Point of View:

Why Human Resources matter in Africa today and the role of the African Diaspora

“The success of the African renaissance in repositioning our part of the world depends upon economic patriotism.” Tokyo Sexwale, Chairman, Mvelaphanda Holdings Ltd.  South Africa’s Black Businessman of the Year 2004 award winner.

Introduction

The number of workers migrating from developing countries to more affluent industrialized countries has been on the rise for the last few decades. According to the International Labour Organisation (ILO), the 1990’s saw the number of those coming from developing countries growing significantly faster than those originating from Western countries. This information alone should sound an alarm to African governments, enterprises and civil society organisations. Coming at a time when Africa has to be competitive on the global market due to increased globalization, and the relentless need to “add value” in the business world calls for commitment for better human resources management in Africa.  This is a difficult balancing act. But it has to be done.

The point of view offered by this paper can hopefully provide food for thought and encourage formulation of sound recommendations for future action and active engagement and participation of national African government agencies, business men and women as well as the African diaspora.  

Main human resources challenges facing Africa today

Although globalisation creates new opportunities for growth and employment it also brings problems and challenges such as the brain drain as well as increased skills shortages.  People migrate for diverse and complex reasons. The driving force for people movement ranges from simply seeking decent work,  better employment prospects to major causes like poverty, war, famine, lack of gainful employment or individual freedom. Africa has particularly suffered from emigration trends which slow down development. At a time when the continent is hit by the AIDS pandemic, doctors and nurses continue to leave countries like Zimbabwe and South Africa, where there is greater need. Another example cited by an ILO report is that Ghana has more doctors trained locally outside the country than inside.  The local African communities, mainly rural populations, continue to have poorer health care as it is difficult to replace qualified medical staff easily. The brain drain is a real threat to long-term economic development. 

Africa has high unemployment rates mostly due to the fact that the majority of the continent’s population is semi-skilled or unskilled.  Further more this skills base does not meet market needs of today or of the future hampering the continent’s economy from growing, attracting foreign direct investment or increasing job opportunities. 

It is therefore imperative that policy makers put in place strategies that promote long term skills development programmes as well as build solid economic reform plans to attract and retain not only foreign investment but its citizens across the world and those at home. Special attention should be given to investing in human resources, in developing them and efficiently using them as a basis for the consolidation of empowerment and accountability for the achievement of social progress and democracy. 

Understanding Human Resources Value

Development may be quantified in numbers of schools, clinics, houses, etc which are built or it might be calculated in terms of how the quality of services to people has been improved. In terms of development, we often think about the things people need rather than people themselves.  However, people are the core of any civil society organisation, enterprise, or government agency. I strongly believe that development must be assessed by the way in which the capacity of the poor to take charge of their own lives is influenced. The ability for a country to raise its GDP per capita income is synonymous to economic growth. And generally economic growth is accompanied by job creation and with it comes the need for human resources.  

Human resources, as the name suggests is “resource-centred”, directed mainly at management needs for human resources to be provided and deployed. There is greater emphasis on planning, monitoring and control, rather than mediation. Horwitz 1
 discusses the ideological motivation of Human Resources management as a managerial initiative which seeks to facilitate the achievement of organisational goals.  The preferred focus is on individual rather than collective relations and the HRM theme positively seeks direct employee communication and involvement.  The effectiveness of HRM in attempting to optimize co-operation and organizational loyalty, and a determination to impose new forms of management control, can arguably be viewed as a reformation of a strong unitarist managerial ideology.  In 2004, Mercer
, a worldwide Human Resources Consulting firm confirms the uniting characteristic of HR and provides HR’s five areas of focus: talent management, recruiting and retention, total rewards, HR service delivery and organisational productivity improvement. This approach reflects the function’s strategic vital importance. 

Power and involvement : African development WITH us, not FOR us

The development of the African human capital, meaningful participation in the global, regional and local economies underpins the basis for future success. Closer cooperation between businesspeople, government and civil society is imperative for the formulation of policies that will provide a framework for and guide human development strategies, as well as commit stakeholders to make substantial investments in human capital, business development, social and economic infrastructure to bolster economic growth. 

The time is right to lay the foundation for progression in the future to ensure growth of the individual through the enhancement of professional and life skills, provision of more possibilities to expose youth to hi-tech education in computer engineering, aviation, scientific and medical fields and entrepreneurship.  

What is the role of the African diaspora?

In a speech at the University of the West Indies, Jamaica, Mr Thabo Mbeki, the President of South Africa, made the following observation: “Perhaps the time has come for the African intelligentsia in the Americas, the Caribbean, Europe and Africa to come together again, this time to make the statement – the problem of the Africans in the 21st century is the problem of poverty, underdevelopment and marginalization – and together search for  ways by which to confront this problem”

Mr Mbeki’s words bring hope and demonstrate that we are finally realizing that as Africans, we need to be free from the dominance of the world’s powerful centres of interest in order to undertake our own development. 

The diaspora should be seen as an effective integrating force to be reckoned with and a key driver for sustainable development in Africa.  As a primary catalyst and a link between Africa and the rest of the world, the role played by the diaspora can help redress the brain drain and skill shortages. The diaspora have emotional and intellectual links to the continent that are valuable with regards reversing the existing imbalances. I believe that there has always has been interest on the part of the diaspora to participate in Africa’s development, which has been hindered for the most part by lack of unity among the different groups advocating for the same cause. There is a critical need that all Africans work on the same agenda and create a critical mass in order to see a significant change.  A united diaspora will inevitable become a driving force for sustainable development by establishing new industries, modernizing and expanding existing capacity of the manufacturing sector, participating actively in developing small and medium enterprises thus creating jobs, improving rural development and ensuring skills transfer. I strongly believe that the diaspora will be able to mobilize the critical resources such as finance, skills and networks. The diaspora will be driven by its hunger to address the developmental needs of the African population.   

The diaspora therefore has a key role to play in making remarkable inroads in African matters. Africa’s future is at stake. The diaspora should contribute in transforming the continent through concerted efforts, whether as entrepreneurs, corporate or government agents.   This will allow us not only to thrive economically but also to defend democracy, accountability, solidity and efficiency. 

Essential elements for successful Human Resources management in Africa 

To ensure that the human resources in Africa are utilised to their fullest capacity, I am of the view there should be more cooperation and exchange between enterprises, government and higher learning institutions, leadership programmes, as well as training and skills development. It is important to note that management development is equally as important for the public sector and business organisations. There has be a climate of coaching, empowerment and support in both private and public sectors.  

The following are key elements for successful human resources development in Africa.

Cooperation and exchange 

Regular collaboration between all stakeholders should be promoted so that programmes, and plans are developed to address the skills and training needs of business organizations and to ensure that there is a healthy balance between supply and demand in the labour market. Inform the public on the variety of career paths available and the diverse routes for initial and apprenticeship education and training.

Leadership programmes/Succession planning

It is imperative that organizations and their staff understand the difference between leadership and management.  Leadership programmes should inspire the youth and point ways in which progress can be achieved. There is a need to introduce alternative approaches of achieving goals by sharing leadership as pairs, teams, partnerships and collectives, highlighting the importance of leadership in improving people’s lives and to show how resourceful leaders are bringing about positive change in many different places. The specific focus of such programmes would be to nurture and develop visionary leadership (especially, but not only), amongst young people and women so that they are equipped to tackle the challenges currently facing them, and in the future, in a powerful way. 

Skills Development

Working towards eradicating skills gaps through opening up access to education and training opportunities and developing people through quality life long learning. 

Promoting Entrepreneurship

Access to decent work is an antidote to social exclusion. The informal sector is a vibrant, job creating, poverty fighting small sector. This community in Africa needs to work with governments, social partners and civil society to invigorate entrepreneurship and management training to encourage small businesses to explore new markets.   

Diaspora Human Resources Database

Creation of an expert database in every field (human resources, marketing, management, engineering, etc) that would be at the disposal of African stakeholders for easy and quick reference when the need arises for human resources.  

A call for more transparent HR selection processes in International organisations 

There is a need for improving the selection process of large international organisations that operate in Africa. It is no secret today that when prospective candidates apply for jobs in international organisations, jobs have for the most part already been filled. Candidates may if they are lucky receive a letter of regret 10 to 12 months after the advertised vacancy.  

HR Best Practices

Keeping abreast of contemporary strategies and trends in human resources management in necessary to remain competitive on the international arena, that is why updating and upgrading knowledge and capacity in HR through new methods, strategies and orientations tailored for African needs is crucial.

Drafting HR best practices means we do not re invent the wheel each time there is a challenge to be addressed. HR best practice will provide proven tools and methodologies for successful human resources management.

Conclusion

It is vital for Human Resources leaders to develop an explicit framework for human resources management in Africa and to communicate the plan proactively to involved stakeholders. I invite all the international organisations, financial institutions, Blair’s Commission for Africa and all the other stakeholders to call upon the African diaspora’s experts when engaging in development activities in the continent. 

We have seen that personal development and leadership training will go a long way in supporting long term development. The wise words of the former South African President Nelson Mandela sums it up in a nutshell, “if you want to put the world right, if you want to change your organization and society, start with yourself”.  

I therefore place heavy emphasis on the link between economic growth and development and citizen participation. I see these as associated processes and therefore a process that is to the benefit of all African nations.  The structure of economies and development does not come quickly that is why NOW is the time to place increased emphasis on citizen participation and the diaspora’s involvement. 


This Point of view was prepared by 
Romauld Dzomo Nkong, (Founder & President, Avenir Nepad International) 
with input from Jocelene Dikeledi Mpofu (Secretary General, Avenir Nepad International)
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