The plight of the poorest continent continues to cause us all to ask questions as to why Africa and its citizens are so poor. What follows is a personal attempt to address what might be the underlying issues – not all are necessarily easy to accept.
Africa - a personal analysis

For those charged with the responsibility of teaching young Africans the realities of the world in which they live it must be a difficult exercise to know where to start from. In this short piece I attempt to put down some 'markers' as to why the poorest of the continents finds itself in such a position.

Whatever ones political persuasion or interpretation of history certain facts seem to be universally accepted as having contributed to the current status of the majority of Africa's economies. These are:


* poor government


* the speed at which the colonial powers deserted their territories


* lack of access to technology


* inadequate education of the majority of their populations


* difficult climates in which to live and work


* highly questionable advice from generations of 'so called' experts


* poverty, hunger and disease


* increasing populations 


* ethnic divisions that cause overlaps in cultures across more than one nation state

It is therefore not surprising to discover that a journey through the statistics allows one to note that GDP growth has seldom kept up with population growth and that in many countries people are poorer than they were twenty, or even thirty years ago.

The initial euphoria of post colonial days may also have contained some inaccurate analysis. Growth figures looked to be encouraging in many of the former colonial states but then very few of us thought to discount the numbers to allow for the increase in urbanised population who in turn recorded a greater volume of monetised transactions.  

At independence much was hoped for and yet today so little has been delivered - why? 
Well, an expanding population needs feeding and that puts pressure on administrators, most of whom are located in cities, to try and increase yields in the agricultural sector. However well-meaning many of the schemes designed to build high outputs were the majority seem to have offered low prices and a lack of crop flexibility to farmers. They in turn held back on expansion, or in many cases ceased to grow cash crops. Those living in cities grew accustomed to tastes that could not be satisfied by the indigenous farming sector. Put these two trends together and one has a situation where too little food was grown and, for some, it was of the wrong type. Imports of food rose, costing valuable foreign exchange and threatening any stability that was apparent within the balance of payments. When gaps appeared in food markets they tended to be filled by imports from countries with grain surpluses. In Africa's case as domestic output fell so imports of US grown grains increased. Import dependency increased and within each successive generation fewer stayed on the land. Tastes widened, especially amongst the urban elite and within this widening of food demand was an increase in the demand for meat, which put even more pressure on grain crops to be allocated to animal rearing. Another problem that arose during the 1970's and 80's was the move to marginal lands. These seldom produced high yields and their owners were left to drift into the slums that grew around many of the continent's cities. In economies where few of those with the right to vote really appreciated what had happened to their economies the need for mismanagement to be addressed was much less than it would have been in the US or northern Europe. Those who were literate and had the financial resources started to move away. Some went to be educated and never returned to utilise their talents within the domestic economy, whilst others left to work for large organisations based in the US and northern Europe.
Farmers were not fools and they knew how to manage resources. Some of their practices might not have fitted into modern textbooks but they had the experience to manage valuable resources with skill. With poor incentives, lack of returns and blatant corruption it was not surprising to discover that strains appeared between what the planners would have liked to have seen and what the practitioners felt able and willing to deliver. In rural areas family size tended to remain stubbornly high but then the need for cheap labour was an enormous factor. As gathering wood and water became a more and more time consuming job so the use of child labour remained an essential part of any farmers planning. We cannot ignore the part virility and male vanity played in family size and the inability of many African women to control their own bodies and how they used them made them vulnerable to such diseases as HIV/Aids. 

Looking back to the days immediately after independence few would argue with the statement that ' the gap between expectation and realisation was mainly caused by unpreparedness’. Few, if any, of those charged with the responsibilities of government had experience of the challenges they would confront. To the seats of power they brought with them kinship networks and client loyalties that, to this day make it almost impossible to work through a day as a minister or senior civil servant without receiving deputations of 'relatives' or other interest groups. In those countries were a war of independence had been fought the level of expectation generated by the struggle was so great that no self-respecting government could have delivered all that was hoped for. Elsewhere, fragmentation, tribal conflicts, religious divides and the corruption that accompanied these 'divisions' within what were the creation of Victorian cartographers  led to civil wars, coups and a lack of consistency in government. 

In too many African countries those in power soon became the richest people in the land. Around them they built an army of civil servant and public officials who owed their own elevation to the middle classes to their continued loyalty to the Presidential entourage. Money flowed out of the continent in huge amounts e.g. Zaire. The ousting of one strong man led to him being replaced by another. The result of this greed was falls in real values of exports (partly the fault of trade tariffs in the developed world), declines in the standard of public goods such as roads, schools and hospitals and a total lack of trust in the democratic process to deal fairly with the masses. 

In short Africa had the unenviable image of hope and hopelessness, courage and despair. Somehow, amidst all the squalor the people manage to cope, survive, breed and die. For those of us 'looking from afar' all we could was offer programmes of assistance or adjustment. 
So, how does one conclude such an analysis? It would be easy to say that billions of dollars have been sent and spent on the continent and that some success stories can be found. But in reality the problems of the continent do, in my opinion, go deeper than those that money alone can solve. We have to remember that clocks can go both backwards as well as forwards. It took Europe many centuries to achieve the level of government it now has and as 'Brussels watchers' will tell you corruption is not reserved for Africa. So, what might have to be done? - 

Which way forward?

I was educated in the post Keynes era and received the wisdom of those who saw benevolent state intervention as the best way to develop a rational and more equitable economy. As the years have passed so I have seen heavy manufacturing migrate to low cost but high quality economies and have been made more aware of the reality of the law of comparative advantage. To this I have needed to add its more contemporary cousin, competitive advantage. The 'market' has become the one true way to economic and presumably social salvation. State-owned enterprises, including some in the public good sector have been outlawed as providers of over employment, inefficiency, non market prices and corruption. In countless economies a move has taken place to privatise once state-owned industries and de-regulate markets. The IMF, World Bank and even the EU have been seen to preach the doctrine of the free market and so it seems sensible for the poorest countries in the world to address their problems with at least a look at how free markets might reduce the poverty and chronic waste of life that is such a constant feature of the majority of nations that make up the continent.

Whilst looking at how de-regulated markets, the part private provision of what was once the domain of the state, we must not lose sight of an old, yet relevant fact of economic life - how do we deliver equity with excellence?

Globalisation is also a topic that needs to be addressed. For those who gather to demonstrate against it they see the forces of global capitalism as taking far more than they ever give back or leave in the poorest countries of the world. Though I too fear some of what is contained within the globalisation revolution I am also reading with interest the work of the young Swedish writer – Johan Norberg. He argues with passion and considerable weight of evidence the positives of mass capitalism. I would recommend anyone interested in seeking possible solutions to the waste of resources that is such a visible factor in Africa to at least read what he has written.

Which way will Africa turn? Will it build forms of social markets that ultimately aim to provide a ‘welfare net’ for the most vulnerable? Will it return to what some refer to as 'the survival of the fittest'? Or will the next generation of thinkers manage to chart a route through the enormity of what the continent faces by creating a new balance of private enterprise and public provision of those goods and services, which for many are an essential platform of any caring society? How will some of the world's poorest countries:


* increase their domestic savings ratios


* promote domestic-led investment


* encourage foreign direct investment


* develop value-adding industries 


* introduce high value added service industries


* ensure that the majority share in the wealth created – will they be able to increase spending on human capital investment, social welfare spending and other investments that develop a fabric within ‘society’ that future generations can feel proud of?
.

