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INTRODUCTION

    


    In 2018, my friend Brett Thompson and I created Discourse ZA, a YouTube channel and podcast dedicated to exploring economics, philosophy, politics, and current affairs in South Africa. At that time, two 30-year-old guys starting a YouTube channel or podcast had become somewhat of a cliché, akin to angsty teenagers starting bands (which, incidentally, Brett had done a decade earlier). However, we aimed to differentiate ourselves in the podcasting landscape. In South Africa, the podcast space had become saturated with shock-jocks – ‘edgy’ millennials in love with listening to themselves pontificating about South Africa’s problems. We didn’t want to add to that noise. Our goal was to facilitate meaningful conversations among intelligent and thoughtful individuals: public intellectuals, economists, and professors. One week, we would bring together Professor David Benatar and Andrew Fisher to discuss the ethics and legal status of assisted dying; the next week, Chris Roper and Kate Wilkinson would guide us through the maze of online misinformation.


    It was very much a selfish project: this is how I wanted to stay informed on topical issues. For years, I had consumed American podcasts, leaving me unusually well-informed on events happening 14 000 kilometres away. Yet, I remained ignorant of many of the challenges facing our own country. How could African nations improve their bargaining power on the global stage? How can we tackle the complex issue of land reform in South Africa? Our approach was undeniably unique – each episode featured two fresh faces delving into a new subject. But this approach had its drawbacks: it was fundamentally unsustainable. Cold-emailing one person to ask them to come on our programme was one thing, but the logistics of scheduling two strangers to talk to each other was an entirely different matter. Frankly, I am surprised that we had any success at all.


    Soon enough, it became evident that we needed a regular host – or hosts. Our first host was Dr Kagiso ‘TK’ Pooe from the Witwatersrand School of Governance. TK, a public policy analyst, has a sharp mind and is a regular political commentator on South African television. He has become a dear friend and is one of the interviewees featured in this book. However, TK is also an academic and a dedicated family man with limited time. As much as I nag him to do more shows, his responsibilities don’t allow him to do more than a handful of episodes a year. This is where Bronwyn comes into the picture.


    On January 16, 2021, Bronwyn tweeted:




    [image: ]


    At that point, I didn’t know Bronwyn personally, but I had been following her on Twitter (where she spends way too much of her time) for several months. Her tweets consistently entertained, infuriated, and educated me in equal measure. Despite realising that we held starkly contrasting views on deep philosophical matters – free will, utilitarianism, and air-fryers (which are great, by the way) – I recognised her to be an immensely curious, knowledgeable, and morally serious person with a profound commitment to the well-being of our country. So, I slid into her Twitter DMs – as one does when courting tall blondes on the internet – proposing that if she were too lazy to start her own podcast, perhaps she would consider hosting conversations on ours. The rest, as they say, is history.


    Just over two years and nearly 100 episodes later, we have curated an impressive collection of dialogues with journalists, academics, philosophers, economists, scientists, and public intellectuals. Eleven of these conversations form the basis of this book. Narrowing it down to just eleven wasn’t easy, but the ones we settled on have a shared theme: they propose creative solutions to South Africa’s myriad of problems. South Africa’s issues are, of course, well documented. Our society is unequal, our politicians corrupt, and our youth unemployed. What you will discover reading this book is that many of our problems are also of our own doing. In the conversations that follow, we look at some of the ways these problems can be undone.


    Among the topics that Bronwyn and our ensemble of public intellectuals and political mavericks unpack are the ever-present land debate, the need to reimagine our concept of growth, the role of agriculture in addressing unemployment, and the radical idea of amending our Constitution to spur economic development. Transcribing and editing these conversations was incredibly educational – and a lot of fun! It felt as if I got to eavesdrop on experts thinking out loud in real time. Bronwyn’s questions and prompts also kept the interviewees on their toes, eliciting raw and honest opinions instead of rehearsed soundbites.


    In addition to what South Africa should do in terms of politics and policies, this book also looks at what ordinary South Africans can – and must – do to effect change. This involves shedding our apathetic attitudes and actively embodying the ideals we wish to see in others. We need to cultivate the norms we aspire to witness, invest and take ownership in our society, become engaged citizens within our own communities, and, crucially, view South Africa’s future through a lens of optimism.


    It is worth lingering on the need for optimism. If there is one lesson I have learned from Bronwyn over the past two years – and one that readers of this book will undoubtedly glean – it is that South Africans are faced with two choices: we can hedge against the future we fear or invest in the future we desire. Whichever path we choose, it is likely to become a self-fulfilling prophecy. If all of us decide to give up on South Africa, it will likely accelerate its demise. But if we choose to stay, fight for, and invest in the country that we all love, then South Africa may realise the potential we all know it has.


    Ludwig Raal


    Stellenbosch, South Africa


    July 5, 2023

  


  
    
      
WHY NATIONS SUCCEED

    


    This interview with Dr Adrian Saville was inspiring and frustrating in equal measure. We focused our conversation on his seminal work looking at 160 nations over 60 years to investigate the key factors that make economies fare better or worse in comparison to each other. In South Africa’s case, when weighed up against the benchmarks Adrian and his team identified, it becomes clear that what is holding our nation back from its full potential is us. Our failings are far less to do with outside factors over which we do not have control and far more to do with our own selves getting in our own way. In particular, our inward-looking policies and weak institutions seem to be deliberately chosen to hold our economy and society back rather than to support the growth we so desperately need. What becomes clear is that what we need now, more than ever, is certainty. Certainty is the foundation of both investment and saving at the family and firm level – without which money, the lifeblood of any economy, remains locked in potential rather than active form. Interestingly, certainty doesn’t mean certain optimism. People, particularly pragmatic ‘make-a-plan’ South Africans, are surprisingly adept at working around inconvenient, even downright bad, realities. Bad situations, properly understood for what they are, are nothing less than opportunities when viewed from a different perspective, and smart and industrious people are good at capitalising on exactly that understanding. However, when the present reality is built on shifting sands or the vagaries of poorly-directed and changeable policy that has more questions than answers, progress becomes paralysed in the face of uncertainty. We understandably want to understand the odds before we place our bets. What then, can ordinary citizens do to increase certainty in the future? Well, we can improve the odds in our favour by (as we will reiterate several times in this book) investing in the future we want, very literally by investing in the next generation: teaching and nurturing our children. Early childhood development, as Adrian explains, has some of the highest returns on investment at a nuclear and national level.


    [image: ]


    Dr Adrian Saville has been involved in the investment industry since 1994 and has extensive asset management experience across all major asset classes and jurisdictions. He founded Cannon Asset Managers in 1998 as an independent investment house. In addition to his role as Chief Executive of the company, Adrian consults widely both to government and the corporate world, and he has served as a Professor of Economics, Finance and Strategy at the Gordon Institute of Business Science (GIBS) since 2003. As a thought leader, Adrian contributes regularly to business shows on radio (including Classic Business, PowerFM and The Money Show), and television (including CNBC Africa, Business Day Television, eNCA and SABC Business). He is often asked to provide comments to the press and has written articles for various financial publications (these groups include the Financial Mail, FinWeek, Daily Maverick, Personal Finance, Business Day, Business Report, The Citizen and MoneyWeb).


    


    Bronwyn Williams:


    I want to talk to you about how we can get South Africa’s economy back on track. It’s undeniable that our economy is facing significant problems at the moment but many of them could be addressed, if not necessarily cured, by smarter policy choices. You have spoken and written about a ‘six-pack’ for economic growth. Can you expand on that idea?


    Adrian Saville:


    That’s a great place to start. Over the past ten years or so, I’ve been involved in a piece of work that studies the performance of 160 countries over 60 years. We have access to a very – very – rich set of data for these 160 countries. We’re talking about more than a thousand different line items of data. Everything from the size of government, the number of doctors per person, and life expectancy, to the number of kilometres of paved road in the country, et cetera. We essentially asked a machine to look at this big data set and tell us if there are any shared markers of countries that transitioned to and then sustained what textbooks would call inclusive growth. With the benefit of hindsight, we would then teach these in classrooms and talk about economic miracles.


    But the real elegance of this research is that these success stories are, in fact, not miracles at all – much of it is common sense. There are six common factors, what could be called DNA markers. In a similar vein to identifying attributes or behaviours of top athletes or CEOs, we can now discern the key ingredients that define successful countries. They include elevated savings and investment rates, and a demographic structure that ensures a continuous influx of people into the workforce rather than retirement – which means you want a lot of babies to be born. Of course, those babies need access to education and healthcare, which are the third and fourth ingredients. Interestingly, for much of the 12 years that we’ve been presenting this work, healthcare hasn’t been a talking point. Yet, in fact, it carries a higher explanatory weight than education. The fifth ingredient is policy stability and institutional capability, with an emphasis on stability rather than good or bad policy. And then the final ingredient is economic connectedness and/or openness.


    Those are the six ingredients and if you get a fair dose of them, you may not turn into a miracle or a business school case study, but you will have the necessary ingredients to bake a fantastic social and economic cake.


    Bronwyn Williams:


    How important is it that a country focuses on all six of these pillars? If a society is very good at, say, education or fantastic at having a free and open market, will it be able to reap some of those economic rewards? Or is it a case of the whole being greater than the sum of its parts?


    Adrian Saville:


    I’ll give you an ‘economics’ answer, so prepare yourself for lots of ifs, buts, and howevers. (Laughs.) Let me begin by noting that all six factors carry different weights and should be prioritised in a particular sequence. Savings and investment, and economic openness carry by far the most weight. So, if you’re going to get two things, get those right. To be clear, investment is not capital market investment; it’s gross domestic fixed investment – it’s building highways, harbours, fibre optic cables, et cetera. And economic openness, in and of itself, isn’t enough. It needs to be functional openness, what we would call a win-win outcome in the language of economics. For example, slavery, which was a human atrocity and social tragedy, was economically open with one community extracting from another. In economic terminology, that would be characterised as openness with horrific outcomes. So, openness alone isn’t good, but rather functional openness where both parties are better off through the relationship. No country has become prosperous with low savings rates and there is no country that has become prosperous by building walls. So, if you get those two right, then you have some leeway regarding the other factors.


    For example, there are countries that have become prosperous while losing their demographic structure. China is a great case in point in that it has a shrinking workforce, while still growing rapidly. And India, where ease of doing business is still incredibly onerous as a result of the institutional legacy of the Raj dynasty, is still growing by six to seven per cent annually. So, while all ingredients are important, there is forgiveness among the other factors as long as you get two big ones right.


    Bronwyn Williams:


    That’s very interesting, particularly your point on the importance of having a functioning open marketplace, which should be very easy to accomplish – just do less. The only challenge holding a country back from that appears to be political will. So, it’s not an external threat, but rather an internal decision a country needs to make on whether it wants to be part of the global economy or not?


    Adrian Saville:


    But you need to make sure that you are ready for that openness! There are countries that had the right intentions but got this wrong. For example, Jamaica is a sad case, where in the late 1990s, because of their economic and fiscal circumstances, they were almost obliged to throw their borders open. But industrially and economically they were not ready, and the result was that Jamaica was left worse off by being forced onto the international stage.


    In a South African context, think back to the 1990s, when we were welcomed back into the global economic community. Our trade barriers lowered, and a number of important South African industries weren’t able to compete on the international stage, resulting in the disappearance of those industries. So, you have to be ready, mindful, and deliberate when opening your borders.


    Bronwyn Williams:


    Right. It’s important to understand that we’re dealing with a messy, complicated reality and that we’re not starting with a blank slate. We’re not setting up a new colony on Mars, where we could build everything from the ground up the way we want it. Our starting point is very different. Could you explain what a country needs to have in place before it can have an open economy? How can countries avoid being exploited by bigger, stronger, faster international hands?


    Adrian Saville:


    The critical ingredient is one of the last mentioned: policy stability and institutional capability. Policies need to be clear, stable, and survive changes in political administration. We’ve seen examples of that in places as diverse as Costa Rica, Chile, and Ghana. They all underwent changes in political regime but their policies remained largely the same. It’s a bit like parenting, right? In parenting one of the worst things that you can do is to change the rules as you go along. Even if the rules aren’t great, stick to them. This much I’ve learned in my best efforts at parenting: be clear on what the rules are. Having been a kid, I can tell you that one of the best things my parents did was to give me strict rules and parameters within which to work. So, policy stability is a critical ingredient. Of course, it’s no good having policies and rules in place but not sticking to them. They have to be implemented, administered and applied, which relates to the institutional capability. Without those two critical ingredients, a country will be vulnerable to rent-seeking, extraction, and people gaming the system – which can leave it worse off than where it began.


    Bronwyn Williams:


    Making sure that rules are enforced and that they apply to everyone should be the foundation for any economy or business. Without that certainty, investors can’t model whether your business or country will be worth investing in. Providing that certainty is something that any government or ruling party should be able to do. Why have African economies failed to do that? Or perhaps that’s not true, but merely people’s perception. If that is the case, what do we need to do to change those perceptions? Do we need to change how we behave, or do we need to embark upon a better marketing campaign?


    Adrian Saville:


    That’s such a great question and it offers a rich perspective. But before I answer, I want to go back to a point you made about how it is up to us – I might be twisting your words a little bit – to put the right policies in place and engineer the right outcomes. In that observation, you remind me of a powerful piece of work that’s presented by the Zambian-born economist, Dambisa Moyo. She’s probably best known for her work on the damage that foreign aid has done to African progress. The evidence that she presents suggests that countries can actually get democracy too early. My reference to parenting plays into this narrative because your kids can protest against you, but they can’t vote you out. I remember when my sister was four or five, she ran away from home with nothing but a sandwich and ballet shoes. You can imagine how long she disappeared. It took about an hour for her protest to come to an end before she returned home to the policymakers, called the ‘parents’. Hopefully, the humour travels. (Laughs.) But Dambisa Moyo’s point is that democracies in low-income countries with weak economies are particularly vulnerable. The more frequently governments are voted out, the more volatile the country’s policy framework becomes, because each administration brings its own set of policies. In such cases, it might actually be preferable to have a single-party state that has the necessary policy stability attached to it.


    Now let me add an important caveat and say, however, that a single-party state runs a very high risk of being a malevolent dictatorship. So how do you make sure that you avoid that? You have a single-party state with strong civil liberties. In other words, I can hold the government accountable, I can take the government to court, I can enforce my individual rights. I may not be able to vote, but I have rights as a citizen. I simply wanted to make the point that we can think of a number of countries that have been through important and successful transitions under single-party circumstances but with civil liberties or individual rights. And as those countries become more successful, those rights become stronger and more enforceable, eventually leading to those countries iterating or evolving into the Washington consensus, the multi-party democracy.


    Getting back to your question, how is Africa faring based on the six factors? Well, Africa is not a place, it’s 55 countries – or 56 or 54 depending on who you ask. There are countries that really are struggling to bootstrap themselves – Mali, Chad, and Eritrea, for example. But we also have countries like Rwanda and Ethiopia, which are the fastest and second fastest-growing economies in the world over the last 20 years. If we aggregate the 55 countries, it translates into the African continent being the second fastest-growing region in the world over the last 20 years. So as an aggregate, Africa is in much better shape today than 20 years ago. The continent is home to some of the fastest growing economies in the world.


    So, when you ask, ‘How is Africa doing?’, it depends on where you look and who you ask. In Ghana, Senegal, Kenya, Rwanda, and Botswana, we’ve got some extraordinary success cases. Then we’ve got some countries that are stuck in the middle – South Africa, for example, and I would argue that Nigeria is another. And then you’ve got others that are struggling to find their feet, a few of which I’ve already mentioned.


    Bronwyn Williams:


    Let’s go back to your point about the democracy paradox. I recently interviewed Perth Tolle, who runs the freedom-weighted index ETF fund. She looks at emerging economies across the world and is quite adamant that the best-performing markets are correlated with both social and economic freedoms. However, over the last few weeks, I’ve been reading a book written by a number of African academics called Democracy Works. They tried to prove that democracy is good for Africa. Unfortunately, if you read the book closely, the data they provided was unconvincing. In fact, it was leaning towards your thesis that perhaps in fragile states, where you don’t have strong institutions to underwrite and enforce policies, democracy doesn’t work that well. This can make for uncomfortable reading because democracy and freedom are, of course, desirable goals.


    But when you look at Southeast Asia and a country like Singapore, you see how successful they have been under a one-party state. But perhaps there is a middle ground between the thesis that you presented – that democracy too early can be a problem – and the one promoted by someone like Perth Tolle – that freedoms must be maximised for a country to perform at its best. Maybe it’s a good idea to differentiate between different types of freedoms: economic and social, with democracy encompassing both of them. Could it be the case that, in the African context, economic freedom needs to be prioritised? Of course, we want to arrive at a place where we can enjoy social freedoms too, but going back to the book Democracy Works, it appeared that economic freedoms were prerequisites for other freedoms to follow. Do you agree with that? Or how should we sequence the importance of the different kinds of freedoms?


    Adrian Saville:


    Maybe I should first define what I mean by each of the freedoms so that we’re not talking past each other. When I refer to political freedom, I mean the ability to participate in the democratic process by exercising my right to vote. This could apply to a two-party democracy or a multi-party democracy. The essence is that I have the freedom to choose who governs the country. Economic freedom, on the other hand, includes the liberty to engage in various economic activities, including purchasing property, creating patents or trademarks, selling goods or services to others, and being able to externalise my asset, et cetera. It doesn’t imply an absence of regulation, but rather the right to own, buy, sell, and improve my own resources and property. The third freedom is civil freedom or civil liberties. These freedoms are associated with protecting individual dignity. For instance, having the right to express my opinion doesn’t mean I can vote to change my government, but it allows me to voice my dissent without fear of being unjustly imprisoned. Examples of civil freedoms include freedom of speech and freedom of expression.


    So, what we discovered in our research – 40 years of data for over 100 countries conducted by André Liebenberg, one of my business school students – is that economic freedom is indeed a more critical ingredient than political freedom. Because high economic freedom with low political freedom provides the necessary policy stability. But let me caveat this by saying that this compromise in political freedom must be accommodated by strong civil liberties. For example, the Singaporean government cannot do whatever the hell it likes. It may be a single-party state, but it is a state with strong civil liberties that is still held accountable. In short, the two critical freedoms are economic and civil.


    If you have no economic or political freedom, you’ve got a single-party state that’s telling you what you should do, and one of the first things that they will confiscate is your civil liberties. North Korea is the worst textbook example of such a state: no political freedom, no economic freedom, no civil liberty. When you have a single-party state that starts confiscating civil liberties, it turns into a dysfunctional, malevolent dictatorship very quickly.


    The important take-away is that civil liberties cannot be compromised – the state must be held accountable. Now you may ask, how do we make sense of China, then? The point about China is that civil liberties have been slowly improving. They began by increasing economic freedoms – they entered the global market, reduced barriers to doing business, and started to cooperate with the private sector before increasing civil liberties. And although civil liberties in China are far from ideal, the country has far more civil liberties today than 10, 20 or 30 years ago. Of course, there still isn’t political freedom, but the evidence suggests that you don’t need to rush political freedom as long as the other two freedoms are steadily improving.


    To your other point about the relationship between investment returns and a country’s economic, political, and civil liberties, keep in mind that we’re measuring how a society progresses. We look at human development indices, social progress indicators, and those types of measures. And in the very early stages, many of the countries we study didn’t actually have investible markets – there were no capital market returns. So, the relationship between investment returns and the different kinds of freedoms will only become apparent as these countries progress from frontier markets to emerging markets to eventually middle and high-income markets.


    Bronwyn Williams:


    Let’s stay on the topic of investment for a moment, which was one of your six pillars. In Africa, a lot of that investment will have to come from abroad, unless you believe the necessary funds can be created by an intra-African market. I realise this isn’t the core of our conversation, but do you have any thoughts on that?


    Adrian Saville:


    Again, it’s useful to remember that Africa isn’t just one place. If you look at the first factor of that six-pack, it’s that savings must fund investment. Of course, many African markets don’t have sufficient savings. South Africa is a great example. We talk as if our savings and investment rate is 30% when in fact it’s only 15%. It doesn’t matter how much we talk about 5% economic growth, it’s not something we can achieve if our savings rate is only 15%. How much of that necessary additional 15% could come from offshore? Some, but certainly not all of it. What South Africa needs to do is close the distance between domestic savings and domestic investment needs, which would mean doubling our savings rate.


    In contrast, Kenya has a very low domestic saving rate, but a very high investment rate and that gap is funded by foreign investment. Of course, as Kenya gets bigger, it’s going to get progressively harder to make up that difference through foreign investment. Then we’ve got Botswana, which has a more than adequate domestic savings pool to fund a robust domestic investment rate. Ethiopia, too, has been able to fund a lot of its domestic investment with domestic savings. Only recently has it begun to seek foreign investments.


    Getting to your point about creating the necessary growth through internal market activities: unfortunately, we often look past our own neighbourhood because of missing infrastructure. If you want to get from one part of Africa to another, it often requires stopping over somewhere in Europe because of the colonial legacy. Ethiopian Airlines, Kenya Airways and RwandAir are helping to make our air travel more connected, but what we are missing is the road and rail infrastructure – which presents a spectacular infrastructure investment opportunity.


    Bronwyn Williams:


    I think the lesson here is that we can’t just sit around and wait for some white knight investors to come and solve our problems. A lot of the work has to start at home and we cannot rely on external agents to come and fix whatever is broken. Whether we’re talking about creating policy stability or increasing our savings rate, there are many things we can do without having to go ‘cap in hands’ to negotiate more cash injections from the same old crowd in the developed world.


    Something that has emerged from the many conversations I’ve had with African business owners, investors, and entrepreneurs is that we are essentially faced with two choices when it comes to our continent: we can see it as a source of quick gains to be extracted – or as a place to invest and build a future. Whatever choice you make, it will be a self-fulfilling prophecy. Everybody choosing to extract wealth from Africa increases the chances that the continent is destined to fail, while everyone who decides to invest in it increases the odds that it will succeed. Do you have any thoughts on that philosophy?


    Adrian Saville:


    You are quite right. Look at South Korea in the 1960s or Singapore in the 1970s – these were very poor countries with a per capita income of a few hundred dollars. Similarly, Costa Rica in the 1990s was the poorest country in Central America. Just think of their neighbours Honduras, Nicaragua and Haiti – it’s a dodgy neighbourhood.


    All those countries – South Korea, Singapore and Costa Rica – started poor but by slowly becoming more open and building their savings they were able to invest in their own development. Those savings may not have led to the establishment of massive industries, but they set the flywheel in motion. As the wheel started turning, a benevolent cycle began, resulting in increased growth rates, job creation, exports, and so on.


    Bronwyn Williams:


    I want to go back to a comment you made at the beginning of our conversation about how healthcare is more critical than education, which I think would surprise a lot of people. Can you unpack that?


    Adrian Saville:


    Firstly, it is important to recognise the unique context of education in South Africa. It is a particularly sensitive topic because education was used as a political tool during the apartheid era. Denying black South Africans an education was a means of oppressing them. Given that history, it’s unsurprising that most South Africans want to prioritise education. But our research that looks at 160 countries suggests that although both education and healthcare carry significant weight, healthcare carries more.


    In terms of sequencing, you want to prioritise healthcare. It is very hard to build a prosperous society with a great education system if your children have high rates of absenteeism due to illness, struggle to concentrate due to hunger, or face psychological and social dysfunctions. It’s important to emphasise that health includes not only physical well-being but also social and psychological health. You have to feel physically, psychologically and emotionally safe to be able to actively participate in society. Only then can we shift our attention to an education system, and when we do, we have to prioritise basic education over fancy postgraduate degrees. In short, the evidence suggests that if you want to get two things right, they are primary healthcare and basic education. And it is crucial to address healthcare first before tackling educational reforms.


    Bronwyn Williams:


    That makes a lot of sense because one of the reasons that early childhood education is failing in many places in Africa is that children simply do not have the nutrition they require to develop to their full potential. So, in order to fix education, you need to fix nutrition first – you need to start at the beginning. But from a policy perspective, we perhaps tend to focus too much on the later stages because it affects people who already have a voice. And as we all know, attention is given to the loudest voices. Of course, it would be great if we could address all problems at once, but given our limited savings, we need to learn to triage more effectively.


    Adrian Saville:


    You’re absolutely right. The first 1 000 days of a child’s life, often referred to as early childhood development, offer the highest returns on educational investment. As children grow older, the returns on investment in education tend to diminish. Surprisingly, the lowest returns are typically found in master’s and PhD programmes. Why do these people earn so much money? Because they benefited from compounding. They benefited from a strong foundation during their first 1 000 days, followed by quality primary and secondary education, culminating in a great tertiary education.


    However, if we examine the raw return on investment, the most substantial gains in terms of social capital, around 25%, are associated with investing in early childhood development. So, if we could all agree to go home tonight and wake up tomorrow and invest in the first 1 000 days of every baby that is born from tomorrow onwards, it would be one of the best things we could do for society.


    The good news is that the capital required in early childhood development is very, very small. You don’t need nuclear physicists to teach your doctoral students. In fact, in early childhood development the teaching, the training, the nurturing, and the caring can be achieved at the community level. You can think of grannies and grandpas making these investments.


    Bronwyn Williams:


    Why haven’t we done that? A lot of the things we’ve discussed are not impossible to solve. They don’t require permission, they don’t require acts of God, they don’t require gifts from the UN. They merely require political and personal will. So why are we getting it wrong? And what can we do as citizens of South Africa to take advantage of the opportunities that you’ve presented?


    Adrian Saville:


    You mentioned political will but it’s also about social will. Often, we South Africans fall into the mindset of being victims, expecting someone else to fix our challenges. Some years ago, Jay Naidoo made the observation that government can’t fix a country like South Africa. You can imagine the gasps. Here is an ANC insider telling us that government can’t fix South Africa!? But he followed it up by saying that no government in the world can solve problems the size of South Africa’s and that it is up to all of us if we want to see South Africa fulfil its potential. As a society, we often play the victim. But look at our neighbours Zimbabwe and Malawi, for example. These countries have developed superb education systems and excellent early childhood development programmes despite their governments’ shortcomings. If they had some of the other crucial ingredients, they’d be very different-looking countries.


    A little further north, Kenya and Rwanda have made significant strides in their education systems and have embraced education as a social imperative. Rwanda, in particular, is in the business of self-determination. Their president, Paul Kagame, regularly stresses the importance of taking ownership of a situation. So, let’s stop talking. Let’s stop playing the victim and let’s get on with it. And something like early childhood development doesn’t require millions of dollars or government policy. It’s actually ours to do.


    Bronwyn Williams:


    That’s a fantastic point and a good place to wind down this conversation. Do you have any closing remarks?


    Adrian Saville:


    In sharing this research and these arguments, I run the risk of appearing that I’ve solved all of these problems. That is not the case. This is an ongoing project, and we welcome people engaging with us. We are working with data of 160 countries stretching over 60 years. This is not all of history for all time. But we can only work with what we know, and what we’re searching for is prosperity. And prosperity should not be equated with high per capita income. Instead, we embrace a broader definition of prosperity, one that aligns with the concept of happiness as advocated by the mountain kingdom of Bhutan. Happiness, in this sense, goes beyond that fleeting feeling you experience when you buy a new car or someone pays you a compliment. Happiness is a deep sense of satisfaction, well-being, and overall welfare.


    That’s what we’re after. A sense of belonging, a sense of inclusion, and a sense that being born in a particular circumstance doesn’t determine one’s direction of travel for the rest of your life. That’s what we’re after.

  


  
    
      
THE PROMISE OF AFRICA BEYOND BORDERS

    


    The more things change, the more they stay the same. When it comes to following trends, we tend to focus too much on technology, which is exciting and new, and not enough on people, who are just us, our families, our neighbours, and what we want, and, more importantly, what we need, and will go on needing. Indeed, if technological development and advancement is to be of any use at all to us, it should be directed at solving our real needs and problems rather than creating artificial demand for more things to want that we don’t need. To this end, our conversation with Dr Débísí Àràbà focuses on one such need that is not going anywhere: food. People need to eat, and in order to feed youthful, growing working populations – which, as we know are an asset to any economy – we need a strong agricultural industry. South Africa, and indeed, much of the rest of our African continent, is well positioned to invest in the agricultural sector, not just to secure our own future food supply but also to export and trade with an increasingly food-insecure world. However, to take advantage of this (essential) opportunity, we need to build off a base of secure land rights – and to ensure that we own and protect our own inputs, specifically water security on the low-tech side and emerging technological hardware and software developments, and our outbound supply chains, trade routes and agreements. That will require, as came through in a number of our conversations, working with rather than against our fellow African neighbours who face similar challenges and have complementary strengths for us to draw together. Africa is stronger together, and moving past national populism and South African exceptionalism is critical to securing our future place in the global economy.


    [image: ]


    Dr Débísí Àràbà is a member of the Malabo Montpellier Panel, a group of international agriculture experts who guide policy choices that accelerate progress towards food security and improved nutrition in Africa. Previously, he was the Africa Region Director at the International Center for Tropical Agriculture. He has also served as a Senior Technical Adviser to the Minister of Agriculture and Rural Development in Nigeria.


    


    Bronwyn Williams:


    A lot of your work involves dealing with policy leaders and with government officials. Who do you generally engage with in your day-to-day business?


    Débísí Àràbà:


    That’s a simple yet complicated question. I interact with most sectors: private entrepreneurs, multilateral development banks, bilateral institutions, research institutions, and also civil society and advocacy organisations.


    Bronwyn Williams:


    Your work has extensively explored the potential of the African agriculture sector. Could you elaborate on the opportunities you believe exist in this space for the African continent?


    Débísí Àràbà:


    Wow, I’m getting to sell agriculture! Alright, let me explain. Africa, being the youngest continent, holds immense promise. Over the past few decades, the global focus of the agri-food sector has been on increasing productivity in terms of calorific content. However, we’re now shifting towards nutrition and health. As we’re experiencing this paradigm shift, African entrepreneurs and governments are uniquely positioned to take advantage of this new wave to not only ensure food security in Africa but also become crucial drivers in feeding the rest of the world.
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