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Making Africa work through the right choices and doing them well 

 

By Professor Lyal White, director of the Centre for Dynamic Markets (CDM) and  

Liezl Rees, Manager of the CDM. 

 

‘Africa faces a difficult, possibly disastrous future unless it acts quickly to consolidate democracy, 

liberalise its economies, invest in people and infrastructure, and ensure the rule of law.’ 

 

These opening words from “Making Africa Work: A handbook for economic success” are a sobering 

introduction to a frank and timely account of one of Africa’s most daunting challenges and exciting 

opportunities – garnering capacity from the demographic scenario on offer, to provide much-needed 

economic growth and job creation toward a truly progressive narrative built on existing and realised 

potential.    

 

“Making Africa Work” is a reality check on the state of Africa, abandoning the one dimensional rise-

and-fall debate that has dominated analysis and discussions behind Africa’s false starts and 

underdevelopment for decades. It is an especially timely contribution following the recent hype and 

hope of the so-called ‘Africa rising’ narrative between 2002-2012, which has subsequently ended with 

low growth, disappointment and widespread accusation of misleading information. Stepping back 

from the noise of Afro-optimists and naysayers, this book positions itself as a ‘blueprint’ and guide to 

the way forward for improving Africa’s capacity for economic growth and job creation.  

 

From the outset, the authors make it clear that this is not an academic exercise. But with over 30 pages 

of references and end notes demonstrating its rigour, not to mention the accumulated years of 

experience and research that has gone into this book, “Making Africa Work” has been meticulously 

researched. And it is the eclectic group of authors that is the true genius behind this insightful 

contribution. Mills and Herbst are leading Africanists with a long list of publications behind their 

names. Davis, a major general from the British army with over 30 years of experience, is well attuned 

to strategy and planning in complex locations, and, most importantly, getting the job done. Finally, 

Obasanjo is the former president of Nigeria with a distinguished military career, and decades of 

leadership experience in Africa from various angles. Their combination provides a truly unique piece 

of work, seeking a critical approach to the ‘how’ over the ‘what’ in Africa.   
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Africa’s demographic story permeates through the book. The watershed moment for the continent 

lies in the fact that by 2045 Africa’s population is expected to double from around 1 billion in 2014 to 

two billion people. By then, Africa will be an urban continent, with more than half of all Africans living 

in cities. Large numbers of young people will require employment, moving to cities that do not have 

the capacity or infrastructure to deal with such an influx. Should leadership across the continent not 

act quickly to address this impending demographic crisis, the political, social and economic 

consequences will be staggering.  

 

Zambia presents just one of many sobering examples. The population in that country is expected to 

increase from 16 million people today to 25 million people by 2030. Lusaka, the capital city, is built to 

accommodate one million people but is presently home to 2,5 million. With this number likely to 

double in the next 15 years, what plan is underway by the government to ensure young people moving 

to cities will not only find employment but will have access to basic services and adequate housing? 

This is no long term debate. An immediate solution for a short term impact is required.   

 

The authors strive to do just that, covering six key themes which they believe can be addressed 

immediately for optimal impact. The six themes: Demographics, youth, growth and jobs, policies and 

plans, democracy and development, and key sectors are met with a ‘swot analysis’ of the challenges 

and opportunities at the start of each chapter. Here again, the authors keep it simple and accessible. 

There is no need to re-invent the wheel when it comes to development and economic success. The 

book draws from a range of practical examples and vignettes from around the world. Not every 

country’s success is replicable. Most can’t or won’t follow the Singaporean script to planning or the 

Colombian approach to integrated security. They suggest cherry picking from good and bad examples, 

implementing what can be done, and doing it right. “Making Africa Work” seeks (and provides) 

solutions and real options to addressing the myriad of challenges confronting the continent. The 

closing pages even provide a template for a plan to engage these issues and move forward.  

 

Strong and effective institutions are at the core of ‘Making Africa Work’. Likewise, The Gordon 

Institute of Business Science’s (GIBS) Dynamic Markets Index (DMI) assesses the critical role of 

institutions in the competitive performance of countries. The DMI is an empirical measure of 

institutional rigour, comparing them from one country to the next around the world, going beyond 

linear economic projections in an effort to develop a more granular understanding of a country’s 

performance and progress, or lack thereof. Connectedness, red tape and the rule of law, socio-political 
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stability and efficient bureaucracies are just some of the institutional components measured that are 

strongly linked to economic growth, performance and development. 

 

From the DMI 2016, which measured a total of 144 countries around the world, only two African 

countries were among the 31 categorised as Dynamic Markets – Mauritius and Botswana. More than 

40% of the countries in the ‘Adynamic’ category were African, representing institutional backsliding. 

In the ‘Catch-Up’ category, which are typically countries emerging off a very low base of development 

but advancing non-the-less, around 50% of the countries were from Africa.  

 

In order for African countries to ensure sustainable and meaningful economic growth, and become 

‘dynamic’, “Making Africa Works” insists on a few critical areas of attention: reduce the costs of doing 

business on the continent, adopt a business friendly mind-set to attract private sector investment; 

create stability and certainty in the policy, legal and regulatory domains; and improve governance.  

 

Some of the less obvious examples used where countries got at least part of it right include: Brazil’s 

innovative bus rapid transport (BRT) system, which provides a solution to social and economic 

connectedness centred around increased urbanisation and the need for reliable, affordable and 

extensive public transport to stimulate economic growth and access to employment opportunities. 

Mexico’s transformation from a high dependency on oil to a manufacturing hub, and the seventh 

largest automobile producer in the world, through it’s targeted ‘Maquiladoras’ industrialisation 

programme and, more recently, industrial clusters and techno parks to drive competitive innovation. 

Dubai’s use of its oil dividends to diversify and radically transformation the economy in just 50 years. 

And Vietnam’s careful use of aid to complement government plans rather than replace them, 

combined with a targeted sectoral focus, taking the country from being a net importer of food to the 

world’s second largest exporter of rice and coffee in just 15 years.  

 

Short term political impulses versus a long term development vision  

 

The common thread for achieving success in each of the country case studies in the book is the critical 

role government must play in decision-making and development. Africa’s future rests on leaders who 

are willing to take a long term view and challenge the status quo. “Getting the politics right, 

domestically and regionally, is critical,” as they say. Africa needs leaders who are willing to make tough 

decisions, implement and follow through with reforms. Professional technocrats need to set clear 

policies and change the way economies work by opening them to international trade with the aim of 
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stimulating private sector growth rather than relying on the public sector for redistribution and broad-

based improvements.  

 

The Singaporean experience is often referred to as a model for African development, but with little 

understanding or appreciation of the details and the context behind its success. Obasanjo is quick to 

insist, “There is no ‘magic’ in the Singaporean story.” They simply chose to do a few things right and 

continue to do them well. Singapore gained independence in 1965, at a similar time to many African 

countries. At independence Singapore was grossly underdeveloped with a per capita income of $500, 

on a par with Ghana at the time. Today, Singapore’s per capita income is more than $50 000, while 

Ghana’s is just under $1400. Singapore’s phenomenal success is largely attributed to exceptional 

government leadership and three policies implemented after independence: Meritocracy, 

Pragmatism and Honesty (MPH). Meritocracy saw Singapore pick its best citizens, not the relatives of 

the ruling class, to run the country. This was the professional technocratic class behind it all. The 

principle of pragmatism ensured that no matter what the problem, someone, somewhere, had solved 

it, and it could be copied or adapted to meet the needs of the Singaporean context. Ruthless ‘Honesty’ 

allowed no room for corruption.  

 

Some might question the inclusion of themes or sectors over those that were excluded, or the 

principle of short-term impact and perhaps a particular ideological bent. These are important 

questions that will encourage debate and challenge ideas toward new approaches that work best in 

the African context.  This book delves into what has been, what is and what should be in the future. 

But it is the real world insights into leadership and strategic decision-making from those who have 

been there and done it that adds real gravitas to this book, providing a unique take and refreshing 

angle on how we, as African’s, can make Africa work.  

 

 

 


