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What would a $60 billion investment fetch Africa instead?

Far from helping African countries brighten their future, anti-globalisation and anti-G8 protestors at the recently concluded summit in Germany continued to mess things up.

Oxfam and its creed of "more aid to Africa" only succeed in maintaining the focus on Africa as a poor diseased continent while offering few or no pragmatic solutions. While the faces of sick children, some adopted by well-meaning pop stars, continue to shine the focus on Africa's myriad problems, the aid industry has permanently drafted Africa into the politics of lip service both at home and abroad.

Rich nations are made to feel they are up to some good ignoring the fact that the aid lobby keeps money flowing into the coffers of corrupt governments whose weak institutions are incapable of proper accountability.

What Africa needs is not weepy movie stars but multi-national corporations capable of providing jobs and sustainable livelihoods. The aid industry should not be asking for more money for Africa but lobbying western governments to insist on a predictable investment climate for businesses. Africa will climb out of poverty on the back of investment and not aid cash.

Consider this; the G8 has promised $60 billion over five years, a compact figure which is much less in real terms according to Oxfam and includes previous pledges. If this money were headed to a continental bank to fund joint venture projects between African governments/businessmen and western partners, the results will be arguably different.

Aid has established itself not only in the discourse of progressive globalisation but almost monopolised the theory of transfers from rich nations to poor ones. Most disturbingly aid money and its underlying philosophy of helping poor countries has managed to find a symbiosis between corrupt African governments and lazy western governments while shutting out business.

*What must change?*

In a conventional setting, governments win political support by delivering on public goods and services. Such services including roads, electricity, health centers and schools contribute the "enabling environment" for wealth generating enterprises like industry to grow. The state then collects taxes from these successful businesses.

The reverse is true for the donor driven economies of sub-Saharan Africa most specifically Uganda. While maintaining the quality of public goods essential for business is the motivation of governments to remain efficient, Kampala invests in government-donor relations because aid money is what finances the state.

The political elite are not friends of business and therefore do not organise government has such. If there was only money for investment- which requires certain minimal efficiencies - their motivations and behavior would change. Say one puts the $60 billion from the G8 in the Africa Development Bank.If it is accessible to local businessmen with credible western partners at reasonable rates such money would hit the ground differently.

For one it has to be paid back. As it is the aid industry is superfluous but money in a financial institution would be easier to track and manage. A migration of western businesses to Africa would change the political equation as well. African political families would now need efficient companies from which to find money for politics and argue service delivery as a basis for the legitimacy of their governments.

One advantage of this approach is that it also breaks into markets in Africa for western companies, the same markets which have been a destination only for charity which by its nature dwells on the ills of the continent not its opportunities. Investment of this kind has benefits which charity does not.

I have found in broad terms aid adds to the isolation of western publics creating an agenda of "we the rich" and in Africa "the poor" even if the aid industry may argue the reverse. Investment would fuse that gap since the agenda is not to give but to create wealth and requires the migration of western professionals and companies.

The next G8 should be encouraged to study how to encourage investment and give aid a break. It is simply not working. Aid in Uganda oils the wheels of official corruption and the irony of the aid industry is that it also claims to be a champion of accountability.

Democratisation in Uganda has blossomed in the size of the cabinet, parliament and local authorities. Along with this has been a commensurate growth in official corruption.

One of the most aid intensive regimes in the world Uganda is also among the most corrupt countries. As a result the environment for doing business has not gotten better but more complex instead since corruption increases the cost of doing business.

Unsurprisingly a recent crackdown on graft, inspired more by political expediency rather than real reform, reflects where corruption has flourished the most. Three former health ministers are on trial for "stealing" from a fund for vaccination. They are also facing charges of raiding money from the Global Fund to Fight Tuberculosis and Malaria, the same fund the G8 has committed additional funds to.

All the Ministers are senior members of the ruling National Resistance Movement. In fact the main target of the prosecutions, former Health Minister Maj. Gen. Jim Muhwezi remains a popular figure in the party.

In the last election, the General delivered a block vote for the NRM in one of the most controversial constituencies where President Yoweri Museveni's two time challenger for the seat, Kizza Besigye hails from. Aid campaigners must realise they are the biggest most successful lobby for corrupt African governments since the end of the Cold War.
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