British Council Lecture

Distinguished guests – good evening. 

Me sef are gladie for to be na yer. 

It is always a privilege to be in what I feel is my second home

So, let me thank Rajiv Bendre for asking me to participate in the Jubilee Celebrations of the British Council. 

To be here this evening is an enormous honour and one of which I am immensely proud. 

Please sit back, relax and get ready for what for some will be a journey back to a gentler time when some much seemed possible.

I make no apology that the first and second parts of my talk will concentrate mostly on unashamed nostalgia.

You see I first landed at Lungi in early September 1971 and in anyone’s life 32 years is a long time. 

I did not walk again on SL soil until March 1991 and I returned once more in August 2001.

Much had changed but I still recognised many of the features and characteristics that have made me so fond of this beautiful country.

So, let’s cast our collective memories back some years.

You look at a child of the 60’s. The Beatles and all the changes that my parents had to confront are clearly illustrated in this son (literally) of Liverpool - it must have been a confusing time for them, yet they supported me through all those new experiences. 

Alas, I never had the opportunity to say thank you to them, so part of this evening is dedicated to them and the support they gave me.

 I was the first person on either side of my family to set foot in a university. It was to open my eyes to an entirely new and challenging world.

 As some of you may have read in the articles I wrote after my last visit my generation had the following characteristics:

· Free in spirit and some may say lacking in responsibility

· Possessed of almost unrealistic idealism

· rebellious – though we always thought it was in a constructive way

· had money in their pockets

It was against this background that a young man (me) first walked up the steps of The British Council here at the top of Tower Hill. In less than 36 hours (the plane stopped overnight in Las Palmas in those days) I had left the security of a small, working class home in Kingston (suburban London) and landed here in Africa.

My only previous experience of being in a foreign country was in Belgium on our only ‘continental’ family holiday. So I was not accustomed to warm temperatures and the changes in life styles that this imposes. 

Neither had my education prepared me for what I was about to live and work in. 

My teachers, many of whom had been the sons of Edwardian and possibly Victorian parents had forgotten to tell me about the era of history now known as Colonialism. 

I knew about ancient battles, the capital cities of the world and of Dickens and Shakespeare but no one had prepared me for what I saw on the bus journey from Lungi to Tagrin.

I passed through all human emotions.  It was probably the most influential journey of my life. It was to change the way I viewed the interactions of the different people who live on this planet.

The contrast was made all the more obvious when I was escorted into the Paramount Hotel, up to the British Council and then to Ted’s house (Ted was the Manager of the CMS Bookshop) in Lower Savage Square just off Fourah Bay Road – my home for the next 20 months! That night I dined with the Auditors of the Ports Authority!

Later, I was privileged to meet with Professor Cox George and others on Mount Aureol and read works such as ‘Finance and Development in West Africa’. Our discussions allowed me to become more aware of the legacies, both good and bad that my forefathers had left behind them. 

When I attended SOAS (University of London) I would read Philip Curtin’s history of slavery and other works on the brutality of the first forms of global trade. When I next returned to Freetown I made a point of going to Government Wharf and the steps and just sitting there and thinking. Walter Rodney would influence me, as would Coleman, Oliver and more recently Joe Allie and a new generation of African commentators.

But, as I said in my introduction this first part of the talk will be reflective and not laden with comment and analysis.

So, how did I come to be here? 

College friends and I had not seen much in the job market of the early 1970’s that really interested us. Each of us had entered each other for jobs we felt certain they would not accept.

 This had led to my withdrawal from Mons Officer School – even if you have only just set eyes on me I can assure you that I was never Officer material! I had been ‘entered’ via a form I had NOT filled in, interviewed and sent a rail voucher for the train to Aldershot. So, I wrote a polite letter declining their invitation.

Another friend had spoken of his desire to be a VSO. His father had been the Reynolds’s News correspondent in South Africa but had resigned in protest against apartheid and was now in the British Embassy in Togo. 

But back to VSO - this was a term I was not familiar with – so I set to work to find out what it was. On reading the handbook I found that I was strangely drawn to such an organisation. I applied, was interviewed and accepted and told that I would be going to Bombay. 

However, some weeks later I was told to report to a teacher training college in Tottenham, North London for the VSO Briefing Course for Sierra Leone. My Dad loved the idea for it was the first part of Africa he had set foot on and as he was pleased my Mother was happy!  I sometimes reflect on their reactions and think of what became of that gentler and more predictable age? 

The VSO briefing course was quite interesting, especially the sessions given by David Dalby and AK Turay. Late in one of the less part of the course I asked who Patricia Foster was – she was another volunteer who had caught my eye - this year we celebrate 30 years of marriage.

Apart from that we looked at the slides of the then Director of the British Council. Received a lecture from Peter Mitchell who had worked in the Geography Department of FBC and was then helping to build the West African Studies Department at the University of Birmingham into a highly respected centre for studying this region of the world. 

In fairness I don’t know what else they could have told us but a majority left with very little knowledge of this beautiful country. With a blissful air of innocence we arrived at Gatwick and looked for the British Caledonian flight.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------

So, it’s September 1971 and here I was sent to work at the Ports Authority, then the largest single employer in the public sector.

I would meet and work with such personalities as – Captain and Mrs Macauley, Musa King, Dalton Clarke, Jimmy Mears, The Harbour Master and others, including my good friend Mr Musa James and Brain Ogley. My first task was to evaluate the Stores and Stock Control methods before being asked to analyse our connections with Crown Agents. I also started my friendship with Pa Sam Bangura, my steward, teacher and philosopher.

All of those I worked with and for taught so much and were kind, considerate and patient with one who must have been rather trying at time! To those here tonight thank you very much.

It was an exciting time to be part of this country. Confidence flowed through the veins of all I met and worked with. At the port we received the new Ferries and tugs. Started the Statistics Department, introduced planning procedures into the Harbour Masters office and I was also fortunate to be asked to work on some of the early work for the UNDP Plan.  

Many of those I met had such of dynamism and could see clear goals to be achieved. 

I was fortunate to meet many stimulating individuals. I remember fondly those such as G Williams, John Tucker, Prof. Eldred Jones and one brief meeting with Dr Davidson Nicol.  

Outside of work I co-wrote Makallay, which we performed here in March 1973. I just wonder where all the girls are now?

 I wonder if any of the girls are here tonight? If so, it would be nice to share memories of Sister Theresa, or Father Beer. We raised Le1500 in three nights. 

I watched in amazement as the collective talents of Christian Cole, Sam Metzger and others as they led the SLPA football team to cup and league success.

It was a period of change in the world and I will always remember listening to the 1972 Munich Olympics on BBC World or External Service as it then was. I do not think that any of us realised just what important events were unfolding as the news came through.

I was fortunate to be invited to assist, in a very small way with discussing the principal goals and targets for the first five-year plan – a copy of which I still have. Petrol driven transport was put firmly at the top of the development strategy and highway construction was given a high priority. It was published in early 1973. In October of that year the world experienced huge increases in oil prices and so many of the calculations and hopes became impossible.

I was also invited to make visits throughout West Africa and journeyed to Lagos by ship and then back overland, calling at all the major ports. Part of my work on this trip was to gather information and formally meet with some of those of would attend the first all African Port Managers Conference in Parliament Building. 

My role was very much behind the scenes but it did introduce me to the world of international affairs and the amazing talents of simultaneous translators. 

So many memories, all of which helped develop in me a genuine love of this country and its people

During my stay I assisted in some seminar work at FBC, which furthered my academic interests in the country, its history and its future.

I wrote a series of lectures on the history of the railways for Njala College. 

Some of my work contained a more sombre component. I vividly recall when analysing the Harbour Master’s Log for a talk at FBC discovering some of the true human costs of war.

In the closing days of my first stay I witnessed the March 1973elections. Some of the tensions, which where dominate this country for many years were emerging and it was felt necessary by those in authority that I should live the last few months of my stay in Murray Town.

I left in July 1973 but like so many I could not simply say goodbye to so many people, their lives and my memories and allow them to simply drift into some distant corner of my mind. I could not simply walk away and forget all those I had met and all the hopes we shared for the future of this land.

------------------------------------------------------------------------------
It is perhaps all too easy to look back in time and edit out what one does not want to remember. However, I cannot let this opportunity pass without making some comments on what appeared in the pages of the magazine West Africa. In visits to University College London, the London School of Economics, Rhodes House Oxford, the School of Oriental and African Studies and in conversations with various citizens of this country whom I met and talked with in the UK.

For all of us the idealism of the immediate post war years were coming to an end and as my three children emerged into this world I became aware that much of what I had hoped for in my own country was not materialising. I imagine that those same sentiments were emerging here in Sierra Leone.

I watched with some dismay as the Leone was left to float and fell in value, Marampa closed and Pepel fell into disrepair. Agriculture moved away from surplus - (what had happened to the exports I had watched dispatched from SLPMB?). The wealth of the resources never seemed to trickle down to those who really deserved to receive them.

World commodity prices fluctuated, profits were channelled to lands far from these shores, and all too often costs exceeded budgets in public sector contracts and the transport and communication systems struggled to be well maintained. 

Foreign exchange took flight and irregular supplies of both materials and utilities cut productivity. 

It was not a good time to be an economist and one could only weep for the poor as subsidies and grants ceased to be available for many of the essentials of life.

One felt helpless and feared that the discipline needed to remove many of these ills would only arrive in the shape of a military regime – something I had seen in Ghana and I knew that they could be brutal in the extreme. My memories of that experience are like those of a beautiful view that was slowly being spoilt by forces that were beyond the power of any of us to stop.

Ordinary people simply could not stop the tide that was engulfing this beautiful country and I feared that some were sucked into this web against their better judgement and so widened the influence that this period of so many missed opportunities imposed on the country.

I watched, discussed, wrote about and remained as informed as I could but I did not arrive back until March 1991

------------------------------------------------------------------------------

March 1991

We returned to show our three children where we had met. Their childhood had been spent listening to stories about and looking at pictures of a far-off land. So, for the third successive generation Freetown was the first part of Africa someone from my family saw.

All three are musicians are musicians and their maternal Grandfather had launched a charity helping leprasariums, so we worked with Toni French and gave a series of concerts raising funds for Massanga Hospital, near Magburaka. 

One of the concerts was here in this hall and was attended by many of our friends. The other took place in the home of the US Ambassador. He and I met in the afternoon and had parted looking forward to the evening’s entertainment.

By eight o’clock that evening, when the concert was scheduled to start, he had not arrived home. He finally did at ten thirty. 

He called me to one side and explained that he had been in touch with the State Department in Washington about a group of armed men who had invaded Sierra Leone from Liberia. 

It would be front-page news in the morning – hence he could tell me. The rebels had arrived and the country, which was already showing signs of significant economic mis-management and was about to experience ten years of war and all the excesses of human behaviour that such conflicts involve. 

My elder son, then 15 stood on the balcony of the official residence and looked down at the twinkling lights of the road to Lumley. He said that ‘ it was beautiful but the contrasts could not go on. Someone was going to decide that the differences were too wide’. The reasons for the hideous events that overshadowed this nation in the last decade of the twentieth century were more complex than just greed but out of the mouth of a young man had come some prophetic words and they would grow to haunt us all. 

I did not return for another ten years, only watched, sadly, from afar, yet I felt a strong desire to come back and see what was happening. I hoped that in some small way I might be able to help but the scale of the destruction made me wonder just what any single individual could do.

--------------------------------------------------------------------

August 2001

What I saw and felt is painfully described in more detail in the four articles I published in the autumn of 2001( these are available in The Library of British Council). The country had suffered 10 years of war and untold savagery, was 183 out of 183 in the UN Human Development Index and the majority of the population seemed to lack even the basics of life. 

I feared for a breakdown in civil society and I noted that many had lost their trust in elected government and its institutions. To be frank we were looking over the precipice. 

Yet, despite all the sadness I witnessed, some of which to this day I find difficult to comment on, my fascination with Sierra Leone was nor dampened.

At Mile 91 I met with Rebels and listened as they told me of their frustrations in seeing yet another generation of young SL’s robbed of their rightful access to even the basic requirements needed for human dignity. We analysed in depth why their colleagues had resorted to hideous acts against their fellow citizens.

My journey ‘up country’ had taken me through Foday Sankoh’s garage and ‘Ambush Alley’. A chilling reminder of what had been inflicted on ordinary people going about their daily business.

Whilst at Mile 91 I met a little girl and her grandfather. In Freetown I was interviewed by Fatula on Talking Drums both, in their different ways introduced me to the reality of conflict.

Yet within all this sadness I noted the signs that human resilience was out there and people were planting, even beside each UN resettlement camps and planning for the future. It was an inspiring sight to see.

Before I left Sierra Leone was to introduce me to yet another aspect of international relations. In what was to become a chilling glimpse into the events that would take place in New York I discussed with the US Ambassador on 4th September 2001the role of his country in the world that was emerging in the early years of this century. Just seven days later the whole world witnessed events that literally changed the planet on which we live.

-------------------------------------------------------------

Now to May 2003

Where are we now?

There is certainly more confidence; people are building for the future. All of us know that this country can feed itself and has the resources to boost income streams by millions of dollars. However, the process of legitimising, collating and distributing both the resources and the incomes that will flow from them will take time and courage.

I would like to briefly analyse the current situation and that of the immediate future under three headings. These are:

· the wider geo-political perspective

· the domestic situation

· my own hopes and fears

The geo-political environment is changing and in some of the surrounding countries there is still evidence of a fluid political situation. Yet to the credit of all those charged with the responsibility Sierra Leone is now seen as having made significant and we must hope permanent moves towards normality. 

When I first arrived in Freetown the US was embroiled in Vietnam, Britain was soon to become a full member of the European Union and large parts of Eastern Europe lay behind the ‘iron curtain’. 

Now, the super power stand off and the client wars that dominated that era are a thing of the past. However, in their place we now have to face a different but equally as dangerous enemy

The ways in which a rejection of the values held by many is expressed now focus on acts of terrorism. These blatantly disregard life and strike at the innocent. My own belief is that such groups can exist anywhere and court finance from those on whom the headlines are based. As such they can exist anywhere and are united by the common causes of poverty; corrupt government and a feeling that the systems practised by previous generations have let them down.

We must be aware though that decisions as to the allocation of private investment funds and government-financed flows of assistance money will be based on a set of principles that have new criteria within them.

The old and to some familiar values of loyalty and historic connections will have less influence on those in the corridors of power and competition for funds from the emerging economies will be fierce. 

‘New’ Europe has already shown where its loyalties will lie. ‘Old’ Europe is facing the need to redefine its role in world affairs. But the latter will hold the purse strings for many years to come and it is their values and expectations that will continue to influence much of the transfer of the resources needed for wealth creation. 

The EU will enlarge to 25 member states in mid 2004. In my opinion this will lead to a more co-ordinated approach to foreign policy. If the new Constitution is adopted then one senior figure will represent all member states with the responsibility of applying policy in the area of foreign affairs

Once again those in positions of power will need to be aware that the old colonial powers are passing through a series of quite significant changes and some important values and visions may be about to undergo change.

If we look to the  ‘east’ we can see a huge change, with China and its neighbours determined to join the group of rich nations before the second decade of this century. As this seemingly relentless drive for industrialisation gathers pace so US relations with its Pacific Rim will neighbours will grow in importance.

Changes will arise on the Korean Peninsular and they will alter how the US views its neighbours. 

I also think that Russia, now emerging from the chaos that surrounded much of the period immediately after the fall of Communism, will also play an increasing role in the shaping of global policy towards emerging nations. She remains the most powerful and in many ways co-ordinated of the former Soviet Block states and once directed a huge empire.

The pace of change seems to intensify and Africa must be watchful of some of the strategies inherent within globalisation.

Monies for development purposes will be limited and there is a growing preference amongst many in the developed world for personal consumer satisfaction. A degree of introspection is now evident in many European capitals. 

Returning to the challenges facing Africa it is interesting to note that those in positions of influence speak of reducing debt burden and increasing financial flows. The leaders of the developed economies agree with the sentiments of this but they add to the requirements terms such as democracy, open government, transparency and accountability. 

They also issue stern warnings to what are collectively known as Rogue states that the rich and powerful can now apply force to any thought to be sheltering enemies to the ‘western’ way of life. 

It is worthy of note that in the most powerful of nations a shift in the beliefs and desires amongst those in positions of influence may also influence the direction and content of foreign policy. One could suggest that an acceptable blue print has been designed and compliance is expected.

These are interesting, but for many, uncharted waters in which the leaders of developing countries must now move. A mistake

in any of the areas we have touched on this evening could prove to be very costly. 

I feel that we also need to look, for a moment at the events that have arisen over the last couple of months – for they have a bearing on the picture I am trying to paint.

Within the wider dimensions of international relations we have to add a new legitimacy for war, namely pre-emptive self-defence. We seem to be moving into an era in which war can be waged with such precision as to engender a feeling amongst many in the military that they can resolve situations without the risk of noticeable loss of life amongst the civilian population. 

As I continue through what must be a wide yet somewhat sweeping analysis of international events it is time to briefly reflect on some of the attempts being made to bring consistency to post conflict situations.

There is now a widely accepted policy of the introduction of International Courts, Tribunals and Treaties that weald influence over the geo-political stage and hopefully impose an air of acceptance regarding both the rule of law and the need to safeguard resource exploitation. 

Alas, such delegation by member states to a supreme body will only be successful if all those engaged in shaping world events accept their jurisdiction. 

The old reason for a ‘presence’ anywhere outside your domestic boundaries was ‘strategic self-interest; but this might be about to change. What will take it place, is as we sit here being discussed in the capitals of the wealthiest nations on earth.

In what is a fast-moving world wee need to acknowledge that any country can be the subject of a terrorist attack. This will lead to yet more use of sophisticated surveillance techniques by those who fear that they are the potential victims of such uncontrolled violence. They will, with a sense of moral conviction, monitor the flow of arms, people and money that emanate from any form of dubious trade, political belief or theological- based culture that does not meet with their approval.

A sovereign State must now be beyond any charges that it, even through ignorance, assists any that might be part of the axis of evil. 

Our proximity to countries known for their lax application of international law means that Sierra Leone has to practice extreme vigilance. 

In my opinion this complex and often fluid situation combines to deliver the greatest single challenge facing the leaders of Sierra Leone today and in the future. 

I now turn to the domestic situation. Before I move on I would like to remind everyone that I am not lecturing in the more formal sense but expressing a deeply held interest and concern for the well being of the country that I value so highly.

Much has been achieved since I first took the helicopter from Lungi and saw the UN compound unfold beneath me as I came into land at Lumley. 

Many are busy working on ideas that will be adding value, utilising skills and developing the resources that this country is clearly blessed with.

It is against this backdrop of obvious progress and the hopes we all have that this will continue that I would like to pose a question to us all.

Let us imagine that we could guarantee our survival to allow us to meet here, in this hall, looking down across the city in thirty years time. 

What would we want to see around us as we travelled to be here on that night in May 2033?

Would we expect to see so many citizens living in conditions that pull at our heartstrings and blatantly illustrate the very opposite of what we had hoped for? 

We have all seen what can happen if a number of ones fellow citizens lose faith in the democratic system of government. Frustration led to conflict and eventually crimes against humanity that to this day and for generations to come will continue to shock us all.

These actions brought shame to us all and propelled this beautiful country into the glare of the world’s media  - an attention that was based not on what we had achieved but on what we had destroyed. 

I use the term ‘we’ as I feel that having such a long and intense interest in the affairs of the country I too was effected by the appearance of my worse fears. 

History will be the judge of the actions of those now in power. Let us hope that the relationships needed for effective government are developed with a sense of dignity and honesty that will make the worse extremes of the past something that can be finally laid to rest.

All of us can feel justly proud that Sierra Leone has welcomed the jurisdiction of the Special Court and is prepared to listen to and react positively to the findings of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission. All will involve painful experiences but it is a brave nation that faces its past and wants to learn and grow from it.

In recent months we have seen attempts to quell some of those who feed on the fears and frustrations of others and then engender reactions that cause the maximum impact on those with the least influence on the political life of the country targeted. Alas, such organisations seem to find recruits in most many countries of the world. 

For many these are uncharted waters in which the leaders of developing countries must now move. A mistake in any of the areas we have touched on this evening could prove to be an enormous and costly one. 

Tomorrow, I will be chairing a symposium on development strategies and we will need to look at ways in which the riches and talents of this land can be harnessed to maximise the benefits that should flow to all. Regardless of which ethnic group they belong to or where they live. Those who attend will doubtless agree both on the assets we possess and what they should deliver. Let us hope that the routes chosen to allow an equitable exploitation of all that this country possesses will be a harmonious one.

I therefore now look to the future and my own hopes and fears for this beautiful country. I deliberately put my ideas in the context of how I see the international climate altering in the foreseeable future.

There are seminal moments in the history of any nation, and I. for one, believe that Sierra Leone now faces the most challenging period in its relatively short life. This crucial point in its life is to be lived out against a world that had undergone formidable changes even since I first put some ideas for this lecture onto paper.

For me, as I view the challenges facing Sierra Leone, I focus on a mixture of the following. The majority are external but internal issues also feature.

*The world is moving towards a more unilateralist approach in international relations. This will most probably give rise to a dominant set of values and hopefully visions being the main determinants of accepted behaviour.

*The most powerful can now announce what they would like to see and impose it – with force if necessary, 

*Funds will only be allowed to flow to those countries that meet an accepted set of criteria. 

*Personalities who move into public life must be accountable not only to their electorate but to an agenda of those living in the ‘powerhouses’ of the developed world. 

· Failure to address the aspirations of the majority will have serious consequences.

· The power of information technology will enable a large number of the world’s population to be made aware of the life styles enjoyed by others.

To ensure that the continent and Sierra Leone is not ‘marginalised’ and left behind in the contest for funds etc it has to gain a voice at the tables of influence but this will be difficult whilst such wide scale turmoil and instability exists. 

Mandela, Tutu and now Annan have all stood on the world stage and been applauded for their abilities. Let us hope that out there new and gifted young people are being prepared for the role of taking on what such as those I have named have achieved.

A period of stability is needed and all of us need to aware of what others will look for in the behaviour of countries seeking the assistance needed to exploit their resources. The necessary trade-off that will be called will be difficult to decide and for some to accept the consequences.

The need is to address the failures of the past and this must form the nucleus of the policy decisions of the future.

As an economist I am aware both of the positive power of the market and I am also conscious of its ability to destroy.

It will take courage, a sense of public duty and a rejection of the politics of self-interest that have for so long dominated African political life. 

There will be times when enormous resilience will be called for but I do believe that the leaders of today and tomorrow will find such qualities – they will have to!

They will need to wrestle with debt re-payment and the temptations and quick-fix mentality of the consumer led society that now engulfs more and more of the planet. As I stated a few minutes ago modern communications will ensure that increasing numbers of people will be aware of just what they feel they are entitled to.

Just think of the rewards that would flow to the children I have seen playing outside and those yet to be born. They could be enjoying access to decent health care, education, sanitation and employment. Their lives would be enriched in so many ways and for all of us that has to be focus of our work together. These do not have to mere copies of what has emerged in the western economies but can proudly represent all of the beliefs and cultural heritage that are central to the desires of the people of Sierra Leone.

I end on a rather more solemn theme than that on, which I began. 

I would like to pledge that for as long as I am given the physical strength to continue with my desire to help I will.  Indeed, I would hope that all of us are determined that the mistakes of the past, which have plagued this nation, will NEVER, EVER be repeated.

We have a window of opportunity – these pass by all too quickly and time is not on our side. 

May be some of us will meet here in 30 years time and gaze upon something of which each and everyone of us can feel that in some small way we helped create.

I believe that we must look to the future and, if we do, we can see what needs to be done, which is to build a society based upon morality and social justice, peace and understanding, democracy and human rights. If we can achieve such a task then we will have left a legacy on which others can build.

Let that be our ambition – idealism need not be the sole property of the young!

Mesef are gladie for day yer r say tanki tanki en cooseh to oonah all.

Thank you.

