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Colleagues, Ladies and Gentlemen:

I am delighted to be able to join you in Johannesburg for this important seminar, which tackles one of the key issues facing all countries today – building the intellectual and human skills of society in the pursuit of development and prosperity.  Of course, it is a special pleasure to be involved in a meeting which has as its theme Africa’s renewal.  You will know that the Commonwealth member states account for some 18 of the African Union's 53 members, and the same proportion of the membership of the Commonwealth is itself African. The Commonwealth has been deeply engaged in Africa since the early days of decolonisation, and we are pleased to be a strong supporter of the AU and of NEPAD’s goals and objectives, and we are an official partner of the African Peer Review Mechanism, which is a key component of the New Partnership for Africa's Development (NEPAD).  

The themes of trade investment and development are at the heart of the challenges with which the modern Commonwealth is preoccupied.  Today, I want to say something about the specific issues of human resources and how this relates to the issue of prosperity and wellbeing of societies.  Africa provides many examples which clearly illustrate that a country’s ability to satisfy the material well-being and aspirations of its citizens does not depend on its natural resource endowments.  Indeed, some of the world’s wealthiest nations - Singapore and Switzerland come immediately to mind – have virtually no natural resource endowments, while examples abound of countries which have massive natural resources sitting alongside abject poverty. It is rather the link between human or intellectual resources and a country’s social and economic systems and its natural resources that determines how far wealth is created and shared among the population as a whole.  The fundamental insight of the NEPAD programme is to recognise this link between a country’s political values and its economic well-being and success as a society, hence NEPAD’s emphasis on democratic development, pluralism and respect for human rights.

What does this say as far as the challenges of our seminar go? With respect to the labour market the critical factor is the ability of a country to attract or retain the skills needed to run its public services, its agriculture and industry, banks and universities.  This means that in the highly competitive and mobile world of the twenty first century, government must see that the factors which “push” skills away are in balance with the factors which “pull” or attract these critical skills. 

I might say that in my experience, the importance of remuneration is generally much overrated and is only a small part of the factors at work. Of course, professionals and managers are influenced by their level of remuneration in relation to others in their country.  You cannot expect a doctor to be paid less than a lorry driver. But it is generally the case that it is primarily this type of comparison with other groups within the country, not with their peers in other continents, that is important as far as pay is concerned.  Far more influential than pay are issues relating to security in its widest sense – access to education and health, a sense of professional opportunity to attain success, and the ability to enjoy the ties of friends and family in an environment in which all general freedoms and rights are enjoyed and respected.  The challenge for all governments is to balance the factors which make the retention and flow of skills into the economy dynamic, and able to cope with the natural movement of skills away which is inevitable in a globalised world.

For the Commonwealth, this emphasis on broad societal development in the African Union through the NEPAD programme are both welcome and worthy of support.  As mentioned earlier, the Secretariat is working closely as a partner in the African Peer Review Mechanism.  We are also engaged in supporting the development of NEPAD’s mass programme on tourism, and on the imitative to improve teacher training.  We will continue to explore other ways in which the experience and skills of the Commonwealth can be utilised to support NEPAD as its programmes develop.

The agenda of this seminar is looking at the issue of labour market management, and the critical issue of addressing the brain drain which has afflicted Africa so cruelly over the past four decades.  As I do not believe that can be addressed by a quick fix, by offering a king’s ransom to hire in key workers, or by continued massive flows of technical assistance from donors. The long term effort to improve society, develop democracy and freedom, improve schools and hospitals is the only way to create sustainable economies. There are however, critical aspects of labour policy which governments need to address collectively to both smooth the ability of skills to enter the market, and manage the outflow of skills.  I would like to give two examples from the Commonwealth which illustrate practical measures which we have adopted to these ends in the health and education sectors.

For some time now we in the Commonwealth and a significant number of Commonwealth member countries have been deeply concerned at the loss of scarce professionals as a result of targeted recruitment programmes, a problem that has caused particular difficulties for small states. Such concerns, affecting the health and education sectors among others, have been voiced at Ministerial meetings and in the case of health resulted in the Commonwealth Code of Practice for the International Recruitment of Health Workers, endorsed by Ministers of Health in May 2003.  This aims to prevent predatory hiring and recruitment and introduce some recognition on the part of recruiting countries – which are often simultaneously supporting health systems through their aid programmes - on the potential impact which this can have.

The second example stemmed from an initiative in the Caribbean. In 2002, following large scale recruitment of teachers from Barbados, Guyana, Jamaica and Trinidad and Tobago, Jamaica requested the assistance of the Commonwealth in addressing the problem of teacher recruitment in the Caribbean. Caribbean Education Ministers agreed the Savannah Accord in Barbados in July 2002 and, among other things, asked the Commonwealth Secretariat to develop a draft Protocol for the recruitment of teachers. As a result of the draft prepared by the Secretariat, and following on a meeting at which Education Ministers from The Gambia, Mauritius, Namibia, St. Lucia, Samoa, and Seychelles, last week the Commonwealth Education Ministers adopted a Protocol on Teacher Recruitment.  This Protocol recognises the potential opportunities for countries and individuals that are available through a structured and well-managed programme of teacher exchanges and of trade in skills.  This can benefit individual teachers in their professional development as well as strengthen and enrich education.  However the protocol aims to ensure that the recruitment of teachers is not to the detriment of national education systems.

These are two Commonwealth examples of agreements which have been put in place, and now need the efforts of countries at both ends of the recruitment chain to monitor and apply the principles in the accords.  The Commonwealth, which also has a tradition of facilitating shared visa and immigration regimes, might also be a good place to look for ways to break down the rigidities which make it hard to African professionals to work in the continent, and for companies to develop pan-African management training schemes.

These are some of the matters which form the canvas for the discussions today.  Looking at the agenda and the quality of the inputs which are promised, what makes this seminar so interesting and important is that it brings together leading African practitioners from government, the private sector, human resources and educational bodies. I should like on behalf of the Commonwealth Secretariat, to congratulate Africa Recruit for its efforts in putting the meeting together, and for garnering the support of NEPAD and the Commonwealth Business Council in  a creative initiative to address the human resource needs of the continent.  We look forward to the results of the deliberations, and to a continuing collaboration around these issues.

Thank you.
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