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African renaissance
By A Reader

Troubles in Libya. Tunisia, Egypt, Algeria, Morocco and who knows where next. The wave of
unrest and civil uprisings sweeping across North Africa and the Middle East is a clear message
from the mass populace that it is time for change. In MNorth Africa, in particular, where the level of
political stability has long surpassed that in sub-Saharan Africa, the demand for change is timely
and important. It coincides with a growing sense of frustration among people across the African
continent.

Africans have endured bad governance for decades. But now, in many segments of African
society, the desire for improvement action is beginning to mushroom. Whether this will translate
to further civil unrest in other parts of the continent is yet 1o be seen. Many sub-Saharan African
countries would certainly benefit from a radical revamp of siate governance and leadership
accountability, more so than any other region of the world today.

The frustration most African citizens Teel is a direct result of leadership Tailure across the
continent. For decades Africa’s development has been hampered by ineffective leadership and
endemic kleptocracy. As a result, the continent’s immense potential has remained largely
untapped, certainly since the end of colonialism. However, the on-going unrest, albeit limited 1o
the north of the continent, is the latest indication of a turning tide in Africa. Earlier signs are easy
fo spot if one looks closely enough. Countries like Egypt and Morocco have enjoyved the
economic benefits of established apparel manufacturing and tourism sectors for a while. More
recently, a few other African states have joined a slowly expanding group of regional couniries
making great strides in improving political stability and economic development — countries like
Ghana. Lesotho, Botswana and Senegal. where economic and indusirial development has
evolved considerably in areas as diverse as properiy, hospitality, tourism, banking, ICT and call-
centre ocutsourcing.




The advantages in structural development such African countries are starting to enjoy are
sometimes astounding. Accra’s skyline, for example, is now proliferated by swanky skyscrapers
and impressive architectural creations, serviced by an ever-improving utilities infrastruciure.
Electricity power supply is taken for granted these days, a far cry from the situation just 20 years
ago when many Ghanaians still flocked to couniries like South Africa and Nigeria for a befier
life. Mow it's the Nigerians who are heading to Ghanal

Yet, even in Nigeria, the erstwhile 'Giant of Africa’ that has been blighted by corruption and
fraudulent practices since the late 1980s, similar improvements can be seen. Commercial
banking infrastructure in Nigeria is quietly but rapidly catching up with standards in western
couniries. A bank in Nigeria can send a text message nofification to your mobile phone the
instant a payment is made into your account, not even Barclays, NatWest or HSBC do that in
England.

Savvy capital investors have obviously spotted the development trend in Africa and the financial
benefits this can yield. The level of foreign direct invesiment has grown astronomically, as
investors continue to seek new high-yield markets to counter the effects of mature western
econonies. Although concerns over security, fraud and infrastructure reliability remain, these
investors judge the benefits of their investment returns to cutweigh the risks of doing business in
Adrica. Investment returns in many African countries far exceed what is achievable elsewhere,
even in other emerging markets. Ghana's stock exchange had the best performing index
worldwide in 2008 and has been a top performing index in emerging stock markets for several
years.

Such economic growth, coupled with noticeable improvements in infrastructure, is fuelling a
change in the social landscape of many African countries. Most significant is the emergence of a
growing cadre of well-educated indigenous professionals, many of whom are graduaies of
western universities with years' working experience in the western business world. They are
Africa’s new middle-class. And the contribution they are making fo the continuing development of
Africa can not be overemphasised.

These are the professionals and senior executives now running the local operations of western
multinationals with a strong presence on the continent, and many successiul indigenous
businesses. Increasingly, many such individuals opt fo work for the thriving indigenous
businesses; companies that are doing so well as to gain recognition even in international money
markets. Oando Nigeria plc is a prime example; an indigenous oil and gas business that
successiully raised capital in international markets to fund its audacious acquisition of Agip’s local
operations in 2002. MTHN, a Johannesburg-lisied telecoms operator, is another relevant African
business playing a leading role in shaping the structure of its sector, and reaping the huge
benefits of the boom in mobile telecommunications across the continent.

The growth of commercial business aclivity in Africa over the last decade or two is phenomenal.
And the expanding influence of African companies in these profitable ventures is impressive and
commendable, spanning sectors historically dominated by foreign interests, such as
telecommunications, pharmaceuticals, ICT. natural resources, logistics and business services.




Importantly, while some successiul African companies are locally-controlled businesses with
foreign equity ownership. such as South Africa’s Vodacom, many are home-grown enterprises
wholly-owned by indigenous parties.

Of course, a market economy has not yet fully evolved in Africa. The unigque social issues and
enduring problems of corruption and under-developed infrastructure remain key hindrances —
issues that many African governments confinue to Tail to address robustly. However, what is
interesting to note about the surge of economic and industrial growth in Africa is that most
national governmenis have ceased to be the instigators and custodians of economic and social
development. Instead. what we are seeing is development driven by the mass populace, through
courageous risk-taking and successiul commercial drive. The recent civil uprisings suggest that
this may be augmented by outright revoll. Perhaps. we may even see Africa’s first revolution
against an indigenous government.

African governments are not entirely asleep on the job though. The efforts to tackle corruption
and mismanagement, and institutionalise effective governance, are laudable. Even countries with
entrenched notoriety. like Sierra Leone and Nigeria, seem o be making headway. Admittedly, in
some cases the results are vet to be seen. Another noteworthy indicator is the substaniial
increase in economic and financial stimulus packages to inceniivise business investment, such as
the creation of numerous export processing zones to attract foreign investment.

Whatever the outcomes of the on-going unrest, it is clear that Africa is undergoing a change. it
may take a while yet to fully unfold. But, judging by the growth and success of economic activity in
many parts of the continent, the change has definitely started. We may be withessing the
awakening of a sleeping giant — the world's richest continent. In addition to its vast natural
resources, Africa is populated by a highly skilled and educated workforce, fluent in two key
languages of business — English and French. And the people are hungry, not for food or aid, but
for opportunities; opportunities to stand on their own feet and fend for themselves.

The timing could not be more fortuitous. The unending search for competitive product margins by
western manufacturers drives the demand for low-cost labour [ocations. After the move info Latin
America many years ago, and more recently into Eastern Europe, the Indian subcontinent and
the Far East, it seems that the obvious next port of call is Africa. Africa could provide everyithing
that India and China currently do for low-cost labour aciivities, spanning all manner of ofi-
shoring and outsourcing.

Teny Blair and Geeorge Bush, the previous leaders of Britain and the United States,
respectively, did a lot to put Africa on the world stage. And African couniries demonsirated their
desire for a fairer playing ground in global trade and macro-economic considerations at recent
WTO sessions. Those efforts were largely fruitiess for the man on the street in Africa. However,
considering the surge in business activity across the continent now, the benefits may be starting
fo come through.

Coupled together, all of these factors are re-positioning Africa on the global stage. It is already
the place to be for many western investors, and yet more continue to head over there. The drive




from within by indigenous peoples and the commercial success being achieved may be the first
signs that the gong is about 1o sound, signalling Africa’s time. We may well be withessing the
dawn of an African renaissance.
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