Why have some countries lost out?
Those of us involved in Africa and its problems have to accept certain realities of life. These include:

· bad government

· unexpected sovereignty

· a lack of technology

· inadequate education

· a difficult climate

· incompetent and in some cases dishonest advice

· poverty

· hunger

· disease

· over population

This is not an impressive list and yet it is against this back ground that leaders of the future will have to work. So, let’s look in more detail at how such a beautiful continent came to suffer so much.

In this analysis we have to be honest and address issues in an open and constructive way. Perhaps at the dawn of post colonialism optimism was too high? To be fair growth rates in countries such as Gabon or Kenya regularly hit 6% and the ‘monetised’ trade expanded. But few ever asked why the great powers had left Africa in such a short period of time. In the mid 1950’s most colonial powers hade made little, if any open statement about returning countries to the indigenous people but by the mid 1960’s many of the territories had been given their full independence. The reality of the post colonial era soon became obvious and ad Basil Davidson noted it became known to those in positions of leadership that ‘freedom was not an automatic gateway to happiness and prosperity.’

Within a short time of gaining independence many countries who were considered to be self-sufficient in food found they were not food secure and that poor harvest meant difficult decisions as to how to spend foreign exchange. For those living in urban centres the price for basic foodstuffs should be stable but for the rural workers the price should reflect the true effort and risk involved in food production. The forces of the market can be cruel and when the increase in populations joins the equation so the problems intensify. In the quarter of a century 1960 to 1984, which saw most African countries gain their independence food production did not keep up with population growth and only imports allowed malnutrition to not become widespread. At the same time international trade and transport introduced eating habits that could only be satisfied by imports. As tastes altered so increasing numbers of farmers resorted to growing animal feed, or moved to the cities and so began the steady increase in the poor housing areas that now appear on the perimeters of many African urban areas.
It always interesting to look at a problem and see if it has causal factors that mix the old with the new. In the case of agriculture the emergence of new tastes and cheap imports mixed with an old belief that children soon become in economic asset. The result of this long held belief is large average family sizes – something which has both economic and personal factors in its reasons for having taken place. Though not directly related to agriculture the above is part of the reason for the rapid spread of HIV/Aids in Africa, as is polygamy and the risk of catching something that might kill you in 10 or more years – that is a very long way off to someone who can only expect to live until they are 50.

A considerable part of the gap between expectations and reality has its derivation in un-preparedness. Too many former colonial territories had little experience of self government and many of the early leaders emerged with a legitimacy based on kinship networks and clientelist loyalties. The sudden exposure to representative government was alien to many and to this we have to remember that some of the leaders came from ‘freedom fighters’ that had fought a war of liberation. Such individuals often ruled in an autocratic way and did not promote the institutions of democracy. Stability was created by a show of force and when it was not apparent the result was all too often a coup and bloodshed – a reaction which only stored up trouble for the future.
Governments based on ‘strength’ seemed to have been at best ‘inept’ and the creators of massive ‘corruption’. The civil service became a convenient place in which to ‘hide’ loyalists and too much money destined for legitimate causes found it way into private bank accounts many miles away from Africa!

One has often heard that ‘Africa is a land of contrasts’ and let’s be honest to many it is a bewildering paradox of hope and hopelessness, courage and despair. This is perhaps why many decent men and women in developed economies feel confused by the mixed messages that emanate from the continent. Television programme shows beautiful beaches, smiling children or amazing views of wild life, whilst the next is full of fly covered children, emaciated women and little signs of anything, which to the ‘western eye’ seems normal.
Meanwhile those in offices in far off capitals note ‘signs of improvement’ and the need to ‘adjust’ to the ways they have devised to overcome the problems of Africa. So, successive African countries are subjected to programmes based on western economic philosophies of free trade, or money control or whatever and very little attention is given to the inherent values and differences that each country clearly displays. Alas, too often a ‘one size fits all’ approach is tried in development and aid allocation.

We are at cross roads and the numbers are not good. Africa is the only continent on earth where poverty is expected to increase in the coming decade. Its debts continue to mount and the statistics seldom make pleasant reading. 

In conclusion one has to ask some difficult questions:

· Why should we expect Africa to illustrate ‘good government’ when it took Europe centuries to acquire it and it did not have the problems caused by colonialism?

· Why did it take so longer for those working in development to appreciate that culture are important when assessing ways of ‘assisting’ people?

So, might a brief look at events beyond the continent of Africa help us address why it now faces such extreme economic, political and social difficulties? Let’s start with a brief look at what was happening towards the end of the eighteenth century, which ironically was when slavery was reaching its most concerted period.

Post Adam Smith optimism won out and as wealth increased so the underlying set of beliefs pointed towards ‘making life better for all citizens wherever they live’. There may still be large number of poor people but in relative terms they are better off than the poor of previous generations. The optimists now predict that the poor will catch up with the rich and that knowledge will allow us to overcome material and social difficulties. The Malthus and Ricardo schools of thought, which were overtly pessimistic have been dispatched to the ‘dismal science ’cupboard of discarded ideas.  However, to the gloom and doom interpretation of events we must now add those who fear environmental damage as growth continues unabated. Will those who enter the wealth race late be prepared to gamble on wages and riches now and possibly no disease and death in the future? In what is an unusual twist of history this fast growing fear may hurt the rich more than the poor, at least for the foreseeable future. 
If we have learnt anything from history it is that culture makes all the difference. It is interesting to note how certain ethnic groups provide much of the entreprise in many developing economies e.g. the Lebanese in West Africa. The very topic of culture can lead one to fear criticisms of being racist. Perhaps this leads to a passive response and so a lack of action to alter (legitimately) some cultural values, which may be more successful than all the Structural Programmes so far imposed on Africa. We are therefore facing a difficult question to answer and that is should something as sensitive as culture be part of the issues we tackle as potential leaders? Culture does not stand alone and we have accepted that mono causal explanations do not explain complex situation such as the current predicament of Africa. The same values thwarted by ‘bad government’ in one country can find success in another - hence the special success of emigrant enterprise. 
So, if culture and economics are linked then we have to accept that change to some cultural norms will be inevitable.

The word convergence remains fashionable and is based on an economic theory that mobility of factors allows specialisation and the creation of greater sums of economic welfare. Experience may contradict this in that rich countries do move up and down the league table of wealthiest nations. But one observation does not change and that is that the gap between rich and poor nations does not appear to be closing and especially on the continent of Africa. 
Does the arrival of this combination of globalisation and the convergence of economic resources mean that ‘national’ based determination to succeed is a thing of the past? If this is to be the world of the future then what can elected government do to protect their national assets? The neo-classical classicists note that the ‘market’ will dictate and that successful nations are never brought down by private misdoings but by profligate behaviour in the public sector. They believe that monies spent by the public sector seldom produce wealth but merely record and check what and how the private sector is performing. Some can accept public goods in areas such as defence and the judiciary. Yet their opponents point to the role of the State in such successful economies as Korea, Taiwan and Japan. They also direct one to the use business can make of government, both legitimate and otherwise. 
The search for cheap sources of labour goes on and for some of the poor countries of the world this has been good news. One might have thought that brining much improved living standards to people living in say Malaysia would be accepted as part of a changing global landscape but for many in the developed world the threat of unemployment brought by this freedom of capital flows means that collective action has to be taken to stop it. Job emigration is now a major cause for concern of many workers in developed economies and they vote – a fact that has not escaped the politicians on many EU countries and the USA. It is time for us to address one of the most important laws of economics, namely comparative advantage and its belief that everyone gains from international trade. This is widely supported by many economist and the organisations for which they work but perhaps we need to look at just what has happened as free trade has expanded.

1. The gains from it are seldom, if ever, equal. Comparative advantage is NOT the same for all and some activities are more productive and profitable than others. 

2. The export and import of jobs is NOT the same as that of commodities. Humans react to circumstances and such actions can be very disruptive.

3. Comparative advantage is NOT fixed and those who once gained from it may eventually lose from it. As we have already noted culture can be a very important factor in how people react to and gain from a perceived advantage.
4. Some people are more passive than others and they risk being ‘robbed’ by others – so who watches over global trade and transactions to stop such abuses?

Meanwhile rich countries will continue to keep control over such influential factors as:

· research 

· innovation and the creation of ‘new’ jobs

· applying both ability and knowledge

So, will they be prepared to allow some or all of this ‘lead knowledge’ to be shared and so assist a spirit of enterprise to develop in the poorer nations? If so, this would be a major stimulant to self-esteem and the ability of poorer nations to transmit access to these assets to future generations.

