envisioned “re-reg-
istration and proof of life process” which would
come fo severely reduce the number of beneficia-
ries."”

After the conclusion of the civil war and the in-
clusion of new cohorts of war disabled, the num-
ber of beneficiaries had amounted to just under
120,000, of which 29,000 disabled and 47000
anfigos combatentes (Agéncia Lusa, 2004b).%°
Ten year later, as new cohorts of liberation fight-
ers reached pension age or passed away - leav-
ing widows and orphans behind - the total had
grown fo over 160,000 (see Table 1). Counting
only the 70,000 antigos combatentes, this would
have amounted to some 16% of Angolan men over
60, thus reaching a non-negligible portion of all
households. According to the minister in charge, the
total rose to 174,000 before the start of the re-reg-
istration process in 2019 (Jornal de Angola, 2024).
Towards the end of the much-delayed process
(2023 or closest preceding year), and based on
province-level data obtained from the Ministry of
Defence, the number had dropped to 133,000. Yet
the drastic change occurred after the completion of

19 Decreto Executivo Conjunto 220/19, of 26 August
2019.

20 The precise figures given by the president of the national
assembly were 47408 anfigos combatentes, 28,588
war disabled, and 41,824 dependants.

21 Standing af 431,000 according to the 2014 census
(INE, 2016, p. 98).
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the process, in 2024, when the number of benefi-
ciaries was reduced to a mere 64,000.

As the authorities has long been accused of un-
justly denying access to public benefits for various
groups of veferans — and inversely granting them
to those failing to fulfil the criteria (see below) — it
is pertinent to study the numbers in more detail.

The severity of the reduction differed substan-
tially between beneficiary categories. “Orphans”
were reduced from more than 50,000 in 2013,
to less than 4,000 in 2024. Since the category
is supposed to only include children under 18,
the former figure was almost certainly inflated.??
Dependent parents — many of whom may rea-
sonably have died - were likewise drastfically
reduced; widows less so. The central category of
antigos combatentes was likewise substantially re-
duced, albeit only towards the end. Since the very
youngest cohort of antigo combatentes must have
passed their 65th birthday in 2024, many of their
older comrades must already have passed away.

22 Any orphan of a soldier who fell in the war, ending in
early 2002, must have turned 18 in 2020 af the latest,
which barring university studies — a privilege still re-
served for very few — would have disqualified them from
benefits. As a particularly privileged category, children
of antigos combatentes could fall into the category of
orphan even if their parent's death was not war-related
(and thus potentially occurring affer 2002). However,
in 2002, the youngest anfigo combatentes would have
already been around 45 years old; the number of de-
scendants of antigo combatentes still under 18 in 2020
should have been limited.

[13]



The category experiencing the least reduction was
that of disabled combatants. Given the rather re-
strictive inifial numbers — 29,000 at ifs peak, for a
country with hundreds of thousands of war deaths
— and the eligibility of younger cohorts, the rela-
fively moderate reduction appears logical. Clear-
ly, the beneficiary rolls failed to accurately reflect
the true population of enfifled persons; and the
relative size of reduction across categories sug-
gests that a significant explanation lies in a failure
fo cease payments to once eligible beneficiaries.

But studying the geographical disfribution of
beneficiaries suggests a complementary and
more political story. Notably, five provinces -
Bengo, Lunda Sul and Norte, Cuando Cubango
and Moxico - stand out with an extreme densi-
ty of beneficiaries before 2024?* and an equal-
ly extreme reduction thereafter. Several of these
provinces experienced infense fighting during
the civil war; yet in terms of war disabled — the
group that should have followed from significant
participation in the post-liberation civil war - the
five provinces are not much different from the rest.
Instead, their extreme figures stem primarily from
severely inflated numbers of (liberation war eral)
antigo combatentes and (their) orphans. In fact, in
three of these provinces, the number of registered
anfigo combatentes beneficiaries by far exceed-
ed the fotal number of males above the age of
65.% Tiny Lunda Norte would accordingly boast
as many liberation fighters as the capital province
of Luanda, having a population eight times larger
and counting one hundred times more regular mil-
itary pensioners.?

The numbers are all the more puzzling since, with
the exception of Bengo — a stronghold of FAPLA

23 Ranging from 14 to 24 per 1,000 inhabitants before the
2024 reduction. For most provinces the figure stood be-
tween 1.5 and 2.5.

24 Bengo, lunda Sul and Moxico. Based on population
projections from UNFPA {2022) and data provided by
the Direcdo Nacional de Protecdo Social (2023 or
closest proceeding year). An unknown but non-neg-
ligible share of antigos combatentes are women. The
calculation is nonetheless conservative as it includes in-
dividuals who were only 17 years old in 1974, the last
year of the liberation war.

25 According to data obtained by the author from the ISS-
FAA in Luanda, October 2024.
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guerrilla warfare during the war of independence
(Hodges, 2001, p. 8) — none of the other four, dis-
finctly peripheral, provinces are intuitive home re-
gions of independence fighters. In fact, what demo-
graphically distinguishes them is the dominance of
two linguistic minority groups: the Chokwe speakers
(6.5% of Angolans), predominating in Lunda Norte,
Lunda Sul and Moxico; and the Nganguela (3.1%
of Angolans), predominating in Cuando Cubango.
Notably, while their home territories — inaccessible,
strategically important, and resource rich — consti-
tuted prime battlegrounds during the civil war, these
groups generally lacked close offiliation with either
of the three liberation movements. If anything, eth-
nic affiliaion would suggest that these provinces
would be devoid of liberation veterans — not full fo
the brim.

Such an exireme discrepancy can hardly be
explained by administrative inefficiency or error.
Indeed, while administrative structures were cer-
tainly seriously undermined during the war, there is
little to indicate that the bureaucracies of the con-
cerned peripheral provinces would have been
significantly worse than others in Angola.?®

What set them apart was their post-war po-
litical sensitivity. Their inhabitants paid a heavy
price as their territories became the focal point
of the war and the economic exiraction that un-
derpinned it. But due to their minority status and
tenuous affiliation with the major military-political
movements, they were largely excluded from the
resulting benefits, and equally important, from the
Angolan national narrative of anti-colonial strug-
gle and state-building (Hodges, 2001, p. 163).
The political precariousness of these economically
important but difficult-to-police provinces became
evident in the 1992 parliamentary elections, when
the regionalist Partido de Renovacdo Social (PRS)
became the second largest party in the two Lun-
das, coming in third nationally. The strong results
were repeated in the first post-war elections of
2008, providing obvious cause for concern for the

26 To take but one telling indicator, the share of people
holding a birth certificate was, at the time of the 2014
census, around 53% across Angola. Three of the con-
cered provinces had a higher share (Lunda Sul: 77%;
Bengo: 62%; Moxico: 56%) and two had a lower share
(Cuando Cubango: 47%; Lunda Norte: 45%).



government. Against this background, the inflated
beneficiary numbers would appear to be not so
much a result of administrative error as a reflec-
fion of a strategy of stafe co-optation deployed
vis-a-vis peripheral regions (see also Soares de
Oliveira & Taponier, 2013). While the success of
the strategy should not be overstated — popular
demand for autonomy continues to be manifested
and violently repressed in the eastern provinces -
providing a large share of households with a sta-
ble if dubiously aftributed and thus politically con-
fingent pension has constituted a relatively cheap
way of mitigating material grievances while mak-
ing households dependent on the MPLA state. Yet
the misuse of the veterans’ pension system has had
implications for the remaining beneficiaries.

Having refused to readjust veterans’ pension
levels until its registers were cleaned up (Angola
24 Horas, 2023) - thus putting the onus for faulty
payments on the beneficiary collective — the gov-
ernment finally kept its promise and increased pen-
sions by a factor of three in mid-2024. The implicit
link between (limited) coverage and (generous)
scope of benefits was clear. In practice, however,
the result was a general benefit level significantly
below that of the previous two decades, indeed
inferior to the minimum salary, paid to a drasfical-
ly reduced number of beneficiaries. If liberafion
fighters, their families, and disabled veterans were
once uniquely privileged, they had long since
been overtaken by a new middle class.

6. THE GENERAL SOCIAL PROTECTION SYSTEM

In late 1990, with a post-Cold War peace and
multiparty elections on the horizon, the MPLA gov-
ernment infroduced the country’s first-ever general
social security system. As is noted in the preamble
to the Social Security Law (lei 18,/90), while the
state early on fulfilled its constitutional commit-
ments vis-a-vis liberation fighters and their fami-
lies, only a minute share of the country's "workers”
had been protected through the pension system
"inherited from the past”. The establishment of a
confributory system in principle covering all formal
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employees and the self-employed, as well as their
families, was intended to rectify this lacuna.

The system envisioned a comprehensive set
of benefits, covering maternity and (temporary)
disability benefits, old-age and survivors’ pen-
sions, family allowances, and unemployment and
work-injury insurance. However, the central pillar
of the system was and has remained pensions,
with other branches implemented belatedly or not
at all, and with at most marginal fiscal importance
(World Bank, 2023, p. 74).#

Pensions, on the other hand, were generously
designed. While the new system, in contrast to the
regime especial, demanded payments from future
beneficiaries, the confribution rates were low.®
Old-age pensions were granted affer the age
of 60 or 35 years of service, on the condition of
having payed contributions for 15 years. Anfigos
combatentes were once again granted privileged
conditions, with years spent in the liberation strug-
gle counted double. In addition, workers in ardu-
ous professions were granted refirement from the
age of 50.2 After 35 years of service, old-age
pensions were provided at a nominal replace-
ment rate of 100%, based on the two last years'
salary. At face value, this was extremely generous.
In practice, however, the high inflation rates would
enter as a significant and complicating factor.

First, rapidly increasing nominal salaries follow
from high inflation. Accordingly, extending the ref-
erence period backwards quickly depresses the
average. Throughout the 1990s, annual inflation
figures in the hundreds rendered the reference
salary all but worthless. The situation was amelio-
rated following public sector sirikes in mid-1999
(EIU, 1999b), when the refrospective period was
completely removed for public sector employees
and reduced to one year for the private sector. As
inflation was slowly brought under control, subse-

27 Disability pensions covered close to 4,000 beneficia-
ries in the years following the end of the civil war (INE,
2010, but then declined steadily. They appear to have
been effectively abolished around 2017.

28 2% of the gross salary for employees, and 5% for
employers (Decreto 17/91, 25 May 1991), later in-
creased to 3% and 8%, respectively (Decreto 7/99,
28 May 1999).

29 As per Despacho Conjunto 69/93, of 3 September
1993.
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Table 2. General old-age pension legislative provisions, successive reforms

Lei Decr. lei Decr. Decr. Decr. Presidencial
18,/90 12/99 76/05 40/08 209,/20
Valid from 1990 1999 2005 2008 2021 > 2024
Min. contribution period (years) 15 15 15 15
Min. age/service time (years) 60/35 60/35 60/35 60/35 60/35
Reference salary period
(years before retirement date)
Civil servants 5 : 1 2 5
Private sector 3 4
Nominal replacement rate 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
Minimur level 100% 100% 90% 100% N/A*

(% of legal minimum salary)

* . ’ . .
Assuming 35 years' service time.
** Periodically adjusted through separate decrees.

quent reforms, outlined in Table 2, have gradually
expanded the reference period backwards, while
generally preserving a more beneficial status for
public employees. Even with relafively modest
post-war inflation, these extensions have had im-
portant consequences. With an annual median
post-war inflation rate of around 16%, a reference
salary based on the last year of work will be 7%
below that of the final salary; one based on the
last five years will be 29% below. Thus, whereas
successive governments have kept the nominal re-
placement rate at 100%, they have been able to
use adjustments to the reference period to effec-
fively increase or decrease pensions.

Even more importantly, the general social se-
curity system — as with the regime especial - was
never equipped with a mechanism for automati-
cally adjusting benefits. Thus, even with an initially
decent reference salary, inflation would confinu-
ously erode its real value, leaving beneficiaries to
rely on periodic adjustments decreed by the gov-
ernment. The result has been a system which, while
overall very generous (World Bank, 2018, p. 46),
is both difficult fo assess and open for discrefion-
ary manipulation.

To understand how the system has worked in
practice in the last three decades, it is necessary
fo account for changes in nominal salary levels,
reference salary formula, periodic adjustments of
general and minimum pension levels, as well as
inflafion. Lacking wage stafistics, synthefic wage
series for a hypothetical educated end-of-career
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employee, representing a “benchmark salary” has
been constructed based on the legally stipulated
wage schedules for teachers between 1991 and
2025.%° The monthly development is shown by the
red line in Figure 6, expressed as multiples of the
Angolan median income in 2009.

Similar to the vetferans’ pensions (Figure 5),
public sector salaries experienced some notfice-
able bursts in the early 1990s, and again in 1996,
as teachers went on sfrike in protest af their evapo-
rating purchasing power. Following further public
sector strikes in late 1999 and 2000 (EIU, 2001,
p. 12), and in mid-2002 (AFP. 2002), salary lev-
els were again drastically increased, and there-
after kept buoyant. Eventually, however, with the
oil-price slump beginning in 2014, the government
reverted to mere symbolic adjustments, leading
to a precipitous decline over the last decade. For
much of this period, old-age pensioners have,
however, been considerably worse off. While
nominally linked to previous salaries, the generally
weak and ad hoc adjustments of old-age benefits

30 For the period under analysis (1991-2025), teachers’
salaries were regulated first according to the general
public sector wage schedule [1991-1997) and then ac-
cording fo three subsequent, education sector-specific
schedules (introduced 1997 2010, and 2018). Care
has been taken to correctly link each subsequent sys-
tem, based on qualitative assessments and overlapping
wage series, but since equivalence in relative rank or
education level cannot be guaranteed across breaks,
comparison across the whole time period may not be
fully accurate.



Figure 6. General old-age pension simulation, 5 years after retirement
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Note: The benchmark salary (red line) is a synthetic salary measure simulating that of a hypothetical end-of-career educated worker, based on consecutive

legal salary scales for teachers, as published in the Didrio da Republica. The black and grey lines represent the resultant effective pension received by a

former employee in the public and private sector, respectively, after 5 years of retirement, smoothened across 12 months. Changes in the calculation of
the reference salary (pre-refirement) and all subsequent adjustments of pension levels (5 year after retirement) are accounted for. All values are inflation
adjusted and expressed in multiples of the Angolan 2009 median income. Values above 25x are truncated; notably for a few months in 1992 when salary

levels reached a max of 67x the 2009 median income. Grey areas indicate conflict periods.

in contexts of high inflation eroded their real val-
ues vis-a-vis current equivalent salary levels. The
tendency is illustrated by the black and grey lines
in Figure 6, representing monthly snapshots of a
hypothetical worker five years after their date of
refirement, having fulfilled the full service time.”
Thus, throughout the civil war period, pension in-
creases — typically in fandem with salary increas-
es — failed to compensate for inflation. Even the
income of pensioners with a very high final salary
would soon fall to the legal minimum pension, rep-
resenfed by the thick blue line. Once there, there
was no way to recover. Only well info the post-
war period, when previous real salary increases
met moderate inflation rates, would subsequent
cohorts of pensioners enjoy reasonable - indeed

31 With the exception of the first five-year period (1991-
1996), when the lines trace a worker who retired at the
first date in the sample, i.e. August 1991.
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highly privileged — pensions. Finally, with the fiscal
crisis, real pension levels experienced a dramat-
ic decline, losing three-quarters of their value in a
decade. The fact that nominal pension increases
for the first time outpaced those of salaries only
dampened the fall slightly.

The design of the system and its management
in a volatile price context led not only to drastic
variation over the long term, but also to extremely
inequitable outcomes at any given time — even for
retirees with comparable histories. One immedi-
ate reason was the legally stipulated difference
in reference salary calculation between the pub-
lic and private sector, the result of which is clearly
seen in the difference between the black and grey
line Figure 6. But more importantly, both abrupt
nominal salary increases in the short term and
long-term variation in the extent to which pension
adjustments have kept pace with salary increases
have infroduced a strong component of arbitrari-
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Figure 7. General old-age pension simulation, effective replacement rate by cohort
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Note: The benchmark salary (red line, constant at 100%) is a synthetic salary measure simulafing that of a hypothetical end-of-career educated worker,

based on consecutive legal salary scales for teachers, as published in the Didrio da Republica. The black lines show the simulated development of pen-

sion levels for different cohorts of old-age pensioners, assuming public sector employment, expressed as a percentage of their current benchmark salary.

Each cohort's entry into retirement is marked by a black diamond. The legal minimum pension is traced by the blue line. Changes in the calculation of the

reference salary (pre-retirement) and all subsequent adjustments of pension levels are accounted for. All values are smoothened info 12-month moving

averages. Grey areas indicate conflict periods.

ness and uncertainty in pension entitlements, mak-
ing it largely a question of timing.

Figure 7 provides an illustiration by tracing the
development of pensions for distinct cohorts of
pensioners compared fo current salary levels, and
based on the same data and assumptions as in
Figure 6. Keeping the benchmark salary (appli-
cable for someone still in service) constant and
distinguishing between cohorts allows for an ap-
preciation of the relafionship between salary and
pension developments, as well as the extent to
which differences in pension levels depend on the
fiming of refirement. Thus, all those entering retire-
ment in the 1990s would start out with a low re-
placement rate, soon to fall to the legal minimum.
Later post-war cohorts were more fortunate, but
with significant variation depending on date of
refirement. Notably, in the decade following the
war, authorities intermittently raised pensions rel-
afive to equivalent salaries, sometimes let them
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slide, and sometimes meticulously matched them.
Only in 2011 - a year marked by veterans’ pro-
tests and political uncertainty linked to the incipient
Arabic Spring - would a decisive break occur:
the lowest pensions regained some of their value,
and henceforth the government would be careful
not to let pension levels drop relative to salaries.
Finally, in the last years of economic crisis and rap-
idly declining real salaries, governments under the
new president Lourenco have clearly aftempted to
dampen the fall of pensions, and particularly those
at the lower end. However, benefit levels remain
highly unequal even for pensioners with compara-
ble professional histories. For example, according
to the simulations in Figure 7, an educated individ-
ual who retired in the late 1990s would current-
ly receive a minimum pension. This is equivalent
to a mere 30% of the current benchmark salary
and approximately equal to the median income
in 2009. In contrast, such an individual who re-



tired a decade later would receive around 80%,
whereas a new retiree would receive 140% (1).
The built-in inequity has been further amplified by
steep income differences between different sec-
tors and education levels, rendering the system as
a whole sharply unequal (see e.g. World Bank,
2018, p. 46).

Nonetheless, for all its arbitrariness, the ben-
eficiaries of the general pension system have re-
mained privileged. Even after the rapid increase
in beneficiaries following the oil-price crisis - the
number of old-age and survivors' pensions under
the general system increased from very low num-
bers in the 1990s to just below 100,000 on the eve
of the oil crisis, then doubling to almost 200,000
in 20212 — they only consfituted around 15% of
the population aged 60 and over. Moreover,
applying almost exclusively to the formal sector
(and the public sector in particular) in a country
dominated by informal and subsistence activities,
pension beneficiaries, disproportionately concen-
frated in the capital province, remain considerably
more well-off and higher educated than the rest of
the population (World Bank, 2023, p. 79).

In the most general sense, these privileges have
been a result of the power of the relatively well-ed-
ucated, largely Luanda-based, public sector em-
ployees for whom the system constituted an es-
sential old-age insurance. Strikes not only posed
the risk of costly interruptions in the critical tertiary
and exfractive sectors, but could expose cracks
in the repressive facade. The nominal generosi-
ty of the system as well as the wildly fluctuating
but generally buoyant salary levels underpinning
it was a reflection of this fact. Yef, compared to
salary levels, effective pension levels were, in the
two first decades, derisory. The technical reason
for the discrepancy has been defailed above; the
political reasons are more difficult to ascertain. If
pensioners for obvious reasons no longer wield
the strike weapon, why the apparent absence of
protests, and why no concerted mobilization from
future beneficiaries2 Notwithstanding the urban
concentration of beneficiaries — in contrast to e.g.

32 According to figures from the World Bank (2018) and
data provided by the Insfituto Nacional de Securanca

Social in Luanda in 2024.
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veferans — the inequality and non-transparency of
the system likely acted against collective action.
With the formal replacement rate of 100% being
largely a chimera, and lacking access to official
records, it would have been difficult to make a co-
herent assessment of what was effectively paid to
whom. The problem was compounded by the ex-
freme variation in pension levels: not only between
those at different ends of the pre-retirement salary
scale, but more drastically so, between cohorts.
Lacking a coherent understanding of the problem,
it was difficult to mobilize for a solution.

Inversely, the sfabilization of pensions relative
to salaries, first in 2004, and then more durably
from 2011 onwards, clearly coincides with periods
of general public discontent and anti-government
protests linked to corruption and lack of social
development. In light of this, renewed attention
to urban pension levels appears to have been a
pre-empfive strategy, seeking fo stem the spread
of protfests to a central yet hitherto quiescent sup-
port group.

Why then, did pension benefit levels start out-
pacing (public) salaries a few years info the fiscal
crisis? One reason would be the need to shield
urban pensioners from the price increases acute-
ly affecting the middle class. However, pensions
were increased across the board, including for the
highest echelons — hardly a cost-effective meth-
od to protect the most vulnerable in times of crisis.
A complementary explanation lies in the pres-
sure exerted by international actors, and the IMF
in particular. For, in order to access the urgently
needed funds offered by the IMF in 2018, the An-
golan government committed to sfrict minimum so-
cial spending targets as an exception to general
austerity (IMF, 2019). While international donors
would certainly have preferred a rapid expansion
of targeted “"pro-poor” programmes (see below)
and inversely criticized further spending on veter-
ans, ordinary pensions had the benefit of being
both acceptable for the IMF and promising do-
mestic political returns.



7. MILITARY PENSIONS

The third major pension system in Angola - and
until recently constituting the single largest compo-
nent of social profection spending (World Bank,
2023, p. 75) - is the designated military pension
system, set up on the eve of the Lusaka Accords in
the mid-1990s (Decreto-Lei 16/94).

The new systfem was parficularly generous, in
several respects. Confributions were identical to
those of the general system, but old-age pensions
were granted already from the age of 55 (instead
of 60), or affer 30 years' service (instead of 35
years); and in the case of death — outside of service
— it provided survivors' pensions af 80% (instead of
70%). Most importantly, however, whereas the gen-
eral system allowed for a disconnect between old-
age pensioners and their still active peers, with of-
ten disastrous consequences for the former, the new
military system made sure fo fie their fortunes tightly
together by using the current salaries of sfill-active
military officers as the basis for calculating pensions
(Decreto 11-1/96). Regardless of the macro-eco-
nomic context and the relafive political atfention
paid to pensions, a retired military officer would re-
ceive a pension equal to 100% of the salary of his
equivalent sfill in service. In addition to increasing
fransparency, it mitigated some of the unreliability
of future benefit levels.

The provision reflected both lessons learnt from
the (dis)functioning of the general pension system
and the specific moral and political status of the
military. It likewise implies that any analysis of mili-
fary pensions over time is above all an analysis of
military salaries and their deferminants. As Figure
8 makes clear, tracing the development of legally
stipulated military remunerations, with mid-ranking
officers represented by the rank of captain (red
line) and their current pensions (black line), this
would mostly be a good thing. The reignition of the
civil war in 1998 and the accompanying hyperin-
flation brought with it growing albeit wildly fluctu-
afing incomes for military officers: mid-ranking of-
ficers fared better overall compared fo the typical
educated civilian employee, traced in Figure 6,
and more to the point, military pensions were kept
afloat. If the top brass had been the major winners

o) 4By Swmemme  socium

rch Center on
CRC 1342 Inequality and Social Policy

of the resumption of the war - the effective "war
bonus” implied a six-fold salary increase for gen-
erals, compared to a doubling for the rest — the
post-war increase equally benefited lower-level
officers and soldiers. For several years, most mil-
itary remunerations were kept perfectly stable af
high but strongly disparate levels according to
rank.** However, with growing oil incomes and in
an apparent effort fo prop up political support, on
the eve of the national elections in 2008, officers’
salaries were suddenly doubled or even fripled.
The increases were considerably larger than the
modest if equally evident pre-election salary in-
creases in the public sector at large or those of
veterans’ pensions (see Figures 5 and 6). The fact
that rank-and-file soldiers — numerically more sig-
nificant and cheaper to "pay-off” — in contrast re-
ceived no equivalent raise, speaks to the special
status of the Angolan officers’ class. Too few to
have a decisive influence on vofing patterns, but
as the key government support group, their loyalty
was nonetheless imperative.

With military pensions pegged to current sal-
aries, retired military officers automatically bene-
fited. Thus in 2008, the average military pension
was approximately ten times higher than the al-
ready quite generous civilian pensions. Accord-
ingly, while representing 20% of pensioners, for-
mer officers received two-thirds of total public ex-
penditure on confributory pensions (World Bank,
2023, p. 75); most of which was paid through the
general budget.*

The lavish pensions of FAA officers constitut-
ed an object of envy for groups claiming to have
been unfairly excluded. Soon after the civil war,
ex-UNITA officers and political representatives
began criticizing the govermnment for breaching
the peace agreement by refusing military pensions
to demobilized officers (Agéncia Lusa, 20040,
2004c). In fact, whether any of the close to 100,000
newly demobilized UNITA soldiers — beyond those
5,000 effectively integrated into the FAA — were
entiled to pensions, and if so, under what system,

33 For example, a general earned almost eight times the
salary of a first sergeant, and twenty times that of a pri-
vate.

34 For beneficiary numbers see Figure 9. Expenditure esfi-

mated from Figure 74 in World Bank (2023, p. 75).



Figure 8. Military pension levels over time
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Note: Inflation-adjusted development of FAA pensions, for selected end-of-career ranks, expressed in multiples of Angolan median income in early 2009.

Author's own calculations based on consecutive legislation published in the Didrio da Republica. Solid lines are old-age pensions, assuming 30 years'

service (100%); dashed lines are survivors’ pensions, assuming death outside of service (80%). Captain represents an approximate median rank among
refired military officers (2008-2024). Privates’ sergeants’ and generals’ salary/pension levels are included for reference. The latter is truncated (reaching

a max of 92x median income in 2008). Grey areas indicate conflict periods.

was far from clear. On the one hand, the original
military pension legislation from 1994 provided for
"extraordinary pensions” to those who “by virtue
of the Peace Agreements for Angola [the large-
ly mute Bicesse Accords of 1991], are registered
with the personnel bodies of the Angolan Armed
Forces” (Lei 16/94 art. 2.1(b) & art. 32). On the
other hand, having seemingly remained a dead
letter, the quesfion of pension entillements was
explicitly excluded from the 2002 demobilization
and reintegration process (Porto & Parsons, 2003,
p. 35). Thus, despite being nominally integrated
info the FAA as part of the demobilization process,
most of the several hundred thousand demobilized
ex-soldiers from each side and subsequent peace
processes, remained excluded.®

35 An unknown number of demobilized FAPLA (MPLA)
commissioned officers is supposed to have been inte-
grated into the military pension system (AllAfrica, 2012).
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In the wake of the veterans’ profests in 2011,
and as military pensions reached extreme levels,
disconfent was brewing. In early 2012, a group
of ex-FAPLA soldiers wrote an open lefter protest-
ing their exclusion from the Social Security Fund
of the FAA (CSS/FAA), while “phantom gener-
als”, businessmen, and political figures who “were
never military personnel of the MPLA, UNITA, or
FNLA", were paid generous benefits (Maka An-
gola, 2012¢). When the organizers of a planned
protest were violently assaulted a few months lat-
er, it sparked an outpouring which would seriously
unsettle the regime. On 7 June 2012, three months
before the national elections, around 3,000 de-
mobilized predominantly FAPLA soldiers marched
towards the Minisiry of Defence in Luanda. The
numbers alone were remarkable in a confext
where the slightest public protest could be lethally
repressed. The ensuing dynamic is equally illus-
frafive of the potential power of ex-soldiers: hav-
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ing fought their way through water cannons and
several lines of heavily armed presidential guards
and riot police, the unarmed and mostly elderly
protesters halted in front of the ministry and start-
ed singing old MPLA war chants (Maka Angola,
2012a). Face-to-face with younger colleagues
and within shouting distance of the generals on
whose orders they had once risked their lives, the
deeper message was loud and clear: with little re-
spect for guns but a cleaner patriofic resumé than
most, their demand for basic social protection
could not simply be swept aside.*®

In the following weeks, a series of violent clash-
es and altercations between demobilized soldiers
and representatives of the military establishment
ensued. However, with a combination of individ-
ualized one-off payments, playing the different
ex-military groups off against each other, and
targeted repression, the government eventually
subdued the protests before they could grow info
a coordinated, cross-partisan movement (Maka
Angola, 2012b, 2012d).

The relative privilege of refired military officers
would decline in the years to come, as inflation
ate away the previous extravagant pension rais-
es and as civilian pensions became increasingly
buoyant. The imputed military—civil pensions level
ratio shrank from 10:1 in 2008, to 3:1 in 2013 and
2:1 in 2019.¥ Yet, compared to those leff out, the
gulf remained insurmountable.

In contrast to the veterans' pensions - easily
extended and a cheap sedative for disgruntled
and disadvantaged groups - the regime had no
interest in opening the doors to the military pension
system. Backed by the associations for the demo-
bilized, the government claimed to be processing
thousands of requests on an individual basis (Rede

36 Asrecounted by a journalist: “One former soldier stood
his ground while the police advanced and screamed
that he lost his fear when a landmine blew his limb away
during the war. "We defended your power, thieves!” he
exclaimed.” (Maka Angola, 2012a).

37 Antigos combatentes, in contrast, lost out relative fo
general pensions: decreasing from around half the
average in 2013 to one-third in 2019, while keeping
stable at a ratio of around 1:5.5 compared to military
pensions. Estimations based on number of beneficiaries
(Figure 9) and approximative expenditure figures from

the World Bank (2023, p. 75).
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Angola, 2015). But litfle came of it. Far from includ-
ing those previously excluded, as can be seen
from Figure 9, the hitherto rapidly expanding num-
ber of military pension beneficiaries subsequent-
ly stagnated. If the officer class were reluctant to
share their privileges under the oil-drenched lar-
gesse of the dos Santos era, they were unlikely
to extend a hand under the new frugal leadership
of lourenco, who already in 2016 had initiated
a process fo root out the “ghosts” from the regis-
ters.*® The calls for solidarity from elderly demobi-
lized soldiers from all sides towards “the generals”
on the inside confinued to emerge from fime fo
time (Voice of America, 2022), but remain unan-
swered. The stance has not saved the officers from
crisis-induced austerity, but at least unfil now, they
have avoided the drasfic purges experienced by
other beneficiary groups (Figure 9).

In sum, the exceptionally privileged situation
for retired military officers is a direct result of the
central position of the (active) officers’ class within
the Angola power structure whose self-interest nof
only worked towards keeping salaries high, but
also to maintaining (their future) pensions pegged
at parity. Yet if self-interest implied solidarity with
their older peers, it equally dictated the exclusion
of their former, now-demobilized comrades-in-
arms.*? Once again, privileged benefitlevels were
premised on carefully circumscribed inclusion.

Lacking material and organizational leverage,
demobilized soldiers and their families had little
chance of receiving permanent social benefits.
What they could redlisfically hope for were the
one-off reintegration benefits promised to them as
part of the peace agreements. Mere scraps from
the officers’ table, but potentially decisive for en-
suring a livelihood after years out in the bush. But
even that, they had to fight for.

38 This led to a brief decline of around 5% in the number of
beneficiaries.

39 As emphasized by a high-ranking military officer work-
ing in the Angolan state administration, there is a clear
social distinction between on the one hand the demo-
bilized, who as the term ex-military implies, lose their
military status, and refired military officers, who formally
retain their rank and membership in the military corps
(private conversation, Ministry of Defence, December

2023).



Figure 9. Pension beneficiaries across programmes
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8. SUPPORT TO DEMOBILIZED SOLDIERS

At the end of the civil war, Angola had an esti-
mated 400,000 ex-soldiers who could claim the
right to special assistance. But who were they, and
what were their entiflements?

Before the ultimate government victory in
2002, Angola experienced two failed peace
processes, accompanied by equally unsuccessful
demobilization processes. While a central feature
of the Bicesse Accords of 1991 was the creation
of a much-reduced, unified Angolan army (FAA),
it lacked any detailed provisions regulating the
demobilization of the 150,000 then-to-be redun-
dant fighters — let alone their social reintegrafion
(UNSC, 1991). Despite a fight timetable, it took six
months before a body charged with reintegration
support was established (Porto, Alden, & Parsons,
2007, p. 41). In addition to paying salary arrears
at demobilization, the government planned to
grant a cash allowance equivalent to the current
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military salary for one year - 12,000 Kz for sol-
diers, 166,000 Kz for officers®® - reduced to 75%
for the following year, together with additional
payments linked to service time, payable upon re-
turn to their villages (Porto et al., 2007, pp. xiii, 62).
These were substantial sums, but nonetheless low
compared to those provided in other post-conflict
countries, and moreover exceptionally skewed to-
wards the politically sensitive officer class (World
Bank, 1993, pp. 59-65). In addition to a climate
of distrust at the elite level, this contributed to the
low demobilization rates. For an ordinary soldier,
the uncertain prospect of geting a “pathefically
small gratuity” — as expressed by the head of the
UN mission (Anstee, 1996, p. 52) - and a sever-
ance payment soon fo be eaten up by inflation,
did not compensate for the deplorable conditions
of the demobilization camps. Thousands deserted

40 This can be compared with the pension paid to anfigo
combatentes which was increased from 4,000 Kz to

131,000 Kz in mid-May 1992.
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or failed to report in the first place. After a year,
a mere 20,000, mostly government soldiers, had
been officially discharged (UNAVEM II, 1992b, p.
6). Notwithstanding a belated acceleration of the
demobilization process, its incompleteness not only
directly confributed to the resumption of the war
a few months later, but also meant that thousands
of ex-soldiers [UNAVEM I, 1992q, p. 13) lacked
documentation fo back up future entilements.

After two years of fighting, the 1994 Lusaka
Protocols represented a renewed attempt at im-
plementing the Bicesse Accords. This time, an ex-
tended timeframe and international involvement
provided more favourable circumstances. With
UNITA forces constituting the initial focus of the
demobilization process, it would take one year
before the quartering process started (late 1995),
another year to complete it (late 1996); and sev-
eral additional months before demobilization
could begin (IOM, 1997 p. 6). Once under way,
each soldier received demobilization kits includ-
ing three months’ food provisions and a reintegra-
fion kit containing basic construction, agriculture,
and household materiel, supplied by international
donors (IOM, 1997 p. 38). Reintegration grants®
equal to one year's salary were provided, al-
though with considerable difficulty, by the newly
established Angolan reintegration agency IRSEM
(IOM, 1997 p. 29). In addition, over 10,000
ex-soldiers were classified as Military War Dis-
abled (UCAH, 1996, 1997), in principle entitling
them to immediate disability benefits under the
new military pension system.*” Whereas fens of
thousands went AWOL, close to 50,000 ex-UNI-
TA soldiers eventually received their ID cards prov-
ing their demobilized status before the peace yet
again broke down in late 1998 (UCAH, 1998).4

However, to speed up the process it was de-
cided to skip the step of formally infegrating them
info the FAA before being discharged (IOM,
1997, p. 4), thus complicating any future inclu-
sion info the military pension system.** In addition,

41 Subsidio Especial de Apoio & Reintegracao (SEAR)

42 See Resolucdo 11 /906, of 8 August 19906.

43 Inthe end, the FAA never demobilized a single soldier.

44 The legal framework for the demobilization and reinte-
gration process under the Lusaka Protocol (Resoluc@o
11/906) contained a detailed exposition of the long-
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the envisioned post-demobilization “national so-
cial reintegration programme” hardly got off the
ground due to the deteriorating security situation.

When UNITA was ultimately defeated in ear-
ly 2002, the cards were all in the hands of the
govermnment. The updated peace agreement (Lu-
ena Memorandum) envisioned demobilization
and social reintegration to be completed within
a year. The government acted quickly: in mid-
2002 85,000 ex-UNITA soldiers and 280,000
dependants had been quartered. Demobiliza-
fion entitled ex-soldiers to five months" salary as
a “contingency subsidy”, a tfravel grant, and a re-
setflement kit, received, this time, after having been
"administratively absorbed” into the FAA (Porto &
Parsons, 2003, pp. 21, 36). In early 2003 most of
the 100,000 ex-soldiers had been formally and
effectively demobilized.

If this time around, the govermnment showed
exceptional rigour in pushing the demobilization
process forward,*® the commitment to long-term
reinfegration was wavering. Already in mid-
2002, a UN report expressed concerns about a
lack of both domestic capacity and polifical will
(Gambari, 2002, p. 9). A World Bank project in
support of IRSEM was launched fo solve capacity
problems (World Bank, 2009). However, reinte-
gration of what now amounted to up to 250,000
ex-soldiers, including those from previous peace
processes, would not start until early 2004. More-
over, progress was slow. In response to UNITA
criticism, dos Santos promised to speed up reinte-
gration (Vines, Oruitemeka, & Oruitemeka, 2008,
p. 255). A steady stream of new reintegration
projects, typically involving vocational fraining, mi-
cro-credifs, or provision of agricultural machinery
and implemented locally by international NGOs

term social benefits to which different categories of de-
mobilized soldiers could be entitled. In contrast to the
Bicesse Accords, which envisioned disabled ex-soldiers
- but only those - being absorbed into the veterans’
pension sysfem, this time around both the disabled and
non-disabled would be covered by the provisions of
the newly established military pension system — on the
crifical condition of first being integrated into the FAA in
order fo then be duly discharged.

45 |t should be noted, however, that only a few hundred
soldiers on the government side, out of an envisioned

33,000, were ever demobilized.



Figure 10. Ex-soldiers reintegrated by year
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were announced. However, the pace was woeful-
ly insufficient. Data provided by IRSEM, plotted in
Figure 10, shows that between 2004 and 2008,
on average just over 11,000 beneficiaries were
officially reintegrated each year. As international
involvement gradually wound down, the pace
dropped further. What eventually spurred the gov-
ernment info action was the eruption of the 2012
profests, defailed above. For while the govern-
ment kept the door to military pensions firmly shut
for most of the demobilized, it clearly recognized
the problem of having tens of thousands of poor
and disgruntled ex-soldiers gathering in provincial
capitals. In contrast to pensions, reintegration sup-
port held the promise of a quick fix without long-
term material commitment. Thus, in the following
year, the number of beneficiaries multiplied by fen.

Important as it was for those now receiving
vocational training and materials, the fervour
would not last. As oil prices plummeted, so did
reintegration rafes. In 2016 reintegration was at
a virtual standstill; proving, if needed, the fiscal
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utility of programmes that bypass individual long-
term entiflements. From representing around 3%
of government social transfers in 2013, spending
on reintegration declined to next to nothing.*® But
with the fiscal crisis deepening, what to do with
the 80,000 registered ex-soldiers still awaiting re-
integration2 While the process appeared to gain
momentum again in 2020, the funds largely by-
passed the responsible agency, IRSEM. Instead,
it relied on a new “presidential initiative” that
distributed fractors to collective farms as well as
lump-sum transfers to municipality administrations
under the new “Integrated Programme for Local
Development and Combating Poverty” (PIDLCP).
Despite its name, echoing donor priorities, 70% of
its beneficiaries were fo be ex-soldiers.*” Proceed-
ing through ad hoc programmes, as the director
of IRSEM noted, increased the risk of ineligible in-

46 Based on World Bank (2018 p. 145) and the Angolan
Ministry of Finance budget execution figures.
47 Decreto Presidencial 140,/18 of 6 June 2018, art. /7.
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dividuals receiving reintegration support (Ver An-
gola, 2021). Simultaneously, IRSEM was charged
with launching a revision of ifs registers, aiming fo
locate and verify all remaining ex-soldiers (Jornal
de Angola, 2021). As it transpired, out of the now
70,000 left on the rolls, only 5,000 remained af-
ter the revision. Part of the discrepancy certainly
stemmed from duplicate enfries and ex-soldiers
having passed away since demobilization; others
would simply have given up on claiming their ben-
efits. Irespectively, it finally allowed the govern-
ment to close the books on a three decades long
reintegration process.

The predicament of demobilized soldiers was
in the first instance shaped by the complex dynam-
ics of a destructive and infractable civil war. In the
first precarious rounds of peace, neither side had
any urgency to effectively demobilize and reinte-
grate its own soldiers; leaving tens of thousands
in a legal-administrative limbo. After the victory in
2002, the virtual annihilation of the UNITA military
structure meant that the government no longer had
any compelling reason to pay atfention to them.
Neither did the ex-soldiers have much material or
normative leverage fo exercise.

First, in contrast to military or civilian old-age pen-
sioners, demobilized soldiers lacked an active peer
group on whose self-inferest they could rely. Their key
characteristics were that they were no longer neither
useful nor acutely threatening fo the regime.

Second, in contrast to the antigos combatentes,
whose honourable merits had been carefully
crafted to be politically unproblematic - recalling
a poinf of common cause and national agency
before the fratricidal split — the official narrative of
the civil war was more ambiguous. While the re-
gime generally refrained from vilifying ex-soldiers
on either side, neither did it wish to turn them into
heroes. The civil war was framed as an unforfu-
nate sidetrack of history, a calamity where every-
one was more or less a victim of circumstances
(Schubert, 2017). Thus, whereas material rewards
fo antigo combatentes reinforced the regime nar-
rative of Angolan unity, compensation fo civil war
ex-soldiers could inversely raise sensitive questions
about a chapter best forgotten.*®

48 ltis telling that the lobby of the ISSFAA (responsible for
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Third, demobilized ex-soldiers were organiza-
tionally weak. In a political context already hos-
file to independent associations, the regime did its
best to frame demands from ex-soldiers in parti-
san terms, which could accordingly be dismissed.
Moreover, lacking any political precedent for en-
filement or even a clear definition of their group
status,*” they lacked a natural and unified list of
demands. When the game reached its peak in
2012, demonstrators placed their stakes on the
grand prize of military pensions, and lost.

Q. ENTER THE POOR?

For decades, social policy in Angola was directed
towards a distinct set of groups on whose active
services, or acquiescence, the government de-
pended. Those on whom the government did not
actively rely — materially or otherwise — but could
nonetheless cause trouble (demobilized soldiers),
received one-off benefits when necessary. Enti-
flements did not arise simply from being poor (in
effect, quite on the contrary). Apart from compar-
atively low social spending, this bias constituted
a main point of critique from infernational actors,
and continued to impede the professed aim of so-
cial development and redistribution.

It was certainly never out of a lack of pro-
grammes: in 2018, the World Bank identified 28
acflive social assistance programmes, in principle
providing publicly financed support to vulnerable
and poor individuals and communities. Yet al-
most all spending went to programmes to support
ex-soldiers and antigos combatentes, to demining
inifiatives, or for higher education grants. Most

military pensions; successor to CSS/FAA) is decorat-
ed with portrait photographs of the three rebel leaders
(Holden Roberto, Agostinho Neto, and Jonas Savimbi)
taken in the mid-1970s, before the civil war [personal
observation, December 2023).

49 In a 2023 Opuais article reporting about ex-soldiers be-
ing denied integration into the military or veterans’ pen-
sion system, the problem of vague group definitions is
captured by an ex-FALA soldier: “We've already gone
to the Veterans” Office, but they told us that the matter
wasn't handled by them, that they only deal with veter-
ans. So what are we, after all2” (Opais, 2023).



other programmes, be it the provision of school
meals or support fo rural women, represented well
below 1% of an already minimal social assistance
budget and were subject fo extreme year-on-year
fluctuations (World Bank, 2018 Annex 6).
However, in the last decade, an incipient gen-
eral social assistance system has been develop-
ing, starting with the Kikuia Card launched in 2014
in response fo the economic crisis (World Bank,
2018, pp. 60-61). In 2020 it was superseded by
the considerably more ambitious Kwenda pro-
gramme, providing direct cash fransfers to sever-
al hundred thousand families, based on munici-
pal-level poverty assessments (World Bank, 2023,
p. 82). Benefits were limited to one year, and af
a level of 8,500 Kz per month and family, later
increased to 11,000 Kz, it was considerably lower
than a veteran’s pensions (23,200 Kz at the time);
or the minimum general pension (33,600 Kz). But
with more than 1.5 million poor and mostly rural
families having benefited to date (FAS, 2025),
it has had both a wider and better targeted im-
pact than any of the esfablished social transfers
systems. At a total cost many times lower than
that of ill-targeted fuel subsidies, it represented a
cost-effective means fo start realizing the promise
of a betfer redistribution of national resources. For
the first time, Angola’s rural poor, hitherto ignored
by the centre, would receive something tangible
to directly improve their lot. Yet it is clear that the
programme did not emerge from successful mobi-
lization from below. The inifiative only came after
decades of international pressure, at a moment
when the government was finally forced to toe the
line in order to access much needed external fi-
nancing. Indeed, with the USD 3.7 bn Extended
Arrangement signed in late 2018, the IMF could
put force behind ifs long-held demands: remove
fuel subsidies, increase social spending, and far-
get it to the poor (IMF, 2019). Moreover, a World
Bank loan stood for more than three quarters of
the direct funding in the first four years of the Kikuia
programme (World Bank, 2023, p. 82). While the
programme has been subsequently extended (sill
ongoing at the fime of writing), the government has
been slow to put up its side of the funding (IMF,
2025fn. 11), and its durability remains uncertain.
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10. CoNcLUsION

Throughout the post-civil war period, numerous
actors have repeatedly pointed to the feeble and
lopsided social spending in Angola; an observa-
fion that can neither be explained by a lack of state
capacity nor fiscal resources. By mapping the com-
parative development of the major social profection
systems since independence, and situating it with-
in the politico-economical context, this study has
sought fo present a first, comprehensive account of
the politics of social protection in Angola.

Four periods can be distinguished: first, the
Cold War period, when social fransfers were
focused on the deserving liberation fighters; sec-
ond, the 1990s, marked by the abandonment of
state socialism, transition in and out of war, and
severe inflation, when incipient confributory pen-
sion systems were established; third, the post-civil
war phase, when the oil boom fuelled a vertigi-
nous rise in pension benefits, above all to the of-
ficer class; and the final post-2014 period of fis-
cal crisis, characterized by retrenchment of both
benefit levels and coverage. Notwithstanding a
recent, fentafive shift in attenfion towards poorer
and previously uncovered groups, four decades
of social policy developments have resulted in an
atrophied social protection system characterized
by a plethora of mostly minor programmes — rang-
ing from costly university subsidies to the rich to
miniscule breast-feeding allowances to the poor
— but dominated by the pension system targeting
a minority of the old and the deserving.

Throughout the last decades, however, several
enduring features are evident, each confributing
to the peculiar, often extreme, character of the An-
golan social profection system. Notably, from the
1990s onwards, the distribution of social benefits
has been marked by an extreme inequality. To
some extent a reflection of a society of insiders
and outsiders, and of sharp wage differences, the
system of social transfers has in several ways am-
plified rather than dampened existing inequalities.
The narrow coverage, which with the exception of
veterans caters to a small, urban middle class, and
an even smaller military elite, has created a gulf
between those on the inside and those excluded.
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But also for those on the inside, enjoying the priv-
ileges of sfate benefits, the differences are vast.
First, because of inequities produced within the
systems: original wage inequalities have been ex-
acerbated by divergence between cohorts (gen-
eral pension system); ad hoc perks provide ad-
ditional benefits de facto only accessible for the
elite (veterans system). Second, and most strikingly
so, because of the extreme difference in benefits
levels between the different systems, starting with
the officer class on top, and ending with the ru-
ral poor at the bottom. But it is not only the scope
and levels of benefits that differs between benefi-
ciary groups. As emphasized by previous studies,
the problem of credible commitment appears as
a maijor structuring factor in the bargaining game
over social benefits. Indeed, there is a clear hi-
erarchy with regards to the reliability of access
to future benefits, as well as their level and dura-
fion. The pensions of refired military officers are
not only high but securely pegged to the salaries
of the most powerful group in society. Veterans,
who likewise enjoy life-long security in theory, in
contrast, have litfle certainty over their long-term
benefit levels, nor their de facto access to entitle-
ments. Further down, demobilized soldiers retain
an individualized right to limited benefits, but are
denied long-term security, and have litlle certainty
of its content and timing. For those at the end of the
social hierarchy, the rural poor, de facto access to
benefits is uncertain (and unlikely), strictly limited in
fime, and lacks any basis in individual entitlement.

At the most general level, war, oil, and autoc-
racy have all confributed to shape the system. The
anti-colonial struggle and the ensuing civil war
shaped the primary social categories and their re-
spective leverage, making military experience and
rank — arguably more so than adherence to either
side in the war - a primary structuring dimension
in the bargain for benefits. Oil rents have sustained
periodic largesse but also made long-term com-
mitments costly, rendering reliability of benefits a
salient variable and, effectively, a privilege of the
elite. The political incentives of (competitive) auto-
crafic rule have favoured narrow social protection
schemes and discrefionary benefits. While social
benefits have been mobilized to ensure the stabili-
ty of the system, not least in election periods, it has
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targeted key support groups (or frouble-makers)
rather than wider electoral strata.

The outcome is a social protection system with
narrow coverage, sharp differences in scope of
benefits, and general but variable uncertainty of
future entitlements.

These enduring features of the Angolan social
profection system also highlights that “social pro-
tection” is in fact an evident misnomer. Protection
in the sense of providing insurance from (future)
risk has decidedly not been a guiding principle
of the system. Instead, it has served the principles
of compensation (veferans), reward (military of-
ficers), and pacification (urban pensions, ex-sol-
diers, and peripheral populations); all of it under-
pinned by the general logic of keeping a narrow
group of crifical supporters loyal, and outsiders
calm, while preserving governmental discretion
over future fiscal resources.

The absence of any insurance logic also helps
explain variation over time: rather than being ex-
panded in times of war-induced need or econom-
ic crisis, it has largely followed the availability of
resources — and the precarity of the political situa-
tion. Moreover, the relative fortunes of beneficia-
ry groups have varied over time, not because of
need, but because of their status, resources, and
mobilizing capacity. In the short term, retired mil-
itary officers were particularly rewarded in con-
junction with war and elections; public servants
when they used the strike weapon; and veterans
and ex-soldiers when they manifested their capac-
ity for concerted mobilization. Yet over the long
term, the comparative development of social ben-
efits also reflects a sfructural shift within the “win-
ning codlition”: the inifially privileged position of
veferans was taken over by the military officers in
the 1990s and during the post-war boom:; their
position is now in turn slowly being rivalled by the
educated middle class. However, despite internal
rearrangements, the basic winning coalition has
remained virtually unchanged. In the absence of
any insurance logic, this has likewise kept “social
protection” a privilege of the few and the promise
of redisfribution moot.

In recent years, however, there have been signs
of a possible shift in the making. Aligning with prin-
ciples of fiscal prudency and poverty alleviation,



as promoted by infernational creditors, beneficiary
rolls have been drastically “cleaned up” and social
assistance extended fo previously ignored groups.
Whether the apparent shiff is solely driven by in-
ternational pressure, in which case it is likely to be
abandoned if and when the next oil boom arrives,
or additionally driven by a change in domestic poli-
fics, remains a critical but hitherto unanswered ques-
fion. With the specire of renewed civil war reced-
ing and the MPLA tainted by decades of corruption
and unkept promises, the population, staring with
the urban middle classes, has begun to question
previous poliical loyalties. In this context, the MPLA
leadership may well seek to build a real popular
support base - something that would necessitate
acting on the demands of the poor majority.
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