Making space for African development


Thanks

Many thanks to the Vice-Chancellor for those kind words. I’d also like to offer my personal welcome to colleagues, family and friends, some of whom have travelled a long way to be here this evening.
How did I get here?

I am a human geographer working on international development. My research and teaching has always been driven by practical and political concerns in Africa, seeking to understand who benefits from development and how we can change the outcomes in favour of the less well off. 

My intellectual drive comes from a chance meeting on a plane in the mid-1960s. Mum was a BOAC stewardess, dad a passenger who couldn’t sleep.  My dad was a radical, Indian academic whose own father was regularly locked up for opposing British Rule in India. After 8 hours cooped up in a Boeing 707 things blossomed and they were married in Ghana where dad was lecturing. The handsome couple are celebrating in the University of Ghana’s botanical gardens. Sean, my brother, and my toddler years were spent in Ghana. This photo was taken outside our bungalow and mum spent hours trawling the local markets for protein. Apparently sheep’s brains were reasonably easy to get hold of so it’s no wonder that Sean and I developed a passion for soaking all food in tomato ketchup.

These were interesting times for newly independent Africancountries with Ghana’s president, Kwame Nkrumah, a leading figure in third world struggles. We were in Ghana when Nkrumah was overthrown in a coup that ushered in a 25 year reversal in the country’s fortunes. Ghana will feature a lot in this lecture as it is where I have done most of my work and is emblematic of the wider issues I want to discuss.

We left Ghana in 1969 for Sheffield, or the Socialist Republic of South Yorkshire as the local council preferred to call it. I had a pretty average 1970s childhood Lots of Starsky and Hutch and Angels Delight punctuated by exciting trips to Aunty Penny’s house. Like mum, she was a trailblazer and was, and still is, a walking encyclopaedia of information. Walks on the beach – for Penny trained as a marine biologist – were filled with tales of rock pools and seaweed. Ever since, I have been fascinated by big landscapes and the little things that make them up. For me that’s what geography is all about. And this fascination with rock pools seems to have passed on to our kids. This year’s holiday was mostly spent in them.
Political activity was a central part of Sheffield life. Dad and his academic colleagues were always involved in campaigns over places I could never quite place – Kampuchea or Eritrea. And activism was a family affair. I recall teenage days bent over a stencil machine in a damp basement cranking out addresses onto envelopes for the quarterly issue of the Review of African Political Economy – or ROAPE. Mum ran the subscription side of things while Sean and I offered our services in exchange for Danish pastries. I’d see the names swiping past of people who would become my colleagues as I later edited ROAPE.

So, my approach has been shaped by a range of forces – international mobility, anti-imperialism, and practical politics. Today I want to explore these themes as they shed light on the problems and possibilities of African development. I will focus on three things. First, development is not something that happens ‘over there’ in far away places but is intimately linked to what we do. Second, Africa’s position in the global economy is usually viewed from a western perspective which was established during the colonial period. But for Africans things are shifting decidedly eastwards to Asia which not only opens up new opportunities for Africa, but affects us all. Third, despite all these global shifts ultimately Africans themselves hold the key to their own development. I will explore each of these in turn.

We are all implicated in development

Who has a mobile phone? Most of you, even my nephew Seamus has one. They are everywhere. The OU would collapse without its silent army of iPads and Blackberries. But have you thought how it gets to be in your hand? It goes on a very long journey, coming from many different directions, but one starting point is Africa. Inside there is gold coating on the wires, there is a mineral called tantalum in the batteries, tin is used in the solder, and where would be without tungsten? Any ideas? Well, it helps the little darlings to vibrate. 

We all purchase goods from major multinationals, such as Apple or Nokia, which are made in China using minerals from Africa. As a result we are all implicated in what happens in Africa. Africa’s main role in the global economy is as a supplier of commodities. And it’s not just those minerals I mentioned, but other commodities like oil, copper, bauxite, diamonds, hard woods, cocoa, coffee, palm oil and cashew nuts.  

Look at this pie chart of African exports – the green wedge is manufactured goods (about 14%) and all the rest – so around 85% - are those primary commodities I mentioned. And if we take South Africa out of the picture the amount of manufacturing for Africa as a whole dwindles to almost zilch. These patterns were established during the colonial era in which the value added largely takes place outside Africa. But what does this big picture stuff mean on the ground?

Over the summer there was a series of violent incidents in Africa’s mines. Most notable was the 34 killings by South African security forces at the Lonmin platinum mine. Around the same time a Chinese manager was crushed to death by protestors at the Collum coal mine in Zambia. Both disputes were over pay. Let’s see how the BBC reported these two incidents and what this tells us about Africa’s development. 
In the Lonmin report the issue is framed as a problem ‘internal’ to South Africa – largely a legacy of Apartheid. The image of Africa is a familiar one - a violent place with Africans fighting one another. Hardly ever is it mentioned that Lonmin is a UK company where pay rates for South African rock drillers were $400 per month compared with $2000 per shift in a similar operation in Australia. The workers eventually got a 22% pay rise but industrial action has spread across South Africa. By contrast, in Zambia the BBC focussed on low pay, poor conditions, and the aggressiveness of Chinese managers. Zambians are presented as the victims of a Chinese colonial aggressor. 
What do these two cases tell us? Countries like Zambia and South Africa are resource rich countries but are forced to take the dangerous low-paid jobs, suffering the damaging environmental impacts, and producing a cash flow that usually heads straight to the bank accounts of well-placed political figures. So, resources have the possibility to bring development but the sorry history of Africa is one where this has not happened. The issue today is how the rewards from the commodities boom can be turned into wider developmental benefits?

But the issue of Africa’s lack of development is not internal to Africa and the two cases show there is a double standard around the role of multinational corporations in the developing world. Currently we are seeing a tide of ‘China bashing’ from the western media, which argues that Chinese firms are out to exploit Africa at any cost. The flipside of this argument is that western firms and states supposedly have Africa’s best interests at heart whereas the Lonmin case shows they are happy to keep wages low. 
Clearly China is now a key hub in an ever more complex global economy which links our consumption of consumer goods to raw material suppliers in Africa. Let’s look at China in more detail. 
China matters

Over the past 20 years China has become the ‘workshop of the world’. I want to use this to discuss the second of my geographies of development which is that the west is moving away from centre stage of our understandings of development. Does this shift eastwards to China present a new opportunity for African development?
But why does China matter? Just look at the data. China and India’s share of global GDP is set to reach one-third by 2030 which sees a return to the levels of those of the mid-19th Century. As a result many view the emergence of China as a golden opportunity for Africa offering the continent an alternative to ‘aid dependency’, relying on the handouts of western governments. The trade figures show a rapid rise in export value from around 2003, but in keeping with my earlier chart, the majority of this trade is in raw materials, particularly oil.

In return for these minerals the Chinese bring a number of things. One is trade, the other is finance in the shape of aid and investment. In terms of trade the Chinese export cheap consumer goods – clothing, batteries, bikes – but also capital goods, those bits of kit that help make other things. For example, tractors. This one is for my farming father-in-law Frank and my son Isaac who share a tight bond around their passion for large agricultural machinery. These consumer and capital goods are generally beneficial to Africa because they are relatively cheap and easy to maintain and so bring benefits to African customers and small businesses. However, they can compete with local producers – such as textile manufacturers – which can lead to unemployment in some sectors.
The other thing China brings is new sources of finance. They provide packages of aid and investment through Chinese ministries, banks and large state owned enterprises. Compared to the west they are very business minded and don’t speak of ‘aid’ but ‘win-win’ cooperation. The projects they finance are mainly in infrastructure – dams, roads, power stations, government buildings – which are badly needed in Africa.  
The impact of these large projects on African development largely depends on the existing political system in the recipient country. What we find is that the bilateral Chinese projects are negotiated by political elites and remain unaccountable to wider society. In this context the Chinese are accused of using their aid unscrupulously to ‘buy off’ dictators in exchange for resource and market access. This Nigerian cartoon captures the mood well.

Let’s look at how this plays out in Angola which we studied in one of our ESRC projects. Angola had a protracted civil war for much of the 1970s and ‘80s. When the war ended the country required huge amounts of investment and so China, in need of oil, offered Angola a series of loans, totalling US$14.5 billion. Effectively the Angolans mortgage their oil for 15 years in return for loans now. Through these funds, the Angolan government has undertaken well over 100 projects involving transportation and other key infrastructure. The condition of these loans is that the contracts go to Chinese companies so the Chinese win three times. They get their oil, their loans are repaid at commercial rates, and their big businesses get international experience and a toe hold in African economies. 
Additionally, oil-backed loans amounting to as much as US$10 billion have been provided to Angola by a private equity firm based in Hong Kong called the China International Fund (CIF), housed at 88 Queensway. This credit has been managed by Angola’s Reconstruction Office, the Gabinete de Reconstrução Nacional (GRN). The various Gabinetes founded by President Dos Santos have always been vehicles for personal enrichment and bypass normal channels of accountability, like Parliament. In doing this the Chinese and Angolans have produced enclaves that are connected in secret ways to political and business interests. It’s not democratic, but it has delivered much needed infrastructure. And we see similar patterns across Africa.

In terms of understanding the development impacts of China’s investment in Africa most work has focused on these big state-to-state relations. But more low-key relationships are unfolding which we are only just beginning to understand. My recent ESRC project, with Ben Lampert, focuses on Chinese migrants in West Africa who run small businesses. Those large projects often use Chinese workers and equipment and don’t have much contact with Africans. By contrast these smaller businesses are forced to engage with Africans as friends, customers, colleagues or bosses. So, we have tried to look at these more convivial relations between Chinese and Africans. The photo is of Chinese and Africans playing a friendly game of football at Labadi Beach near Accra. This is not to say we overlook the very real tensions that are emerging between some Africans and some Chinese, but rather to tease out the benefits that a shrewdly managed Chinese presence can have on Africa’s development. 

I cannot begin to do justice to the rich data that Ben has collected, but we found interesting ways in which Africans have carved out opportunities for their own advancement. Take Golden Telecoms, one of the major Chinese telecommunication companies operating in Nigeria. Former and current Nigerian staff told us that the company has the reputation as a good place to launch a career. So much so that one person described it as a ‘commercial finishing school’. Another former Golden Telecoms employee told us ‘We started by saying that we will sell knowledge.... and all this came from my last place of work […] The Chinese trained me’. He started his own company which now has contracts with all the big telecoms companies in Nigeria and employs over a 100 staff.  Clearly benefits can come from China’s presence in Africa and much of it is in these low-key, everyday and unseen ways. 

Africans are powerful
This focus on migration and conviviality opens up the third of my themes around Africans as powerful shapers of their own development. In the late-1990s I was on the board of an NGO, which works across West Africa. Visiting rural areas in Ghana it became more and more apparent that ‘local’ development was shaped by the activities of migrants who had left these places but remained connected to them through family and social ties. It was here that I sought to understand the relationships between diasporas and development.

Diaspora, in its classical sense, refers to the forced expulsion of a people from their homeland combined with an expectation of return. While we have to be wary of over-stretching our terms, I used diaspora to refer to a situation where Africans left their home countries due to the demoralising effects of poverty, the uncertainties prompted by dictatorships, or the frustrations of inadequate public services. This is not the same as being forced to leave at gun point, but there are significant forces impelling people to leave, and they remain in some sense connected to those places they left. So, for me diaspora captures that dynamic.
You remember I mentioned that Ghana’s economy went into free fall from the late 1960s following Kwame Nkrumah’s overthrow. It was then that a steady outflow of skilled labour began, the so-called ‘brain drain’. And this story is not peculiar to Ghana but many other African countries. Many of Ghana’s migrants came to the colonial ‘motherland’ of Britain, but remained connected to people and events in Ghana. 
And these connections are significant. If we focus on the money sent back to family by migrants – what are termed remittances – we know that officially-recorded remittance flows in 2010 were over US$440 billion worldwide. Put another way the GDP of Sweden was about the same. And this is only officially recorded flows with much being unrecorded or in the shape of goods or services. For Ghana, remittances are equivalent to over 11% of its GDP and represent a greater inflow of capital to the country than aid and foreign direct investment combined. So, who is making the most significant contribution to Ghana’s development? I want to argue that it is Ghanaians themselves who drive a lot of development, but they remain largely hidden from our view. And this message of Africans driving their own agendas applies across my work. 
By focusing on international connections we see how development in Africa is linked to questions of well-being and belonging ‘over here’. The nurse who looks after you, the shopkeeper who serves you, or the taxi driver who may have brought you here today will, more than likely, be supporting family somewhere else in the world. But this is also political in that African governments have realized the potential of their diasporas and are encouraging them to stay in touch, or even to return bringing their skills and resources with them. 

As a result Africans are effectively constructing their own welfare system underneath but also alongside the state. Let’s take the case of ‘Mary’ from Milton Keynes. We interviewed residents of Ghanaian origin in Milton Keynes, which is an increasingly diverse and multicultural city. Mary was talking about her thoughts when relatives in Ghana ask for money:
Did you ask me where am I going to get it from? Am I OK? Have I eaten? Have I clothed myself? But you just phone me….Oh it’s only I need about £100 you didn’t even ask me do you have it.  They think England is pot of gold, you’ve been there everything is easy as soon as you walk in money is everywhere 
Clearly Mary feels pressure to support these requests while concealing the hardship she faces. Although many Ghanaians in Milton Keynes were doing well, all had stories of facing racism of some sort. Mary came as a nurse but faced such institutional racism in the hospitals she worked that she left to set up a shop selling Ghanaian foodstuffs.
Many of the migrants join hometown associations and religious organisations which become central to maintaining these international connections. Hometown associations link migrants back to their ancestral town, the place they aspire to be buried. These associations are found across the world. For example, the Ghana Union in London has 95 institutional members and around 400 individual members. Much of what they do involves public investments like school buildings, hospital equipment or sanitation. It is they that are really doing development in Africa.
But this voluntary international work is tied to the relationships between countries in other ways. For example, the National Health Service in the UK has been increasingly privatised over the past 20 years. This has led to British health workers leaving the NHS, some even emigrating to work abroad. To help fill the gaps they leave we have imported cheaper ones from the developing world, like Mary. How many of you have come into contact with an African medical professional? Around 60% of those Ghanaians we interviewed were linked to the health professions and our son Isaac was delivered by a Nigerian obstetrician and sorting out Hannah’s breach in Katy’s womb required a different Nigerian registrar. Coming to work in the NHS not only staves off a crisis in our health sector, but has damaging effects on the health systems of African countries. The knock on effect is that another load of aid money is chucked at these ailing health services in Africa. Once again we are all implicated in Africa’s development and our policies – in this case healthcare and aid – pull in opposite directions.

This work on Ghanaians in the UK and in Ghana has led to another piece of work around multiculturalism, with a stellar team comprising OU colleagues - Sarah Neal and Allan Cochrane - and Katy Bennett of Leicester University. To me she is not just a colleague but my wife. To others in this room she’s known as Kate, to some as Dr Bennett, and to two more as Muuuum! Katy and I have never formally worked on a project though she is invariably my best critic and working together is proving great fun. There’s also unseen ways she has contributed to my work. Jetting off to Ghana means someone has to mind the kids and keep things going. So much academic work – as my mum’s role in ROAPE showed - relies on this unseen labour. So a big thank you to Katy and I owe you big time. The project is going really well with the research fellows – Hannah and Kieran – doing a great job. Where this intersects with my China work is that we are framing the research around the idea of conviviality, the small scale and everyday ways in which people of different ethnic backgrounds rub along. We believe that there is much conviviality that is poorly understood and we are exploring this through case studies of Milton Keynes, Oadby - a suburb of Leicester - and Haringey in London. Places, literally for all of us, close to home.
Why does this matter?

These are interesting times for Africa. Things are looking up and the entry of rising powers like China provides a strategic window which African governments and African entrepreneurs can exploit. But it’s not a window that will stay open for ever. The commodities boom won’t last for long and with China’s growth slowing and new raw material sources emerging it can’t be relied on as a panacea for African development. We should also not get carried away with double digit growth in some African economies. Current evidence from across the globe suggests that economic growth occurs while also polarising societies – a few are getting richer and many are getting poorer. The key is around redistribution, re-investment and diversification which require strong states committed to development.

And why does this matter to us? For one, it matters at a personal level. As I’ve argued everything we do has effects elsewhere. The fact that we buy things like mobile phones means we are indirectly responsible for those acts of violence we see in South Africa or Zambia even if we are not to blame for them. Part of this is about holding multinationals to account. African regulators need the resources and will power to monitor and prosecute poor standards among multinationals – and this is most certainly not a China-only phenomenon with BP fighting tooth and nail to ‘prove’ that it is not to blame for the appalling record of oil spillages in the Niger Delta of Nigeria.

Second, it matters because the UK has a considerable overseas aid programme funded by our taxes. In the current debt crisis it is the only budget line that the coalition has ring-fenced and we should applaud them for that. In this world of new actors like China we need to think about how ‘old’ and ‘new’ development agencies create value together. Organisations like the Department for International Development need to better understand what they can offer developing countries that suit the latter’s needs as well as how this works with the different approaches of actors like Chinese state-owned businesses.

Third, it also matters locally since the OU has a strong programme of work around international development. Job creation in Africa requires better skills – the Chinese are right to defend their importation of labour on the grounds that if they want the job done at the right price, speed and quality then in many cases you cannot get adequate numbers of suitably trained Africans. This means a focus on education. Successive VCs – and Martin is no exception - have been great champions of the OU’s international development agenda and we are rightly proud to have programmes such as TESSA and HEAT which make a huge difference to the lives of Africans. Here mobile phones are used to transmit locally tailored teaching materials for training teachers and health workers. So we should not dismiss these technologies that rely on Africa’s minerals as always problematic. They can be empowering and enabling. 
On the research side I run the Asian Drivers programme which examines what the rise of China and India mean for other developing countries. These findings are working their way into teaching with one block of our new 2nd year undergraduate course devoted to the rise of China, Brazil and India. And with 650 students signing up for the first of 9 annual presentations, and textbooks selling commercially beyond our course, you can see that these ideas will shape the thinking of huge numbers of students. My personal goal is to better understand those complex international and local connections which are seemingly slight but actually produce significant impacts. Why migrants behave as they do, how ‘host’ societies treat immigrants, and how relations between groups play out are intimately linked to whether migrants – be they Ghanaians in Milton Keynes or Chinese in Nigeria – wish to make investments in and commitments to where they live and other distant places. 
The landscape of development is at once more challenging and more promising. I’ve come so far in trying to make sense of this landscape and to nudge it in particular directions, but so much more remains to be done. I relish the fact that I was given my chair with – at least – 20 years of my career to run which gives me time to push these agendas even further. This year a group of us across the university have been making 2012 the Year of International Development at the OU in order to raise the profile of our work in this area. And you’re part of this so many thanks for helping in that effort and listening to me today. Thank you.
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