The State of Africa
(Draft)
Introduction 
A topic such as this requires caution as it is approached. Africa is huge, and examining the state of Africa could potentially involve one covers in looking at all aspects of this huge continent. To make things a bit more manageable it will be necessary to select a few things to concentrate on. But which are the things that one should concentrate on in making such an examination?

Help is at hand in the form of the work of many others who have conducted audits on Africa and other societies. The insights that I cam going to draw on include the wisdom of people such as Jeffrey Sachs, Eric Beinhocker, Jared Diamond, and that old stalwart Karl Marx. 
Jared Diamond: In his now talismanic book Guns Germs and Steel – The Fates of Human Societies- WW Norton. 1997. Diamond sought to explain the differences in the wealth of societies. His formulation was that since human beings were essentially the same, having left Africa to inhabit the world about 130,000 years ago, and being essentially of the same stock no sensible explanation can be found in what are assumed to be any innate characteristics of what appear today to be distinct human populations. The answers must lie, he concluded in the differential geography and histories that these human populations experienced since the exodus, and parting of the ways. The geography, climate, fauna and fora of the various continents provided experiments for each population group which eventually explained the differences in economic performance.  In his second work on social history Collapse, Diamond adds two additional factors, first, the hostility of neighbours and second, favourable trade patterns. 

Jeffrey Sachs: has been concerned with how to end poverty in the world. The End of Poverty - Penguin Books, 2005. One of his criticisms of the way the World Bank and the IMF has practiced development economics in the world as large is that they do not recognise that any given symptom has more than one possible cause. Not only this, but he argues that these institutions have focussed excessively on what he terms their four key maladies. These are identified as Poor governance, excessive government intervention in markets, excessive government spending, and too much state ownership. Instead he proposes what he calls a differential analysis which should be conducted under the following headings: poverty trap, economic policy framework, fiscal framework and fiscal trap, physical geography, governance patterns and failures, cultural barriers, and geo-politics.

Eric D. Beinhocker: in The Origin of Wealth (Random House Business Books, 2005), explores the contribution of what he terms complexity economics to the study of the evolution of human society and economy. His conclusion is that wealth creation depends on a society’ ability to create physical technologies – or methods and designs for transforming matter, energy, and information from one state into another in pursuit of goals, social technologies or – methods and designs for organising people in pursuit of goals such as property, firms, constitutions, governance institutions etc. In short wealth is knowledge, and a society’s economic performance is intimately correlated with its ability to produce new knowledge. Every new product is a physical technology, and the ways that societies organises themselves to ensure that a steady flow of new products continues rest on the social technologies that a society can bring to bear on the way its members interact with one another. 
Karl Marx: the godfather of historical materialist analysis emphasised the relationship between what he termed the productive forces on the one hand and the relations of production on the other. By the first is meant the combination of nature on the one hand and tools or technology on the other. By the latter is meant the different historical forms of ‘worker’ and ‘worked for’ such as slave and slave owner, peasant and landlord, and worker and capitalist. These two constituted what was termed the base, while the social, economic and political institutions were collectively termed the superstructure. Put simply the development of any society was the result of the interaction between its base and its superstructure. Given the foregoing, we may be forgiven for hypothesising that today we are all historical materialists, if not Marxists. 

On the face of it these ideas seem intuitively sensible. All societies depend on the natural endowments, in form of people and raw materials. Knowledge is a crucial factor. Not only about how to transform natural products into forms desirable by humans, but also how to mobilise humans. But then the way individual humans behave is of some importance in determining how successful such an enterprise might be. The behaviour of neighbours is evidently important, they can help or hinder, cooperate or exploit. 

Key indicators

So what have we chosen to focus on in this assessment of the state of Africa? Five main indicators have been selected. First Africa’s natural endowment which includes population, land and landscape, climate, fauna and flora are briefly examined. Second physical technologies are look at to examine how efficiently and productively Africa engages, or not, with, its environment. Third, the terrain of social technologies is explored to establish the prevalence and strength of institutions in the African context. Fourth culture is examined with special reference to its impact on the development process. Fifthly and finally how Africa’s neighbours relate to the continent’s member countries will be examined.
Perspectives 
To examine the state of anything also involves looking at where it is, which direction it is moving in, and the speed at which it is moving. To that extent with respect to ach of the indicators the questions that will be examined include Where Africa is, which direction it is facing, and how fast it is moving, assuming that it is. 
Natural endowments 

Demography

Africa’s population is around 700 million, about 10% of the global population, and it is growing at about 3% a year. Projections are that Africa’s population will overtake that of India and China before it settles. One of its outstanding features is a large youth bulge, i.e. there are many young people and relatively few old people. This is both a challenge an opportunity. A challenge in that jobs have to be found for the many of then that are unemployed (around a quarter of young people are unemployed) but an opportunity in that heir product does not have to sustain a large elderly population. Nearly all sub Saharan countries have two thirds of the population under 30 years of age, and only about 6 percent above 60 years old. 

Nevertheless given the figures Africa is less densely populated than any of the other continents, Europe, North America, Asia, and south America. 

Environment 
Africa is a huge continent with about 20.3 % of global land mass comprising 11.6 million Sq. Miles or 30 million Sq. Km. It has 65 people per square mile, which is one of the lowest population densities in the world, beaten only by North, America and Australia. South America has 73, Europe 134, and Asia 203 people per square mile. North America – 32, and Australia 6.4 people per square mile.
In addition to this low average there are relatively few planes of high concentration, although some of Africa’s cities such as Lagos, are approaching global levels of concentration. But on the whole they do not compare with Rio, Bombay, London, or New York. 
Africa has a predominant north south axis, with the equator passing more or less through its middle. This means that, on the whole it has more variety than other continents. It is hat one might call a tropical Mediterranean sandwich. At the equator are tropical jungles, then moving out from there in both directions one comes across forest, savannah, desert, and Mediterranean climate. This means that crops and agricultural methods do not travel far, or fast from one part of the continent to another. However it also means that with high levels of diversity, it is unlikely that the whole continent will be confronted with comprehensive adversity simultaneously. 
On the whole rainfall is irregular and uneven. Coming occasionally and when it comes all of the year’s rainfall coming down in one or two days. This does not make for secure agriculture. Additionally high temperatures and an absence of winter, make it easy for crop-attacking pests to flourish. About 25 per cent of Africa’s crops are lost either on the farm or post harvest. This figure rises to close to 40 per cent for some crops. As a result, and as a rule, Africa’s crops tend to be hardy and low yielding varieties. This is especially true for example of rice in West Africa, and maize in central and southern Africa. 

The heavy rainfall also serves to leach the soil causing large quantities of fertile top soil to be washed away to rivers and eventually into the sea. 

Finally the climate does not make for easy living for animals that can assist with cultivation, meaning ploughing has on the whole to be done by direct labour, rather than animal driven. A by product of which is that animal manure is not readily available to the African farmer. 
All these are insights chronicled by Diamond. But these challenges have been with the continent for many centuries. That there are still with us is in part the result of how modern knowledge and practices had failed to build on endogenous knowledge and instead focussed exclusively on importing agricultural technologies from elsewhere. 
Africa cannot do much to change its environment, but it can do more to learn to use it, and indeed to invest in it, especially the land. 

Physical technologies

The African economic landscape is dominated by a relative dearth of distinct products, what one may call Stock Keeping Units or SKUs. This means that the variety of products made by Africans is relatively low compared to other societies. The reasons for this are hotly contested. However it must surely include some of the factors mentioned above. In addition one would have to add the impact of slavery and colonialism, but more about those later. 
Africa is responsible for a fraction of the world’s research and development, especially when you consider that the majority of the world’s R&D is conducted within multinational companies rather than universities. Africa has very few global businesses or universities to provide leadership in this area.

But one might argue that one does not have to research instead one can use existing technologies.  And indeed this is so, however it cannot be a long term strategy, especially if the imported technologies require adaptations before they can be optimally utilised. In conformity with the above Africa is a source of few global patents. This is a can of worms because there are many instances of intellectual property theft. This state of affairs is aggravated by the fact that as a result of the colonial experience tastes in Africa have be skewed and are now in many instances misaligned with endogenous knowledge based products. 
By coincidence I was listening to Joy FM this morning on the internet. It is the most popular private radio station in Accra. The presenter of the morning show began by asking his audience to conduct a little experiment. He asked them to conduct an audit of all the things that they had used since they woke up to the point in time that hey were listening to him. The bed they woke up in, the sheets they had slept in, the mattress on which they had slept, the mirror in which they had looked at their sleepy face, the water in which they had bathed or showered, the razor with which the men have shaved with, or the make- up which the women had used, the corn flakes that they may have eaten, or the maize that they may have eaten their kinky, the car or taxi, in which they had driven or been driven to work, the carpet in their offices, the clothes they were wearing etc and to assess which ones were made in Ghana, west Africa, or Africa. He said that in his case having carried out this same experiment this morning he had felt ashamed. Hardly anything had been made in Ghana. Where he asked were Ghana’s producers and manufacturers. Then he asked what needed to be done to encourage them to grow in number and size. The first budget of the recently elected president will be read next week.
It is easier to grow millet than wheat in most of Africa. Yet I have to own up to having participated in projects to improve wheat production in an African country, so that the middle classes could eat wheat bread. Crisps are not crisps unless they are made from potatoes, which do not grow easily in most of Africa. But cassava, or plantain are much easier to grow. 

Thus they is a disconnect between what Clive Thomas would call Africa’s resource base and its preferred tastes. Similar examples can be given in the area of housing, health, and education. 

While Africa’s GDP a measure of the products produced within the continent has increased by may factors in the last four decades, the range of products has grown little, and certainly not sufficient to alter the structure of African economies. This is the major challenge facing the continent. It is possible to secure the gains from trade of increased output at lower cost from exercising comparative advantage, economies of scale, or consumer choice. The latter is the basis of trade within the EU and between the US and Europe. Comparative advantage however is the basis of trade between African and European countries. 
It is certainly true that GDP growth is important for livelihoods, but it is dangerous to base it on a narrow base of SKUs. Future performance depends on diversified risk management involving broad based production, and a wide range of SKUs. 

Culture

A civilisation, or culture, may be characterised first by what it knows and understands about nature, including humans, generally called its science. Second by what it knows about how to transform nature, its technology. Third its values and norms, the first being what is collectively held to be important, and the latter being what are socially sanctioned and approved ways of achieving the desired state of affairs. Fourth and finally by its beliefs and how therefore it interprets natural and social events – otherwise called its religion.  

A great deal has been written about the role of culture in development. And while each of the above has relevance to our question, only one of them will be touched upon here, and that is values and norms. 
We may single out what is important for development. The firs thing is that development is not a zero sum game. In other words the development process involved engaging in activities where not only can both parties gain, but without cooperating they cannot alone achieve what they could by joining forces.   This requires a certain amount of trust and cooperation. His is a precondition. In addition the process of development or wealth creation involves the joint and recursive processes of exploration, exploitation, exploration. 
The question for Africa is to what extent do its cultural values and norms encourage there forms of behaviour beyond the safe confines of the family? 

It is I think true to say that on the whole African cultural norms do not readily encourage these forms of behaviour beyond the confines of the family. To that extent more needs to be done by policy makers and rulers not only to encourage such behaviour but also to provide credible and effective sanctions for those that breech them generally, but especially in the process of wealth creation. 

Africa’s neighbours

Turning to the question of Africa’s neighbours we may ask if they have helped or hindered Africa’s development, if they have been cooperative or exploitative.
Historically Arabs and Europeans stand out as Africa’s most significant neighbours. Arabs settlement in north Africa soon after the death of Mohammed, and have token over all coastal regions of north Africa, and have remained there since. No one however is asking that they move or be removed. Today Maumar Gaddafi is the chairman of the African Union, and the foremost champion of African Union. However it is also true that in addition to normal commercial relations which they have developed with Africa over these past 1,200 years, they have also traded in Africans, and continue to do so to this day. Studies indicate that the Arab slave trade comprised two women for each man. 
Europeans arrived on Africa’s off shore islands in the 15th century. Within a few decades they began to enslave Africans and over the period 1500 ton 1800 transported in the region of 7.7 million Africans across the Atlantic, and another 3.3 million from 1800 to 1900. (Lovejoy), making a total of 11 million over the period. To the number of people actually transported across the Atlantic were those who lost their lives in Africa, and during the so called middle passage. Such considerations have placed the estimates of those affected to between 20 and even 50 million. 

The European period of colonisation began in latter part of the 19th century and lasted broadly until the 1960s, by the end of which two thirds of African countries had been decolonised.  At the start of colonisation African economies served the needs of African peoples. He structure of African economies reflected mainly the needs of the people of Africa. Such products as gold, and salt for example which were traded across the Sahara were in the control of African producers. All attempts to take control of them, having been successfully resisted. By the structure of African economies had been altered. That structure by and large continues to this day. 
 Today Africa lives with the economic structures inherited from colonialism, and the former colonisers have been transformed into development partners. 

On the one hand Europe has resisted calls by African countries to significantly reduce tariff barriers that make it hard or effectively impossible to export agricultural products into Europe. Nevertheless using arguments of free trade Europe has aggressively insisted that African countries open up their markets to European goods and services. Something equally true can be said for the USA in recent years. The collapse of the Doha Round, and the insistence of the EU in securing African country agreement to EPAs signals Europe’s determination not to open its own markets on the one hand, but to prise open other markets on the other. Ghana in December singed an agreement to allow 80% of European imports into Ghana to enter without tariffs. Will Ghana be able to compete with these products when they are allowed in without tariffs?
On the other hand both Europe and America provide various forms of aid to African countries and governments to help deal with humanitarian disasters, the provision of funds to address HIV/AIDS, security training, human rights, and governance. Many Africans prominent Africans are now questioning the efficacy of aid, and doing so from a number of different perspectives.

In addition Europe and the US are the predominant source of FDI into Africa. FDI is the largest source of external finance for developing countries, including Africa. And developing countries´ inward stock of FDI amounted to about one third of their GDP in 2005, compared to just 10 per cent in 1980. 

This leads into the other significant African neighbour that is worth mentioning and that is China. As is well known China has a large appetite, temporarily abated, for raw materials. The thirst for raw materials has sent China around the world making investments in raw material production. 
The unfortunate situation is that as a rule FDI follows the interests of the investing countries not the recipient countries. For example 75 % of FDI into Africa goes to just f countries, and it is to extract raw materials. If African countries had their way the proportion going into infrastructure and industry would be much larger. But they do not, and so it is not.

What has changed with the emergence of China, and to some extent India, is that Africa at least has the possibility of playing China off against Europe and America. The extent to which this can be done depends on the degree to which any African country can add leverage to its arguments.
Among the things that can be changed in the short term is the attitude of Africa’s leaders. The prevailing attitude is to rely on Africa’s neighbours as the source of development assistance. In addition instead of seeing development as a process of competition between producers in different countries, it is seem as a process of co-operation between governments. Hence the prevalence of the concept of development partners among Africa’s leaders. This despite the day to day experiences fro real life. There is a difference between the fact that public funds from some of Africa’s neighbours are used to help African governments discharge their responsibilities, and the decisions that Africa’s neighbours take that impinge on the ability of Africa’s producers to compete with those in their own countries. If Africa’s neighbours will not change their strategic objectives, which they should not be expected to, since their primary responsibility is to look after the interests of their own citizens and political constituency, then Africa’s own leaders will need to amend their attitude towards their neighbours and not expect these neighbours to adopt unrealistic attitudes towards the continent.
Social technologies

The value of social technologies – reduce need for reinvention, also resource wastage as 

So what social technologies does Africa have to add strategic value to its interests, how is it using them, and how could it do better?
Perhaps the first thing to consider is why there are 56 odd political units in Africa and not some other number?  The state of Africa is clearly the result of the combined state of these myriad states. Africa’s many states, as is well known, are the result of Europe’s colonial adventure. Africa has chosen to retain them while paying lip service to the need to unite them, as the Africa Union’s web page announces. Africa has a choice to reduce or for that matter increase the number of political units on the continent. The single most obvious reason for seeking to increase them would be to allow nations now held captive inside a nation state, to have its own sovereignty. This principle has not by and large been a course of action supported by Africa’s rulers. Similarly the proposition that African countries should reduce the number of countries on the continent has by and large been rejected as a viable option by leaders. His is despite the fact that the majority to African countries are small, landlocked, with small populations, poor. In addition their sovereignty is effectively compromised by heavy dependence on some external power or other. Indeed many external powers have greater say in the affairs of African states than the local population. If Africa wished to increase its leverage one of the routes open would be to reduce the number of countries to at least four or five, rather than one, which is the current proposal on the table. Of the 54 countries on the continent, 39 have fewer than 15 million people, and 21 fewer than 5 million. There are only nine oil rich countries, that is, countries where oil income accounts for 30% or more of export income as defined by the IMF.
 Small populations and low incomes limit the size of Africa’s domestic markets.
 Apart from the benefits from increasing the size of the internal market, there are also gains to be made from uniting in the global market. All of Africa is responsible for about 2% of global trade.  As a matter of fact common political structures would be easier to achieve than economic integration, which by is very nature is a long term project. Five East African counties have declared that by 2015 they will form a single political unit. Despite this the secretariat of the EAC almost ceased to function last month because member countries had not paid up their contributions.  Not a good sign, If such plans are to work, then countries must show more seriousness in pursuing their implementation.
Governance within these nation states has been an issue for many years. But if one was to ask today how many African countries had conducted credible elections in the last five years, the answer to that question would be considerably larger today than it was say 10 years ago. So some progress is being made in this regard. In this regard South Africa is setting a good example since albeit for very different reasons two of its leaders have stepped down.
What is happening is that leaders are, at least, having to pay lip service to development and the raising of livings standards for the majority of the population. The difficulty resides in the fact that both the government, and the many civil society groups that seek to hold them to account, would not function but for the financial support that they receive from European countries.  
But financial and economic impunity is becoming more and more difficult, and in an increasing number of countries past leaders (and in some cases their spouses as happened in Zambia yesterday) are having to account for their actions. 

Despite the protestations of some about unity, African leaders are beginning to develop continental levels of cooperation. The New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) and the African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM) stand out as the two most important initiatives in this respect. Also SADCC and ECOWAS are increasingly developing capacity in their respective regions.  
The APRM has the greatest potential since it has the potential to mobilise African public opinion behind the four thematic areas with which it is concerned. It causes governments to assess the country’s performance in the areas of a) political governance, b) corporate governance, c) economic management, and d) socio-economic development.  To date about 33 African countries have signed up to the APRM. 
The whole APRM process begins with a process of self-assessment based on a questionnaire sent to member countries by the continental secretariat followed by the production of a National Programme of Action or (NPoA). The documents produced at this stage are incorporates into a country review report which is presented to heads of state of participating countries during their meetings at the Africa Union. This constitutes the peer review. The next step is to implement the NPoA, during the course of which, countries have to produce reports on progress every 6 months.  At the end of the four year period of implementation, a new self -assessment is conducted, and the cycle resumes. Ghana was the first country to accede and commenced the self-assessment process in 2004. Other countries in the first tranche included Kenya, Rwanda and Uganda, followed by a second round including Algeria, Nigeria, South Africa, Benin, and Burkina Faso. The significance of the APRM is that with it Africa has given itself an opportunity to institutionalise procedures for setting and assessing strategic initiatives at country and pan African levels on matters of governance, and socio-economic development. It remains to be seen if indeed this will become of the social technologies that Africa at both country and continental levels will be able to call on as part of its decision making processes. The state of Africa will depend on the extent to which initiatives such as the APRM are institutionalise and effectively used.
A second area of interest is the extent to which African culture promotes or hinders the process of sustainable wealth creation. These necessarily focus on attitudes and values with respect to sharing, risk taking, experimentation, and accumulation. For Africa to commence a period of dynamic and sustainable development it will require important aspects of African culture to work to support the process of wealth creation. Those aspects of African culture that contribute to the insecurity of private property, narrow and weak stock markets, small market size, and finally the preponderance of production for export over production for domestic production, will all need to undergo revision so that over time Africa’s social technologies serve to promote African development to a greater extent than they do at the moment.
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