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ON THE WRONG BUS

FOR THIRTY YEARS, I have worked in the trenches with others to �nd
ways to break the wall that separates the peoples of Africa from
justice, wealth, peace, and respect. We have searched for a route
out of poverty, ignorance, ill health and early death, violations of
basic rights, corruption, environmental degradation, and many
other problems associated with Africa. I have done this work
through the Green Belt Movement, helping communities plant
trees, and so improve their livelihoods, protect their environment,
and, in the process, increase their commitment and persistence. It
is these experiences at the grassroots level, coupled with my
service in the Kenyan government and participation in numerous
international e�orts to assist Africa and protect the environment,
that have shaped my worldview and inform the approaches,
examples, analyses, and solutions that I o�er in this book.

In the three decades since the Green Belt Movement began its
work, some Africans have left the trenches to pursue their own
interests and ambitions; others have become disappointed and
tired. Some are languishing in their homes or jails; others are
homeless or in refugee camps. Some are hoping for leadership to
deliver them; others are waiting until it is clear to them that they
must save themselves by, in the words of Mahatma Gandhi, being
the change they wish to see in the world.

Yet as I seek to show, the challenges before Africa not only stem
from national and international policies (although these play an
important part in determining Africa’s future, as they have its
past), but are also moral, spiritual, cultural, and even
psychological in nature. As I also illustrate, the condition of Africa
is bound to that of the world. We all share one planet and are one
humanity; there is no escaping this reality.



I have written The Challenge for Africa for all those with an interest
in the fate of the African continent, from the general reader to
advocates, researchers, development specialists, and government
o�cials, including heads of state. In its pages I hope to explain,
elucidate, engage, and, perhaps most important, encourage all
concerned to grapple with the challenges facing Africa today.

The Challenge for Africa is divided into �ve sections: the
contemporary face and cultural and historical background of the
challenges (chapters 1-2); the economic, political, and
international context and dimension of these challenges (chapters
3-5); the challenge of leadership and good governance at the top
of society and at the grassroots (chapters 6-7); the complex and
problematic relationship of ethnic identity to the nation-state in
modern Africa (chapters 8-10); and the centrality of the
environment to Africa’s development challenges and solutions to
them (chapters 11-13), followed by a �nal chapter on the
challenges before individual Africans, at home and abroad.

In chapter 1, I re�ect on a woman I saw in Yaoundé, Cameroon,
whose subsistence farming techniques were causing soil erosion
and water loss. Subsistence farming is how a large majority of
Africans make a living, and I consider how the challenges facing
that one farmer are, in many ways, a microcosm of the myriad
challenges facing the African farmer in particular, and Africa in
general.

In chapter 2, I uncover some of the challenging legacies facing
Africa, including colonialism. My aim is to show that while
colonialism was devastating for Africa, it has become a convenient
scapegoat for con�icts, warlordism, corruption, poverty,
dependency, and mismanagement in the region. Africa cannot
continue to blame her failed institutions, collapsed infrastructure,
unemployment, drug abuse, and refugee crises on colonialism; but
neither can these issues be understood fully without
acknowledging the fact of Africa’s past.

In chapter 3, I o�er what I believe is a useful metaphor to
describe a functioning society and contrast it with the history of
Africa after the Cold War.



In chapters 4 and 5 I look at how aid, trade, and debt foster an
imbalance in the relationship between Africa and the
industrialized world, while in chapter 6 I discuss the de�cit of
leadership that exists in Africa and what can be done to change it.
My concern in chapters 4 and 5 is not simply to criticize the
international community for unfair trade practices and the heavy
debt burden under which Africans still labor; it is to challenge all
Africans to escape the culture of dependency that leads to
passivity, fatalism, and failure. Likewise, my aim in chapter 6 is
not to shame or blame, but to challenge all of African society,
especially its leadership, to break free of the corruption and
sel�shness that exists, from high o�ces to the grassroots. Every
African, from the head of state to the subsistence farmer, needs to
embrace cultures of honesty, hard work, fairness, and justice, as
well as the riches—cultural, spiritual, and material—of their
continent.

In chapters 7 and 8, I describe in more detail the loss of culture
I touch on in chapter 2: the lack of respect for some of the cultures
in Africa, and the consequent devastating loss of self-con�dence in
many ethnic groups—what I call “micro-nations”—throughout the
continent. As I investigate in more detail in chapter 8, my
personal recognition of the importance of culture led me to create
the Civic and Environmental Education seminars as part of the
Green Belt Movement’s work. Through the seminars, I developed a
concept that I call “The Wrong Bus Syndrome.” Like travelers who
have boarded the wrong bus, many people and communities are
heading in the wrong direction or traveling on the wrong path,
while allowing others (often their leaders) to lead them further
from their desired destination. It is my analysis that much of
Africa today is on the wrong bus.

Chapters 9 and 10 delve more deeply into the challenges of the
African nation-state, or what I term the “macro-nation.” For
decades, Africans have belittled or ignored the fundamental
cultural and psychological importance of micro-national identity,
instead using ethnicity for political gain. I call for Africans to
rediscover and embrace their linguistic, cultural, and ethnic
diversity, not only so their nation-states can move forward



politically and economically, but so that they may heal a psyche
wounded by denial of who they really are.

Just as cultural diversity is essential for healthy human
societies, so, too, is biological diversity. In chapters 11, 12, and 13
I argue for the centrality of the environment in all discussions of,
and approaches to, addressing the challenges Africa faces. I look
at the issues of land, agriculture, and conservation, particularly of
forests. I then explore the enormous task, and necessity, of
preserving central Africa’s Congo Basin Forest Ecosystem.

Finally, in chapter 14, I re�ect on the challenges facing the
African family—both in the continent and in the diaspora. I urge
Africans to support each other in their e�orts to forge their own
ways forward, and to believe that they can.

As I write, the world is in a �nancial crisis, caused in part by lack
of oversight and deregulation in the industrialized world. The
poor have long experienced the fallout of such greed and
sel�shness. For decades, Africa has been urged to emulate this
�nancial system and practices acquired from the industrialized
world. While this structure has enriched the West, practicing it
without caution has only impoverished Africa. The current crisis
o�ers Africa a useful lesson and its greatest challenge: nobody
knows the solution to every problem; rather than blindly
following the prescriptions of others, Africans need to think and
act for themselves, and learn from their mistakes.



THE FARMER OF YAOUNDÉ

THE CHALLENGES Africa faces today are real and vast. Just as I
began work on this book, my own country of Kenya was
plunged into a pointless and violent postelection
political con�ict and humanitarian crisis that claimed
more than a thousand lives and left hundreds of
thousands homeless. As I write, internecine �ghting still
wracks the Darfur region of Sudan, Chad, southern
Somalia, the Niger Delta, and eastern Congo.
Zimbabwe’s most recent election was marred by
violence and a failure to tally the vote properly and
reach a negotiated political settlement. Meanwhile, a
series of violent attacks in South Africa against
immigrants from other African countries left more than
forty dead and forced tens of thousands to �ee from
their homes.1 South Africa, a political and economic
beacon in the region, appeared in peril of facing the
con�icts many other African nations have experienced.

Drought and �oods a�ect many countries in both
western and eastern Africa. Natural resources are still
being coveted and extracted by powers outside the
region with little regard for the long-term health of the
environment or poverty reduction; deserti�cation and
deforestation, through logging and slash-and-burn
agriculture, are decimating species, water supplies,
grazing grounds, and farmland, and contributing to
recurring food emergencies. Shifting rainfall patterns,
partly as a result of global climate change, directly
threaten the livelihoods of the majority of Africans who
still rely on the land for their basic needs. At the same



time, sub-Saharan African countries are falling short of
the benchmarks for health, education, gender equality,
and environmental sustainability, which are among the
eight Millennium Development Goals agreed on by the
United Nations in 2000.

Although poverty rates in Africa have declined over
the past decade, they remain stubbornly high.2
HIV/AIDS, malaria, and tuberculosis—all preventable
diseases—still take too many lives. In sub-Saharan
Africa, one in six children dies before his �fth birthday,
comprising fully half of the world’s child deaths.3
Con�icts ravage too many communities as rival groups
vie for political and economic power. And the
importance of Africans’ cultural heritage to their own
sense of themselves still isn’t su�ciently recognized.

Nevertheless, in the half century since most African
countries achieved independence and in the nearly two
decades since the end of the Cold War, the continent has
moved forward in some critical areas of governance and
economic development. More African countries have
democratic forms of governance, and more Africans are
being educated. Debt relief has been granted to a
number of African states, and international trade
policies are now subject to greater scrutiny to assess
their fairness, or lack of it. South Africa has made a
successful, and peaceful, transition to full democracy
from the time of apartheid. In 2002, Kenya held its �rst
genuinely representative elections in a generation.
Decades-long civil wars in Angola and Mozambique
have ended. Liberia has emerged from a devastating
series of internal and regional con�icts. In 2005, it
elected to the presidency Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf, the �rst
woman to head a modern African state, and the process
of reconciliation and reconstruction is under way.
Rwanda, a decade and a half after the 1994 genocide,
has a growing economy, and Rwandan women



constitute almost half of its parliament, the highest
percentage in the world.4

After decades of dictatorship, instability, and extreme
poverty, and a con�ict that has claimed upward of �ve
million lives, in 2006 the Democratic Republic of the
Congo held elections overseen by the United Nations
that were judged largely free and fair. A fragile peace
holds between northern and southern Sudan, and e�orts
continue to bring an end to the civil war in northern
Uganda. Since the early years of this century, a number
of African economies have grown at more than 5
percent a year (and some at twice this rate), and African
civil society—nongovernmental organizations, trade
unions, civic associations, community-based groups, and
ordinary citizens—is becoming bolder in speaking out in
support of human rights and good governance. These
are real achievements, and they belie the idea that
Africans cannot take charge of their own a�airs.

Of course, throughout the continent there are
instances where forward motion and stasis are occurring
simultaneously: e�orts to battle corruption have been
waged, but often incompletely; principled and visionary
leaders are still too few in number; and while the world
increasingly recognizes that Africa will be hit hard by
climate change, the transfer of “green” technology from
industrialized nations to the continent is slow, and
forests in Africa continue to shrink.

MOVING BEYOND SUBSISTENCE

One morning in early September 2007, I stepped
through the front door of my hotel in Yaoundé, the
capital of Cameroon. I was there because the ten
governments of Central Africa had appointed me the
Goodwill Ambassador for the Congo Basin Forest
Ecosystem in 2005, and I had come to familiarize myself
with the secretariat of the Congo Basin Forest



Partnership (CBFP) and the Commission for the Forests
of Central Africa (COMIFAC), headquartered in
Yaoundé, and to meet the governments’ ministers
responsible for the economy and management of the
forests.

Yaoundé is a metropolis whose 1.4 million people live
among seven hills between the Nyong and Sanaga rivers
in the south-central part of the country. The hotel was
beautiful, modern, and clean; its location was similarly
attractive, perched on one of those hills overlooking the
city, with a view of Mount Cameroon, West Africa’s
tallest peak.

As I stood outside, I happened to look across from the
hotel and saw a group of farmers on one of the hills,
which was covered in thick vegetation except where the
few men and women were working. It looked like they
had planted a few banana and what appeared to be
cassava trees, and were preparing the ground for more
crops. As a light rain fell, I noticed that the farmers were
making small depressions in the soil and then molding it
into rows that were parallel to the gradient of the hill. I
thought to myself, Those people should not be working on
such a steep slope, because they are very quickly going to
lose all that soil when it rains. Anxiously, I turned to ask
the guards at the gate of my hotel why one of these
farmers—a woman on whom my eyes had settled—was
cutting the furrows downward, instead of against the
gradient. “That way, when the rains come the water will
run along the furrow and not disturb the crops,” one of
the young men replied, without hesitating.

Seeing the women and men on the hillside in Yaoundé
didn’t surprise me. Such a sight is not uncommon in
many other cities and towns throughout the vast African
continent. Whether it is in the middle of a big city like
Yaoundé, Johannesburg, Dar es Salaam, or Nairobi, or in
the countryside, the story is the same: slash and burn,



plant, harvest once or twice, and move on to new land
to repeat the same unsustainable process.

What amazed me, though, was the guard’s response,
al though it could have come from any African in any
country south of the Sahara. Yet this method of farming
directly contradicted every principle of soil and species
conservation I knew. Instead of making furrows across
the gradient of the hill so the rainwater would pool in
the small depressions and sink into the ground, where it
would replenish belowground reservoirs, this farmer
was doing just the opposite. She was guaranteeing that
the soil, one of her most precious natural resources and
one she’d so carefully formed and so desperately needed
to make her crops grow, would be swept down the
hillside when the rains fell—in the very furrows she had
just dug! Not only was the woman making it easier for
what she had planted to be washed away; she was also
creating the perfect environment for the erosion of
precious topsoil and loss of rainwater, making it less
likely that anything would grow on the hillside in the
future. And the hotel guards had no idea of the damage
she was doing; they assumed that this was how farming
was done. The tragedy is they are not alone.

I was struck by the irony of the situation. I was in
Cameroon, a guest of the state, sleeping in a luxurious
hotel and waiting for a car to take me to meetings to
discuss how to safeguard the Congo Basin forests—an
ecosystem of seven hundred thousand square miles in
Central Africa. It is the second-largest intact expanse of
forest in the world, after the Amazon rainforest, and is
often referred to as the world’s “second lung.” I would
be visiting government ministers, international donors,
and o�cials of COMIFAC. All of us are charged with the
responsibility of ensuring that the forests are sustainably
managed for the bene�t of everyone, including those
subsistence farmers on the hill.



Whatever the outcome of our discussions, I knew one
essential fact: no matter what else we were doing, unless
those of us assembled at the COMIFAC headquarters
could work with that farmer—multiplied by several
million in Cameroon, and several million more in the
ten countries of the Congo Basin region and, indeed,
throughout Africa—not only would we not save the
Congo forests, but we might also be unable to halt the
rapid deserti�cation under way across the continent.

Of course, the farmers I observed, and others like
them, aren’t the primary threats to the Congo Basin
forests. Mining and timber concessions that feed the
seemingly insatiable global demand for raw materials,
as well as residual con�ict and ongoing illegal logging in
the eastern part of the region, are more directly
destructive. But once the timber trucks and mining
companies have literally made their inroads into the
forests and cleared the trees, it is people such as these
farmers who follow. They carve out small plots and cut
the remaining vegetation for charcoal or small-scale
subsistence agriculture, engage in poaching and the
trade in bush meat, and complete the destruction.

Often, the soil in tropical forests is not well suited to
agriculture and can be farmed for only a few years.
Unless the subsistence farmers practice good land
management, the soil degrades quickly, and they are
forced to encroach further into the forests and
grasslands. When rains fall, the earth is washed into the
rivers, leaving barren land behind. As the trees are cut,
the landscape is transformed, and the risks of soil
erosion and deserti�cation increase. In this way, a cycle
is set in motion that not only threatens the survival of
the people who rely on the ecosystems’ resources—its
watersheds and rainfall patterns, its �ora and fauna—
but also has the potential to endanger the climatic
systems on which the entire planet depends.



To be sure, individuals such as myself—government
ministers, university professors, civil society activists,
and development specialists—need to be involved in
crafting policies and legislation both within and across
our countries’ borders for utilizing natural resources
sustainably and sharing them more equitably. But
sometimes when we do our work in high-level meetings,
we’re not making changes where they really matter—in
this case, in the world where that farmer places her
blade in the soil. If she’s not given assistance to stop
farming the way she was on that hillside, she’ll �nish
the business of destruction begun by the previous
generation and exacerbated by poor governance,
expanded by globalization, and intensi�ed by the failure
in Africa to focus on development that bene�ts the
African people.

I don’t blame the farmer for attempting to eke out a
living. Because of my work with the Green Belt
Movement planting trees with communities in Kenya,
including many in the country’s Central Highlands, I
know how hard it is to grow anything on a slope! But, as
I stood there that morning, the woman on the hillside in
Yaoundé came to represent to me the collective
challenges that face many African countries.

I wondered how much of the revenue of the hotel—
which was owned by a foreign corporation—was
making its way into the government’s co�ers, and then,
in turn, how much of that money the government was
investing in its agricultural sector, including in an
extension service, that could educate the woman and
assist her in farming more sustainably. I thought about
what the farmer’s situation might have been �fty or a
hundred years earlier, when there were fewer people,
stronger social and community networks, and no hotels,
and whether a woman of that generation—someone not
unlike my own mother, who grew her own food for
almost her entire life—would have considered herself



happier or wealthier than her fellow African subsistence
farmer of today.

If the African states’ agricultural extension services
had not been underfunded or neglected in the decades
since African nations became independent, this farmer
not only might have learned the right way to prepare
the soil for planting, she also might have had access to
information, modern equipment, and governmental
support that would have enabled her to farm more
e�ciently and less destructively. Perhaps she might
even have had extension or agricultural cooperative
o�cers who would have assisted her, instead of
exploiting her and taking advantage of her poverty,
illiteracy, and powerlessness. If, in turn, development
practitioners and international agencies had, in their
work with national governments, given more priority to
investing in Africa’s farmers, the continent’s agriculture
might not be in such poor condition today. And that
woman farmer might not be practicing such destructive
agriculture.

If African states had prioritized the budgets and work
of the ministries of agriculture and environment instead
of defense and internal security—indeed, if governments
had concentrated on practical measures that helped
their people rather than, at times, investing in
grandiose, attention-seeking projects or misguided
attempts to satisfy the demands of outside investors,
often at the expense of their own peoples—then perhaps
long ago the woman would have been provided with
land more suitable for farming than that hillside.

If the continent’s governments had organized their
development priorities so that productive land itself had
been used more wisely, natural resources conserved, and
suitable urban planning undertaken, the farmer might
not have been forced up that hillside. If they had
addressed the inequities of land distribution left over
from the colonial period, then not only might many of



the con�icts that have plagued the continent been
avoided or lessened in intensity, but this woman might
not have been tilling that steep slope. If they had
advocated more forcefully for the industrialized nations
to reduce their own agricultural subsidies, and had
argued for fairer trading terms, then this farmer might
have had a greater number of markets and a better price
for her produce.

If the African leaders had invested more in education,
the creation of sustainable employment options, and
inclusive economies, and if they had been more
concerned with the welfare of their people and not with
their own enrichment, then perhaps this farmer would
have gone to school. Perhaps she would not have been a
subsistence farmer but instead a manager for a larger,
more e�cient farm that could have freed her from
grinding poverty.

I also asked myself this: How many people concerned
with the continent’s development—Africans and non-
Africans alike—would even have noticed such a woman
on the hillside? Although many of the politicians and
others who work in the various ministries of the
environment, public works, human development, or
health throughout Africa are intelligent and educated,
and may be highly motivated, how many even see
farmers such as the ones I saw that day? Shuttled from
hotel to conference center and back in luxury cars,
accustomed to high-powered meetings with donors or
o�cials, many policymakers may not take the time to
recognize how hard the people of Africa are working to
make a living in circumstances that are getting more
di�cult, day after weary day.

I may notice individuals like this woman because I
have worked with people like her in the Green Belt
Movement tree-planting campaign. I strongly believe
that if Africa, particularly that part of the continent
south of the Sahara, is to progress so it is no longer



dependent on aid from the international community, or
if it is to cease being a byword for poverty, con�ict, and
corruption, it is on hillsides like these and with women
such as that farmer that we must work. That’s where
those of us concerned about the fate of Africa and her
citizens must focus our energies, for it is where the vast
majority of Africa’s peoples are, and it is with their lives
that we must engage.

Unless that farmer—and millions of others like her—
acquires what she needs to develop her skills and
educate herself and her children, and is encouraged to
make decisions that can take her on a di�erent path,
then future generations will look back �fty or a hundred
years from now and shake their heads. They’ll
experience expanding deserts and degraded lands, and
increased numbers of displaced people migrating in
search of food, water, and greener pastures, sometimes
across national borders. They’ll su�er through the
inevitable con�icts that occur when people scramble for
scarce resources.

THE LEADERSHIP REVOLUTION

The Challenge for Africa lays down a set of principles for
what it will take to change the life of that farmer, who
represents the 65 percent of Africans who continue to
rely on subsistence agriculture; to avoid the crises of the
future; and to ensure that Africans alive today
experience good governance, basic freedoms that
include respect for human rights, development that’s
both equitable and sustainable, and peace. Some of the
measures I suggest to counter Africa’s many challenges
are practical—an engagement in grassroots democracy
and the strengthening of civil society, so people’s
energies can be released to shape their own lives and
development priorities, and governments can support
them in realizing their vision.



Other measures are less tangible. Fundamentally, I
argue, Africa needs a revolution in leadership—not only
from the politicians who govern, but from an active
citizenry that places its country above the narrow needs
of its own ethnic group or community. Those in power—
the presidents, prime ministers, politicians, and other
elites—have to recognize that the way Africa has been
conducting its a�airs of state has neither protected nor
promoted the welfare of the continent’s citizens nor
provided for the long-term growth and stability of its
nations. This ought to be unacceptable to the new
leadership in Africa.

The revolution I propose requires the development of
policies that work for the bene�t of all citizens rather
than the advantage of a few. It necessitates standing up
to international interests that seek access to the
considerable natural resources with which Africa is
blessed for less than their fair market value. It entails
implementing decisions that encourage the dynamism
and entrepreneurship of African peoples, protecting
them from unfair competition, and nurturing economies
that add value to the commodities the rest of the world
desires so much.

The revolution demands that its leaders not merely
support honesty and transparency in government from
the president and the highest ministerial level to the
grassroots, but embody it in their behavior as well. No
longer should African leaders or their supporters play
politics with ethnicity, grab public lands, sell o�
national resources, and loot the treasury—or tolerate
such actions by others. They must foster values such as
fairness, justice, and working for the common good
rather than turning a blind eye to violence and
exploitation, or promoting narrow self-interest and
opportunism.

Perhaps the most important quality that the African
leadership needs to embrace, and which is desperately



lacking across the continent, is a sense of service to their
people. Too many Africans still live in hope that their
leaders will be magnanimous enough not to take
advantage of their weakness and vulnerability, and
instead to remove the causes for why so many continue
to live in fear.

The revolution in leadership and the need to instill a
sense of service cannot be con�ned only to those at the
top of African societies, however. Even the poorest and
least empowered of Africa’s citizens need to rid
themselves of a culture that tolerates systemic
corruption and ine�ciency, as well as self-destructive
tendencies and sel�shness. They must grasp the
available opportunities and not wait for someone else
magically to make development happen for them; they
must realize that, no matter how meager their capacities
and resources, they have the means to protect what is
theirs. Africa’s peoples, wherever they are in society,
need to hold politicians and themselves accountable,
value long-term sustainability over short-term gain and
instant grati�cation, and plan wisely for an uncertain
future rather than settle for an expedient present.
Instead of milking the cow called Africa to death,
everyone should feed, nurture, and love her so she can
thrive and provide.

Africa has been on her knees for too long, whether
during the dehumanizing slave trade, under the colonial
yoke, begging for aid from the international community,
paying now-illegitimate debts, or praying for miracles.
At both the top and the bottom, all Africans must
change the mind-set that a�ects many colonized peoples
everywhere. They must believe in themselves again; that
they are capable of clearing their own path and forging
their own identity; that they have a right to be governed
with justice, accountability, and transparency; that they
can honor and practice their cultures and make them
relevant to today’s needs; and that they no longer need



to be indebted—�nancially, intellectually, and
spiritually—to those who once governed them. They
must rise up and walk.

In confronting these challenges, the environment
needs to be at the center of all decision making. Neither
Africa nor the world can a�ord for the continent to
continue to be solely the resource base for the
industrialization and development of countries outside
her borders—whether in Europe, the Americas, or Asia.
Instead, together, African countries and the
international community should enable the African
peoples to protect their precious ecosystems—the land,
wetlands, �sheries, rivers, lakes, forests, and mountains
—and use them responsibly, equitably, and sustainably.
Development practices must be conceived and
implemented holistically.

If a critical mass of Africans adopts an attitude of
preservation over exploitation, collective responsibility
over individual gain, and common feeling for the
continent rather than narrow ethnic nationalism, they
will have a chance to survive. They will also have an
opportunity to experience an African revival such as
what I believe Thabo Mbeki, the former president of
South Africa, envisioned when he invoked the African
Renaissance.

My concern for an African revival is personal. As I
described in my autobiography, Unbowed, my life
represents the aspirations—as well as the complexities—
of the contemporary African citizen. Unlike many others
who write about or lead large-scale e�orts in support of
Africa, I am not an economist, a social scientist, or a
political theorist. I haven’t worked on the sta� of a
donor agency or large international development
organization. Just about all my life has been spent in
Kenya. By training, I am a biological scientist and taught
for many years at the University of Nairobi. For �ve
years I served in Kenya’s parliament, as well as in the



government of President Mwai Kibaki as an assistant
minister for Environment and Natural Resources. But for
more than thirty years I have remained a keen member
of civil society, especially through my work with the
Green Belt Movement.

I was raised in central Kenya in a rural village with no
modern amenities. I grew up in the shadow of both
Mount Kenya and colonialism’s last throes. My
community, the Kikuyus, was adversely a�ected by
colonial expansion: traumatized by physical
displacement, the gradual and systematic extermination
of many good aspects of our culture, and the oppressive
reaction to the Mau Mau struggle for self-determination
and Kenya’s independence. This history has challenged
the community’s ability to raise subsequent generations
of children, many of whom have drifted onto the streets
or are members of the outlawed Mungiki sect. Many
African peoples experienced similar assaults on their
societies over the course of several centuries. Such
deculturation has left many Africans ill-equipped to deal
with the forces of modernity, principally political and
economic systems that are still alien to them, and may
not be in their, or Africa’s, best interests.

Yet I’m also someone who bene�ted extensively from
the opportunities provided by a Western model of
education, introduced by the colonial administration. I
know �rsthand how the liberating self-determination of
Western culture can act as a positive force in one’s life.
(Without it, I probably wouldn’t be writing this book
and sharing my thoughts.) Nevertheless, I believe
passionately in the need for African communities to
discover the value of embracing their own destiny and
determining their own futures, rather than solely and
passively relying on outside forces.

My dual identities—both “Western” and “African,”
local and international, a member of the elite and
someone from a rural background—capture the essence



of what might be perhaps the deepest and most complex
issue of all facing Africa: what it means to be an African
today. Part of this identity is one not determined by
Africans themselves. Too often, it seems, Africa has been
seen as ungovernable, incomprehensible, and immune to
the e�orts of more enlightened nations’ attempts to
civilize it—in short, as unable to help itself. Africans too
often have allowed themselves to be de�ned by these
retrogressive stereotypes and have not seen themselves
as they are: a spectacularly varied and dynamic cluster
of what I call “micro-nations”—communities bound
together by their environment, experiences, culture, and
history that interact with other communities within the
larger nation-state and region. Africans must reclaim
and embrace their diversity if they are to �ourish.

As the title of this book suggests, the work that needs
to be done will be hard, for those who lead as well as
for those who are led. And while Africans should
continue to welcome the international agencies, donor
nations, and private ventures that have expressed an
interest in helping the continent develop in a manner
both sustainable and just, ultimately the fate of the
continent depends on its citizens. It cannot be
overemphasized: Africans must decide to manage their
natural resources responsibly and accountably, agree to
share them more equitably, and use them for the good
of fellow Africans. Otherwise, they will continue to
allow outside forces to seduce or bully their
governments into arrangements that allow those
resources to be removed from the continent for a
pittance. It is for Africans to determine whether they
will work hard to build up their own talents and
abilities, strengthen their democracies and institutions
of governance, and foster their peoples’ creativity and
industry. Or, instead, whether they will continue to
nurture a culture of dependency through the acceptance
of loans and development assistance, which has resulted
in too many Africans waiting for outside help instead of



unleashing their energies and capabilities and taking
actions today that will improve their lives in the future.

Only Africans can resolve to provide leadership that is
responsible, accountable, and incorruptible. It is they
who must embrace their cultural diversity, restore their
sense of self-worth, and use both to create thriving
nations, regions, and the continent itself. It is they who
must begin the revolution in ethics that puts community
before individualism, public good before private greed,
and commitment to service before cynicism and despair.

Of course, these challenges apply not only to Africa
but to the world as a whole. It is a simple, although
often overlooked, fact that the planet’s biological
resources are �nite, and that the current development
path is imperiling the ecosystems on which human life
and livelihoods depend. Reimagining ways of relating to
the environment must become the major concern of the
citizens of every country on this planet. This is
especially important now that the scienti�c consensus is
that climate change is already upon us and that Africa in
particular will be negatively impacted. The challenge for
Africa is, therefore, a challenge for all of us, too.



A LEGACY OF WOES

ONE OF THE major tragedies of postcolonial Africa is that the
African peoples have trusted their leaders, but only a
few of those leaders have honored that trust. What has
held Africa back, and continues to do so, has its origins
in a lack of principled, ethical leadership. Leadership is
an expression of a set of values; its presence, or the lack
of it, determines the direction of a society, and a�ects
not only the actions but the motivations and visions of
the individuals and communities that make up that
society. Leadership is intimately in�uenced by culture
and history, which determine how leadership perceives
itself and allows itself to serve: whether it has self-
respect, and how it shapes public and foreign policy. I
have no doubt that independent African states would
have made far more progress if they had been guided by
leaders motivated by a sense of service to their people
and who therefore practiced better governance, creating
opportunities for their people to prosper.

Of course, poor leadership isn’t an African invention,
or a solely African reality. Colonizers, oppressors, and
violators of human rights are to be found throughout
history. In the modern era, dictatorships, military juntas,
oligarchies, kleptocracies, and “Big Men” have bedeviled
many nations in the world, as they have in Africa. These
regimes have betrayed the aspirations and violated the
rights of their people with impunity; they plundered
national treasuries and resources, often plunging their
citizens into fruitless wars, both civil and cross-border.



Many people who care about the fate of Africa
question why so many postcolonial African leaders
treated their citizens so cruelly, and why after nearly
half a century of independence so many African
countries still remain bywords for failure, poverty, and
dysfunction. As with many issues associated with the
condition of Africa, no simple answers exist. However, a
number of factors can be pointed to that suggest why
the continent continues to have a considerable
leadership de�cit. Among these are the legacy of
colonialism, the Cold War, post-colonial governance
structures, and cultural destruction.

BEYOND THE CONGRESS OF BERLIN

An important milestone in the creation of the modern
leadership dilemma in Africa was the Berlin Conference
in 1884-85.1 Here, Great Britain, Germany, France,
Italy, Portugal, and King Leopold II of Belgium, among
others, carved up the African continent into spheres of
in�uence. The European powers were seeking to
establish not merely outposts from which they could
launch campaigns against each other to preserve their
geopolitical dominance, but also new sources for the
raw materials they needed to expand their industrial
economies—or, in Leopold’s case, a personal �efdom in
Congo.2 The territories established after the Berlin
Conference served the interests of the colonial powers
well. The administrations they set up were not
interested in the genuine development of an empowered
local populace; they were there either to ensure the �ow
of raw materials to the mother countries or to provide
representation and organizational capacity for the white
settlers who were encouraged to colonize the new
territories, in the name of developing them, and to
“civilize” and Christianize the native peoples.



As in any society, some natives, especially those in
trouble with the local establishment, cooperated with
the newcomers, sharing the community’s secrets and
lifestyle. In return for their “generosity,” these
collaborators (many of them outcasts) were elevated to
the positions of chiefs, scouts, or church elders: positions
that they would never have held in the traditional
societies. This deliberate practice of ignoring or
misunderstanding the complex and subtle existing
leadership structures in favor of selecting leaders and
imposing them on the population was the cornerstone of
the colonial administration. Though they were members
of the community, such chiefs and their assistants were
de facto agents and information gatherers for the
imperial powers. These local autocrats did everything
they could to promote the oppressive, exploitative, and
undemocratic authority of the colonial government and
ruled their own people with even greater cruelty than
the colonizers. In turn, they were empowered to arrest
and detain any member of the community, regardless of
that individual’s standing. The colonial authorities’
elevation of these individuals, and the imposition of
them on an unwilling community, laid the foundation
for an oppressive provincial administration that
undermined indigenous systems of governance and
justice. These newly powerful men became the new
African elite.

The colonial administration could also con�scate the
local population’s most valued assets—land and
livestock—especially from those who did not cooperate,
thereby damaging both the basis of the local economies
and Africans’ right of ownership, their honor and
honesty. Without any means of redress or restitution,
communities’ existing systems of justice and sense of
fairness, including a traditional respect for privately
held property, were rendered irrelevant: the power of
the gun was the new form of administering “justice.” In



this way, a dictatorial regime was cultivated, imposed,
and, in time, increasingly tolerated.

By the end of World War II, however, the economies
of the European powers lay in ruins, and the imperial
project of the previous four centuries was not only
exhausted but also unsustainable. Many Africans who
had been drafted and had fought for the colonial forces
returned to their home countries with their horizons
broadened and their “masters” ever so slightly
demysti�ed, and with a knowledge of guerrilla warfare.
As a result, many colonized or conquered peoples
throughout the world, including in Africa, were inspired
to start campaigns to liberate themselves. In Kenya, this
experience led to the Mau Mau freedom struggle. At the
same time, within the United Nations, several
individuals, including the American Ralph Bunche, head
of the Department of Trusteeship and later
undersecretary-general, put the issue of decolonization
on the UN’s agenda.

To a number of African men fell the task of freeing
their peoples from the yoke of colonialism, humiliation,
and exploitation. These men struggled and fought, with
their people behind them, and with the example of those
who had waged similar struggles against slavery and
exploitation, especially in the Americas. (Although
women participated in liberation e�orts, they generally
were not at the forefront and rarely held real power.)
Over a period that spanned four decades, the peoples of
Africa gained political independence. Many believed,
often wrongly, that economic wealth would follow
automatically.

Unfortunately, only a few leaders served and honored
their long-su�ering peoples by putting them �rst once
independence was achieved. Many lacked principles and
true leadership qualities; indeed, many were just
ordinary men who happened to be in the right place at
the right time. They dishonored the trust their people



placed in them, and instead of standing up for them,
many turned against the very individuals on whose
shoulders they had stood to acquire power and the
extensive privileges that came with it.

It is perhaps hard, looking back, to capture the
excitement of the early years of independence, and how
rapidly the transition took place. In January 1966, when
I was twenty-�ve, I returned to Kenya, having
completed my undergraduate and master’s degrees in
the United States. Six years earlier, I had gone to the
United States as part of the Kennedy “lift,” a visionary
attempt to educate a generation of East African leaders
to meet the challenges of independence. The initiative
was supported by the U.S. Department of State and
members of the prominent U.S. political family the
Kennedys.

When I left Kenya, Jomo Kenyatta, the president of
the Kenya African National Union (KANU), then a
leading pro-independence political party, was still in
internal exile, and the country was under a state of
emergency imposed in 1952 by the British colonial
administration after the outbreak of the Mau Mau war
of liberation. When I returned, Kenya was independent,
and Kenyatta was its �rst president. During the years I
was away, Nigeria, Mauritania, Sierra Leone, Tanzania,
Rwanda, Burundi, Algeria, Uganda, Malawi, Zambia, the
Gambia, Botswana, and Lesotho also achieved
independence. I remember the exultation that I and
many other young Africans felt then and the
commitment we shared to build the newly emerging
countries that were now fully ours, on a continent
returning to African control.

Disappointment lay ahead. By and large, newly
independent nations made no e�orts to change the
inherited colonial systems of governance, even though
they had been designed, principally, to facilitate the
continued exploitation of human and natural resources



of the colonies for the bene�t of the colonial
motherland. And, although they were relinquishing
direct rule over their colonies, the European powers
were eager to maintain economic ties with the new
states and ensure a steady supply of the raw natural
resources that had provided their countries with such
wealth during the colonial period. The departing
administrators made sure that the leaders who
eventually held power in the former colonies were as
cooperative politically as they were pliant economically.
For all practical purposes, it was simply a change of
guards. Those leaders, like Julius Nyerere of Tanzania,
who sought to remain nonaligned and who tried to forge
a di�erent path of development were isolated, vili�ed,
and denied support.

At the same time, those leaders who toed the line
were rewarded with political protection from would-be
plotters of coups d’états. They were given economic
assistance they did not have to account for, such as
opportunities to open secret bank accounts or purchase
expensive villas in foreign capitals. Their armies were
well supplied with weapons and equipment, which were
used mostly to silence their own citizens. These regimes
violated human rights and remained unquestioned even
by those colonial powers that considered themselves
defenders of freedom and democracy.

Such was the legacy of colonialism in the newly
independent states of Africa: it left the African people
chained to a new form of oppression. Throughout the
�rst half of the twentieth century, many colonial
administrations had deliberately kept local Africans
undereducated and prevented them access to the
professional classes in order to avoid unnecessary
competition and to ensure that the new managers of the
state could not lead on their own. This helped maintain
Africans’ dependency. The rapid withdrawal of colonial
administrators left newly independent countries with



relatively few local people quali�ed to manage the
inherited colonial bureaucracies, or medical and service
professionals to operate health services, the business
sector, schools, and other institutions. For example,
when Zambia achieved independence in 1964 there
were only about a hundred university graduates in the
country3 It translated into a long delay before the new
African nations and citizens could develop the
mechanisms of government that would allow it and
other institutions to function e�ciently and
independently. Unable to compete, but preferred by the
nation-state when business licenses were issued, some
Africans quickly succumbed to corruption and easy
money. They often became so-called sleeping partners,
who received dividends as nominal co-owners, while
doing little for the business. Eventually, many failed and
never caught up.

A further impediment to genuine autonomy was the
fact that the countries of Africa became independent
during the Cold War, which in Africa was far from cold.
The United States and the Soviet Union and their allies
not only were determined to maintain their axes of
in�uence in Southeast Asia, Latin America, and the
Caribbean, but also saw African nations as bulwarks
against either Communism or U.S. expansionism. As a
result, from the outset, countries throughout the
continent were forced to ally themselves with either the
Eastern or Western blocs. These divisions sti�ed any
e�orts to foster the cooperation, development, and unity
that many Africans of my generation had hoped for and
expected. Dictators and bad governance were at best
ignored and at worst promoted. Those who refused to
cooperate sometimes “disappeared” or were made
irrelevant.

It was, therefore, hardly a surprise that barely six
months after achieving independence from the Belgians
in 1960, the Republic of the Congo’s democratically



elected prime minister, Patrice Lumumba, was
overthrown in a coup, widely alleged to have been
backed by a foreign government. Lumumba was said to
have been murdered by forces loyal to then colonel
Joseph-Désiré Mobutu, who would lead his own coup in
1965 and hold power for the next thirty years as
president of the country he later renamed Zaire. The
years I was away in the United States saw instability in
a number of the new African states.4 In the year 1965
alone, civil war broke out in Chad; the Southern
Rhodesian government under Ian Smith unilaterally
declared independence from Britain (only a guerrilla
war would eventually achieve black majority rule in
1980, when the country was renamed Zimbabwe); and
Pierre Ngendandumwe, the �rst Hutu prime minister of
Burundi, was assassinated by a Tutsi extremist—a sign
that the animosity between Hutus and Tutsis in both
Burundi and Rwanda, fostered over generations by the
colonial authorities, would not be “solved” even by self-
government.

Following my return to Nairobi in January 1966, the
governments of the Central African Republic, Upper
Volta (Burkina Faso), and Nigeria were overthrown in
military coups. A second coup in Nigeria the following
year led to the Biafran War, which over three years
killed an estimated three million people. The con�ict in
Sudan that had broken out between the mainly Muslim
north of the country and the mainly Christian south
shortly before independence in 1956 continued, and
would lead to a series of civil wars that lasted until
2005. In February 1966, another coup allegedly backed
by a foreign power ousted the founding president of
Ghana, Kwame Nkrumah, forcing him into exile. Today,
many Ghanaians and other Africans realize he was a
wasted talent.

Nkrumah and other �rst-generation postcolonial
leaders had recognized that the economic and political



strength of their new nations would be enhanced if they
worked collectively rather than separately. To that end,
in 1963 the countries of Arabic-speaking North Africa
and sub-Saharan Africa came together to create the
Organization of African Unity (OAU), the precursor of
the current African Union. The leaders identi�ed three
major goals: to decolonize the entire continent; to
promote unity; and to e�ect economic and social
development in order to rid Africa of ignorance, disease,
and poverty. These were monumental tasks, perhaps
beyond the scope of some of these leaders, especially
given the inherited legacies of the slave trade,
colonialism, and the burden of the Cold War between
the United States, the Soviet Union, and their allies.

Rejecting the direct and indirect meddling by foreign
powers in the politics of independent African nations,
the OAU made e�orts to exert some sovereignty and
committed itself to a policy of nonintervention in the
internal a�airs of member states. Ultimately, this
decision, while understandable in the historical
circumstances in which it was made, would paralyze the
organization’s ability to stop gross human rights
violations within Africa by African leadership. Perhaps it
was also a clear re�ection of the lack of �nancial and
military means at the disposal of the OAU that would
have been necessary to give weight to any actions
against those considered rogue leaders. There were also
many points of nonconvergence: history, language,
ethnicity, race, culture, religion, and national
boundaries. Even the di�erence between Francophone
and Anglophone black Africa was a factor. It was hard
for the OAU to establish a single identity, and not long
after its inception it splintered into uno�cial factions,
rendering it largely ine�ective.

Through the 1970s and ’80s, the struggle for in�uence
in Africa between the East and West intensi�ed,
precipitating some of the most devastating internal wars



for political and economic control African nations had
ever experienced. For instance, proxy wars consumed
Angola and Mozambique for years, during which more
than a million people lost their lives. Tragically, the
power blocs of both West and East also used the Cold
War to justify the tolerance throughout Africa of
dictatorial leaders who oppressed and facilitated the
exploitation of their people politically and economically,
and who routinely violated the rights of any citizen who
dared to ask questions or dissent. The superpowers and
their allies supported these leaders with a combustible
mix of development aid and massive quantities of
weaponry. In subsequent years these arms not only
helped to silence citizens, but whether in the hands of
the state police or used by self-styled (and sometimes
politically sponsored) street militias, they caused further
carnage in the streets of many African cities.

THE CRACKED MIRROR

Another reason—both more nuanced and yet perhaps
even more devastating—for the dearth of good
leadership in Africa was the destruction of Africans’
cultural and spiritual heritage through the encounter
with colonialism. This experience, commonly shared
among colonized peoples, is not widely acknowledged in
analyses of the problems facing the continent of Africa,
which tend to be economic or political in orientation.
However, the lack of self-knowledge that comes from
Africans’ cultural deracination is one of the most
troubling and long-lasting e�ects of colonialism. Like
other peoples who experienced not only physical
colonization but also what might be called a
colonization of the mind, Africans have been obscured
from themselves. It is as if they have looked at
themselves through another person’s mirror—whether
that of a colonial administrator, a missionary, a teacher,
a collaborator, or a political leader—and seen their own



cracked re�ections or distorted images, if they have seen
themselves at all.

For �ve centuries, the outside world has been telling
Africans who they are. In much the same way as
happened with the Aborigines in Australia, the native
peoples of North America, and the indigenous peoples of
Amazonia, Africans were told that their societies were
backward, their religious traditions sinful, their
agricultural practices primitive, their systems of
governance irrelevant, and their cultural norms
barbaric.

It is only relatively recently that the work of
archaeologists and historians has slowly been replacing
long-held European preconceptions about Africa as the
“dark continent.” These scholars have discovered that
the continent in the centuries before the arrival of the
Europeans had sophisticated civilizations, substantial
governance structures, and cultural artifacts to rival any
in the Europe of that time. For example, the central
African kingdom of Kongo, which spanned 130,000
square miles and contained over half a million people,
survived for centuries until the Portuguese slave trade
reduced it to a virtual vassal state. The Mali Empire
during the fourteenth century was larger than western
Europe and, according to some contemporaries, one of
the richest states in the world. During the time of its
successors, the Songhai of the �fteenth and sixteenth
centuries, the renowned University of Sankore at
Timbuktu, one of the oldest seats of learning in the
world, reached the heights of its achievements.

The Ashanti dominated West Africa from the
seventeenth to the nineteenth century. The kingdom of
Benin spread south and west to the Niger Delta during
the �fteenth century, while Dahomey (in modern-day
Ghana and Benin) �ourished from the sixteenth to the
end of the nineteenth century. The Zulu nation resisted
the British and Boer expansion into southern Africa;



Zanzibar traded spices with India and the Arab world;
and the city of Great Zimbabwe was a center of
commerce that archaeological evidence suggests may
have done business with Arabia—and, if the discovery
of pottery shards from Nanjing is any indication,
possibly with China as well.

To be sure, some of these states, like those of their
eventual European conquerors, were imperialist,
collected tributes, and engaged in slavery, across both
the Atlantic Ocean and the Arabian Sea. However,
contrary to the image of Africans perpetually at war
with each other, there is no evidence that these
civilizations were any more aggressive or perpetrated
more atrocities than the colonialists who subdued them.
Indeed, until the expansion of the slave trade in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when as many as
twenty-�ve million people were removed from Africa’s
shores (and new diseases wiped out both people and
livestock), Africans had seen their wealth increase along
with advances in technology, learning, and the arts.
Some communities possessed huge herds of cattle and
had mastered the ability to re�ne precious metals and
mineral deposits.5

Given that advanced indigenous African civilizations
were a reality, why were most African societies so
vulnerable to European powers? One obvious factor was
that African leadership and the slave traders developed
an insatiable greed as the demand for slaves increased
across the Atlantic. Another was the products of the
Industrial Revolution and the advances of Western
medicine that followed the debilitating e�ects of
slavery. Ordinary Africans were awestruck at the power,
knowledge, and skills displayed by the colonial
administrators and missionaries; dazzled by the healing
power of their medicines; and stunned by the speed of
their transportation when horses, rickshaws, and, later,
trains (“�re-spitting snakes”) and cars arrived. All of



these new technologies overwhelmed the native peoples,
whose technology was demonstrably less developed.

Most impressive of all, however, was the power of the
gun, which was presented to the African populations as
the white man’s magic and witchcraft—and a very
strong witchcraft at that. For the colonial powers,
everything depended on intimidating the natives
through the display and use of force, because if the local
peoples had been less impressed, they would have been
harder to subdue and exploit.

Nonetheless, in spite of the often terrible and
disproportionate retribution for opposing the colonial
powers, many African nations resisted the foreign
intrusion and acquisition of their lands and property
wherever they could. The Ashanti waged four wars with
the British during the nineteenth century; Samory Touré
fought French expansion in western Africa and the
Sudan for decades, while the Zulus famously battled the
British in 1879; and the Hehes of German East Africa
(who live in what is now modern-day Tanzania) fought
the colonial administration in the early years of the
twentieth century. Some African communities played
imperialist forces o� each other in a desperate attempt
to ensure their survival as the Great Powers fought for
control of the continent’s human beings, rubber, gold,
ivory, diamonds, cacao, timber, and fertile lands.
Nevertheless, the gun proved far superior to magic, or
the spear, shield, and bow and arrow. Tens of thousands
of native Africans were killed mercilessly so the
newcomers could access their wealth or settle on their
lands. Eventually, the military power of the intruders
overwhelmed Africa, and the Europeans carved its
territory into spheres of control. Overwhelmed, many
Africans were hauled onto reservations.

Perhaps nothing from the West, however, had greater
power over conquered natives worldwide than the legal
and economic systems the imperial powers imposed,



along with exposure to the Bible. Before the
missionaries came to sub-Saharan Africa in the mid- to
late nineteenth century, contact beyond the coasts had
mainly involved trade in slaves and ivory; Islam, which
had been in Africa almost since its beginning in the
seventh century CE, generally remained con�ned to the
regions north of the Sahel and on the coast; and neither
Arabs nor Europeans made much e�ort to introduce
their cultures to the natives in the hinterlands.

Culture in Africa had remained mostly oral, with the
tenets, triumphs, and troubles of its peoples transmitted
from generation to generation through word of mouth
or tradition. When written culture �nally arrived in sub-
Saharan Africa, especially with the missionaries,
Africans were mesmerized by the records that were
proclaimed to be the words of God.

While the native peoples knew and worshipped God,
they didn’t know that anything had been written about
him. The Bible was presented to the inhabitants as more
relevant to their lives than the oral knowledge,
traditions, and wisdom of the culture that had sustained
them up to that point. They were told that Christianity
not only represented a better expression of devotion
than their own cultural practices, but indeed was the
true faith; to question its authority or that of those who
interpreted it was a sin and indeed heretical. To local
peoples all around the world, including Africa, the Bible
became the entry point to a new way of life that was
guided by a new priesthood, whose power and authority
were reinforced by the conquerors’ guns. If some parts
of the Bible contradicted the traditional wisdom of the
local community’s ancestors or were incomprehensible,
what was needed, the natives were told, was not any
e�ort to explain God’s mysteries, but faith, and faith
alone.

Missionaries certainly provided an opportunity for
communities to become literate—though only the Bible



was available to read. Rather than take the foreign
scriptures as works of human beings inspired by the
Divine, however, the native peoples took them to be the
literal words of God, whether dictated or even written
by God himself. Neither the missionaries nor teachers
saw the need to correct such misinformation; often they
believed it themselves.

However well-meaning the missionaries may have
been in spreading what they perceived to be the Good
News of Jesus Christ, the result of their evangelism was
the beginning of a deep cultural inferiority complex
among their African converts. Many assumed that God
favored them less; that God had decided not to reveal
himself to them directly but only to others—the
Europeans—who were now o�ering them God’s
messages. If the favored communities, such as the
colonialists and missionaries, had been chosen to receive
the holy inspiration from God and o�er it to other
peoples, it was self-evident that their way of life,
culture, and mores were superior, and that native life
and culture would have to change. Moreover, went
Africans’ reasoning, not only would they be welcomed
into a superior culture should they accept the teachings
of the Book, but they also would be blessed in the eyes
of God.

Africans’ acceptance of their own “inferiority” partly
ex plains why, in spite of the political and armed
resistance they marshaled, so many cultures fell to the
gunboats and missionaries in the latter half of the
nineteenth and early years of the twentieth centuries.
Within a few decades, everything foreign—that which
the colonial administrators and missionaries brought
forth—became synonymous in the local peoples’ minds
with what was more advanced, closer to God’s wishes,
and in all ways preferable to their previous way of life
and values. The existence they had led before the arrival
of the colonial powers and missionaries became not only



unworthy, but sinful. Some peoples were even
encouraged to consider themselves the children of Ham,
who saw his father, Noah, naked and was cursed (see
Genesis 9:22). Christianity would lift this curse Africans
had lived under for centuries without their knowing it;
they were baptized children of God and �nally available
for his mercy.

It didn’t occur to the local communities or even the
bearers of this message that, in the same way the
Israelites were the children of their God, so were they of
theirs. The idea that God speaks and inspires all peoples
and gives them what they need to lead them through
life was lost to the missionaries. Where there had been
priests, teachers, and wisemen and -women, who carried
with them the knowledge required to sustain the people
and recollect their history in order to teach future
generations, all local populations became perpetual
students of the new knowledge and wisdom. Inherent in
the very nature of being a learner and not a teacher is
an inability to be master of one’s own world. One is
forever being led, forever having to look for guidance
from someone else, forever vulnerable to a master’s
misinformation or exploitation.

As Christianity became embedded in Africa, so did the
idea that it was the afterlife that was the proper focus of
a devotee, rather than this one—a legacy that continues
to a�ect development. Putting so much emphasis on the
delights of heaven and making it the ultimate
destination devalues life in the present. It is as if all
happiness and satisfaction, as well as relief from
material wants and needs, will be found in heaven, not
on Earth.

In my view, such an attitude allows institutions (such
as the church) and powerful people (a member of
parliament or other politician) to encourage people to
remain passive. The people come to believe, in e�ect,
that they will ultimately be saved by an outside force



rather than by the sum of their actions. They may know
they have a problem, for instance, with soil being swept
into rivers when the seasonal rains come, or their sand
dams being blocked. They may understand that they can
change their situation, since neither planting trees nor
scooping excess soil from the river requires heavy
machinery or advanced technical skills. Yet they sit and
wait for their MP, the church, an aid agency, or a
foreign government to solve the problem. They devalue
their own capacity and responsibility to act. This legacy
of colonialism persists and remains devastating.

A further cause of vulnerability is the fact that those
communities whose cultures and religions are oral
rather than written and institutionalized are always
likely to be more susceptible to the destabilizing forces
of colonialism, unrest, or war. Across Africa, over the
course of several decades, the cultures of many
communities were pushed into irrelevance. The wisdom-
keepers were dismissed as sorcerers and witches, and
what they knew about their communities—the
ceremonies, symbols, stories, dances, folklore—died
with them. The indigenous priesthood was replaced by a
Christian one, which was de�ned as innately superior.
The ways communities had learned about the land they
lived on, the peoples who surrounded them, the God
they worshipped, and their own reasons for being were
lost as missionary schools replaced traditional systems
of learning.

The Bible and the gun were not the only ways to
impress the natives. There were the cotton clothes that
replaced the wearing of animal skins. There was soap
and salt and sugar. The use of stone and cement was a
very new technology that allowed the building of large
rectangular houses with many rooms, as opposed to
traditional circular homes built with mud and thatch.
There were also household goods that replaced
calabashes, earthen pots, straw trays, and a whole range



of artifacts. Instead, there came the glamour of o�cial
clothing, accoutrements, and mannerisms. All these
were forceful symbols of the intruders’ self-image and
power and were embraced as tokens of modernity,
gentility, and success.

This impressive materialism and social advantage
stood to be acquired by the locals if they allowed the
newcomers to settle on their lands and teach them the
new ways of life. To inherit all these, the communities
needed to accept the world of the missionaries and
denounce their own culture. Furthermore, the
colonialists and the missionaries didn’t always have to
push their ideas down the throats of the colonized
population; once subdued, the public on their own
accepted opportunities to become followers and
collaborators. Some of the missionaries were welcomed
into communities and naturalized by the elders, and
lived among them as one of their own.

For most Africans, the imposition of colonialism—
whether through conquest, immigration, or the demands
of an unfair trading system—in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries happened too fast for them to be
able to adopt the new way of life and at the same time
control the loss of their cultures and civilizations. For
some communities in Africa, though, the colonial
experience was limited or short-lived, such as in
Ethiopia and Botswana. Others were marginalized or
ignored. For example, the pastoralist Maasai were
stubborn in their unwillingness to cooperate with the
colonial authorities, which were mainly interested in
acquiring land for commercial farming. In Kenya, the
Maasai were moved from much of their land and
restricted to reservations that other Africans needed
special permission to enter. As their interaction with the
colonial authorities and missionaries was limited, the
Maasai were able to keep their culture more intact.
Ironically, it is the Maasai who are proud symbols of



Kenya to tourists, precisely because they didn’t
surrender their culture and accept the vision presented
to them through the cracked mirror.

Perhaps the ultimate irony of the arrival of the Bible
and the gun in Africa rests in the fact that it’s almost
exclusively because of the writings of the missionaries,
the colonialists, and the Western social historians—those
who largely dismissed the traditions of Africans as
primitive tribal customs—that we know anything about
many of the cultural practices of precolonial African
peoples. When Africans desire to rediscover and reclaim
their own culture, they’re often obliged to travel to
European and American libraries and archives for the
information. It isn’t unusual to �nd that foreigners know
more about the native peoples than the latter know
about themselves. Such is often the fate of the colonized.

Africans have been shaped by many experiences:
invasion, the slave trade, liberation, discrimination, and
apartheid; the arrival of literacy, Christianity, and Islam;
and deculturalization and displacement. Some were
bene�cial and revolutionized the African way of life;
others were destructive.

All these experiences have touched and shaped the
African psyche. Perhaps because of the intensity,
frequency, and persistence of these challenges, it has
been more di�cult for the African spirit to overcome
them than it has been for other peoples who
experienced similar upheavals. The African leadership
often failed to help its people deal with the impact of
these experiences and instead tended to deny that they
ever happened. Because Africa has not had a culture of
writing, it has been easy to promote a culture of
forgetting.

For instance, few Africans fully understand the history
of the Atlantic slave trade, because for many generations
this period was kept out of oral or written history and is
largely unspoken of in Africa, even though Africans



were the victims. If history is not passed orally from
generation to generation, and it is not written in history
books so that it is deliberately taught to the next
generation, it quickly disappears from memory. Those
who wrote the history of Africa that is taught in schools
were often the perpetrators of the wrongs that were
done and wrote from their perspective. Quite obviously,
they preferred to “forget and move forward.”

It is often outside Africa that Africans begin to
discover the untold story of slavery and other terrible
deeds done to and by them on the continent. Many
Africans are shocked when they discover the truth about
their ancestors during the slave trade and colonial
expansion. Now, �nally, a more balanced history is
being written by researchers who can access classi�ed
information, which may have been state secrets until
recently.

THE NEW NATION-STATES

As hurriedly and haphazardly as the European powers
drew lines across the map of Africa in 1885, so in the
1950s and ’60s did they retreat from their colonies.
They coalesced groups of people to form nation-states,
and many groups found themselves herded together into
these new entities and identities. In eastern Africa, for
instance, the Maasai were placed in Kenya and
Tanzania; the Teso in Kenya and Uganda; the Somalis in
Kenya, Ethiopia, and Somalia; and the Luos in Kenya,
Uganda, and Tanzania. The new nation-states were
given a name, a �ag, and a national anthem, and then
handed over to a select group of Western-educated
elites, most of whom were sympathetic to the colonial
administration, whether they had been groomed for
leadership by them or imprisoned or exiled instead.

The process of deculturization continued after
independence, as the division between the new African



elites and the peoples they governed continued to
widen. The peoples of Africa were very disadvantaged—
economically, in terms of education, and with their
cultures destroyed. As a result, they were not in a
position to hold their leaders accountable, and
unfortunately their leaders took advantage of that fact.
In addition, many of the new African states retained
many elements of colonial governance, which leaders
used to the same ends as the colonialists. They exploited
their peoples in the name of progress, employment, and
a better quality of life, and accumulated wealth for
themselves, their families, and their friends, often
corruptly and at the expense of the majority of their
citizens. They adopted the attitude of the former
European masters and did whatever they deemed
necessary to maintain power. They took advantage of
their peoples and then shed crocodile tears over their
continued poverty, con�icts, and all the other ills
associated with the continent.

Such wholesale robbery and destruction could have
been achieved only through continuing to cultivate the
culture of disempowerment, learned from the colonizers,
that kept the great mass of people ignorant, fearful,
passive, and obedient. The people’s ignorance was
promoted through the direct control of the �ow of
information. The national radio and television networks
were monopolized and controlled. Public meetings and
gatherings were disallowed so that citizens heard and
did only what the state machinery let them hear and do.

The provincial administration, an agent of oppression
and one of the worst holdovers of colonial times,
addressed the local people in languages that they did
not fully comprehend; the people, either out of
politeness or out of fear for their own safety, pretended
they understood their new masters and applauded
enthusiastically at the end of public speeches.
Meanwhile, the leaders promised the show of good



government. The citizens clapped with much enthusiasm
at the empty assurances, and thanked the leaders for
goods and services they never received. For the many
peoples of Africa, the dreams of the postcolonial era
were shattered.

Like many Africans, I have a deep ambivalence
toward Africa’s “founding fathers,” to say nothing of the
second generation of political leadership. I am aware
that, whatever their �aws or crimes, the �rst generation
of postindependence leaders were all born subjects of
European powers. The land of their fathers had been
invaded and occupied, and their people subdued and
colonized. One might argue that, when they looted the
treasury and the natural resources at the expense of
their own people and country, or made it easy for others
to do the same, they were only doing what their former
masters had taught them to do. And the people so
wanted to believe in their indigenous African leaders
that they might not have been willing to acknowledge
the scale of the crimes committed against them, or feel
they had the moral authority or the right to hold their
leaders accountable.

Perhaps even more troubling than the heads of state
themselves were their inner circles, the local
administrators, and politicians, many of whom in the
decades before independence had been collaborators
with the colonial administration. As such, they had
never had their own peoples’ best interests at heart, but,
rather, actively worked against them. At independence,
many of these men were not held accountable for what
they had done but instead were rewarded with political
and economic power, which they continued to wield
against their peoples during the Cold War, and even
after it ended. One wonders how many potential
postindependence leaders who did not cooperate with
the colonial authorities were sidelined or even executed
by those same authorities, and who might have



provided, in the end, better leadership for their people.
It’s a question that now, of course, can’t be answered.

The gulf between the elites and the mass of the people
still remains wide—not least concerning cultural
identi�cation. Even today, many African elites in
government and elsewhere continue to trivialize their
indigenous cultures and consider them retrogressive and
irrelevant in today’s world. At the national level, the
continent’s varied micro-national heritages are
deliberately de�ned very narrowly to mean, for
instance, traditional dances performed for politicians
during ceremonial occasions or for tourists looking for
the “authentic” or “exotic” Africa. In schools, on the
radio, and on television, little of African culture is given
serious attention, while other peoples’ heritages are
glori�ed. Many Africans very quickly embrace
alternative cultures, principally from the West. For
many today, that is all they know. It is a re�ection of
their society’s material, political, and spiritual
impoverishment.

Few African leaders recognize that what they call the
“nation” is a veneer laid over a cultureless state—
without values, identity, or character. Those who would
promote local cultures and practices are still accused of
fostering “tribalism” and division rather than unity.
They are urged to shed the identity of their micro-
nations and become citizens of the new modern state,
even though no African really knows what the character
of that modern state might be beyond a passport and an
identity card.

Nearly �fty years from the time when we young
Africans (including a Kenyan named Barack Obama Sr.)
boarded planes for further study in the United States,
none of us could have imagined the con�icts, the coups,
the civil wars, and the corruption of the imperial
presidencies that would dog our continent for decades to
come, or that the promise of Africa, which seemed



almost inevitable at the time, would remain unful�lled.
The challenge continues for each new generation of
Africans.



PILLARS OF GOOD GOVERNANCE:
THE THREE-LEGGED STOOL

IN THE 1960S, those of us Africans who entered the
professions—medicine, teaching, business, and the civil
service—felt con�dent that our continent was on the
move, in spite of the emerging instability. Humanitarian
and development arms of the international community
did too, at least enough to advance substantial amounts
of aid, technical assistance, and technology, and, at
times, to adopt policies that urged more accountability
in the management of state a�airs. In 1964, western
Europe and North America gave grants and inexpensive
loans to sub-Saharan African nations amounting to more
than $1 billion.1 Huge potential existed to develop
Africa’s natural resources, such as bauxite, uranium, gas,
oil, gold, and diamonds. Indeed, in the 1960s, growth in
many African economies was robust.

ECONOMIC DECLINE

It was in the 1970s, however, that the continent’s
economic fortunes began to decline. In an analysis
published in 2003, the National Bureau of Economic
Research, a U.S. nongovernmental organization (NGO),
indicated that while the world economy grew by an
average of almost 2 percent a year between 1960 and
2002, in Africa GDP growth was negative from 1974 to
the mid-1990s.2 By 2003, average sub-Saharan GDP was
11 percent lower than thirty years previously. Whereas



in the early 1960s only 10 percent of the world’s poor
were African, by the year 2000 50 percent were.

In the forty-year period between 1960 and 2001,
according to the World Bank, the Republic of Korea’s
average per capita annual growth rate was 5.8 percent a
year, while China’s and Singapore’s was 5.6 percent. By
contrast, over the same period, Côte d’Ivoire’s rate was
only half a percent, Zimbabwe’s a third of a percent, and
Nigeria’s a �fth of a percent. Conversely, average per
capita annual growth rates in Ghana, Senegal, Chad, the
Central African Republic, Zambia, Sierra Leone,
Madagascar, Niger, Liberia, and the Democratic
Republic of the Congo were all negative. Given the fact
that the population of the continent increased more than
threefold, from 277 million in 1960 to over 900 million
in 2008, not even those economies that grew were able
to meet the basic needs of their people. Botswana,
whose economy expanded by an average of 6.4 percent
per year from 1960 to 2001, remains an exception to the
anemic economic performance of the rest of continental
sub-Saharan Africa.3

Like other developing regions, Africa has had to
contend with a set of external conditions imposed by the
industrialized world that were meant to combat poverty
and foster growth, even though they sometimes had
precisely the opposite e�ect. For decades, African states
were o�ered or even urged to accept loans to �nance
large-scale development projects. Many of these were
inappropriate to Africa’s needs or simply fronts for
o�cial corruption. As the debt and interest payments
mounted, African states were more often than not
returning more funds to the industrialized countries
than they were receiving in aid. In spite of their
demonstrable corruption and lack of democratic bona
�des, many leaders of African countries continued to
receive funding from international agencies and donor



nations, inhibiting the prospects for development and
further impoverishing the African people.

In the 1980s, in part as a response to the vicious cycle
of indebtedness that had been created between the rich
and poor worlds, the international �nancial institutions,
principally the World Bank and the International
Monetary Fund, launched “structural adjustment
policies.” In order to receive more loans or development
aid, states were required to drastically cut back
government expenditures, privatize state-owned
companies, reduce in�ation, charge fees for services like
health care and education, and endeavor to create
export-oriented economies rather than focus on the
immediate needs of their people for food and essential
services. While these policies were, in part, an e�ort to
root out the corruption that by this time riddled many
government agencies in Africa and elsewhere, the
budgetary austerity forced on poor nations often led to
the gutting of essential services like agricultural
extension, infrastructure, health, and education. Despite
the broad application of structural adjustment, from the
perspective of most African citizens, governance did not
measurably improve. Nor did the quality of their lives.

HOPE RENEWED: THE END OF THE COLD WAR

The fall of the Berlin Wall in November 1989 and the
collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 removed one of the
blockages to development in Africa. African leaders no
longer had to pledge allegiance to either the Soviet or
the American axis—whether they had an ideological
commitment or not. These events put African
governments on notice that even they could not
continue to deny democratic space to their citizens
inde�nitely. The two superpowers encouraged leaders to
accept, in theory at least, the proposition that the one-
party rule that had been the norm for decades hadn’t



ful�lled the aspirations of the African peoples, and that
multipartism was worth trying. This was initially
resisted. The reintroduction of multipartism in many
African nations resulted from demands by donor
nations, as well as from the many years of struggle by
African civil society for better governance.

Another powerful sign that the Cold War was over
and that entrenched systems could change was the
release of Nelson Mandela in February 1990 after
twenty-seven years in prison, followed by the formal
end of apartheid in South Africa four years later.
Mandela’s release also ful�lled one of the main aims of
the much-maligned Organization for African Unity: the
political decolonization of the entire African continent.

The end of apartheid heartened citizen-activists in
Africa and, indeed, around the world. In many African
nations, civil society intensi�ed its challenge to the
policies of dictatorial governments and engaged in
opposition politics. Citizens of the industrialized nations
also grew less accepting of their governments’ support
for despotic regimes, particularly as details of some of
the leaders’ depredations became more widely known.
Governments began to deliver loans and aid to African
heads of state with demands that they respect human
rights, improve governance, end one-party political rule,
curtail corruption, and focus on poverty reduction.

During this period, some of the “Big Men” whose
personas came to dominate the political life of their
country were leaving the stage: President Félix
Houphouët-Boigny, who had ruled Côte d’Ivoire for
more than thirty years, died in 1993, and Hastings
Banda, Malawi’s leader for three decades, was defeated
in a democratic election the following year. In 1991,
presidents Kenneth Kaunda of Zambia and Mathieu
Kérékou of Benin allowed multipartism and soon after
left o�ce. (Kérékou was reelected to the presidency in
1996, and served for a further decade.) Others had their



power wrested from them by other would-be Big Men:
Muhammed Siad Barre of Somalia and Mengistu Haile
Mariam of Ethiopia were both forced from power in
1991; in Zaire, the ailing Mobutu Sese Seko was forced
to give way in 1997 to the rebel �ghters of Laurent
Kabila.4

However, while the iron grip of the �rst generation of
African Big Men and their successors loosened, it was
not fully freed. Nor was Africa’s crisis of leadership over.
The relieving of tensions frozen by the Cold War and the
end of some regimes threatened the very existence of a
number of nation-states. Some collapsed, while,
uncertain and threatened, those in charge of such
weakened states succumbed to corruption. More and
more, African states came to resemble a crumbling
house from which both the owner and the onlookers
scrambled to escape with whatever could be looted.
Citizens became prisoners and refugees within their own
borders, denied freedom of speech, movement,
assembly, and association, and treated with less respect
than foreigners in their own land.

Governments that felt at risk from a stronger civil
society and growing demands both domestically and
internationally to open their political systems responded
by, in some cases, using ethnicity to set communities
against each other. This was the situation in Kenya
throughout the 1990s and, on a far more devastating
scale, in Rwanda in 1994. No one was safe. Leaders tried
to hold on to resources that had become personal
�efdoms.

Along with the political changes brought about by the
end of the Cold War, a new economic consensus
emerged that free markets and free societies would
reinforce each other and that the integration of the
global economy through trade and information sharing
(“globalization”)—now unhindered by the long-standing
barriers between West and East—would lift poor



countries, along with eastern Europe and the nations of
the former Soviet Union, out of their economic
doldrums.

Throughout the 1990s, Africa and other poor regions
were assisted by donors and encouraged by
development agencies to accept the free trade agenda of
the newly formed World Trade Organization. In e�ect,
this meant orienting their economies to increase exports,
while further opening their markets to foreign goods.
When such largely unregulated liberalization failed to
make much of a dent in poverty or spur high rates of
growth, however, the IMF, World Bank, and the U.S.
Treasury Department prescribed new measures. In what
became known as the Washington Consensus, poor
countries were encouraged—in some cases mandated—
to further liberalize their policies on trade and the free
�ow of capital. In order to accelerate GDP growth,
nations were urged to continue privatization programs,
curtail government functions, and deregulate their
industries.

In the 1990s and the early years of the twenty-�rst
century, some African economies did begin to grow. But
by 2001, the number of people in Africa living in
extreme poverty had nearly doubled to 316 million,
from 164 million twenty years before.5 And along with
international campaigners advocating fair trade and
working against debt and poverty, a growing number of
economists, among them the Nobel laureate Joseph
Stiglitz, began to view the prescriptions of the
Washington Consensus as neither concerned enough
with equity—who bene�ted from these policies—nor
focused su�ciently on the economic sustainability of
global GDP growth and its political, social, and
environmental rami�cations.

As the twenty-�rst century began, many African
nations had relatively new heads of state. These rulers, a
number of whom came to power through coups or civil



wars or both, may not have been as oppressive to their
peoples as those they succeeded, but they did not usher
in the needed revolution in leadership. In 1999, Côte
d’Ivoire underwent a military coup followed by a civil
war that pitted the north against the south in what was
once considered one of Africa’s most successful nations
(its capital, Abidjan, was long known as the Paris of
Africa). From the late 1990s to early in the twenty-�rst
century Africa’s �rst “world war” consumed the
Democratic Republic of the Congo, eventually including
soldiers from nine other African nations. The toll was
grisly: while many combatants were killed, civilians
were the prime victims; thousands of women were raped
as a tactic of war; hundreds of thousands of men,
women, and children are still in refugee camps; and �ve
million or more have succumbed to basic diseases or
malnutrition that went unaddressed.6

In the main, however, Africa’s current heads of state
are an improvement over those of the previous four
decades. Few African leaders today dare to be as
autocratic as their predecessors. In nearly all sub-
Saharan African countries, democratic space has
increased and opposition movements are stronger than
they were (although, of course, this varies by region and
country). More leaders than ever before in
postindependence Africa have their actions scrutinized
or checked by an increasingly vocal and sophisticated
civil society, and a freer and at times vibrant press. In
addition, more heads of government have their time in
o�ce limited by set terms and elections—although these
are not always accepted to be free and fair, as recent
votes in Ethiopia, Guinea, Nigeria, Kenya, Togo, and
Zimbabwe demonstrate.

Despite the emergence of more responsive leadership
on the continent, the bene�ts Africans see in democratic
countries in other parts of the world have yet to become
tangible. Although in 2008 the average growth rate



across sub-Saharan African economies was expected to
reach 6.7 percent7—above the global average—the
fruits of better management of state a�airs have yet to
reach most people and are not spread equally around
the continent or even within countries. Unlike in China
and India, millions have not been lifted out of poverty.

As of 2005, half the population of sub-Saharan Africa
(approximately 380 million) live on the equivalent of
$1.25 a day or less—a proportion that matches the 1981
level.8 Average income in the countries of sub-Saharan
Africa is about what it was in the 1970s.9

In 2006, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
reported that a quarter of African children under �ve
were underweight. Because of the AIDS pandemic,
average life expectancy in sub-Saharan Africa has
increased by only seven years (to forty-seven) since
1960. According to the World Health Organization,
nearly twenty-�ve million people in sub-Saharan Africa
are living with HIV.10 Botswana, so long a beacon of
political stability and economic growth, is challenged by
the fact that a quarter of its citizens are HIV positive, a
key factor in the decline of the average life expectancy
from sixty-�ve years in 1995 to forty years in 2005.11

In the 2007/2008 UN Human Development Report, all
of the twenty-two lowest-ranked countries—in terms of
life expectancy at birth; adult literacy rates; combined
gross enrollment ratio for primary, secondary, and
tertiary education; GDP per capita; life expectancy
index; education index; and GDP—were from Africa
south of the Sahara. Alone of sub-Saharan African states,
the island nations of Mauritius and the Seychelles were
ranked in the top one hundred of the report’s Human
Development Index.12

REMAKING THE THREE-LEGGED STOOL



A de�nite hunger for the reintroduction of democracy
exists among African peoples after being denied it for so
many years. At the same time, some of the current so-
called democracies are deliberately weak or still
unfolding. Too often, the term “democracy” has simply
become a bromide o�ered during voting, rather than a
means of enhancing the capacities of governmental and
nongovernmental institutions, providing basic services
to the people, and empowering them to be active
partners in development.

All political systems, institutions of the state, and
cultural values (as well as pathways toward, and
indicators of, economic growth) are justi�able only
insofar as they encourage basic freedoms, including
human rights, and individual and collective well-being.
In that respect, democracy doesn’t solely mean “one
person, one vote.” It also means, among other things,
the protection of minority rights; an e�ective and truly
representative parliament; an independent judiciary; an
informed and engaged citizenry; an independent fourth
estate; the rights to assemble, practice one’s religion
freely, and advocate for one’s own view peacefully
without fear of reprisal or arbitrary arrest; and an
empowered and active civil society that can operate
without intimidation. By this de�nition, many African
countries—and, indeed, many societies in both the
developing and developed worlds—fall short of genuine
democracy. Likewise, “development” doesn’t only entail
the acquisition of material things, although everyone
should have enough to live with dignity and without
fear of starvation or becoming homeless. Instead, it is a
means of achieving a quality of life that is sustainable,
and of allowing the expression of the full range of
creativity and humanity.

In trying to explain both my work and my philosophy
in the wake of being awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, I
was reminded of the traditional African stool, which is



comprised of a seat and three legs. The �rst leg
represents democratic space, where rights—whether
human, women’s, children’s, or environmental—are
respected. The second leg symbolizes the sustainable
and accountable management of natural resources both
for those living today and for those in the future, in a
manner that is just and fair, including for people on the
margins of society. The third leg stands for what I term
“cultures of peace.” These take the form of fairness,
respect, compassion, forgiveness, recompense, and
justice.

Just as the African stool is made out of a single block
of wood, each leg, or pillar, is reinforced by the others
and formed from the same grain, so the issues must be
addressed together and simultaneously. For instance, the
responsible and accountable management of resources,
as well as the sharing of them equitably, can be
accomplished only if there is democratic space, where
rights are respected. In a dictatorial or one-party system,
resources cannot be shared equitably and sustainably,
because the political leaders tend to apportion them
among themselves, their cronies, and their supporters.
Since only the elite have access to the wealth of the
country, the vast majority of the population is excluded
and dissenting voices have little power to bring about
change. Where democratic space has been created,
however, cultures of peace are more likely to be built
and to �ourish; when such space is constrained or
nonexistent, peace will likewise be elusive and con�ict
more likely.

The three legs of the stool support the seat, which in
this conception represents the milieu in which
development can take place. Citizens, feeling secure that
the three legs are in place—that their country has robust
democratic principles, equitable distribution of
resources, and strong cultures of peace—can be
educated, productive, and creative. In this situation, the



spirit of the citizenry not only welcomes development,
but drives it itself, because individually and collectively
the people feel they have an opportunity to contribute.
A secure seat also provides the environment in which a
government can receive funds from multilateral
agencies, lending institutions, or private donors, and use
them accountably and responsibly—free of corruption—
for the bene�t not of the few, but of the many.

In Africa today, a number of countries are trying to
balance on two of the stool’s three legs. Some are
teetering on only one leg; a few have none whatsoever
and have collapsed. Because citizens in such states live
in fear, they are reluctant to take steps to hold their
leaders accountable, which means those leaders can, and
often will, do what they want with whatever funds
�owing into their countries. The democratization
process is frustrated, political and economic leadership
is destructive, and con�ict and insecurity are
entrenched.

Whether we work in development agencies,
international institutions like the United Nations and the
World Bank, or NGOs, or are simply individuals who
wish to improve the lot of the very poor in Africa or
elsewhere, it is crucial to approach development from
this perspective, in which an environment is created for
citizens to engage productively. It is essential to
recognize when one or more of the three pillars is
absent, and accept that, no matter how many funds are
provided, in a country that is balancing on two, one, or
no legs, the money may not only be wasted or have only
a temporary e�ect, but may even contribute to the
continuing instability of that society. The forces
responsible for breaking and twisting the stool are still
present and, in many countries, still powerful. Having a
stable stool means ensuring that a holistic approach to
development is adopted, placing a priority on
democratic governance and respect for human and other



rights; equitable, sustainable, and accountable use of all
resources; and managing a�airs of state in an
accountable and responsible way. When all these facets
are in place, the stool is secure, the state has stability,
and peace and development can occur.

The appreciation and acknowledgment of these three
pillars of development must, however, be combined
with a recognition that the current stool did not just
appear by magic. In many African countries, there was
once a fully formed stool—before the corruption and
poor governance, before the destabilization of Cold War
politics, and, to a greater or lesser extent, before
societies were uprooted and pulled apart by the forces of
slavery, colonialism, and modernity. In the intervening
years the stool has been bashed, its legs broken and then
reconstituted with weak or pliable plastic that is easily
twisted and not integral to the piece of wood itself. The
meaning is clear: all blame aside, it is essential to accept
the truth of the history of Africa and admit that the
contemporary stool has been altered drastically. It is
also crucial to take on the challenge of trying to imagine
what the original stool could have looked like, in what
ways its pillars served the people, and how those pillars
might be reenvisioned for the challenges of today.

No nation has developed these three pillars without
the people themselves chiseling them, sometimes at a
great price. In Africa, independence movements
throughout the continent struggled to free their fellow
citizens from colonialism and imperialism—including
those led by Jomo Kenyatta, Patrice Lumumba, Kwame
Nkrumah, Nelson Mandela, and Walter Sisulu. One is
reminded of the courage and determination of those
who fought for women’s su�rage in the early part of the
twentieth century; Mahatma Gandhi’s campaign for
Indian independence, which mobilized hundreds of
thousands of individuals in nonviolent resistance to
British rule; and the civil rights movement in the United



States, for which many people gave their lives. All these
movements included in their ranks many whose names
aren’t recorded by history, or whose bones still lie
unburied in the forests where they fell �ghting for their
land and freedom, or who are interred in unmarked
graves.

Without citizen participation and an active civil
society, prospects for sustainable, equitable
development are bleak. The stool will not be created or
strengthened without citizens’ engagement, because how
else will governments be held accountable for their
actions? Even today, most governments in Africa (as in
other regions) will not respond to the needs of their
people unless they see that if they do not, their time in
o�ce will be short.

It is in no one’s interest to have governments
threatened by guns, or coups, or civil wars. Instead,
governments need to be “threatened” by votes, cast in
free and fair elections. If leaders think their people will
not reelect them because the people are unhappy about
how they are managing the a�airs of the state, leaders
will (or should) respond to the wishes of their citizenry.
This is also why empowering local communities,
promoting local democracy, and decentralizing power
into, for example, parliamentary constituencies is so
important. (I write more about my personal experience
of this process, and ideas for its wider application, in
chapter 7.) In the process of engaging civil society, the
three legs of the stool can be strengthened: governance
becomes more open, transparent, and accountable;
equity and fairness are promoted; and prospects for
peace are bolstered.

At the moment, in too many African countries,
concepts of civil society and democratic space are
merely theoretical or abstract. However, while many
Africans are not willing to enthusiastically embrace the
concepts of accountability and transparency, it is clear



that when Africans practice and live them, they realize
the need for them and value them deeply. This is why in
order for any vision of development to work, those who
believe in transparency and accountability must
communicate it to the people. Thus, while Africans need
to take the lead role in supporting and strengthening
civil societies—and many already are—there is a place
for the international community, if it approaches
development holistically, with a view to accelerating
this process through moral support and �nancial
assistance.

The practical challenge, of course, is to determine
what responsibilities the international institutions
concerned with development and human rights and
governance (whether African or otherwise) have to
those societies that are balancing on two, one, or
perhaps none of the legs. Should we isolate those
countries until they rebuild their stool on their own, and
in the meantime leave ordinary people to su�er the
consequences of violence, bad governance, and the theft
of national resources?

It appears that while it would not be responsible to
deliver large sums of aid money to those countries ruled
by autocrats, citizens ought not to be forgotten until
they get themselves out of their di�culties. This isn’t
simply a matter of protecting the human rights of
individuals; it is also about acknowledging the potential
knock-on e�ects of dysfunctional governments. The
selling o� of natural resources for the personal
enrichment of a small elite, suppressing democratic
activities and harassing members of civil society,
fomenting violence between communities or political
parties, mismanaging the economy, and neglecting basic
services—all these contribute to the likelihood that the
state will eventually collapse.

If it does, a country can be taken over by warlords,
factions, or clans that seek whatever they can get in the



short term, without regard for the long-term prospects
of the nation. (Economist Paul Collier has calculated
that the average civil war costs a country and
neighboring nations about $64 billion, and that the
main risk factors for civil wars and coups are low
income and growth levels, both of which are widespread
in Africa.13) Once the vicious cycle of violence,
vengeance, and hatred starts, it can quickly become
unstoppable. And the consequences will last for years, if
not decades, spilling over into other countries and
causing instability and further human misery. We have
seen this tragedy in Somalia, Congo, and the Darfur
region of Sudan.

In these situations, other African countries, the
African Union, and the international community ought
to remain engaged in dialogue with leaders and civil
society groups and urge reforms, containing the damage
as much as possible. Judicious application of
international and local sanctions that target the
perpetrators of injustices while not deepening the
people’s su�ering o�er a way to apply pressure to
governments that ignore the plight of their people, as do
arms embargoes and freezing the bank accounts of such
leaders. These, of course, are tools and not panaceas; all
nation-states have their own interests to pursue, and
international cooperation over the crises in Darfur,
Congo, and Zimbabwe has been inadequate, to say the
least. But such engagement might go some way toward
assisting countries to get out of their morass. And, in the
long run, if citizen activists are supported, interacted
with, and provided with the opportunities to learn from
civil society leaders in other countries who have dealt
with oppressive regimes, the pillar of democratic space
would be strengthened and the stool’s other two
essential pillars could be put back in place and,
crucially, maintained.



AID AND
THE DEPENDENCY SYNDROME

IN RECENT YEARS, the emerging consensus within and outside
Africa on the importance of democratic space for the
continent has coincided with increased interest within
East Asia and the West in helping the poorest one billion
individuals, many of whom are concentrated in sub-
Saharan Africa, to reach at least the lowest rung of the
development ladder, from which they can climb higher.
Elected leaders, senior diplomats, economists, and
celebrities have helped to place the issues of Africa’s
dehumanizing poverty, HIV/AIDS crisis, food security,
and debt relief on the international community’s
agenda.

DEALING WITH MALARIA AND DEPENDENCY

In January 2005, I attended the World Economic Forum,
a gathering of heads of state, entrepreneurs, economists,
and public �gures that is held every year in Davos,
Switzerland. In one session, I listened as then Tanzanian
president Benjamin Mkapa addressed the theme
“Funding the War on Poverty” on a panel that included
President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva of Brazil; Domenico
Siniscalco, Italy’s then minister of economy and �nance;
Gordon Brown, then the UK’s chancellor of the
exchequer; American economist Je�rey Sachs; and Bill
Gates, the founder of Microsoft.1 President Mkapa made
a passionate appeal for the global North (the wealthy,
industrialized countries, which are mainly located in the



northern hemisphere) to cancel the debts that his
country owed, which, he said, severely hampered his
government’s ability to make investments in public
health, including, for example, providing bed nets to
protect Tanzanian children from malaria-infected
mosquitoes.

During the question-and-answer period that followed,
an audience member, the American actress Sharon
Stone, told President Mkapa how moved she’d been by
his speech and that she wished to help him save
Tanzanian children from malaria. She immediately
made a pledge of $10,000 to buy bed nets. She then
turned to others in the room and asked them to do the
same. I could hear the urgency in her voice to solve
right there and then what for her seemed an eminently
preventable problem: children were dying of malaria for
lack of bed nets. I could empathize; all of us feel pain
when we hear that children are su�ering. Within a short
time, Ms. Stone had received a number of pledges,
totaling $100,000.2 The funds would be donated to the
Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria.

It is always inspiring to watch famous or wealthy
people stretch out their hands to help the poor. There
are few well-known Africans who could command the
same level of attention from the international media,
donor agencies, or governments as Ms. Stone and others
like her from the United States or Europe can. Some
celebrities, such as Bob Geldof and Bono, who was also
in the room that day, speak out forcefully about how
current economic and political systems continue to harm
Africa—views that they can take to any elected leader in
the world and get some results. Nevertheless, once such
international personalities have done their part, it is up
to the African leadership and people to make sure the
resources that result are used appropriately.

Still, while su�cient funding is important—for
instance, to purchase bed nets—in my experience



development success isn’t only about money; if it were,
Africa would have solved many of her problems years
ago. Since 1960, the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD), for example, has
provided more than $650 billion in development
assistance to sub-Saharan Africa.3 And yet, every year,
approximately eighty thousand children below the age
of �ve in Tanzania die as a result of malaria;4 one-�fth
of all child deaths in Africa are caused by malaria;5 and
in 2005, according to the World Health Organization, 90
percent of the nearly 900,000 deaths from malaria were
in sub-Saharan Africa.6

Why is preventing and treating malaria not a major
concern of African governments? Does any government
or individual in Africa need to be persuaded to protect
children from preventable diseases? Why do individuals
not develop policies and habits that are sustainable and
e�ective for dealing with the disease?

The reason for this examination is that much of sub-
Saharan Africa has an environment conducive to
mosquitoes and the malarial parasite. In fact, it’s been
suggested that the spread of Islam in Africa southward
beyond the Sahel was curtailed by the incidence of
malaria. Bed nets save lives, and they should be widely
available throughout Africa; the same is the case for
twelve-cent antimalarial medicines.7 Yet, up to now, it
seems as if ordinary Africans have not understood the
value of bed nets in preventing malaria—especially for
their children—enough to purchase them, if they can
a�ord the four dollars, or to seek them out from
government health workers if they cannot. Cultural
norms at the local level may dictate that only the man of
the household, or only the adults, can use bed nets, even
though the principal objective of making the nets
available is to protect the children. Communities also
may not be aware that bed nets don’t o�er perpetual



protection: if they tear, they need to be repaired or
replaced, which may put them out of the reach of poor
households.

This lack of attention or understanding appears to be
the case with many African governments and media as
well. Why haven’t governments directed that
information about the importance of bed nets in
preventing childhood malaria be part of the school
curriculum in the countries of Africa where malaria is
common, so that children, their parents, and
communities all understand that malaria is a killer and
that combating it requires embracing a set of actions to
protect themselves?

It is clear that a gap exists between the concern
expressed about preventable diseases in Africa by
development experts and that evidenced by African
governments and the peoples themselves. In my
experience, both middle-class urban-dwellers and rural
parents have not taken seriously the need to prevent
these diseases, and, if an infection occurs, to seek
immediate treatment, including for children. Likewise,
the leadership in Africa has not paid enough attention to
these diseases, or successfully sensitized a critical mass
of the African people about their deadly nature and
encouraged them to take steps to reduce the toll.

Most Africans rarely hear about such illnesses from
their ministers of health unless an international
development expert comes bearing money or bed nets—
at which point the minister is eager to talk about the
particular disease the donor is concerned about. One
might ask: Why do diseases seem to hit the national
headlines only when there is an unusual outbreak, or a
new donor-funded e�ort has been launched, as opposed
to being a signi�cant issue for journalists to report on
regularly? Why should it take foreign experts working
for foreign development agencies and funded by foreign
donors to convince the majority of Africans that they



should take the problem of deadly but preventable
diseases seriously? There are doctors and nurses and
community health workers in Africa, but one doesn’t see
them breaking down the doors of their respective
governments to make the case for urgent action to
combat malaria and other preventable diseases.

Contrast this with African governments’ more recent
emphasis on, and urgency about, the deadliness of
HIV/AIDS, which—after a terrible conspiracy of silence
—has led to an increase in awareness and in people
taking steps to protect themselves and others. In the
case of diseases like malaria, unlike with HIV/AIDS, we
see the crisis mentality that colors much development
assistance, as opposed to putting a priority on
prevention, strengthening health systems, and
implementing policies to improve the basic health of
Africans, which would make them more resilient in the
face of preventable yet debilitating illnesses.

While this does not mean we should abandon
attempts to broaden the use of any mitigating aids like
bed nets and drugs, other policies ought to be adopted
that would address the causes of these diseases. One
such measure that has been advocated by the Green Belt
Movement (GBM) and others is to end the production of
thin plastic bags. These bags break easily and are almost
always thrown away after a single use. Water pools in
them and can provide a breeding ground for mosquitoes.
Furthermore, the bags are unsightly—discarded ones
“bloom” by the millions along roadsides and in gutters,
bushes, shrubs, and even national parks throughout
Africa—and they pose a risk to domestic and wild
animals if eaten.

It was partly to combat the increase of malaria-
bearing mosquitoes in parts of Kenya that GBM and
other groups began a campaign to end the production
and use of these plastic bags. GBM has been encouraging
people to carry groceries and goods in bags and baskets



made from sisal and other materials. These containers
are durable, biodegradable, and indigenous. By reducing
waste and resource use, they also help the environment.

In doing this work, GBM has been careful not to say
that these plastic bags cause the spread of malaria,
because there is no way to prove that the malaria-
infected mosquitoes are breeding in the pools provided
by the bags. Nor is banning the bags (as a growing
number of municipalities and countries have done on
ecological grounds) on its own going to solve the
problem of malaria. But it is important for African
governments and peoples to preempt by all possible
means the likelihood of malarial infection.

Every African schoolchild should know that standing
water provides a breeding ground for mosquitoes,
including those that carry malaria. However, what
hasn’t been created in most African nations is a practice
of eliminating pools of stagnant water near homes. If
communities and individuals took preventative
measures, it’s likely that fewer curative solutions would
be needed. Similarly, African governments could revise
their building codes and require that all windows and
doors have permanent screens on them to keep
mosquitoes (and other insects) out. Even if people have
bed nets, they and their children are not shielded from
malaria-carrying mosquitoes in their homes during the
hours between sunset and bedtime. Since evening is also
the time when mosquitoes are at their most active,
screens on windows and doors would o�er some
immediate and a�ordable protection.

The lack of preventative measures and awareness
around malaria and other diseases is an example of
three central problems in the delivery of development
aid: one, African governments and individuals
themselves often aren’t the active partners in
development; two, aid can induce a culture of
dependency; and �nally, a crisis mentality persists that



emphasizes immediate results over long-term
prevention.

When communities are o�ered either technology (bed
nets) or ideas about a set of positive behaviors (having
all of their children, or, better yet, the whole family,
sleep under bed nets), it’s my experience that unless
they understand the intrinsic value of what they’ve been
given and embrace it as their own, the minute the direct
assistance is withdrawn and donors go home,
individuals will lapse back into their previous patterns.
The boreholes and health clinics go unattended, the new
tractors break down and are not repaired, and the loose
taps leak or rust. Instead of a mind-set that looks to
prevent problems, the culture of dependence on foreign
aid continues with no one taking responsibility for
communities’ continued development.

Without community buy-in, donors come to be seen as
Santa Claus, bringing with them money, materials, and
inputs. From the governmental to the community level,
individuals will throw open their doors, even when the
ideas or approaches being o�ered by the donors are not
necessarily extraordinary. The people will clap and
dance in welcome, until the tap dries up, which, with
donor funding, happens (as it should).

At the same time, donors’ money can further corrode
responsibility. Even today, among many current African
governments and their citizens, an attitude exists that
one doesn’t have to be as responsible with, or
accountable for, the use of funds or materials that have
originated outside the country from a donor agency or
private philanthropist. Individuals and governments
completely misunderstand or subvert the donors’
intention in providing the money in the �rst place. “If
the money doesn’t belong to anyone in particular,” goes
the reasoning, “why should it matter how it’s being
used? It might as well belong to me.”



Some development analysts have suggested that
requiring people to purchase an antimalarial net, for
instance, creates a sense of investment that will
encourage them to use it for the purposes for which it
was intended—instead of, as has been reported of bed
nets given out for free, employing or selling them as
�shing nets or bridal veils. I disagree. It is not necessary
for people to have to pay for something to care about it,
or for that product to reach the speci�c demographic
that it is intended to help. Rather, a community and
individuals must recognize the utility and value of the
item in question, regardless of who pays for it. Simply
put, unless the people understand that they are expected
to empower themselves after the donors are gone, they
will not take the appropriate steps: not because they
don’t like what the donors are doing, or because the
help was given to them for free, but because they don’t
see its value.

Of course, it is the perception of the threat and not the
reality of malaria that I am examining. There is no
question that malaria is a debilitating disease; I have
seen for myself its negative e�ects on people and
communities. While the numbers of malaria deaths in
Africa have been declining in recent years since bed-net
manufacture and distribution programs moved into
higher gear, they remain unacceptably high.

Although it may seem an obvious point, it is worth
noting that Africans have been dealing with diseases like
malaria for a very long time, perhaps upward of �fty
thousand years. Although malaria, no doubt, has
exacted a heavy cost in deaths of family members and
lost productive hours, the peoples of sub-Saharan Africa
have nevertheless learned to live with it and do not
seem to be alarmed by it. Indeed, if you asked average
Africans what the continent’s most pressing health issue
is, they would probably say HIV/AIDS—not least
because it is a new disease in comparison with malaria,



and many people are dying of it. Even in the slums that
are all too common in African cities, where people live
packed tightly together, surrounded by the pools of
stagnant water that are ideal habitats for mosquitoes to
breed, more individuals are likely to consider
unemployment, poverty, or HIV/AIDS greater problems
than malaria. They wouldn’t necessarily be wrong:
HIV/AIDS remains the leading cause of death in sub-
Saharan Africa, claiming the lives of 1.6 million adults
and children in 2007.8 But they may not know how
deadly malaria also is—and that, perhaps worse, it may
even increase the progression of the HIV virus.9

Just as it is essential that the people be engaged in the
development process, so governments need to take the
lead. In the context of aid, there is a big di�erence
between asking donor agencies, philanthropic
foundations, or individuals for help—for instance, to
prevent and treat malaria—and only being persuaded to
do so when funds are available from the outside. Africa’s
leaders cannot continue to wait for the international
community to provide �nancing before doing the right
thing. Half a century after independence, it is incumbent
upon African governments to work for the good of their
people without the need for “carrots” coming from
donors to persuade them to do it. In the long run, of
course, Africa needs to move beyond aid and the culture
of dependency it has helped create in Africa’s leaders
and her people. While I applaud the motives of the
international community in providing technical and
�nancial assistance to developing countries, including
those in Africa, I do question how much good aid does
versus how much damage it may do to the capacity of
the African peoples to engineer their own solutions to
their many problems.

GOALS FOR DEVELOPMENT



In a nod to the �ve species white hunters wanted to
“bag” while on safari in Africa (a rhino, a leopard, a
lion, a bu�alo, and an elephant) in the reserves they set
aside for this purpose, economist Je�rey Sachs, director
of the Earth Institute at Columbia University in New
York City, has identi�ed what he terms the “Big Five,” a
set of multipronged investments in development that
can help communities climb the ladder out of extreme
poverty. They are agricultural inputs; investments in
basic health; improvements in education; more e�cient
and regular power, transport, and communication
services; and the provision of clean drinking water and
proper sanitation.

Professor Sachs is heading a group that includes the
Earth Institute, the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP), and the Millennium Promise in
establishing a number of what are called “millennium
villages” in ten African countries as part of an e�ort to
realize the Millennium Development Goals.10 Eleven of
the villages are in Kenya, in the Sauri district of Nyanza
Province, not far from Kisumu on the shores of Lake
Victoria in the west of the country. Progress in the Sauri
millennium villages on key development indicators,
including those within the Millennium Development
Goals, has been made since the initiative began there in
2004. Incidents of malaria in Sauri, for instance, have
dropped by 50 percent. Students came in second rather
than 108th out of 253 in district school examinations.11

And corn production has, on average, tripled, enabling
farmers to sell some of their harvest in the market and
retain some for their families.12

These are signi�cant achievements. The people in
Sauri and the other millennium villages are, like those I
have worked closely with through the Green Belt
Movement, poor, largely outside of the mainstream
development agenda, and stuck in a cycle of
powerlessness and marginalization. The immediate



results from the millennium villages indicate that when
�nancial resources, including aid, are properly targeted
and well spent, they have the potential to transform the
lives of the world’s poorest people.

Even as I welcome this progress, however, the very
fact that the Big Five are needed raises a number of
questions, some of which are uncomfortable, and several
that touch on the same problems as the situation with
malaria and bed nets. All of these questions lead to
issues of leadership and governance, which may be
de�ned as the way a country establishes its priorities,
holds its o�cials accountable for their actions, makes
decisions, empowers its citizens to feel invested in and
engaged with their government and civil service, and
communicates its vision to the people.

What was being done—or not being done—by African
governments in Sauri and the other seventy-odd
millennium villages throughout Africa before the team
of international professionals conceived of helping the
local people through these interventions? In the case of
Kenya, the member of parliament who represents the
region where Sauri is located is a professor of political
science and economics, and was a minister for economic
planning and development in Kenya’s ninth parliament
(2002-07). Given Sauri’s low development status, one
could conclude that either the MP didn’t understand the
policy prescriptions and economic conditions that the
millennium village project identi�es, or he didn’t have
the funds to implement a program like the Big Five, or,
perhaps, he wasn’t serious about dedicating funds to
such purposes or implementing a holistic development
plan.

One could also ask, given the demonstrable successes
documented in Sauri, and the elementary nature of
many of the interventions—ensuring that farmers have
fertilizers, decent seeds, and markets, that villagers have
access to clean drinking water, and that children receive



good nutrition to support, in part, their academic studies
—why the government hadn’t made them a priority for
all Kenyans. Why did implementation of the Big Five
require the coordination of a range of international
organizations and considerable infusions of donor aid?
(In Kenya, to provide the Big Five to all those who, in
Sachs’s analysis, need them would cost about $1.5
billion a year.)

It is not because the Kenyan administration and other
African governments are unaware of the validity of the
components of the Big Five. Kenya, for instance, has a
minister of agriculture, a minister of health, a minister
of education, a minister of energy, a minister of roads
and public works, a minister of information and
communication, and a minister of water, all of whom
are mandated to tackle the myriad development de�cits
facing Kenyans, including the Big Five. Rarely, however,
does one �nd African governments genuinely
emphasizing these ministries. In general, they are more
concerned with funding and sta�ng ministries of
defense, provincial administration, �nance, and security.
Nonetheless, one can still legitimately question why it is
necessary for a raft of international agencies to inform
African governments that the Big Five are important to
combating the poverty that is killing their people, and
why, in turn, the international experts are establishing
mechanisms to deliver the interventions—a function
that surely should fall to the governments themselves.

One measure that could be immediately undertaken,
for instance, is in the provision of latrines. Three
hundred million Africans—a third of the continent’s
population—do not have access to clean water and
sound sanitation.13 If the governments of Africa
individually and collectively made it their mission to
provide a latrine in every household and teach basic
hygiene, particularly in schools and churches, countless
lives would be saved, especially those of children, many



of whom die from diarrhea and parasitical infections. In
addition, this would provide all Africans with a degree
of dignity that millions currently do not have. This
would not have to be exorbitantly expensive, and the
people themselves could provide the labor. The only
reason I suspect this has yet to be done is because the
elites who make these decisions have lived for many
years with modern toilet facilities, and this level of
privation is now outside their realm of experience.
Nevertheless, they cannot say they do not know. If such
a situation is unacceptable to donors, why should it not
be for the elites?

It is true that the budgets of many African
governments are stretched thin because substantial
portions are being used to service their international
debts (a topic I discuss in more detail in the next
chapter). But it is also the case that for at least a
century, Africa has been told that it is poor, and too
many Africans have come to accept this as an
unchangeable truth—even though the continent remains
richly endowed with natural resources, despite decades
of ecological degradation. Africa is also wealthy in
human resources. The challenge for its leaders, both
governmental and nongovernmental, is to acknowledge
and then channel Africans’ capabilities and energies into
e�ective action for development.

Unfortunately, too many African governments have
used their budgets, and their natural resources, not to
invest in their people, but in precisely the opposite
manner. Most likely, the millennium villages’ initiative
has instituted management systems that ensure that the
funds budgeted for Sauri and the other villages
throughout Africa are used e�ciently, accountably, and
responsibly—making sure the monies are not stolen or
data deliberately falsi�ed. This recognition leads to
further questions about the prospects for devolving
programs such as those being piloted in Sauri to



national and local governments—which must, surely, be
the ultimate goal.

How are the governments of Malawi, Ethiopia,
Nigeria, Senegal, and Kenya—to name a few of the
countries in which millennium villages have been
established—to be persuaded to continue to support
these development investments when the aid �ow ends
or is insu�cient in future years? The International
Monetary Fund reports that the commitments made by
the G-8 nations in 2005 to increase bilateral
development assistance for Africa by $22 billion, for a
total by 2010 of nearly $38 billion each year, are
“unlikely to materialize.” As of June 2008, the
nongovernmental organization DATA—Debt AIDS Trade
Africa—founded by Bono reported that only 14 percent
of the additional funds pledged by the G-8 nations had
been provided.14 Only a handful of industrialized
nations have reached the benchmark they set in 1992 to
provide 0.7 percent of their gross national products as
development assistance.

Given this scenario, what kind of �nancial and
logistical commitment will the African governments
make to ensure that the millennium village models are
self-sustaining and also templates for future
development without requiring yet more donor aid to
continue? And if the funds to support millennium
village-like interventions are used e�ciently,
accountably, and responsibly but are still not enough to
reach all who could bene�t, are the long-term prospects
for such development approaches realistic?

While it is necessary to challenge the governments,
the citizens of African countries also have a role to play
in demanding development that discourages
dependency. Why didn’t they prioritize investments like
the Big Five? Or if similar programs were in place, such
as an e�ective agricultural extension service that
advised farmers on preventing soil erosion and



capturing rainwater, why did they allow them to
collapse? Why was the emphasis on development lost?

Certainly, after independence, most Africans had the
expectation that their societies, and they themselves,
would become wealthier. Instead, Africa as a whole
became poorer and more dependent on an infusion of
aid from the very regions that had colonized and
exploited the continent. Such assistance was welcomed
with little skepticism and, in my view, helped further
internalize Africans’ sense of their inferiority when
compared to the rest of the world. If postindependence
aid had been provided to Africa in a manner designed to
empower the economies and institutions of the
continent and not to instill a long-term dependency, the
future of Africa might have been very di�erent, and the
Big Five initiative unnecessary.

As it is, Africa is like a person who’s fallen into a hole.
Someone is telling her, “I’ll throw you a rope so you can
get out.” While the rope provided is never quite long
enough for her to grab on to it, it’s long enough so she
has a hope of reaching it. At the same time, the person
holding the rope has thrown down a spade, and is
encouraging the person in the hole to dig herself in
deeper. While aid can be a very useful tool for
development, it may also be achieving a completely
opposite outcome, undermining its stated objectives and
leaving a majority of Africans dependent rather than
empowered. For instance, donor nations ship or �y in
food aid rather than helping to implement sound food
and agricultural policies that would allow African
countries to feed themselves when harvests fail and
global food prices rise. Instead of encouraging and
fostering capacities and skills in countries themselves,
foreign experts continue to manage many essential
tasks. Many aid programs still treat symptoms and
manage emergencies rather than supporting investments
for the long term so that crises either do not occur or



can be handled and resolved with limited or no
international assistance.

Nevertheless, the culture of aid is hard to change. The
international community often expects fast returns from
its development investments, but the problems of
underdevelopment, marginalization, lack of self-esteem,
fear, and cynicism didn’t a�ict Africa’s peoples
yesterday—indeed, they have accumulated over
centuries. This is a reality the international community
understands but doesn’t always acknowledge. At the
same time, it is harder to raise funds to address
environmental sustainability and preventative measures
that would have long-term impacts than it is to raise
money for famine relief, refugees, children, HIV/AIDS,
and bed nets. One reason why the culture of aid is
di�cult to change is because of the images used to
depict Africa.

THE IMAGE OF AFRICA

Although in recent years the state of development in
Africa has risen on the global agenda, the voices of
Africans speaking to these challenges are muted in
comparison with those of the industrialized world
speaking about the needs of Africa. Unfortunately, this
situation only reinforces the perception that African
solutions for African problems don’t exist, and that
Africans are not equally equipped to propose a vision for
Africa’s development or provide concrete actions to
bring it about.

Too often, Africa is still presented as a helpless victim
of her own making. A representative image I saw a long
time ago and that has stayed with me is that of an
emaciated young girl with a distended belly on the
cover of a UNICEF magazine. All of us have seen such
horri�c pictures. They prick our consciences, and may
move many of us, including those with money or power,



to try to help. Indeed, it was pictures of this kind
beamed by the BBC from Ethiopia in 1984 that so
disturbed the singers Bob Geldof and Midge Ure that
they wrote the pop single “Do They Know It’s
Christmas?” to support Ethiopian famine relief. Their
e�orts grew into the fund-raising concerts Live Aid and,
twenty years later, Live 8. It also inspired the launch of
UK-based Comic Relief, a charity dedicated to
eradicating poverty in Africa and elsewhere, and with
whom the Green Belt Movement works in Africa.

A set of images has dominated the world’s view of
Africa for centuries, some intended to excuse injustice
against the peoples of the continent, others to elicit
compassion and wonder. The continent south of the
Sahara has been seen as a land of unparalleled riches,
startling beauty, and extraordinary wild life; as a place
of strange and at times primitive tribal customs, civil
disorder, and armed militias; of child labor and child
soldiers, mud huts, open sewers, and shantytowns; of
corruption, dictatorship, and genocide. These and other
perceptions have framed the world’s response to Africa.

As someone who raises funds to support work in
Africa, I understand the importance of images, and
recognize that pictures of Africans in dire circumstances
can, ultimately, lead to positive actions from those who
are moved to want to help. However, on balance, I �nd
these representations—and the associations they bring
with them—demonstrably negative, perhaps even
shameful, since they risk stereotyping all countries south
of the Sahara as places of famine, death, and
hopelessness. Because the children or adults pictured are
rarely named, the people remain abstract, symbolic, and
no longer individuals. That starving toddler or weeping
mother or child soldier is “Africa.” This projection only
makes the task more di�cult for those of us on the
ground trying to help Africans to help themselves.



In addition, Africans themselves see these images of
su�ering and dysfunction on television, in newspapers,
on websites, and in fund-raising appeals, and begin to
internalize them. A dangerous and unfortunate
psychological process ensues that subtly and perhaps
unconsciously a�rms to Africans their inability to be
agents of their own destiny. Eventually, it may destroy
the sense of con�dence they should and must have to
make progress.

Moreover, these depictions fail to capture another
reality, which is that every day, tens of millions of
African women and men go about their business, live
their lives responsibly and industriously, and look after
their immediate and extended families, even if they lack
certain material possessions, higher education, or access
to the range of opportunities and goods available to the
wealthy in other countries, or even their own. These are
the real African heroes, and it is these images the world
should see more of.

I don’t believe that charities or celebrities are buying
into the stereotypical images of African helplessness and
su�ering in an e�ort to undermine Africans; the photos
do, after all, represent a reality. Too many children are
hungry in Africa or being forced to commit atrocities as
child soldiers; or they are misusing drugs or sni�ng
glue on the streets of the continent’s cities or are abused
and raped and unable to go to school. And certainly,
African governments have not paid enough attention to
the continent’s myriad problems, in part because in
Africa they aren’t viewed with the same gravity as
elsewhere, or be cause communities have become used
to them (as may be the case with malaria and other
preventable diseases), or because Africans are
surrounded by so many challenges that the particular
condition being highlighted doesn’t seem as problematic
to them as it does to those in the developed world. To a



degree, these governments may need to be shamed into
taking on these problems.

An example of this was when Bob Geldof visited
Ethiopia in 1985 to see for himself the e�ects of the
famine devastating these proud and con�dent people. It
was only because a Kenyan cameraman, Mohamed
Amin, traveled with Geldof that we Kenyans learned
about the tragedy unfolding in the country next door.
Why weren’t we told that our fellow Africans were
su�ering? Why didn’t the Kenyan government mobilize
its citizens with the means or skills to assist the victims
of the famine, which had been greatly exacerbated by a
dictatorship and a devastating civil war that had
uprooted the underpinnings of Ethiopia’s agricultural
economy?

The challenge, therefore, is not only for the
international community to use more positive depictions
of Africa, but for Africans themselves to stop providing
so many images of dysfunction in the �rst place. No one
in Africa can be happy that a child with a belly
distended from malnutrition comes to represent a
particular country or the continent at large. Clearly, it’s
incumbent upon Africans to project themselves better
and more a�rmatively, without pretending that
underdevelopment isn’t real. They must recognize that
these challenges exist, and then decide that they will
work toward resolving them.

The governments must ask themselves what policies
they can adopt and what commitments they can make,
notwithstanding the availability of aid, so that the
images of African children express a new reality: one not
of malnutrition, but of health; not child soldiers or street
children addicted to drugs, but hardworking students
and intact families. This should not be because the
hungry have been hidden away, or the street children
thrown in jail, but because Africa has more
achievements to display than famines to be covered up.



At the same time, development agencies need to
present a vision of the Africa they wish to see rather
than using images that undercut the very mission they
are trying to accomplish. It should be possible for
potential donors to respond to images of a functioning
Africa that deserves support and not only give in
response to those images that inspire pity and
condescension.

That morning in Davos, as I listened to Sharon Stone
urging other individuals to join her in raising money for
bed nets, I couldn’t help but notice the rather strained
smile on President Mkapa’s face. He was in an awkward
situation. No doubt on one level he was grateful that
someone cared enough about the toll of malaria on his
country’s children to help raise funds for bed nets there
and then. But I also sensed in his demeanor a degree of
discomfort—or maybe as an African myself, I was
projecting such a sentiment onto him—that he was
getting personal help from wealthy individuals to fund a
basic intervention that, as a head of state and a proud
African, he would want to provide for the Tanzanian
people himself.

Indeed, at the end of his speech, President Mkapa had
gotten to the heart of the need for Africa’s leaders to
commit to serving their peoples and to practicing better
governance for their peoples’ bene�t:

Now for our own, let me say: I don’t want to be putting the
developed countries on the dock. We [Africans] also have a
task, we also have a challenge; because we also have a
capacity to some extent of funding the war on poverty
ourselves: organizing our economies, organizing our revenue
collection systems, organizing our own budgeting, being more
accountable and transparent. Those we can undertake. A
combination of those reforms I think would see a tremendous,
truly predictable advance in the war against poverty.

President Mkapa knew what the right actions were.
For me, however, the question still remains: If African



leaders know what they ought to do, why aren’t more of
them doing it?



DEFICITS: INDEBTEDNESS
AND UNFAIR TRADE

IN 1982, I visited Luanda, the capital of Angola, as part of
research I was conducting for the United Nations
Economic Commission of Africa. At that time, Angola
was in the throes of a ruinous civil war that had begun
shortly after the country became independent from
Portugal in 1975.

When I’m in a foreign city, I like to go to the markets
—preferably not those set aside for tourists, but ones
used by the locals. In this way, I can get a feeling for the
lives and conditions of the ordinary people. Even though
a war was taking place, when I visited the market in
Luanda I was surprised to �nd it as empty as it was of
both people and goods for sale. The only vegetables
seemed to be wild and green, the sort farmers collect
from the �eld after the harvest or rains. The only meat
appeared to be lung�sh, which can grow up to two feet
long and are as thin as eels. These lung�sh were frozen,
which indicated to me that they were imported. When I
asked a stallholder about the �sh, he told me that they’d
come from the Soviet Union. The civil war was one of
many con�icts between the two superpowers on the
continent. It was clear which one had the upper hand in
Angola.

The hotel I was staying in overlooked Luanda’s
harbor, which despite the war still retained a degree of
elegance from the colonial-era houses that lined it. Very
early each morning, I noticed that, at the ebb tide,
hundreds of people would be on the beach collecting



crabs. While some may have taken the crabs to the
market, given that I didn’t see any on my visits there, I
assumed the vast majority of crabs went straight into
the pots on people’s stoves in their homes. What I found
extraordinary, however, was that, in the afternoon as
the tide came in, enormous shoals of �ying �sh would
chase the waves to the shore.

Now, I am no �sherman, but it seemed to me that it
would have been easy to put a net into the waters and
catch vast numbers of these �sh. When I inquired about
this, though, I was told that because of the war, the
�shing industry had become virtually moribund and
only a few individuals entered the waters to see what
they could catch. The people I spoke to said that while
the Angolan �shing industry was no longer functioning,
Soviet trawlers o� Angola and up and down the west
coast of Africa were busy �shing. They took their catch,
including lung�sh, back to the Soviet Union, from where
they would be exported—including to countries such as
Angola.

What struck me as particularly ironic was that, in
spite of the demonstrable poverty of the people and the
city and the lack of foodstu�s available in the market,
the sea continually o�ered its bounty every morning and
afternoon. And yet the citizens of Luanda were unable to
use these resources to sustain their own �shing industry
and provide themselves with food and an income. Here,
in essence, were the twin tragedies of Africa: that on a
continent of such abundance, there was such poverty;
and that in a con�ict that had very little to do with
them, ordinary Angolans had become the playthings of
outside forces and various militias, which often were
backed by those same outside forces. Both had
destroyed the political and economic structures of the
state to such an extent that they had free rein to take the
natural resources from under the noses of the people.



The proxy war that raged in Angola and that at
various stages involved the Soviet Union, China, Cuba,
and Mozambique, as well as the United States, Zaire,
and South Africa, ended in 2002, having taken between
�ve hundred thousand and a million lives, displaced
more than four million people, exiled a further four
hundred thousand, and left the country littered with
more than �fteen million land mines.1

Since the conclusion of the con�ict, Angola’s economy
has experienced rapid growth. In 2007, increased
demand and a high price for Angola’s daily production
of 1.5 million barrels of oil meant that the country’s
GDP expanded by 21 percent that year alone. Angola’s
�scal surplus in 2006 and 2007 was a healthy 14.8
percent and 6.1 percent of GDP, respectively, while the
in�ation rate decreased from 325.5 percent in 2000 to
12.6 percent in 2007.2 Luanda itself is undergoing a
construction boom, and hotel occupancy rates are near
100 percent. Throughout the country, the Angolan
government has rebuilt 2,400 miles of road and 400
miles of railroad track and renovated the major
airports.3

Nevertheless, peace and a growing economy have not
yet brought prosperity for more than a small minority of
Angola’s long-su�ering people. Two-thirds of Angolans
still live on two dollars a day or less, and in 2006 the
United Nations Human Development Report ranked
Angola as the seventeenth least-developed country in
the world. A third of adults remain illiterate, life
expectancy is forty years, and a third of Angola’s
children are underweight for their age.4 And according
to a report from the U.S.-based group Human Rights
Watch, Luanda’s building spree has led to the forced
evictions of twenty thousand poor people from their
homes.5



In 1982, it was the Soviet Union that exploited the
Angolan government’s dependency on its aid and
weaponry to extract Angola’s natural resources (in that
case, �sh) and then sell them back. In 2008, it is now
trawlers from Russia, joined by those from Europe and
East Asia, that ply the coasts of Africa, depleting the
continent’s waters of �sh from already-threatened
stocks.6

Like Angola, Mauritania to the north has a long coast
and potentially large revenues from its �shing industry.
However, Mauritania processes only 12 percent of its
�sh stock, and its bilateral �shing agreements with
other African countries as well as Russia, Japan, and the
European Union have not markedly increased its
capacity to capitalize on its resources. In fact, they often
have the opposite outcome. One of these agreements led
to Mauritania’s octopus stock being overexploited by 25
to 40 percent.7

While much of this �shing is legal, made possible by
formal arrangements between the �shing countries and
African governments, including Angola’s, there is also a
large illegal trade. A report published by the South
Africa-based Institute for Security Studies in 2007 found
that each year revenues from illegal �shing of sardines
and mackerel o� the coast of Angola amounted to $49
million, or more than a �fth of the value of all Angolan
�sh exports.8 Continent-wide, an estimated $1 billion
each year is lost to illegal and unregulated �shing.9

The industrialized nations pay African governments
for access to their �sh stocks, not least because they
have almost exhausted their own. One might have
hoped that the ending of the Cold War would have
meant a rebounding of Africa’s �shing industries, and
the reemergence of indigenous markets—such as one in
�ying �sh, for instance, which in the eastern Atlantic
range from Angola in the south to Mauritania in the



north and beyond into the seas o� western Europe.
However, the e�ect of huge demand for diminished �sh
stocks, as well as cheap imports of foodstu�s and other
products, has been to decimate the mainly small-scale
�shing communities, and other business opportunities,
along Africa’s coasts. Indeed, the increase in piracy o�
the coast of Somalia has been blamed on reduced
opportunities for local �shermen due to the lack of �sh
and increased competition from foreign trawlers.

Such realities have been implicated in malnutrition
and food insecurity. According to the United Nations
Food and Agriculture Organization, although two
hundred million subSaharan Africans eat �sh, and it is a
source of almost a quarter of the region’s protein, they
actually consume the least amount of �sh in the world
per capita.10 Anemia caused by a de�ciency in iron
takes the lives of twenty thousand sub-Saharan African
women each year, and half a million children die
because of an inadequate supply of vitamin A. Both
nutrients are found in �sh. In several West African
nations, some species of �sh are now so scarce that their
prices have risen beyond the reach of many local
peoples.

The lack of �sh protein in the diets of some sub-
Saharan Africans is also one of the drivers in the trade
and consumption of bushmeat—the capture and killing
of wild animals, such as small mammals, antelope, and
primates, and occasionally larger species as well. A 2004
study found that in Ghana consumption of bushmeat
increases when supplies of �sh fall; more bushmeat is
seen in markets and more poaching occurs in game
reserves when �sh catches have been low.11 People
researching the bushmeat trade believe that this link
exists in other countries along the coast of West Africa,
including Liberia, Guinea-Bissau, Equatorial Guinea, and
Senegal.



The policies now guiding the management of Africa’s
�sheries have even broader implications for Africa’s
economic development. In a 2008 survey of Senegalese,
more than half of the respondents said they would leave
their country permanently if they were able to.12

Senegal once had a thriving, small-scale �shing
industry. But its �sh stocks have declined dramatically
in recent decades. Senegal’s government estimates that
the �sh catch fell from 95,000 tons to less than half that
(45,000 tons) between 1994 and 2005. In 2006, the
country did not renew �shing agreements with the
European Commission. But this measure to protect its
�shing industry is undercut by ships from Europe and
other regions violating agreed quotas. Senegal, like most
African nations, does not have an e�ective coast guard
to patrol its waters.13 As of the middle of 2008,
Mozambique had only one patrol boat for its 1,500
miles of coastline.14

Senegalese �shermen, unable to compete with the
foreign trawlers and seeing no prospects for other
livelihoods, are, along with young men from Mauritania,
Guinea-Bissau, and the Gambia, risking their lives every
day by climbing into leaky boats and crossing
treacherous seas to gain a foothold in Europe.15 In 2007,
an estimated six thousand Africans died trying to reach
the Canary Islands.16 Those who survive the crossing
attempt to make their way to mainland Europe—as if
following the �sh—where they believe they have a
better chance of earning a living. (Many who are caught
are repatriated.) A few get through—to the continent
that is, in part through its �shing policies, involved in
making their lives in Africa that much harder in the �rst
place.

The decline of much of Africa’s �shing industry
provides an unhappy glimpse into an economic order
that continues to place commodities �rst and



communities last, in which a problem like over�shing in
the northern Atlantic and other regions of the world is
exported to Africa, where it has led to African �sh
stocks and livelihoods being decimated. It is an example
of how the world’s interactions with Africa are not
necessarily motivated by altruism, but by the self-
interest of states seeking to maximize their opportunities
and minimize their costs, often at the expense of those
who are not in a position to do either.

Even though awareness of some of these inequities is
greater than it was in the 1980s or ’90s, the situation
has not changed signi�cantly—not least because African
governments are still acceding to them. African
countries remain caught in a web of relationships with
international lending and aid agencies, the World Trade
Organization, and leading and emerging global powers
in which a premium is put on the extraction and export
of raw materials, with only minimal bene�ts for the
majority of Africa’s peoples.

INDEBTEDNESS

Despite the best e�orts of the global Jubilee 2000
Campaign, which I cochaired in Kenya, and subsequent
good-faith citizen-and celebrity-led initiatives, many
African countries continue to be burdened by huge and
unfair debts that inhibit government action to meet their
people’s pressing needs for the Big Five and other
development investments.

From 1970 to 2002, Africa received over half a trillion
dollars in loans from the World Bank, the IMF, and
individual wealthy nations, and paid back roughly the
same amount. However, because of the interest on that
debt, by 2002 $300 billion was still outstanding.17

Throughout this period, the international community
continued to provide more loans to African states so
they could pay back the old ones. More recently some of



these loans came with economic “conditionalities”—
requirements to curtail government spending, to open
markets to foreign goods, and to restrict the money
supply. These restrictions forced governments to slash
budgets for health, education, and other essential
services for their citizens.

The issue of debt relief encapsulates the di�erences in
perspective that challenge both Africans and the
international community. Any individual who goes to a
bank to take out a loan would expect the bank to ask for
their credentials so that the individual can be assessed
for creditworthiness. Likewise, the banker would expect
the person to whom money is being lent to be
responsible enough to know whether or not they can
pay the loan back. If that individual’s creditworthiness is
an issue, it is appropriate for the lender to impose
conditions on the recipient to encourage them to spend
their money wisely and restrict their ability to misspend
it.

From the 1970s onward, however, the donor
community was aware that it was dealing with
governments that, once freed from the constraints of
accountability, could act completely irresponsibly. The
banks and governments that loaned African leaders huge
sums are, therefore, as culpable as those to whom they
gave the money. They knew very well that the recipients
were not creditworthy. Yet capital was extended over
and over again, either to prop up “friendly” leaders
during the Cold War or to encourage favorable business
arrangements between the governments and the donor
countries.

The supply or withholding of international aid
provided a useful means of controlling Africa’s leaders
to the advantage of the industrialized world. Another
outcome was that African leaders relied so much on the
regular supply of foreign loans that they were more
accountable to the international donors than they were



to their own people, a situation made easier because
most African citizens were living under repressive
regimes. Not only were the people unaware of what was
happening, but neither they nor civil society had the
capacity to protest or hold anyone accountable,
precisely because the regimes were so repressive. All
issues dealing with the government were shrouded in
secrecy. Indeed, one word for “government” in Kiswahili
is sirikali, which means “a big secret.” This practice of
sealing deals “under the table” was a leftover from the
colonial administrations. Even if civil society or the
people themselves weren’t struggling under autocratic
rule, it would have been di�cult for them to know what
was taking place. But the lenders knew. In this and
other ways, the normal relationship between lender and
creditor was suspended when it came to African
governments and the international community.

In addition, signi�cant portions of loans and aid
grants were appropriated by the leaders themselves,
making a mockery of the fact that the funds were given
in the name of and for their citizens. Much of the money
never reached the people; instead, it was privatized by
autocratic rulers. The amounts removed from the
continent and the personal fortunes amassed by some of
Africa’s past leaders are astonishing. A French
newspaper estimated that from 1989 to 1998, the back-
to-back Nigerian leaders Ibrahim Babangida and Sani
Abacha accumulated $8 billion between them. Samuel
Doe and Charles Taylor of Liberia netted a total of $5
billion over the course of sixteen years. President Félix
Houphouët-Boigny of Côte d’Ivoire is said to have
amassed $6 billion over his thirty-three-year rule, while
the late Zairian president Mobutu Sese Seko is thought
to have appropriated to himself $5 billion. It is reported
that between 1968 and 2004, in tiny Equatorial Guinea,
with a population of �ve hundred thousand (in 2005),
Francisco Macías Nguema and his successor, Teodoro
Obiang Nguema Mbasogo, collected a total of $8 billion



between them. In 2004, former Nigerian president
Olusegun Obasanjo estimated that $140 billion had been
stolen from Africa, through the privatizing of loans and
aid to the state and kickbacks to corrupt o�cials since
the main wave of independence.18 Such �gures only
con�rm what everyone knows: that Africa is not poor,
but that she has yet to learn to protect her wealth for
herself.

The monies stolen from the African people and
deposited in foreign accounts were then available for
further lending or investment by bankers from the donor
nations. The consequences of such theft are still being
felt by millions of ordinary Africans on whose shoulders
those debts have been placed. Even today, foreign banks
operating in Africa can make larger pro�ts than they do
in their home countries by charging signi�cantly higher
fees and interest rates on loans. One has to wonder why
African leaders allow foreign banks and investors to
make so much pro�t at the expense of their own people.
(One way foreign businesses ensure their pro�ts is by
co-opting the African leaders, making them directors or
giving them shares. This means everyone but the people
are happy when �nancial statements are presented to
shareholders.)

In 1996, pressure from activists in the rich,
industrialized and non-industrialized countries forced
the World Bank and the IMF to set up the Heavily
Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) Initiative to reduce
developing countries’ debts. Because of this and other
campaigns, some African countries, and countries in
other poor regions, have seen their debt reduced or
canceled. As of 2005, the Malawian government paid
$95 million annually on its $3.2 billion debt; in 2006,
the payment was reduced to $5 million. Sierra Leone’s
debt of $1.6 billion shrank to $100 million. Overall, as
of 2008, about $88 billion of debt owed by developing
countries has been canceled, although for each $1 in aid



poor countries receive, they continue to return an
average of $5 in debt service.19 In spite of having only 5
percent of the developing world’s income, Africa still
has about two-thirds of the world’s debt. As of 2005,
sub-Saharan Africa spent $14.5 billion annually
repaying its debts.20 According to the United Nations, in
2007, Africa’s debt burden stood at $255 billion.21

In 1998, the Jubilee 2000 Campaign encouraged
leaders of the world’s richest countries not merely to
extend the relief but to cancel all debts, and not only to
some African countries but to all of them. At the time of
writing, comprehensive cancellation has not yet been
agreed upon, and some countries on the continent still
labor under heavy or signi�cant debt burdens.

After years of con�ict under the rapacious warlord-
presidents Samuel Doe and Charles Taylor, in November
2005 Liberians elected economist Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf
as their president. She inherited a ravaged country. Not
only is Liberia’s physical infrastructure shattered, but it
carries a $3.5 billion debt burden. “It’s not fair for our
young children to inherit this debt from which they’ve
received very little bene�ts,” Johnson-Sirleaf has rightly
pointed out.22

Liberia is now on track for HIPC debt relief. But
Kenya, like Nigeria, is currently considered rich enough
to be able to service its debt. As of 2004, Kenya still
owed $6.8 billion, and sends back to the rich nations
who loaned the money a million dollars a day in debt
payments. Like Nigeria and Liberia, much of the debt
that Kenya is being forced to repay was accrued many
years ago by a dictatorial leadership that mismanaged
the economy and probably allowed much of the money
to be stolen.

It is clear that the relationship between debt, poverty,
and aid needs to be recti�ed. It makes no sense for
African governments to receive aid on the one hand,



while on the other paying back debts acquired in the
past by discredited regimes for projects that in the main
did not bene�t the African people. These illegitimate
debts must be canceled, for as much as one might wish
otherwise, they dilute the impact of philanthropists and
donors who care about Africa and its peoples. As much
as Africans are being assisted in practical ways by their
e�orts, some of the philanthropists’ and donors’
governments, as well as international lenders, are
draining Africa’s resources. This makes it much harder
for Africa’s institutions to ful�ll the basic functions for
which the funds that were given were intended.

Thankfully, in the last few years, civil society’s success
in persuading international lenders to recognize that
Africans should not be held responsible for the sins of
governments and lenders they had no control over is
being paralleled, not only by aid being given and
received more transparently and accountably, but by
countries in Africa beginning to open up to democratic
governance and civil society participation—conditions
that make governments more accountable to their
people. Although many governments are still secretive
and provide little information to the public about how
they operate, greater possibilities now exist for citizens,
in Africa and in the industrialized countries, to know
how much money the government has received, how
much debt relief has been provided, and what
conditionalities apply.

Of course, after the relief of their debts, it will be up
to the governments to behave responsibly, by not taking
the opportunity either to divert the newly available
funds away from development and antipoverty e�orts or
to accumulate more debt. African parliaments and civil
society have important roles in ensuring that
governments spend such funds appropriately.

Slowly, millions of dollars in donor funds or kickbacks
on deals with multinational corporations that African



leaders across the continent stole from their people are
being recovered. For instance, as of 2008, $500 million
from Sani Abacha’s Swiss bank accounts had been
returned to Nigeria.23 This is not an insigni�cant
amount—which is why, if the international donor
community is serious about helping Africa, it should
compel its banks to do a full accounting of the ill-gotten
gains deposited in them over the decades.

It is also incumbent upon the nations from whom the
money was stolen to demand its return. However, given
that a country’s government must request this action,
the process may take some time. In some cases, because
of the longevity of many of the politicians and their
tenacious hold on o�ce, the very individuals who
should be asking for the repatriation of the funds are
those whose money is in question. In other instances,
politicians are unwilling to launch an investigation into
siphoned funds because they know they will be
scrutinizing friends and colleagues, some of whom, they
may hope, will protect them from potential prosecution
when they lose power.

THE IMBALANCE OF TRADE

In his critique of Africa’s development policies since
independence, the Ethiopian economist Fantu Cheru
examines why Africa has failed to capitalize successfully
on the natural resources that have always been so
evident to the rich world. He points a �nger at a number
of problems: lack of political will, weak institutions, a
shortage of skills, too many ties to former colonial
powers, and inadequate infrastructure, transport, and
communication networks. Moreover, African economies
have had an overreliance on commodities24—raw
materials, usually from agriculture or mining, the prices
for which are set in the world market and that are
qualitatively undi�erentiated (that is, oil is oil, copper is



copper, and sugarcane is sugarcane, no matter where
they originate). Cheru and the Ghanaian economist
George Ayittey argue that the continent’s growth has
been stymied because African governments have failed
to diversify their economies. They have not
strengthened their agricultural sectors, broadened their
range of exports, developed mechanisms and industries
to add value to the commodities they produce, or
supported the entrepreneurial impulses and market
heritage of the African people.

At the same time, despite the priority placed on fair
trade for Africa and other developing regions by
international civil society, considerable obstacles
remain. The African peoples’ ability to engage in
economic activities and creative initiatives that generate
wealth are inhibited by mass-produced, imported
consumer goods. These are often sold at prices cheaper
than those of local goods, marginalizing homegrown
businesses that cannot compete with giant transnational
corporations and large sums of foreign capital. What
also has been missing is access to, and the ability to
capitalize on, information and knowledge; both of these
problems stem from a lack of education and, in
combination, constrain creativity.

Africa is still overwhelmingly a producer of
commodities such as petroleum, minerals, and metals. In
1960, nine commodities—including co�ee, cocoa,
cotton, and sugar—made up 70 percent of sub-Saharan
Africa’s agricultural exports. By the 1980s, they
constituted almost the same amount—76 percent—even
as countries in other regions expanded their range of
exports and their share of other markets.

Today, much of Africa’s economic activity still rests
on an unstable mix of aid, tourism, the export of natural
resources, and the sale of cash crops—such as co�ee,
tea, sugarcane, nuts, and other foodstu�s—which has
characterized the continent since independence and, in



some cases, as far back as the colonial period. Newly
independent African countries were encouraged by
international �nancial institutions, some donor
governments, and some development agencies to expand
their economies by focusing on cash crops, which could
be sold in the global market, with the proceeds used to
grow other essential products. As a consequence,
peasant farmers (who are largely uninformed) in much
of Africa have become almost completely dependent on
income from producing these cash crops to meet all the
household’s needs, such as food to eat, clothes, school
fees, and transportation.

In the late 1970s and ’80s, prices for commodities
collapsed, further impoverishing many African nations.
Africa’s share of developing-country exports went from
12 percent in 1961 to just under 6 percent in 1980. The
dramatic lowering of commodity prices cost Africa $50
billion in lost earnings between 1986 and 1990, more
than twice the amount the region received in aid during
the same time. There were several reasons for this steep
decline: sti�er competition appeared from emerging
Asian economies along with new markets in synthetic or
alternate materials; the collapse of the Soviet Union
closed o� one avenue for some African countries’
products; and, as prices fell, Africans also overproduced,
which in turn depressed prices further. Between 1970
and 2005, sub-Saharan Africa’s share of global trade fell
from 4 to 2 percent.25

Like most Africans, Kenyans are producers of raw
materials, for which little is paid, and excellent
consumers of imported products—clothing, food, and
other essentials—for which we have paid quite a lot.
Our hairpins and plastic combs come from China, and
the oil to produce goods both comes from the Middle
East; our soap, toothpaste, and shampoo are imported
from England; our body creams are from Germany; and
our clothes and shoes, both old and new, are brought in



from outside Kenya. Even the buttons that we sew on
with Chinese needles threading Indian cotton are
foreign. When I was young, we used to go to shops
where you would literally place your foot on a piece of
paper and the cobbler would make you shoes, from local
leather. Or a local tailor would take your measurements
and make you a dress. There were no secondhand
clothes or plastic shoes. We used to sew socks by hand;
now they too are imported from China. While life has
been made easier, it has also become very expensive and
heavily dependent on imported goods.

Our food might be produced in Kenya—either
chickens or rice, as well as some greens—but the income
received from it generally �ows in one direction: out.
Consequently, the money brought to rural areas through
the sale of commodities such as cash crops is then
siphoned back to the towns where the consumer goods
are transported from, and eventually repatriated to the
countries that produce them. Even most of the industries
that are located in Kenya—tourism, and the growing of
�owers, co�ee, and tea—are largely owned by foreign
companies.

Because commodities depend on availability as much
as demand, they are subject to sometimes volatile price
variations. In recent years, the world price of oil and
certain minerals has gone up, which has meant that
some of Africa’s economies have been prospering.
According to the United Nations Economic Report on
Africa for 2008, Africa’s GDP has increased from just
under 4 percent annually in 2001 to just over 6 percent
in 2008. In�ation is down over the same period, from
just over 10 percent to 5 percent.26

While this news is welcome for those countries that
have large deposits of desirable commodities, their
economies are still overly dependent on too few
industries for them to ride the inevitable ups and downs
of the market. At the same time, not enough African



countries have diversi�ed their economic base, nor
made progress toward self-su�ciency in essential
sectors such as food production. For instance, between
2002 and 2005, Zambia’s total exports more than
doubled, from just under a billion dollars to nearly $2.1
billion; however, this increase was mainly because of a
rise in the price of copper, which amounted to 50
percent of total exports in 2005.27 Ever since its
independence from Britain, Nigeria’s economy has been
almost wholly reliant on oil, accounting for over 95
percent of total exports since the mid-1980s.28 The
International Monetary Fund anticipates further
divergence in growth rates between oil-exporting and
oil-importing nations in sub-Saharan Africa.29

The overreliance on a natural resource to the
detriment of creating other industries and diversifying a
country’s economy is called by development specialists
the “resource curse.”30 It is especially problematic when
the country does not have the technological know-how
to use those resources, and is instead dependent on
others to exploit and share the end products. One of the
challenges for Africa’s newly growing, oil-exporting
nations will be to overcome the continent’s dispiriting
pattern of the citizens of resource-rich states remaining
mired in poverty, even as a small elite and the
international speculators and multinational corporations
reap huge bene�ts. To that end, former World Bank
economist Paul Collier has proposed an internationally
agreed-upon charter for natural resource revenues that
would ensure transparency in awarding contracts and
payments to exploit resources; assure some stability in
prices (avoiding cycles of boom and bust); make visible
public expenditures; and better manage public spending
when resource revenues aren’t consistent from year to
year. Civil society, particularly within countries dealing
with the “resource curse,” would be central to getting
such a charter adopted.31



The economic dominance of one natural resource,
however, need not always be a curse. Norway, for
instance, has half of Europe’s oil and gas reserves and in
2004 became the third-largest exporter of oil in the
world.32 In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
Norway was so poor that 15 percent of its population
emigrated, in search of more opportunities and better
lives. However, by 2007, it had the third-highest GDP
per capita in the world, average life expectancy at birth
was eighty years, and it ranked second in the United
Nations’ Human Development Index.33 Norway
maintains high rates of taxation, and costs of living are
also high, which together mean that disparities in
wealth are relatively small and within the society an
egalitarian ethos predominates.

Since 1990, Norway has been saving some of the
money it receives from its oil exports in a sovereign
wealth fund. As of June 2007, this fund was worth $300
billion, or $62,000 for every Norwegian citizen. The oil
industry is largely controlled by the Norwegian
government, a fact that suggests that a state-run
enterprise need be neither ine�cient nor a locus of
corruption. The Norwegian economy’s low in�ation rate
and the government’s emphasis on research and
development in non-oil sectors demonstrate its
recognition that today’s vast oil income should not be
squandered. It also shows that Norway is preparing for
when its oil runs out and so avoiding the “trap” that
many African states that are heavily dependent on
natural resources have fallen into.34

The rulers of the United Arab Emirates—seven small
city-states that have integrated economically and
politically, thus raising their international pro�les—are
using their oil and natural gas reserves to diversify their
economies through service industries and leisure resorts.
When I visited in 2007, I was impressed by how much
the UAE has invested in higher education, particularly



to develop a generation of men and women able to
capitalize on future innovations in science and
information technology. UAE ministers made it clear to
me that they were preparing for a time without oil. The
governance structures of Norway and the UAE could not
be more di�erent, yet leaders in both countries
recognize that the long-term stability and sustainability
of their economies depend on sound management of
their resources.

Nigeria, on the other hand, o�ers a classic example of
how poor leadership can facilitate the exploitation of a
commodity, in this case oil, at the expense of the vast
majority of a country’s people. Partly because of the
competition for oil revenues within a small elite, Nigeria
has experienced political violence, social unrest, long
periods of military rule, massive corruption, a
continuing lack of basic services, and extreme poverty.
Disparities between rich and poor are still vast, and
decent basic infrastructure and health and education
remain, in the eyes of most Nigerians, beyond reach. By
some accounts, Nigeria has earned $400 billion in oil
revenues since independence, of which perhaps $380
billion has been mismanaged.35 In 1998, Nigeria
returned to a system of democratic governance;
however, it is reported that many Nigerians are losing
their conviction that democracy will lead to
development, greater equality and equity, and a more
farsighted use of Nigeria’s oil income.

An additional, crucial element in the di�culties Africa
has had in accessing the bene�ts of the global economy
has been the policies of the World Bank, the IMF, and
developed-country governments. In the 1980s, the
Common Agricultural Policy of the European Union
restricted access to Africa’s agricultural products, while
the World Bank and IMF’s structural adjustment policies
emphasized commodity development over
diversi�cation. One of the conditionalities imposed



through structural adjustment programs and, more
recently, debt relief initiatives is that poor countries
further open their markets to goods from the developed
world, as a way to bring in foreign currency and
stimulate foreign investment.

But this call for open markets has not been
reciprocated. The European Union, the United States,
and some East Asian countries still protect their own
producers of cotton, wheat, sugar, and other products
either by subsidizing their industries or by placing tari�s
on such products and others from outside. The
unwillingness of the industrialized nations to remove
these subsidies, coupled with developing countries’
growing concerns about food security in the wake of
high prices for oil and staple grains, led to the collapse
of global trade talks in 2008.

Sometimes what seems like a breakthrough in trade is
actually a further impediment in disguise. For instance,
the 2000 African Growth and Opportunity Act, passed
by the U.S. Congress, gave Kenya and other African
nations a chance to manufacture cotton products and
sell them into the American market. One of the catches,
however, was that Kenyans had to use American yarn,
even though Kenya also grows cotton. This means that
Kenya was, in e�ect, subsidizing U.S. cotton growers
and cutting o� a market for its own producers. In this
way, less powerful states can be �attered by the
international community or individual nations to feel
they’re more important than they are, or they can be
bullied into providing advantageous trade terms to
wealthier countries.

Despite this di�cult environment, it would not be in
Africa’s best interests to shut up shop; Africa cannot
avoid the fact of globalization. Indeed, the exponential
growth in the telecommunications industry in such
countries as Kenya, South Africa, Ghana, Namibia, and
even war-torn Somalia is just one example of the



enormous potential of emerging markets in sub-Saharan
Africa.36 These present Africans with opportunities to
increase their standard of living, expand intra- and inter-
African trade, and develop their economies beyond the
extraction of natural resources and the export of
commodities. Indeed, Africa has an opportunity to add
value to those commodities by generating �nished
products. The cocoa of West Africa could be turned into
chocolates in that part of the world rather than in
Belgium; the coltan of Congo could be added to
capacitors in the same country it is mined from; or the
abundant sunshine of many parts of Africa could be
harvested by solar panels built on the continent.

One of the ways in which the friends of Africa can
help is by making education in science and technology,
as well as the required technical assistance, available
and a�ordable to African countries. African
governments have a responsibility, too. Unless they
nurture an environment that encourages creativity and
innovation and supports the same, their countries will
remain backward in a world where technology
dominates—despite the huge amount of resources at
their disposal. Achieving this will involve increasing the
capacities of Africa’s young people through education,
in particular in the areas of science and technology.
Investing in people and in relevant education can lead
to the re�ning of gold or oil—something understood by
the Asian economic “tigers,” who made education in
science and technology a national priority while too
many African nations invested in “security” and wars.

Nevertheless, the recent expansion of some African
economies is a hopeful sign that Africa can move
beyond aid toward self-reliance, and perhaps in so doing
realign the imbalances in the international trading
system. In 2007, domestic investment was a record 22
percent of GDP, while in 2006, according to the OECD’s
Development Assistance Committee, the $48 billion of



private capital that �owed to sub-Saharan Africa—four
times what it was in 2000—surpassed o�cial
development aid ($40 billion) for the �rst time.37

Greater private investment and capital �ows,
however, are not panaceas for underdevelopment. While
Africans are using cellular technology productively to
help facilitate business and transfer money,38 and a few
African entrepreneurs are becoming very wealthy by
establishing cell phone connections, even in remote
areas, Africans as a whole are still only talking on cell
phones and not making them; likewise, they are
watching televisions rather than generating content for
them or manufacturing the sets themselves. One way to
ensure that African countries are more self-reliant and
competitive is for industrialized nations to transfer
technology—with a priority on green technologies—to
those nations that are technologically less advanced. But
African countries themselves should also invest in
science and technology.

The clear need for capital investments to generate
wealth for citizens and promote development does not
obviate the equally clear need that the wealth created
be produced and distributed in a manner that is fair and
just. Investors must work closely with governments to
promote businesses that bene�t the people, and not take
advantage of the weaknesses or corruption of those
governments, or their laws and regulations, to exploit
citizens.

Of course, one of the reasons politicians allow their
people and the nation’s resources to be exploited is
because they have been co-opted—made directors of
investors’ businesses, o�ered opportunities to invest
themselves, or given lucrative kickbacks. What more
governments in Africa need to appreciate is that the
inequities that characterize their societies, which are
perpetuated by governance and economic systems that
are inherently unjust, will only fuel violence and



con�ict. Sooner or later, the grievances of the local
populations will come to the fore, whether encouraged
by politicians during elections or when the politicians
themselves are aggrieved; injustices can be contained
only for so long.

The repayment of debts, the realignment of trade, and
the capitalization of African economies all depend on a
rebalancing of globalization. One of its main arbiters,
the World Trade Organization (WTO), doesn’t operate
on a level playing �eld: developed countries demand
that developing nations open their markets, but they do
not reciprocate su�ciently by opening their own. In the
WTO, all countries sit as equals, even though it’s self-
evident that all countries are not equal.39 Each
representative is, of course, trying to get the best deal
for his or her country, but given that the combined
GDPs of the East African nations of Kenya, Tanzania,
and Uganda (with a total population of one hundred
million) are less than that of the small American state of
Delaware, with a population of fewer than one million,
it’s clear that African states, with limited bargaining
power, can continue to be taken advantage of.

One of the ways for Africa to get a better deal at the
WTO or in other arenas where trading rules are being
negotiated is to band together, as a continent or in
regions. President Kwame Nkrumah of Ghana foresaw
this need �fty years ago, when he called for a united
Africa to o�set the political power of Europe, the United
States, and the Soviet Union. Today, the axes have
altered slightly. Outside the leverage supplied by the oil-
producing states, it is now the European Union, the
United States, and East and South Asian economies that
exert the most in�uence over international trade.

During the Cold War, Africa tried to respond to
Nkrumah’s call through the Organization of African
Unity. Various regional associations were also created.
In 1967, Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda formulated



arrangements to create a stronger political and
economic union, the East African Community. It lasted
for a decade before geopolitical interests and internal
political con�ict led to its collapse. If it had been
nurtured, the East African Community could have taken
the region very far by removing the arti�cial economic
and political barriers created by the colonial powers and
continued by the postcolonial African leadership.

In 2002, to meet the needs and opportunities of Africa
in a rapidly globalizing world, the OAU joined with the
African Economic Community to become the African
Union (AU). Numerous regional trading blocs have also
been created in recent years, such as the Common
Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA), the
Southern African Development Community (SADC), the
Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS),
the Customs and Economic Union of Central Africa
(UDEAC), and, in 2002, the New Partnership for Africa’s
Development (NEPAD).40 Unfortunately, these have not
performed as well as they should have, and many
ordinary Africans are not even aware of them.

New e�orts are being made to re-create the East
African Community, this time including the original
three members plus Burundi and Rwanda, with the
objectives of expanding and strengthening cooperation
between the nations. Regrettably, such e�orts are, as
they have been for years, riddled with suspicion and
mistrust between both governments and citizens of the
countries concerned, so movement toward the unity and
development the community envisions is very slow. As a
consequence, the imbalances in trade between Africa
and the industrialized world remain.

Outside of Africa, other political-economic blocs have
fared better. In the same year that Ghana became
independent, the European Economic Community was
founded, with France, Italy, West Germany, Belgium,
the Netherlands, and Luxembourg as member states.



Today, its successor, the European Union (EU), has
twenty-seven members, with a total population nearing
�ve hundred million, a GDP in 2007 of nearly $15
trillion, and a per capita GDP of around $32,000.41 As it
has expanded, the EU has helped once relatively poor
countries like Ireland, Spain, Greece, and nations in
eastern Europe develop and stabilize. Although the
political and economic integration of the EU has not
been without its di�culties, it does demonstrate that
with political will, and if leaders put their people �rst,
much can be achieved.

For too long, Africans have been falsely divided and
weakened by Cold War politics, Great Power rivalries,
greed, petty squabbles, and con�icts trumped up by
demagogues and tyrants. By raising their voices in
unison at a regional and continent-wide level, Africans
can both demand and achieve more in the negotiating
rooms and halls of power. It is not too much to say that
unless African leaders embrace their common goals and
work together to make their individual nations and the
whole continent stronger, Africa will remain a victim of
globalization and unfair global trade rules, not a
bene�ciary.

The world is not going to wait for Africa. History
suggests that it will move forward without her, and
exploit her resources for as long as they are exploitable.
Africa can no longer stand still; like the Angolan people
with the �ying �sh of Luanda, she must grasp the
opportunities that are right before her eyes.

THE IMPACT OF THE EAST

In recent years, China and other Asian nations have
been assuming a larger role in African a�airs. Drawing
upon common experiences with Africa as victims of
imperialism, countries like China have begun to form
bilateral arrangements, o�ering African nations



development aid and construction assistance on the one
hand, and seeking access to oil and mineral deposits to
fund its own exponential growth on the other. For
instance, currently China gets nearly a third of its oil
from Africa. Chinese development assistance to African
nations is around $2 billion, while trade between Africa
and China increased from $10 billion in 2000 to $70
billion in 2007. China’s direct investment was $2.5
billion in 2006, a nearly �vefold increase since 2003.42

China considers herself a friend of Africa and works
closely with the Group of 77, the largest
intergovernmental organization of developing states in
the United Nations, comprised of 130 countries, many of
them former colonies of European powers. China, as one
of only �ve countries with veto power on the UN
Security Council, can, and indeed has, used this power
to protect the interests of African states.

Some governments and civil society groups in the
West, including human rights advocates, have been
dismayed by the growing presence of China in Africa.
They have accused China of doing business with African
governments that turn a blind eye to human rights and
environmental destruction. This is partly because civil
society has largely succeeded in persuading the West not
to support oppressive governments. In tandem with
some Africans, they complain that China is not only
�ooding Africa with cheap, poorly made goods that
threaten to extinguish local African businesses, but that
the Chinese government and private companies are
bringing in Chinese labor to �nish projects.

It can be argued that Africa bene�ts from these new
sources of investment; that along with its trade
agreements, countries like China are building much-
needed hospitals, roads, and even soccer stadiums in
communities that haven’t had such services provided by
their own governments. Further, they are able to do so
at competitive rates. So perhaps what really worries



other trading partners of Africa is that the East,
especially China, is entering their traditional sphere of
in�uence and that their long-standing economic power
over African countries is being threatened.43

In the past, people entered Africa by force. These
days, they come with similarly lethal packages, but they
are camou�aged attractively to persuade Africa’s leaders
and peoples to cooperate. Of course, such packages are
eye-catching to many African governments, not least
because they may be free of “conditionalities,” such as
respect for human rights, protection of the environment,
and promotion of equity.

Some Africans are asking themselves whether the
continent is being exposed to a new wave of
colonialism. It was certainly a signi�er that the African
leadership considers China a great friend when no fewer
than forty African heads of state traveled to Beijing in
November 2006 for a China-Africa forum.44 It was
perhaps also representative of the relative power of
Africa in the world that so many presidents and prime
ministers felt it was necessary to be there.

Like any would-be Great Power—and, indeed, like
many other powerful nations today—China, South
Korea, Iran, and others are seeking to advance their
interests, acquire needed resources, �nd new markets
for their products, and exert their in�uence in regional
and global policymaking. Also, as with any Great Power,
China’s interests may be pursued at the expense of
human rights—by, for instance, placing access to oil
above protecting the population of Darfur by blocking
moves to sanction Sudan in the United Nations; allying
itself with Russia to stop more forceful action against
the government of Zimbabwe by the Security Council;45

and conducting business with African leaders who still
abuse their citizens or constrain democratic space. In
this regard, China really is no di�erent from the United



States, the Soviet Union, and the colonizing European
nations, which facilitated the rise of African strongmen
in the postcolonial period and protected them, despite
knowing of their corruption and cruelty, and continued
to extract Africa’s resources unhindered.

The sale of arms to Africa illustrates how varied, and
occasionally destructive, some of Africa’s trading
partners are. China, Israel, former republics of the Soviet
Union, and more than twenty members of the
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe
supply illicit small �rearms to Africa.46 The legal trade
also thrives. The United Kingdom sold more than £125
million ($200 million) worth of weaponry to Africa in
2000. Between 1998 and 2005, the United States sold
more than $157 million worth of arms to Africa, with
China accounting for $600 million, Russia $700 million,
and western European countries (excluding France)
accounting for $1.2 billion. France’s arms sales alone
were worth $900 million.47

As with so many of Africa’s challenges, it is up to the
African leadership to stop internal con�icts powered by
greed and to ensure that it no longer continues its
inequitable arrangements with other regions. There is
also opportunity for leadership at other levels—for
instance, Africa’s civil society reaching out to China’s
nascent civil society to share information and to try to
hold each other’s governments accountable for their
actions, particularly as they a�ect human rights.

A good example of the possibilities for Africans to
recognize common interests and act in concert arose in
April 2008 when unionized dockworkers in Durban,
South Africa, refused to unload a shipment of Chinese
arms bound for Zimbabwe at a time when Zimbabwe
was embroiled in a major political and humanitarian
crisis. They had been alerted to the shipment by civil
society activists in Zimbabwe, who were fearful that the
reported cargo of some 3 million rounds of ammunition



for AK-47s, 1,500 rocket-propelled grenades, and 3,000
mortar rounds and tubes might be used in the lead-up to
a highly contested runo� election.48 The late Zambian
president Levy Mwanawasa, then the presiding o�cer of
the Southern African Development Community, asked
the fourteen states that belong to SADC not to allow the
ship to dock and unload, fearing that delivery of the
weapons would further destabilize Zimbabwe.49

However, the ship did not turn around to head back
to China; instead, it sailed around the Cape of Good
Hope, bound for Namibia. At that point, news of the
ship’s whereabouts became harder to come by. Even
though the Chinese government indicated that it would
have the ship return to China, in May reports began to
emerge that the cargo had not only been brought to
land, but indeed had made it to Zimbabwe. Some
journalists suggested that the ship had unloaded its
lethal cargo at Pointe-Noire in the Republic of the
Congo (Congo-Brazzaville), while others claimed that
the ship was seen docked at another port along the West
African coast.

As I followed this story, I was reminded that this port
was the same one where a quarter of a century earlier I
had seen the deprivations caused by con�ict and the
pernicious e�ects of irresponsible interference with an
African state. Peace may have returned to Angola, but
the legacy of internal con�icts and arms sales are still
plaguing the region. It appears that Zimbabwean
o�cials had �own to Angola to arrange delivery of the
shipment, and the port where the cargo came ashore
was Luanda.



LEADERSHIP

I FIRMLY BELIEVE that unless Africans from all levels of society
recognize and embrace the challenge of leadership,
Africa will not move forward. In chapter 2 I discussed
the historical, cultural, and economic roots of the failure
of African leadership, and how it neglected to give the
African people reason to hope. In this chapter I will
examine in more detail what good leadership—and its
correlative, good governance—might look like.

Leadership is not simply a matter of �lling the top
positions in a government, institution, or private
business. Nor is it a quality restricted to the ambitious,
the elite, the politically gifted, or the highly educated. In
fact, leadership can be demonstrated by those who are
marginalized and poor as much as by those who have
had all the privileges that society has been able to
bestow on them. Indeed, not every person in a
leadership position is truly a leader.

Many aid and development scholars and practitioners
have pointed to Africa’s leadership de�cit and wondered
why it has been so hard to overcome. Some have
suggested that the issue of poor governance has been
overemphasized as a factor in development failures; in
this view, poor countries generally produce poor
governance, not vice versa. Some scholars have also
pointed to Africa’s geography—few navigable rivers,
many landlocked nations, debilitating diseases like
malaria—as inhibiting economic growth. They also note
Africa’s climate—many arid and semi-arid regions;
tropical forests, with fragile soils; too little or too much



rain—which makes agriculture more di�cult than it is
in temperate regions.

As a biologist, I agree that the environment underlies
all human activities. However, I don’t believe that
Africa’s geography and climate have to be permanent
obstacles to its development. Switzerland and Austria
are both small and landlocked countries; Japan does not
possess many natural resources; all three have
mountainous landscapes that make farming di�cult.
Every country has geographical and climatic challenges
that require management and adaptation. While some
African countries do have a climate and geography that
places them at a disadvantage, what de�cits they have
could be overcome or mitigated through e�ective
leadership that utilizes the resources available—both
natural and human—responsibly. However, in the
absence of such leadership, development for the
common good will be held in check, even in the most
fertile and resource-rich countries.

One might ask: What does it take to produce leaders
with such values, whose lives become their message and
who humble themselves and sacri�ce for the common
good? It should not be impossible to �nd leaders in
Africa willing to raise the standard of leadership and to
nurture them so that they be come beacons for the
continent. To be sure, some leaders tried, often at great
personal sacri�ce, to give that hope to their people and
to the African people at large—men such as Nelson
Mandela in South Africa, Julius Nyerere in Tanzania,
Seretse Khama in Botswana, Léopold Senghor in
Senegal, Ahmed Ben Bella in Algeria, and even Kwame
Nkrumah of Ghana in his early years. Will their example
ever be followed by leaders and would-be leaders in
Africa today and in coming decades?

The exercise of good leadership would end
government violations of human rights and restrictions
on freedoms such as the right to move, assemble, access



information, and organize. Good leadership could
decide, for instance, not to sell o� Africa’s natural
resources for such low prices, and then to invest the
additional revenue to accelerate human and economic
development. Good leadership could curtail corruption,
one of the most corrosive aspects of poor leadership that
has been rife in postindependence Africa. Good
leadership would provide the milieu in which citizens
can be creative, productive, and build wealth and
opportunity.

It may be true that who the person leading the
country is becomes less of a concern when you do not
have enough to eat, or money with which to purchase
necessities, or a roof over your head. But, despite the
poverty that a�icts so many in Africa, I do not believe
that Africans are more intrinsically incapable of
organizing their lives and asserting their rights, or more
willing to accept bad leadership, than peoples from
other parts of the world. Furthermore, I am convinced
there isn’t a single person in Africa who genuinely
prefers to live in a corrupt, broken society that has poor
infrastructure, sti�es innovation and achievement, fails
to reward merit and capabilities, cannot provide basic
services, and doesn’t o�er democratic space or ensure
peace and security. All people desire a system that
works.

The realization of good leadership could start with an
African president or prime minister stepping forward
and declaring: “We have a problem in our country and
as a people. We are cheating and undermining
ourselves, and we need to change. For whether it is a
policeman bribing a bus driver, or a government
minister receiving a kickback in order to license a
business, or someone stealing someone else’s crops to
make a quick penny—we are failing ourselves, our
country, those who came before us, and, indeed, future
generations. I want us as a country to work on it. And it



will start with me, and I will do my best to �ght greed
and corruption. I will value honesty in whatever I do. I
will genuinely put the people �rst.”

Then it could extend to the people themselves. It is
also up to a critical mass of Africans to recognize that
there is a problem of leadership, which in itself would
be a step away from stasis. They could ask themselves:
Do we feel marginalized? Are we capable of acting in
concert to make sure that our resources are used equitably?
Do we recognize the value of belonging to a state? When we
are entrusted with positions of leadership, are we committed
to enhancing the welfare of our fellow citizens? These are
the questions that make a society work, and their
answers express themselves through a system of
governance, which can evolve and change to meet the
needs of the people over time.

FROM TRAPPINGS TO TRAPS

The pathology of power only intensi�es the longer a
leader remains in o�ce, even to the extent that leaders
�nd themselves prisoners of the lieutenants and
associates who helped them achieve that o�ce in the
�rst place—whether through patronage, a coup, or
solely with the support (armed or otherwise) of their
ethnic group. There have been many cases where it is
the leader’s lieutenants who do not allow the head of
state to leave o�ce, because they fear prosecution by a
new government for their involvement in gross
violations of human rights or crimes against humanity
committed by the regime they serve. In a winner-take-
all presidential system, which is the case in many
African countries, these men and women have a great
deal to lose if the head of state relinquishes power. They
will no longer have easy access to the wealth and
resources of the nation, and those replacing them will
have the levers of the state to hold them accountable for



the actions they took while in power, if they choose to
do so.

As long as African politicians are pressured by their
constituencies—parliamentary or ethnic—to remain in
the government whether they win elections or not,
because the people believe the politicians will provide
them with patronage, and as long as politicians continue
to supply these gifts, handouts, and favors, then any
system of governance will be broken. When this toxic
combination means that leaders cling to power at all
costs—when some of the best and brightest Africans
demonstrate that it matters more to be a minister, prime
minister, or president than it does to promote the
welfare of the country or protect its citizens—then
neither development nor peace will be sustainable; the
three-legged stool will remain unstable.

It is a truism, but it is very di�cult to �ght a dictator
using democratic means, as any pro-democracy
campaigner or organization will attest. How, then, do
people remove themselves from underneath the boot of
those who control them and their resources, who violate
their rights and destroy their livelihoods or even take
their lives? In Kenya, for instance, civil society and the
opposition sought for years to remove a dictatorial
regime from power through elections, �awed though
they might have been, but they were unable to; even a
coup attempt didn’t dislodge it. This is not to say that
Africans have accepted their fate where tragic failures of
leadership have occurred. They have not, and the
struggle continues.

In Africa, as elsewhere, democratic space can be
created and sustained only when a critical mass of
people is aware of the situation and willing to speak out,
protest, monitor government actions, and risk
harassment, arrest, or even death. That courage,
however, also requires a leader (or his backers) who will
acknowledge the rights of the people to self-



determination and prosperity, and as a result
demonstrate leadership that avoids bloodshed or further
violence. So although the people of eastern Europe
brought down the Berlin Wall, they needed Soviet leader
Mikhail Gorbachev not to send in the tanks. While
Nelson Mandela’s principled stance led to sanctions
against South Africa that brought unbearable pressure
upon the apartheid regime, F. W. de Klerk had to
concede that the era of apartheid had to come to an end.

One of the reasons why success in securing
democratic space continues to elude the populace in
many African countries is that politicians tend to change
with the tide. For instance, they become “democrats”
when democracy is seen as the route to power. But
when another route appears that is shorter, they are
often willing to take it, even if it means joining a rival
group or faction. Indeed, many of Africa’s civil wars
have been fought by former colleagues who broke ranks
or linked up with opposing camps if doing so would
allow them to reach the leadership position they coveted
more quickly.

In recognition of the need to develop good leadership
in Africa and encourage the peaceful transfer of power,
in 2007 the Sudanese telecom billionaire Mo Ibrahim
established the Mo Ibrahim Prize for Achievement in
African Leadership. (His foundation is dedicated to
promoting good governance in Africa.) In creating the
prize, which provides the winner with $5 million over
ten years and $200,000 each year for the rest of the
winner’s life, Mr. Ibrahim pointed out that many African
leaders are reluctant to leave power because they no
longer have access to the perks of o�ce:

Suddenly all the mansions, cars, food, wine is withdrawn.
Some �nd it di�cult to rent a house in the capital. That
incites corruption; it incites people to cling to power. The
prize will o�er essentially good people, who may be

wavering, the chance to opt for the good life after o�ce.1



The �rst winner of the prize was Joaquim Chissano,
the former president of Mozambique, who stepped down
from power at the end of his second term in 2005. In his
acceptance speech, Mr. Chissano emphasized two of the
three pillars of the African stool:

We need to develop and root in our societies a culture of
peace. We need to promote regional integration. We need to
encourage public-private partnerships and give a more robust
role to our private sector. We must �ght corruption and
promote integrity and good governance. And we need to
establish a sustained process of national dialogue and
reconciliation in all the countries emerging from con�ict. In
short, we need to work towards building capable states in

Africa.2

On the face of it, it may seem scandalous that a leader
has to be enticed by a potential award not to be corrupt
or to cling to power, and a damning indictment of the
failure of Africa over the last half century to cultivate
genuine leadership on a continental scale. But,
curiously, the award re�ects a reality for African
leaders, which is that, unlike prime ministers,
presidents, or senior politicians in the industrialized
world—who will receive a sizeable pension from the
state once they retire and can earn substantial income
from speaking engagements, book deals, consulting fees,
lobbying positions, and chairmanships of various boards
of directors, and enjoy respect and a place of honor in
society—African leaders have many fewer opportunities
to live a decent lifestyle and retain respect and honor
once out of o�ce. Indeed, many civil servants and MPs
in Africa are still struggling to secure a reasonable
pension once their government service is over. This
naturally makes them even less likely to want to leave
their positions, and much less the heads of state they
may well support. What is needed are institutions, like
those in other regions, that would provide pensions and
other support to former heads of state, civil servants,



and veterans who have earned them. The lack of such
institutions is another facet of the leadership de�cit.

What might be an even more powerful incentive than
the Mo Ibrahim Prize would be an award bestowed by
the African Union to a head of state when the AU felt
that he or she had practiced good governance and
visionary leadership. It would be very interesting to see
leaders competing to win that prize, as well as the one
established by Mo Ibrahim.

UNDUE DEFERENCE

Many observers have wondered why it is that Africans
have seemed to tolerate poor leadership over many
decades. Is it passivity, or apparent deference to their
leaders—even when the latter have proven so disastrous
to their countries? Some believe that these attitudes are
the result of Africans’ natural tendency to venerate
elders, a misconception that may persist because many
of Africa’s precolonial systems of governance were based
on age groups. However, as the following case from my
micro-nation indicates, the relationship between leaders
and their people is perhaps more complex and subtle.

Precolonial Kikuyu society developed its social and
leadership structures from birth. While the methods
wouldn’t be considered scienti�c by today’s standards,
midwives observed the infant at birth and could
apparently tell whether the child was likely to be a
warrior or a medicine man, a priest or a smith, an
information gatherer (whom today we’d call a spy) or a
counselor. Because there were no formal schools or
seminaries, the community watched the children closely
as they grew, to see whether they were developing the
talents expected of them and that would qualify them
for the profession they’d been marked for. If they were,
they would become apprentices. Sometimes, the child,
having been born to a family that traditionally worked



in one area, such as metallurgy, would continue that
lineage as an apprentice.

The community had developed these ways of ensuring
that talents were cultivated and leadership nurtured as
children grew into adulthood and assumed their
responsibilities. Leadership took many di�erent forms. If
someone was a smith, he was considered a leader in his
own right, because he had specialized knowledge
important for the community’s welfare, which could be
passed from one generation to the next. Another group
of leaders was the medicine men—whom today we
would call psychiatrists and healers—who were deeply
respected by all members of society. I recall that one of
my uncles had the paraphernalia of a medicine man or
healer, but he abandoned his position during the course
of my childhood because he could no longer practice
freely. As nearly everyone in the Kikuyu community
became a Christian, the clientele for medicine men
declined dramatically; to consult one was to risk the
accusation of being “anti-Christian.” They and their
powers were demysti�ed, and they came to be seen by
communities as signi�ers of backwardness.

If an individual in the society clearly expressed a
talent for something other than what the midwife had
marked them for, or the counselor had directed them
toward, or if they were acting inappropriately, the
community would steer them toward the new talent and
away from wrongdoing long before they inherited a
position for which they were temperamentally or
practically unsuited. Indeed, by the time anyone reached
a position of authority, they would have gone through
an initiation ceremony and rituals, in which both
genders had a role to play. After each of these, the
individual would have been entrusted with more
responsibility. In addition, as he or she graduated from
one level to another, there were always older
authorities, both men and women, ahead to make sure



the younger person understood their responsibilities.
This meant that by the time the individual became a
counselor or a priest, they would have been in their
sixties or seventies, and well seasoned and well judged
by the community. This is why old age in Africa is
associated with wisdom and respect, even though the
cultural context of creating just and seasoned leaders
has been lost.

In communities where governance and leadership
resided in one age group, after a period of time in power
the entire age group retired in favor of the next
generation. In the Kikuyu tradition, this was a formal
procedure that took several years to complete and was
known as ituika, literally translated as “the severance.”
These ceremonies served as de facto “term limits,” and
acted as a guarantee to all generations that their time to
guide the destiny of their people would come, and that
they needed to be both patient and prepared to take on
their responsibilities. It also meant that there were
checks and balances to guard against corruption. Each
generation of leaders understood that they were being
watched closely by the next, just as they observed those
who’d gone before them, to make sure they were not
squandering the resources—whether privately owned or
held in common—that they had under their control.
This ensured that common resources like forests, rivers,
and land were protected and handed on to the next
generation to continue managing.

The last such ituika in the Kikuyu community was to
take place between 1925 and 1928, but it remains
incomplete. The British colonial authorities, fearing the
gathering of a large group of people in one place, cut it
short and banned it. Since the symbols of power were
never handed over to the next generation, this signaled
the end of the Kikuyu system of self-governance. In
similar fashion, throughout the continent the European
powers ended (sometimes unknowingly) or severely



eroded other precolonial systems of governance. Three
generations of Kikuyus later, that mode of self-
government, or even the knowledge that the community
once ruled itself using an indigenous form of democratic
space, has been virtually forgotten. Even today, and
even among the most sophisticated of contemporary
Kikuyus, many are unaware of this and the multiple
governance structures that existed in Africa before the
Europeans came.

The Kikuyu system is one of the many such structures
that could o�er insight into how Africans practiced
justice and protected individual and property rights.
People may argue that such systems were not
“democratic” in the way that we would understand the
word today. What this system did, however, was provide
a methodology by which good leadership could be
cultivated and nurtured, and also be held accountable.
By the time they reached the apogee of responsibility in
the society, every individual had been tested for years.
At each stage of their progression through the age-sets,
the community had an opportunity to guide that
person’s use (or abuse) of power through the presence of
an older authority, and the careful observation of the
generation below. Such systems were also in certain
ways more protective of property, women, children, and
even life than some modern governance structures.

This heritage has by and large been lost. For instance,
Kenya is currently debating whether it should adopt
American, British, or German constitutions in redrafting
its own; as in many modern African nations, no mention
or use is made of the experiences of governance
bequeathed to us by our ancestors. African constitutions
were in the main written by the colonial powers,
drawing on European traditions and not those of the
indigenous populations. In Kenya’s current form of
governance, for instance, modeled on the British
parliamentary system, individuals can stay in power for



thirty or even forty years, or, indeed, for life. Although
young people can be, and are, voted into o�ce in each
election, the attractions of incumbency and the
undesirability of leaving o�ce are such that many in the
older generation are reluctant to relinquish power. At
the same time, younger generations chafe at not being
able to take their turn.

This is a pattern we see repeated in many countries in
Africa. Unfortunately, there is no guarantee that the new
political leadership will outstrip the old in its ethics,
performance, or commitment to service. Instead, the
path to power today in modern African states is often
much easier than it was for precolonial Kikuyus. What
talks loudest generally is not honesty, commitment, or
vision, but money. If you are willing to use enough of it,
not only for yourself but also for those who will wield
power, you can buy a leadership position. It is not
unlikely that if you are elected as an MP, you will be
given a post in the government commensurate with the
level of �nancial support you provided to the person
distributing power. The more that was spent, the better
the position. You may have all the titles be�tting a
leader, but none of the serious examination, experience,
or ethical beliefs that be�t someone who has been
entrusted with leadership.

It is true that many Africans still trust their leaders
and want to believe in them. Certainly, Africa’s leaders
have relied on that trust, and the fact that the majority
of their citizens are still uneducated, uninformed,
unexposed, and poor—and therefore very dependent—to
exploit them. This entrenched legacy is a vestige of the
colonial era, when many citizens viewed their founders
—the individuals who helped them gain independence—
as almost superhuman.

The presidents who retained power for decades, and
those who continue to this day, are not in control
because of any intrinsic deference due to age or position



of power. Some postindependence leaders genuinely
earned the respect and trust of their people. Most,
however, maintained power because either they were
protected during the Cold War by one of the two blocs,
or the leader ensured that enough of his supporters
received the bene�ts of his patronage to assent to his
continued hold on power.

In such a situation, this apparent passivity or fatalism
does not emerge because of a natural tendency to accept
one’s lot. Rather, it is a bitter recognition that, until
recently, in most independent African states all avenues
for the nonviolent removal of political leaders were
blocked, not least because of the behind-the-scenes
support of the colonial and emerging global powers.
After all, during the colonial period those same
“fatalistic” Africans carried out acts of resistance and
waged wars of liberation. Even though they were—
literally—outgunned, and the reprisals were often brutal
and disproportionate, they forced some of the most
powerful nations and empires the world has seen to
leave their continent. Indeed, in some ways, the
numerous violent or undemocratic changes in power in
Africa since independence suggest a distinctive lack of
deference. At the same time, most of these coups have
led only to further repression and the substitution of one
dictator for another. Rarely have they resulted in the
�ourishing of democracy.

Perhaps it is African leaders’ sense that their hold on
power is actually quite tenuous that explains why so
many �aunt the trappings of power so ostentatiously. Of
course, to some degree, all leaders need to show they’re
more important than others, and to invest their o�ce
with dignity and authority. In Europe and Asia,
nineteenth- and twentieth-century kings and emperors
didn’t dress like commoners either, for instance. Today
in older countries, leaders have tended to reduce their
preoccupation with excessive showiness, while in Africa



they’ve done the opposite. Around the continent, heads
of state, prime ministers, and sometimes even senior
politicians travel with huge retinues and a large security
detail—complete with stretch limousines, a convoy of
cars, and outriders—that swoop down like eagles
whenever the motorcade reaches its destination.

This rarely has anything to do with actual security;
rather, it is an exhibition of the illusion of importance.
Jokes are often made about the political elites’
preoccupation with displays of power, privilege, and
importance. Ministers are called wabenzi, a Kiswahili
term meaning “the people of the Mercedes-Benz;” the
term has become shorthand for a member of the new
African ruling class—generally a government o�cial or
member of his or her family—who loves to show o� the
prerogatives of power and wealth. Critics of the
privileged may laugh, but in the countryside the poor
masses are impressed and regard such displays with
adulation. They can only dream of such wealth and
comfort or of holding such a position themselves.

Nevertheless, the insecurity evident within such a
leader’s show of power is almost palpable. An
illustration of this is how quickly new leaders ensure
that the previous incumbents of high government o�ces
are immediately stripped of any status the minute they
leave their position. This expresses the chronic paranoia
and desperation that hang around the o�ces of so many
of the presidents and prime ministers of Africa—a
disorder that, as was witnessed during the deeply �awed
elections in Zimbabwe and Kenya, can have terrible
consequences for the state and its people.

The outside world has been at once horri�ed and
astonished by the self-aggrandizement of African heads
of state like Jean-Bédel Bokassa of the Central African
Republic, Idi Amin of Uganda, and Mobutu Sese Seko of
Zaire. However, the message conveyed to these men by
the industrialized world has not been consistent. In my



experience, foreign diplomats and businessmen speak
politely when African leaders are present. In the quiet of
their boardrooms and embassies, however, I’m sure they
know all too well when the leaders with whom they
conduct business are not doing right by their people. If
their own leaders were doing the same things, they
would be chastising them.

Ultimately, even today, twenty years after the end of
the Cold War, the rules of realpolitik apply. Actual or
potential business opportunities that await the foreign
powers depend on maintaining a relationship with
African leaders; in the end, these opportunities are often
more signi�cant to both sides than seemingly abstract
notions such as practicing good governance or
protecting human rights. After all, if that country is not
the one doing business with an African government,
then there may be other nations eager to step in. At
times, it suits both non-African and African leaders to
claim that the African people have, in some measure,
accepted the form of governance they live with. Then
they can cynically ask the question: Who are the foreign
powers to dictate to sovereign nations how they should
govern themselves? This attitude serves only the leaders
on both sides of the divide; the victims, as always, are
the African people.

A NEW CENTURY, A NEW GENERATION?

As the �rst and second generations of postindependence
African presidents leave the scene, and the third takes
power, most Africans have cause to re�ect on the fact
that they are still waiting for a genuine say in how their
countries are governed. In a 2008 study, the U.S.-based
organization Freedom House listed only eleven of sub-
Saharan Africa’s forty-eight nations as “free”—meaning
that they had more than one political party, a free press,
and protections for civil rights. This situation, while



grim, was in fact an improvement over a similar survey
conducted thirty years previously, when just three sub-
Saharan African states were considered free. In Freedom
House’s analysis, the number of such nations de�ned in
2008 as “not free” was fourteen, down from twenty-�ve
in 1977.3 Most African states were judged in the middle:
“partly free.” This is not a record to be proud of.

In Africa Unchained, George Ayittey draws a
distinction between those Africans whom he terms “the
cheetahs” and those he calls “the hippos.” The cheetahs
are the young Africans, who, as this designation
suggests, are agile and dynamic, ready to move Africa
ahead. They are confronted, however, by the hippos—
sturdy members of the older generation who cling to
power and protect their territory �ercely when they
perceive they are being attacked.4 (Indeed, hippos are
reputed to kill the most people in Africa of any wild
animal!)

Like Ayittey, I would like to hope that the challenge
of African leadership could be solved simply by
persuading the hippos to leave the watering hole and
retire to the shade. Unfortunately, many of the hippos
were once cheetahs; and while I might wish I could be
as con�dent as Ayittey that the cheetahs he places his
hopes in won’t become hippos, I am not so sure. The
new generation of African leaders, drivers of a potential
African Renaissance, have in some cases provided their
countries with much-needed economic growth, political
stability, and a measure of national reconciliation after
years of devastating civil con�ict and mismanagement.
But a number of them have now been in power for quite
a few years. Like previous African heads of state, some
of them have also initiated con�icts with their
neighbors, compromised elections, and sought to
contain political dissent.

It is too early to say whether a new generation of
cheetahs will remain cheetahs and truly open up a new



chapter in Africa. A bright spot in 2005 was the election
of Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf in Liberia. It is admirable that
even though she hadn’t won the presidency in an earlier
vote, she tried again. It was also especially empowering
for African women to see her succeed. Indeed, every
time someone from a “disadvantaged” group makes a
big leap like this, it is an inspiration to others in that
group, who can now think, Maybe I can do it too. It also
clearly challenged men, who until then had assumed
that only they could be elected African presidents or
prime ministers.

The expectations are very high for Johnson-Sirleaf to
deliver for her people. After nearly a decade of civil
war, Liberians have multiple needs. In 2006, about a
year after Johnson-Sirleaf had taken the oath of o�ce, I
was part of a small group that met with her in New
York. In our discussions, she mentioned that Liberia’s
market women needed her special attention because of
the important role they were playing in restoring
Liberia’s spirit after years of devastation. She is aiming
to reconstruct the markets that were destroyed during
the war and thereby grow a literally market-based
economy.5 This work with local women to stimulate
self-reliance reminded me how essential it is that
political leaders, no matter what is happening at
international or national levels, recognize the
importance of improving conditions in people’s daily
lives.

Johnson-Sirleaf has been in power for only a short
time and has yet to meet all of the challenges and
temptations her presidential colleagues encounter once
in o�ce. But if she decides to raise the bar, both
because she is the �rst African woman to be elected
head of state of a modern African nation and also
because she seeks to embody a new form of leadership,
she will be in the company of such other African heads
of state as Presidents Chissano and Mandela. They



elevated the standard of leadership and set an example
that can, and should, be emulated.

Moreover, throughout the continent a genuine and
deliberate e�ort has begun to provide a di�erent kind of
leadership from the past. Democratic space is
signi�cantly broader in many countries, while free
elections are far more common, and coups far less so,
than at any time since the continent’s independence.

In recent years, I have been privileged to attend
summits of the African Union, where generally I have
been encouraged. The leadership is very di�erent in
values and principles from that which characterized the
OAU, and the desire for change is re�ected in the
progressive development of demands for
democratization, responsibility, and accountability
within the African Union itself. Of course, I know that
what I hear is partly rhetoric and not always
accompanied by commitment to action. Furthermore, it
is surprising to see the transformation that apparently
democratic, responsible, and even revolutionary leaders
undergo once they are in power. Who can know what
power does to leaders? While there are many areas of
hope in Africa, there are also areas where the sense of
hopelessness runs deep. Events in Sudan and Chad, the
August 2008 overthrow of the �rst democratically
elected president of Mauritania since independence, and
the December 2008 military coup in Guinea are all
discouraging.

Nonetheless, I remain optimistic about the prospects
for improved leadership and governance in Africa
because I see some positive signs: the prompt response
of the AU, under the chairmanship of John Kufuor, then
president of Ghana, to the postelectoral violence in
Kenya in 2008; the peaceful transition of power in 2005
in Tanzania from President Mkapa to President Jakaya
Kikwete; and the fact that the AU has not embraced
leaders who assume power undemocratically. These are



all indications of an Africa that may be embracing a new
form of leadership, one that will put the African people
�rst, whether in parliament or the treasury or the
judiciary, and will make them feel, and be, respected
and valued.



MOVING THE SOCIAL MACHINE

ALMOST HALF the population of sub-Saharan Africa lives on
less than one dollar a day, the highest level of poverty in
the world. While poverty is at the root of many of the
pressing problems Africa faces, so is the poor’s apparent
powerlessness. During the course of the last forty to �fty
years, most Africans, in large measure because of their
leaders’ attitudes and policies, have come to believe that
they cannot act on their own behalf. Self-determination
and personal and collective uplift, values embraced by
the great majority of Africans in the period just after
independence, have been eroded.

Disempowerment—whether through a lack of self-
con�dence, apathy, fear, or an inability to take charge
of one’s own life—is perhaps the most unrecognized
problem in Africa today. To the disempowered, it seems
much easier or even more acceptable to leave one’s life
in the hands of third parties, whether governments,
elected leaders, or, in some cases, aid agencies and faith-
based organizations. Ultimately, they may believe that
whatever happens is God’s will, predetermined and
inevitable. To try to convince such people that one can
alleviate one’s circumstances through one’s own e�ort is
hard. Whether the poor’s self-reliance and motivation
have been destroyed by decades of embedded state
corruption or if there is a pathology of willed
helplessness—indeed, a stubborn refusal to help oneself
—is perhaps a discussion for social scientists, although I
suspect that the loss of cultural bearings has
contributed.



This “dependency syndrome” is a substantial
bottleneck to development, as challenging as corruption
and poor governance. It has added an extra weight to
the work of those who want to enable individuals and
communities to better their circumstances.

Poor people need to be engaged in their own
development, and, by extension, in expanding the
democratic space that many African societies
desperately need. Just as communities should be
mobilized to combat malaria, or HIV/AIDS, for instance,
so they must work together to �ght the scourges of
failed leadership, corruption, and moral blindness.
However, because the poor are more likely to be
uneducated, illiterate, and ignored, and feel powerless,
this requires both political and economic commitment,
as well as patience and persistence, since change does
not occur overnight.

Societies are like machines. When everything is
working smoothly, society can move forward. Because
modern societies are so complex and multilayered, most
of us have little idea how the societal machine operates
beyond the parts that most immediately a�ect us.
However, although we may not see the entire
mechanism, it’s clear that for a society to function,
everyone needs to do his or her part. If pieces of the
machine are not working properly, not only does the
machine not move forward, but it begins to grind. The
broken cogs jam other areas, even though they may not
be immediately connected to the nonworking parts.
Before the machine comes to a complete stop, that
grinding can be excruciating.

In societies that are in the process of breaking down,
people become frustrated by their part of the system
that isn’t functioning. They then try to work around that
broken area, which only further damages the societal
machine, further angering the people. The irony is that
if everybody performed their tasks to the best of their



ability, the machine would move. But if individuals are
more inclined to do things that bring the machine to a
halt or a crawl, eventually everybody becomes a victim.
This is called “underdevelopment.” What it means is
that even the smallest move forward appears to take
forever, and the societal machine is under constant
threat of stopping altogether.

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT:

MOVING THE MACHINE FORWARD

In Kenya in 2002, a coalition of political parties �nally
laid to rest the presidency of Daniel arap Moi, and the
�rst new administration in twenty-four years came into
power. A newfound spirit of enthusiasm pervaded the
country; in fact, there was so much goodwill when the
new government was formed that something
extraordinary happened: across Kenya, the “social
machine” began to move again.

Here is just one example. For years, policemen had
cadged bribes from the drivers of matatus, the cheap,
private minivans that, given the generally poor state of
public transit, are the main means of transportation for
millions of Kenyans. To the drivers, the bribes were an
accepted cost of doing business—allowing them and not
another driver to ply a certain route, or ensuring that
police o�cers would ignore any infractions in the
vehicle’s condition or running. Matatus had become
extremely unsafe; high-speed accidents were common,
and thousands of lives were being lost every year. And
yet, people had few other alternatives but to continue
riding in them.

After the 2002 election, matatu passengers began to
challenge any policeman who demanded a bribe from
the driver. Inspired by the new government, which had
vowed to make �ghting the corruption that riddled
society from top to bottom a priority, ordinary citizens



stood up and demanded that neither the police nor the
drivers conduct business as usual. This reached a point
where policemen stopped asking for the bribes, either
because they feared the reaction of the matatu
passengers, or, possibly, because even they embraced the
new spirit and did their part to facilitate the service
without demanding a kickback.

Matatu drivers also began obeying speed restrictions
and agreed to abide by the new government’s directive
to install seatbelts, a practical safety measure that also
limits the number of passengers. (Previously, drivers
would pick up as many people as they could, even when
riders were literally hanging out of the doors.) This was
evidence of the “new Kenya” that citizens wanted to
work for and believed was possible, after decades of a
government devaluing their aspirations for a more
honest and just society.

But as soon as it was clear that individuals in the new
government were not honest and refused to honor the
promises they’d made to each other during the
campaign, this spirit was suddenly lost; and
unfortunately, before too long many people went back
to the bad old habits.

In 2002, I, too, joined the new government, as a
member of parliament for the constituency of Tetu, the
region in which I had grown up. Increasingly, I had
begun to feel that in order to bring about the change I
was working to achieve at the grassroots, and what I
believed needed to happen in the country as a whole, it
was worth trying to enter parliament—either to alter
existing legislation or to draft or pass new laws. The fact
that the regime that had been in power for decades had
come to an end provided a greater opportunity than
previously had existed for me and other members of
civil society to join the government.

If elected, we could also actively involve ourselves in
shaping policy and the future of the country. As a



member of civil society, one can have the most brilliant
ideas in the world and still be ignored if one is not in a
position to in�uence the leadership in power and the
leaders aren’t generating good ideas of their own. If,
however, one has access to the leadership or if the
leaders are pursuing policies that are bene�cial to the
country, then one’s good ideas can be very quickly
adopted on a larger scale.

I was also keen to see how I could apply in a
parliamentary constituency the Green Belt Movement’s
approach to development: working from the bottom up
to reach those who plan and execute the large-scale
development models whose bene�ts rarely trickle down
to the poor. I also hoped to empower communities to
undertake their own development and learn to assume
responsibilities as well as assert their rights. In theory
there is no better way to address poverty than to go to
the people themselves and ask them to name their
priorities for local-level projects. I was pleased,
therefore, when in 2003 the new Kenyan government
took an important, indeed revolutionary, step and
o�ered all MPs and their constituents an opportunity to
try a similar approach.

Through an act of parliament, the government
established the Constituency Development Fund, or
CDF. The CDF would provide direct funding for local
development initiatives, particularly targeting those that
would combat poverty, to be decided on by the citizens
themselves. The total amount dispensed was 2.5 percent
of the tax revenues the government collected. The act
stated that each of the 210 parliamentary constituencies
would receive an equal portion of 75 percent of the
funds, while the remaining 25 percent was allocated
according to the poverty levels in each constituency,
with those with higher poverty levels receiving more.
The act also mandated that up to 10 percent of the CDF
be allotted to bursaries—grants—for education. It was,



indeed, an e�ort toward the equitable distribution of
resources in all communities.

For years, Kenyans had complained about their taxes
being misused by the ruling elite so that few of those
funds, in the form of services, trickled down to the
people—especially the rural poor; here, the government,
for the �rst time, was attempting to ensure that some of
the revenues it collected went directly to those who
needed them most. The top was reaching out to the
bottom. Finally, the approach that civil society had been
advocating had been accepted by the government. An
additional bene�t of the act was that it encouraged
Kenyans to pay their taxes, in the belief that the money
would be used more transparently and accountably than
in the past. The public knew that the more revenue the
government received, the more funds would �ow to the
CDF. These revenues did indeed rise under the new
government because more citizens were willing to pay
their taxes. In 2004, the CDF was allotted 1.26 billion
Kenyan shillings (nearly $20 million). By 2008, this had
grown to 10.1 billion shillings (almost $155 million).1

In my judgment, the CDF presented a perfect
opportunity to put into action a long-held belief of mine
that for Africa to develop, it would be necessary to
reach local people at the most elementary representative
level and encourage them to both make decisions about
projects and oversee their implementation for their
community’s bene�t. Because Kenya, along with many
other African countries, has a highly centralized
governmental system—a legacy of colonialism—that
over the years has tended to marginalize rural
populations, it was necessary to devolve decision
making to counter the dependency culture that had been
created. The CDF opened up the possibility of
converting talk into action by letting the people, for the
�rst time, determine their development priorities
themselves.



The CDF Act passed through parliament without a
hitch, because it was to replace the practice of
harambees, which had become a scourge in
parliamentary constituencies. Harambee is the Kiswahili
word for “pulling together.” President Jomo Kenyatta
introduced the term in Kenya in 1963 to instill a
community spirit and sense of self-reliance and hard
work in promoting small-scale local development. It had
since come to mean something like a fund-raiser, or a
donation, having been hijacked by politicians, who
recognized it as an important forum for in�uencing
potential voters. Members of parliament were constantly
being asked to participate in harambees, both formal and
informal—to build a new church hall, help parents pay
for their children’s school fees, assist in getting someone
buried or married, or make possible a trip to the doctor
or surgery. Although MPs in Kenya are now relatively
well paid, much of one’s salary, and more, could be
consumed in various harambees.

By 2002, harambees had become almost a form of
extortion: a means for constituents, church
organizations, or women’s groups to ask for, and
receive, a donation from their MP. They had also
become a way for the MPs, particularly at election time,
to, in e�ect, buy votes to ensure their reelection. This
problem is not con�ned to Kenya; it is not uncommon
for politicians to give enticements—for instance, food,
clothing, or cash—to citizens, especially those who are
poor, to assure their support at the polls. Citizens are
usually not interested in knowing whether the money
and gifts came from the MP’s pocket or were siphoned
from the national treasury.

The CDF o�ered an opportunity to end some of this
form of graft, and to use national funds not simply to
dole out sacks of grain that might feed a family for a
week, but to build health centers or ensure that children
�nished secondary school, the bene�ts of which would



accrue to the whole community and, in theory, would
lead to longer-term positive changes. The CDF also
could be an important model on which to base
antipoverty, pro-development e�orts in other African
countries, and even other regions. Of course, if
corruption set in, the CDF would be judged a failed
experiment.

My constituency, Tetu, is in the Highlands of Central
Kenya, near the provincial capital of Nyeri. The
landscape is marked by hills and the mountain range of
the Aberdares to the west and, in the distance, Mount
Kenya to the north. The area has relatively high annual
rainfall, and many rivers and streams. The economy is
primarily agricultural, dominated by livestock farming
and cash crops of co�ee, tea, and maize. All agriculture
in Tetu is small-scale; there are no large-scale farms
except on the forested slopes of the Aberdares; very few
industries operate here, apart from one tea factory. Per
capita GDP is $400 a year, or $ 1.11 a day.

Through the CDF, Tetu was given 134 million
shillings (about $2 million) over the �ve years I was an
MP—the amount at the end being six times that at the
beginning. Each MP was charged with the responsibility
of making sure that the funds allocated to the CDF were
actually used to bene�t the people; the people
themselves, the press, and a national-level CDF
committee impaneled by the government would act as
watchdogs. The government stipulated that each
constituency create a committee of �fteen individuals to
determine which projects would be funded. They would
be paid a small stipend for their work.

I found this an unsatisfactory way to approach the
allocation of CDF funds; I felt the CDF e�ort should be
as participatory as possible. I’m someone who likes to
experiment with ideas: if they work, I pursue them; if
they don’t, I drop them. I couldn’t see how �fteen
committee members would be su�ciently representative



or able to identify the needs of the whole constituency,
which numbered about ninety thousand people. So I
went to the sub-locations—the smallest administrative
units in Kenya, governing (in my constituency’s case)
around 2,500 people—and encouraged each of them to
form a committee of �fteen people.

What I was trying to do was to ensure that the
members of the committee were elected by the people.
In establishing itself, each sub-locational committee had
to follow criteria for representation of women and
youth. There are thirty-seven sub-locations in Tetu,
which meant that 555 people were involved directly in
the CDF’s operation. The committees would meet and
decide on the priorities of their sub-location: Should
they repair their social hall or a school classroom? Did
they want to have pipes laid or extended, or have water
�owing to a particular spot? Did they wish to build or
complete a health center? Or hire a teacher for a school?
This bottom-up approach helped people take ownership
and feel like the projects were theirs.

The chair and vice-chair of each sub-locational
committee met and formed locational committees, also
with �fteen members, to discuss what they’d prioritized
in their sub-locations: What was most strategic? What
would serve people the best? What would most
e�ectively alleviate poverty? Then each locational
committee would choose two representatives to serve on
the constituency-level committee. This committee of
�fteen at the constituency level received �ve proposals
from every location and then agreed on which projects
to fund. Most of our decisions were unanimous. Only
very rarely did we have to take a vote.

At each committee level, the government was also
represented through local o�cials. However, it was
made clear to them that while they were welcome to
participate in the committee’s deliberations, they had no
role in choosing the members of any of the committees,



or in determining the committee’s priorities for the use
of CDF funds. While the government representatives
could vote, it was the people themselves who identi�ed
the projects, prioritized them, and implemented them.
(In the classical governance structure, the government’s
representatives would have imposed their views on the
people and, for the most part, people would have
remained passive and endorsed what the government’s
representatives decreed.)

Every project also had an elected project committee:
again, a means of encouraging local participation. I
wanted people not only to choose projects, but also to
see them through to completion. Whether it was a new
classroom, the renovation of a health dispensary, or the
installation of water pipes, it was the local project
committee members who paid out the funds and
ensured that the work progressed. As much as possible,
the actual work was done by members of the
community. Why look for high-level artisans and
builders from Nairobi when they existed in the villages
of the constituency, especially when many of them
didn’t have jobs or were underemployed? By having
these individuals participate in the CDF projects,
employment opportunities were created, money stayed
in the community, and even more local people got
involved.

This administrative structure kept corruption to a
minimum and maximized e�ciency, since the
supervisors and workers all lived in the community and
would be harshly judged by their peers if the project
was mismanaged. Such grassroots responsibility has
been lacking in most governance structures in Kenya
and throughout Africa. Just about everything has been
left to “o�cialdom,” so when o�cialdom disappears,
the project collapses. The CDF model developed in Tetu
made this far less likely.



The committees were also charged with determining
how to use the money allotted to educational grants.
Since the Kenyan government was now providing free
primary education, the decision was made to allocate
money for students in secondary schools and encourage
them to stay in school until they reached eighteen and
graduated. As in the community projects, each sub-
locational committee set to work and identi�ed ten
students in high schools—370 in all, both boys and girls
—who would bene�t from a grant.

Here, too, the community was empowered to make its
own choices. The decision as to which child would get
the grants no longer rested with an individual at the
district or provincial level who might have thought that
the son of the local chief or the daughter of the
headmaster at his local school should receive the funds.
Instead, the committee members at the sub-locational
level, who knew the children well and lived in the
community, made these decisions. Signi�cantly, it was
often children from the poorest families, or orphans, or
children with HIV/AIDS, who were prioritized.

Unfortunately, the large number of children on the list
meant that the communities didn’t have enough money
to fund grants in full for every student. However, the
committees felt strongly that each sub-location should
have the maximum representation. They therefore
decided to provide a minimum of 40 percent of the
grant for each child. They asked the principals of each
school in the constituency, “If we give you 40 percent of
the costs of these children’s education, will you keep
these children in school until the parents are able to �nd
the remaining 60 percent?” Thankfully, the principals
agreed to this plan—and in so doing became part of the
decision making process. This allowed the communities
not only to ensure that the children could stay in school,
but to have all of the students who needed the grants
receive them.



In devolving power in this manner, we were trying to
create a bottom-up model of development. The process
was transparent and accountable; it promoted equity
and fairness; it also showed that “democratic space”
could be opened up at the grassroots level in such a way
that the phrase actually meant something. This way of
working, I believe, strengthens the pillars of the three-
legged stool, and has the potential to empower poor
people and give them a sense of participating in
government and decision making, and of being a part of
the whole—rather than acting as passive observers of
what happens far away in the capital city. I was
grati�ed to discover that the Parliamentary Monitoring
Committee, a bipartisan group that examined the
performance of MPs in their constituencies, particularly
regarding the management of projects such as the CDF,
determined that some aspects of the method we had
developed should be emulated by others.

My strategy was not without its problems. The whole
process of creating the sub-locational and locational
committees, and the deliberations about the projects,
took a considerable amount of time, which slowed
initial implementation—so much so that some people in
Tetu complained that the constituency took too long to
distribute CDF funds. I told myself that while it might
take longer to establish the multilayered committee
structure, once it was in place it would work well and
my constituents would appreciate the expanded
opportunities to exercise leadership. It did.

Another challenge was that the budget for the CDF
allowed a comfortable travel and expense allowance
only for committee members at the constituency level;
members at the other levels wondered why they
couldn’t be similarly compensated. It was a challenge
for me to explain the situation, and many were still
unhappy about the disparity. Although I believe strongly
in the value of service and of individuals not always



having to be paid to work for the common good, most
people in Tetu are poor. Leaving their �elds, putting
aside work on their small business, or �nding someone
to look after their children in order to attend a
committee meeting was a sacri�ce. Several expressed
their dissatisfaction, and I heard the mutterings of
others.

In my view, the people of Tetu did get the best bene�t
for the money the government provided through the
CDF. By seeking a small allowance for travel and
expenses, those committee members were, in a way,
putting their own immediate interest ahead of the
greater good of the community and the bene�ts all those
in Tetu could receive, by making sure that the funds
provided by the government were not being wasted.
Moreover, if I hadn’t set up additional committees at the
locational and sub-locational levels, those people would
have had very little say over how the CDF funds were
allocated. The decisions would have been left to the
�fteen members of the constituency committee alone. It
is almost as if some of my constituents wanted to be
compensated to help themselves, as if they were owed
assistance.

Nonetheless, if I had to do it again, I would try to �nd
a way to compensate those who served on the locational
and sub-locational committees for their time, even if it
were only a small amount. Indeed, the government later
decided that those participating at the sub-locational
level would receive an allowance for travel and
expenses.

Nationally, the CDF encountered other di�culties.
Most MPs decided to work with only the committee of
�fteen people the CDF required at the constituency
level, and in a number of cases they appointed friends or
political cronies as members. Kenyan journalists began
reporting on CDF shortcomings: some MPs had shown
nepotism in managing the CDF and had used funds for



pet projects and in parts of the constituency they
preferred, without giving the citizens a real voice.
Indeed, the new Tetu MP who replaced me after I lost
the election in 2007 abandoned my methodology. He
picked his own committee of �fteen for the constituency
as a whole≔ the locational and sub-locational
committees are no more. I received reports that my
constituents were not happy about this≔ they had
appreciated the devolved power and had owned the
process. Regrettably, they do not seem to have had the
courage to demand its continued application and to
push their leaders to embrace good governance.

By the time I left o�ce, the CDF had resulted in a
number of concrete projects that will have a positive
impact on my former constituents’ development
prospects. Nearly half of the funds were directed to
education—to secondary school scholarships for more
than six hundred students, and support for the building
or refurbishment of classrooms, science laboratories,
and dormitories at schools, as well as at local vocational
schools. The communities also chose to invest CDF funds
in repairing and expanding health centers and
dispensaries, as well as providing them with upgraded
equipment, throughout the constituencies.

An irrigation project was also initiated and a number
of miles of pipes were laid. Electricity was provided to
more than a hundred homesteads, as well as to schools,
churches, a dispensary, and a tea-trading center. Funds
also supported the repair and maintenance of roads, the
construction of a community hall, and improved
facilities for police and local o�cials, designed to
enhance the services communities received from them.
In addition, storage and collection capacities at local
co�ee factories were expanded, and funds were
apportioned for youth projects, including the
development of microenterprises and environmental
conservation initiatives.



What was particularly pleasing in the implementation
of the CDF in Tetu was that the multilayered structure
helped minimize the risk of corruption. At a moment
when I was feeling disappointed by the number of
people who were willing to cheat and take advantage of
others, a colleague encouraged me by sharing
information to the e�ect that in any society, a quarter of
the population is honest, a quarter is dishonest, and the
remaining half can be persuaded either way. For
corruption to be curtailed, open and transparent systems
are essential. The better the systems and the better the
institutions in place, the more likely it is that the 50
percent of the population will join the 25 percent who
are honest.

In Tetu’s case, the constituency committee routinely
monitored and evaluated the progress of the committees
at the locational and sub-locational levels, and would
submit written progress reports to my constituency
o�ce, which had a full-time coordinator on sta�. That
said, I cannot be sure that nothing untoward took place.
Opportunities for price gouging on supplies for projects,
such as water pipes, existed, and in one case the price
paid for a certain grade of pipe seemed high.

What I wanted to create was a system for use of the
CDF funds that was transparent, accountable, and highly
participatory. In forming the multilayered approach, I
tried to establish a structure that would enshrine the
constituency priorities, no matter who represented Tetu
in parliament. Before the end of my term as MP, I
gathered together the �fteen members of the
constituency-level committee with the �fteen people
who represented each of the thirty-seven sub-locations—
nearly six hundred people in all—to produce a strategic
plan for Tetu for the next �ve years. Under the guidance
of a trained facilitator, the assembly developed a set of
concrete priorities for education, agriculture, health,
water, electricity, tourism, and the environment. With



the plan completed, no one would have to ask the
people of Tetu: What do you want? Although I don’t have
my parliamentary seat, my former constituents do have
the strategic plan, and it’s a good one. It is my hope that
they—the people who created it—will implement it.

Other countries, including South Africa and Nigeria,
are now looking at adopting the CDF model. When
Uganda introduced it in 2005, no system was put in
place to provide for stringent oversight of the funds.
Most MPs didn’t account for their spending, much to the
dismay of the national government and the MPs’
constituents. Such safeguards are vital to ensure that
MPs who misuse money are exposed, that citizens have
a means to report corruption, and that implementation
of all CDF-funded projects is monitored closely.

In spite of the teething problems and shortcomings of
the various CDF models, I hope that the idea spreads,
and that e�orts are made to improve upon it. The CDF is
truly an African solution to an African problem,
dependent on the budget of the government and not an
international agency, and on the active participation
and leadership of local communities rather than
international experts. Essentially, the CDF represents a
partnership that has been all too rare in Africa: between
the people and their leadership against poverty and
passivity.

HIV/AIDS: EMERGING FROM THE SHADOWS

The CDF process aside, there were other encouraging
signs of the development of grassroots leadership: for
instance, in the �ght against the devastation of
HIV/AIDS and the stigma that so often clings to people
who are HIV positive. While serving as an MP, I tried to
respond to the needs of people living with HIV/AIDS in
Tetu and also promoted voluntary testing for my
constituents.



MPs are encouraged in their constituency work to
partner with local government ministries as well as local
NGOs. Therefore, I requested that the Green Belt
Movement, which had many groups active in the Nyeri
area, provide the �nancial resources to rehabilitate an
existing building next to my constituency o�ce to create
the �rst Voluntary Counseling and Testing (VCT) center
in Tetu. As with the CDF projects, the actual
construction was completed by local artisans. The
ministry of health and the NGO People Living with
HIV/AIDS (PLWHA) supplemented these e�orts: the
ministry of health provided a sta� person to provide
counseling and testing; the Green Belt Movement
employed an assistant for him; and PLWHA organized
counselors to come and speak to people in the
constituency about how to live positively and
responsibly with HIV/AIDS, and how to protect their
partners from infection. Once the center was
established, it was vital to encourage people in Tetu to
be tested.

It was during these e�orts that I met a young woman
who had lost her husband to AIDS. Although her two
children were HIV free, she herself was HIV positive, but
she refused to live in the self-imposed exile that many of
those living with HIV/AIDS adopt. Each constituency in
Kenya had a government-mandated Constituency AIDS
Control Committee; this woman became a very frequent
attendee at meetings of the committee, and eventually I
learned her story. She proved to be very creative,
innovative, and motivated, and she needed a job.

So the Green Belt Movement employed her as a
support person for people living with HIV/AIDS. With
the assistance of my local constituency o�ce, this
woman played a major role in organizing other HIV-
positive men, women, and children to come out of the
isolation of their homes, to which many had retreated
after receiving a positive diagnosis. Due in large



measure to her work, many of these people are now
caring for and encouraging themselves and others.

Once the VCT was established, a monthly assembly
was organized there to support those living with
HIV/AIDS. They prayed and sang together, gave
personal testimonies—descriptions of experiences of
rejection or acceptance—and talked about how they
were living responsibly, or not. They learned to open up
to the pain, anger, and frustration they were
experiencing. Sometimes a priest would come to o�er
spiritual encouragement to those who felt they were
living in the shadow of death. Gatherings of children
and youth—some of whom were orphans, some of
whom were HIV positive, and some of whom were both
—were also organized at the center. Constituents felt it
was important for young people to learn how to protect
themselves, live positively, and look forward.

The soils in the Central Highlands are highly suited to
growing vegetables. The Green Belt Movement
introduced a campaign to encourage people living with
HIV/AIDS to establish kitchen gardens, so they could
include more health-promoting foods, especially green
vegetables, in their diets. Since Tetu’s economy is
heavily dependent on cash crops, most people no longer
grow food, but, rather, buy it in the market. For those
who are poor and are weakened by HIV/AIDS, a vicious
cycle can develop, in which they don’t have food but
can’t go to the market, either because they are too sick
or because they cannot a�ord to buy the food, since
they are no longer working.

GBM provided an extension service to assist people in
doing this, using a method that produced, organically, a
good amount of produce within a small area right near
their homes. Individuals were provided with seeds and
training, and, given the increase in the supply of
nutritious food, many of them improved in health. Even
though a number of those participating were in a



weakened state, it was encouraging to see them growing
their own food—since before the campaign, people had
locked themselves inside their houses, waiting to die.
Now they were outside in the fresh air, talking with
neighbors, and feeling more con�dent about the future:
living positively.

CORRUPTED INSTITUTIONS

In other ways, however, the old culture of
underdevelopment, corruption, and modes of inadequate
leadership remained a challenge. How much so was
brought home by the plight of small-scale co�ee
growers in my constituency. Shortly after the end of the
Vietnam War, the Vietnamese government sent
emissaries to Kenya to study how to expand its co�ee
industry. Kenya, in addition to having some of the best
co�ee in the world, conducts research in developing
high-yield and disease-resistant varieties of co�ee. The
Vietnamese not only bought di�erent strains of Kenyan
co�ee, but they invited some Kenyan co�ee experts to
Vietnam. In the twenty years since it began in earnest,
the Vietnamese co�ee industry has grown so large that
it not only has outstripped many traditional co�ee-
producing countries, such as Indonesia, Colombia, and
Ethiopia, but also has overtaken Kenya to become, after
Brazil, the world’s second-largest exporter of co�ee.

Because co�ee is a commodity, it is subject to
speculation on international markets, and thus growing
or selling it is a very risky business. If the market for the
product collapses, whether due to political instability or
overproduction, farmers can end up with nothing. On a
large scale, the whole country su�ers; on a local level,
entire communities and families go hungry because the
farmers are growing either crops to feed people and
animals in other countries or commodities such as
co�ee. Some are not growing food crops at all (as is the



case with many co�ee farmers). Since the developed
world has stacked current international trade rules
against developing countries by levying large duties on
their exports while �ooding their markets with cheap
imports, poorer societies are at a major disadvantage
when it comes to commodity crops like co�ee.

Despite my considerable reservations about the
wisdom of pursuing a cash-crop-based economy, I
nevertheless felt it was incumbent upon me as an MP to
do what I could to enable local businesses to survive,
especially as my constituency had many co�ee growers
and it was clear that a market for Kenyan co�ee existed.
To that end, I encouraged some German businessmen to
take an interest in Tetu’s co�ee. It was they who told me
about the thriving co�ee industry in Vietnam, and that
the average Vietnamese co�ee farmer regularly returns
a considerable pro�t on his crop. Naturally, with high
margins, the farmer works very hard! In addition, the
Vietnamese government supports the co�ee industry
and ensures not only that co�ee producers �nd
international buyers for their product, but also that the
farmers are able to keep their commitments and
maintain the quality and quantity buyers are looking
for. This consistency means that the farmers both retain
and expand their customer base.

Co�ee and tea are the base of the economy in the
Central Highlands, and therefore were supposed to be
the major income earners for most people in Tetu.
However, as I discovered, Kenya’s small-scale co�ee
farmers, who form the great majority of the industry,
had numerous obstacles confronting them, in addition to
relying on an uncertain crop for their primary means of
income. I learned that a great deal of corruption existed
at the factories, where the farmers delivered the co�ee
and where the beans were partly processed. This
corruption pervaded the management, the procurement
of inputs such as fertilizers, and the loans and advances



the factories made to the farmers against expected
earnings. The farmer could neither negotiate the price
for the inputs nor, of course, determine the price his
co�ee would be sold at in local and international
markets.

Further up the levels of management, overheads and
processing and marketing fees were extremely high,
while there was corruption in the cooperative movement
itself. Income from the sale of the co�ee was received
and processed in the centralized bureaucracies of the
Co�ee Board of Kenya and the Kenya Planters
Cooperative Union (PCU), and then distributed to the
farmers without their involvement.

This left the farmer with no possibility of negotiating
how much should be deducted from the sale price by the
bureaucracy, whether for research, or payments to and
allowances of the board members of both bodies. In
some cases, management had the audacity to inform
farmers that they owed the factories money and should
borrow funds to clear their loans! The farmer, with the
government’s sanction, had been turned into a virtual
serf; even though he owned the land, he received a
pittance for his labor. And he didn’t even own the
co�ee; indeed, as a cash crop, the co�ee bushes were
considered the property of the government. Due to a
colonial-era law, still in place, farmers who dared to cut
co�ee or tea bushes risked being arrested and charged
with an o�ense.

The income of many co�ee and tea farmers is
extremely low: many cannot pay school fees for their
children, or a�ord to go to the hospital when they or
members of their family are sick; the clothes they wear
and the food they eat are both of poor quality. They
might even need help burying their dead.

Unlike the small-scale farmers, the large-scale co�ee
farmers, of which there are a number in Kenya, can, like
the white settlers before them, deal directly with the



government and negotiate a fair price for their product.
Cooperatives were recommended to small farmers to
allow them to bene�t, even as small landowners, from
the economies of scale that operate in the marketplace.
But the cooperative movement has become so riddled
with corruption that far from rescuing the small farmers,
it has become the monster within. As much as it
behooves the governing elites to be more fair and just to
the small farmers, it is also up to the farmers to liberate
themselves by demanding better governance from their
leaders.

What I found frustrating, alongside the entrenched
corruption in the parastatals that had been established
with the aim of protecting rather than working against
the interests of the Kenyan co�ee growers, were the
attitudes of some of the farmers themselves. They often
didn’t give the crop the attention it needed, and instead
of working collaboratively to further their collective
aims—by, for instance, applying pressure on the Kenyan
government to reform the parastatals to ensure a better
price from international buyers and reduce the expenses
and deductions they were charged; or raise their
standards and encourage consistency; or promote the
whole region as a prime co�ee-growing area—the
farmers competed against each other. Some were
unreliable and indeed corrupt themselves, cheating
other farmers by in�ating the weight of their beans or
the amount of co�ee or tea they’d delivered to the
factory. Others trusted the factory managers blindly
because the latter were educated, and thus—so the
farmers thought—inclined to be more honest.

Of course, people at the bottom of the economic
ladder, like the co�ee farmers, have limited power and
capacity to negotiate a better deal. That’s why it’s up to
the government to protect them from an inherently
exploitative system that preys upon a vulnerable
population. When it doesn’t, I ask myself: Is it that the



government doesn’t see what’s happening to the farmers, or
that it just refuses to acknowledge their struggle, because
elites bene�t from the current system governing cash crops
like co�ee, tea, and sugarcane?

Another example of how the poor can be their own
worst enemy concerned macadamia nut farmers in my
parliamentary constituency. Macadamia nuts were
introduced into Kenya in 1944, but were not extensively
farmed until the late 1960s, when the government
became aware of their potential to generate income. Not
only can the nuts be eaten whole or used in
confectionary and snacks, but the oil is useful in salads,
the cake for livestock feed, and the shells for fuel and
charcoal making. The wood from the macadamia trees is
durable, and the tree itself is suitable for planting
among other crops, a practice that is called
agroforestry.2 Because of the wide variety of its
applications, the macadamia nut fetches a good price in
the market. If a macadamia nut farmer’s trees are
already planted and producing nuts to harvest, there is
no reason why the farmer shouldn’t succeed and become
wealthy by rural standards.

One day, a group of macadamia nut farmers
approached me. These particular farmers reported that
they sold their nuts into the Japanese market through a
Kenyan processor and exporter, who did not appear to
be corrupt. The nuts garnered a very good price per
kilogram, and the farmers should have been earning a
decent income. They were, however, unhappy. They
explained that because there was so much potential
money to be made in macadamia nuts, the farmers’
neighbors, who were also farmers, had begun to steal
them.

Macadamia nuts need to be fully ripe to be ready for
processing, so farmers wait until they fall to the ground.
However, the farmers told me, some people had started
shaking the trees before the nuts were ripe. Then others



had begun climbing the trees and picking the nuts
before they were ripe enough even to be shaken from
the tree. Finally, the greed had become so enormous
that some individuals had simply crept onto the farmers’
land at night, cut down the trees, and hauled them
away, so they could harvest every single nut for
themselves. Of course, because the nuts were not ready,
the thieves needed to �nd ways to make the nuts look
ripe. I was told they would boil the nuts with tea leaves
to change their color. But when the nuts arrived at
quality control in the market outside the country, they
were discovered to have rotted, and the middleman told
the farmers he didn’t want any more macadamia nuts
from them in the future.

When these farmers came to me with their story, they
were desperate. When they told me why they had lost
their lucrative market, I was astonished at the avarice
and shortsightedness of some members of the
community. I told them I would try to �nd another
market for the nuts, although I didn’t hold out much
hope. “We can work on it,” I said, “but you have already
killed the goose that was laying the golden eggs.” It was
clear, I continued, that it was going to take much more
e�ort to convince a new market of these farmers’
reliability.

What needs to be realized is that the individuals who
came to me were not what the industrialized world may
think of as farmers, with an understanding of
agricultural inputs, international markets, and
commodity prices. Indeed, like the individuals on the
hillside in Yaoundé, these farmers were in fact little
di�erent from their neighbors who stole the nuts, since
nearly everyone who lives in rural areas grows one crop
or another on their land. They have little or no
information about the product they grow; they have
little or no formal education and therefore may be
functionally or actually illiterate. If they are able to read



or write, they do not have access to written materials or
the Internet in order to inform themselves about the
crops that are their primary source of income; and, in
the case of the co�ee and macadamia nut growers, they
may never eat or drink what they harvest, since they do
not process what they’re selling.

This is why, even though the nut farmers may
organize themselves, there is still a need for strong
national leadership to make sure that they receive their
due if they are willing to work hard, act responsibly,
and not cheat the system.

In the cases of the macadamia nut and co�ee farmers,
however, the Kenyan government had made little e�ort
to put in place an extension service to educate the
growers, or to empower them to advocate for
themselves, through a collective, in the international
marketplace. I advised the macadamia nut farmers to
form their own cooperative and work together to �nd
out who owned trees before they were cut down,
register them, and then determine who was selling
macadamia nuts even though they didn’t have the trees
growing on their land. I also urged them to start again
and instill discipline among the growers; this way, they
would produce nuts of su�cient quality that they might
ultimately be able to �nd another vendor who would
process the nuts in their own region. This would in turn
add value to their product before they gave the nuts to
the middleman to sell to the exporter.

Unfortunately, I was voted out of parliament before I
had a chance to help the macadamia nut and co�ee
farmers further. However, I was an MP long enough to
see quite clearly that there was another problem that
a�ected these farmers in addition to their ignorance
about their own products, their lack of education, and
the government’s failure to support them in the way the
Vietnamese government had apparently done with
Vietnam’s co�ee farmers. What kept both co�ee and



macadamia growers in poverty, amid the manifold
riches of the best co�ee in the world and a valuable nut,
was not only the failure of the government to protect
them from local exploiters, but also their own failure to
understand the consequences of their self-destructive
actions. Instead of working together to further the
common good of their communities, they pursued their
individual interests, allowing greed and sel�shness to
thrive among them.

Since the macadamia nuts were already getting an
excellent price on the market, the farmers could have
pooled some of their earnings and made them available
so more people in their communities could buy trees
with a low-interest loan. This would mean more
macadamia trees for the community to share in the
wealth. It would, of course, have had to be a long-term
strategy, since macadamia trees require time to grow,
but it would have reaped dividends within a few years.
However, the thieves wanted the money �rst, and they
wanted it quick. Intoxicated with the expectation of
selling the nuts, they not only were willing to ruin their
prospects for further wealth by cutting down the trees,
but also thought nothing of impoverishing their
neighbors in doing so. Their actions made sure not only
that no more nuts would come from those particular
trees, but also that it would be many more years before
they would be able to make money from macadamia
nuts—if they could even �nd a market again.

I consider actions like these a form of corruption. It is
no di�erent from a minister demanding a kickback
before he gives out a license to harvest trees in the
forest. It expresses the same unwillingness to work for
what one earns and the same willingness to cheat the
system. It �ies in the face of common sense and
collective will. It also helps to create a stereotype that
discourages those who are genuine and compassionate
in committing their money or expertise to helping



Africa. The result is that communities end up dealing
with governments or companies that are mainly
interested in taking advantage of this vacuum created by
the culture of corruption to extract as many resources as
possible. By exposing their own greed and sel�shness,
the people are easily bought, exploited, and victimized,
thereby working against their own interests.

LOOKING BACK TO MOVE FORWARD

When all these forms of corruption, along with the more
usual graft and theft, become embedded, the societal
machine grinds to a halt. I’m not so naive as to believe
that personal and collective corruption can ever be
wholly eliminated; it will exist as long as there are
sel�sh people and money to be made. But there are
concrete measures that governments could take to bring
about the needed revolution in ethics, if they were
committed to it. An important element would be for
Africans to understand collectively that the current
situation wasn’t always so perilous—that the majority of
their forebears were honest, fair, and just, and that their
societies were functional and people’s basic needs were
met—and challenge themselves to emulate some of
these values. Part of the tragedy of Africa is that
ordinary Africans don’t, for the most part, remember
and take pride in this history. But this history is part of
who they are, and it needs to be taught and celebrated.
If they did this, they could celebrate themselves, too,
and not trust so much in those who mean them harm.

Another component in this revolution is for Africans
to recognize that, while they may think they are “better”
than their ancestors by being educated and literate, and
living in an age with motorized transportation,
computers, and some modern amenities, if those
ancestors were to rise from the dead, they would look at
them and wonder why so many contemporary Africans



apparently have scorned justice, abandoned fairness,
stolen from each other so freely, and let those among
them who are cheats and rogues not only go unpunished
but indeed be rewarded, while the weak and vulnerable
are left unprotected.

While Africans cannot change the past, they can try to
mold the future. One measure to which I would give
priority is for children throughout Africa, from the �rst
grade of primary school through the last year of
secondary school, to be taught the values of hard work,
honesty, justice, fairness, and accountability as part of
the normal curriculum, so they might grow into the
leaders and citizens that Africa needs. A number of
leadership initiatives already exist for Africans primarily
in their early twenties to mid-thirties, both within
African countries and abroad; it is my hope that each of
them includes as a core matter the issue of ethics.

The aim here is not education, per se: it is not as if the
leadership in Africa hasn’t had its share of highly
educated individuals. The point is to recognize that, just
as one develops new technologies and expands the
potential for breakthroughs in computer science and
engineering through technical colleges, so advances in
leadership and the application of values must receive
similar impetus.

I don’t believe that the peoples of Africa are more
accepting of corruption than those in other nations. As
the matatu passengers confronting the policemen
showed, people can spontaneously rise up and demand
an end to inappropriate behavior. However, they will
want to know that if they stand up or speak out,
everybody else will do the same—especially their
leaders, who should be at the forefront of this revolution
in ethics.

Civil society also has a vital role to play. On the one
hand, it should ensure that the government is held
accountable to the needs of the people. On the other, it



can also communicate to the people when the
government is adopting bene�cial policies. This is
especially important in a developing country where
people at the grassroots, because of their lack of
education or exposure, can be very localized in their
way of thinking.

Civil society in Africa is still not fully developed,
although regional di�erences exist in strength and
organization. In most countries, civil society remains
relatively small and comprised of individuals and
groups, not the mass of the people. If it were the latter,
more African capitals would see protestors in their
streets rallying against governmental injustices and
inequities and demanding greater accountability and
responsibility. But in many African countries today,
governments can still ignore civil society fairly easily.

A challenge to strengthening civil society in Africa lies
in the fact that since the majority of African leaders
have at least accepted the concept of democracy, the
international community is more interested now in
fostering the government and its institutions than in
fostering civil society. This is understandable: what
could take years for a voluntary organization to
accomplish can be done by a government in months;
indeed, that is why I wanted to enter parliament. Once
the government demonstrates its commitment to a
policy, it’s easy to move that policy through the system.
Nevertheless, what the international community would
do well to appreciate is that issues of values and
leadership are subtle—leaders either may not be willing
to admit there are problems (because they are part of
them!) or may consider them a waste of time. Therefore,
a strong civil society is necessary to advance them.

Civil society and government needn’t always be at
loggerheads. In the 1960s and ’70s, for example, the
Kenyan government helped fund civil society
organizations, many of which were carryovers from the



colonial administration: women’s organizations,
including the National Council of Women of Kenya and
Maendeleo ya Wanawake; Kenya Red Cross; the YWCA;
St. John’s Ambulance; and the Scouts, among others.
While it would be essential to ensure transparency in
any government’s �nancial support for civil society
groups today, because of widespread corruption and
favoritism, it would nonetheless be bene�cial for African
governments to acknowledge, as others around the
world have, that there are certain things they cannot do
or that civil society can do better.

Moreover, in funding civil society organizations, the
government would also be supporting volunteerism and,
in so doing, encouraging the creation of a much-needed
culture of service. Talent could also be fostered: many
civil society groups are sta�ed by young people, who
accept that not every task needs to have �nancial
compensation and that service can be its own reward. In
addition, the government could, if it were willing, learn
from these organizations.

As long as governments regard civil society with
suspicion and hostility, however, and civil society
remains weak, fractured, or able to be co-opted, real
development will be di�cult to achieve—not least
because a vast gap quite often exists between what
leaders agree on in the cabinet or parliament and what
is actually occurring at the community level. The CDF is
one attempt to bridge this gap. On a continent-wide
level, this is the special value of the Economic, Social
and Cultural Council (ECOSOCC) of the African Union.

THE CHALLENGE FOR ECOSOCC

In 2005, the African Union took an important step
toward acknowledging—and, perhaps, in the future,
embracing—civil society, by establishing ECOSOCC. As
an arm of the AU, with a mandate to report directly to



the union’s heads of state and government, ECOSOCC’s
task is threefold: to bring the voices of the African
peoples into the AU’s decision making processes; to
educate the peoples of Africa on all aspects of African
a�airs (politics, economics, culture, and health); and to
encourage civil society throughout the continent to
work for the welfare of the African peoples. The
assembly is comprised of two civil society delegates
from �fty-two of Africa’s �fty-three countries, with a
planned role for the African diaspora across the world.
ECOSOCC has the potential to contribute continent-wide
solutions to Africa’s problems.

In 2005, I was asked by the AU to serve as the
presiding o�cer for the formation of ECOSOCC, a
position I was pleased to accept. In this role, I oversaw
elections for these representatives and the launch of
ECOSOCC as a fully constituted body in September
2008. In the past, civil society tried, often fruitlessly, to
reach out to Africa’s heads of state to urge them to
respond to the myriad needs of their people, and to
involve ordinary Africans in making decisions about
what happened in their countries. In turn, some leaders
dismissed members of civil society as ignorant and
unpatriotic, funded by the West to destabilize African
governments. The creation of ECOSOCC recognizes,
albeit perhaps only partially, the need for civil society
and governments to work together.

Like all institutions, ECOSOCC will be only as
e�ective in meeting its mandate as the commitment of
those who participate in it. While I’m sure that people in
every African country would like to see a strong civil
society, some of their leaders may not want it to
�ourish. Others seek to appoint those who will serve in
civil society organizations, thus maintaining a degree of
control over them. Indeed, this has been a problem in
establishing ECOSOCC itself. However, it is the duty of
those of us in Africa, both government o�cials and civil



society representatives, to make the partnership that
ECOSOCC represents work. If this e�ort is successful, it
has the potential to help the continent rebuild the much-
splintered and twisted three-legged stool.



CULTURE: THE MISSING LINK?

THE IMPORTANCE of Africans’ cultural heritage to their sense
of who they are still isn’t recognized su�ciently by
them, or others. Culture is the means by which a people
expresses itself, through language, traditional wisdom,
politics, religion, architecture, music, tools, greetings,
symbols, festivals, ethics, values, and collective identity.
Agriculture, systems of governance, heritage, and
ecology are all dimensions and functions of culture—for
instance, “agriculture” is the way we deal with seeds,
crops, harvesting, processing, and eating. Whether
written or oral, the political, historical, and spiritual
heritage of a community forms its cultural record,
passed from one generation to another, with each
generation building on the experience of the previous
one. Such a collective self-understanding directs a
community in times of peace and insecurity; it
celebrates and soothes it during the passages of birth,
adolescence, marriage, and death; and it enables it to
survive during transitions from one generation of
leaders to another.

Culture gives a people self-identity and character. It
allows them to be in harmony with their physical and
spiritual environment, to form the basis for their sense
of self-ful�llment and personal peace. It enhances their
ability to guide themselves, make their own decisions,
and protect their interests. It’s their reference point to
the past and their antennae to the future. Conversely,
without culture, a community loses self-awareness and
guidance, and grows weak and vulnerable. It
disintegrates from within as it su�ers a lack of identity,



dignity, self-respect, and a sense of destiny. People
without culture feel insecure and are obsessed with the
acquisition of material things and public displays, which
give them a temporary security that itself is a delusional
bulwark against future insecurity. We see this in many
places in Africa today. An example of the destruction to
African cultures wrought by the imposition of arbitrary
imperial boundaries can be seen in the fact that, while
most of us know what might constitute a French,
Russian, Chinese, Japanese, or Indian culture, it is
impossible to speak meaningfully of a South African,
Congolese, Kenyan, or Zambian culture.

My long-standing attempt to understand the impact of
the destruction of culture on Africa’s current challenges
has partly been a personal journey to discover who I
really am. It began on my �rst day of primary school,
when I was too young to appreciate the deliberate
trivialization of my culture and the political, economic,
and social impact of the colonial administration’s
imposition of their culture on ours.

I absorbed a beautifully prepackaged set of beliefs
intended to indoctrinate and prepare my community for
a long colonial rule without any resistance: once
Africans accepted our second-class position, we would
be safe and taken care of—happy slaves in our own
land. It was not until I went to the United States in 1960
to begin my university education that I started to
become interested in my cultural roots. Recalling what
my grandparents told me of the history of our
community, I began to realize that, unlike what I had
been taught, much of what occurred in Africa before
colonialism was good. As with the ritual through which
power changed, the ituika, the leaders were accountable
to their people, who were able to feed, clothe, and
house themselves. People carried their cultural
practices, stories, and sense of the world around them in
their oral traditions, which were rich and meaningful.



They lived in harmony with the other species and the
natural environment, and they protected that world.

My grandparents and others of their generation
measured their happiness, their material and spiritual
well-being, in ways far di�erent from today. Their
medium of exchange was goats. They kept domestic
animals, which they used carefully for survival and
treated humanely, and cultivated a variety of food crops
on their lands. Because most of their basic needs were
met, they didn’t consider themselves poor. They lived
within a community full of rituals, ceremonies, and
expressions of their connection to the land and their
culture; they didn’t feel alienated or adrift in a
meaningless, highly materialistic world that assigns
value only in dollars and cents, because their world was
animated by the spirit of God. They took what they
needed for their own quality of life, but didn’t
accumulate and destroy in the process—and they did all
this so that future generations would survive and thrive.
By the time my mother died, in 2000, everything could
be sacri�ced for money: forests, land, goats, values, and
even people. In a cash economy, it became necessary to
destroy the environment, own part of it, and deny others
access to it—including those whose families had lived
on it for many generations.

It is my search into this heritage I have in common
with millions of others in Africa and elsewhere that
convinces me that the tenets of modernity—with its
belief that material goods, greater technology, and
innovation at any cost will solve all our problems and
meet all our needs—are insu�cient to provide an
ethical direction for our lives. Ultimately, I began to
accept, and even yearn for, the part of me that had been
concealed for so long, the part found in the culture into
which I was born and within which I’d partly been
raised. It was impatiently waiting for me to explore and
understand. I suspect this is an experience shared by



Africans across the continent and in the diaspora, and
by many others whose cultures have been threatened
with extinction.

One way I felt this dislocation between who I was and
what I was educated to be was through my name, which
re�ected the imposition of a “foreign” identity upon my
own. When I was born, as was traditional in Kikuyu
culture I was given the name Wangari, after my paternal
grandmother, and Muta, my father’s �rst name. But, as
the child of Christians, I was baptized and given a
biblical name, Miriam, which is how my parents,
friends, and teachers addressed me while I was growing
up. Miriam became my �rst name and Wangari my last,
a practice encouraged by the colonial administration to
downplay African surnames, so that only the British
would be called by their formal last names. (Clearly, this
process served to facilitate the local peoples’ acceptance
of their inferior status and colonized identity.) When I
came under the in�uence of the nuns at the schools I
attended, I embraced the Catholic faith and was
encouraged to take a new name, because Miriam was
perceived as more akin to Protestantism. To honor the
Holy Family of the New Testament, I chose to be
renamed for Mary and Joseph, feminized to Josephine,
upon being received into the Catholic Church as a
teenager. Josephine was shortened to the nickname Jo,
and from then on I was known as Mary Jo Wangari. It
was at college in the United States that I recognized the
strangeness of being called Miss Wangari, which is the
equivalent of being called the daughter of myself.
Eventually, I reclaimed my birth name—and with it
some measure of my origins.

Even today, although Africans living in Africa will
more likely use their Christian names, they often very
quickly reclaim their African names once they go
beyond the continent. Through a process of self-
liberation, they appreciate the satisfaction of owning



aspects of their culture. Through my own journey, I
know that it takes e�ort and will to recognize that one
is not backward, inferior, out of touch, or a “tribalist” if
one accepts one’s cultural heritage and de�nes oneself
by it—that, indeed, only that culture can provide self-
knowledge and self-identity.

To be sure, culture is a double-edged sword that can
be used as a weapon to strike a blow for empowerment
or to threaten those who would assert their own self-
expression or self-identity. In many communities in
Africa and other regions, women are discriminated
against, exploited, and controlled through prevailing
cultures, which demand that they act a certain way.
They are denied power, access to wealth and services,
and even control of their bodies through practices such
as female genital mutilation, early or child marriage,
and rules of disinheritance. Some cultures demand that
men be warriors and learn to kill, or to treat women a
certain way, or to repress emotions, such as a�ection,
pain, and compassion. Those who break away from the
norm are punished or ostracized. These are some of the
negative aspects of culture. We cannot shy away from
these realities.

When I �rst began to engage with Kenyan civil society
in the early 1970s and joined the National Council of
Women of Kenya, it was on behalf of the Kenya
Association of University Women. Although I’d returned
to Kenya as Wangari Muta, committed to playing my
part in advancing my newly independent country, I
wore Western clothing and spoke �uent English,
including at home with my family. I moved into the
privileged setting of the university, where I achieved a
doctorate, available then only to the tiniest minority of
people in Africa, and an even smaller minority of
African women. Although opportunities have expanded
since, the number of African PhDs, and in particular
women PhDs, is still comparatively small.



It was, therefore, as a member of an exclusive,
Westernized elite common then to many societies in
postindependence Africa that I began to listen to rural
women speak of their di�culties in obtaining �rewood
to cook nutritious foods and providing clean drinking
water and fodder for their animals—the beginnings of
the Green Belt Movement.

It was through my contact with these women that I
began to seek the linkages between poverty and
environmental degradation and the loss of culture.
When I began to build the Green Belt Movement, I
thought that all that was needed to encourage people to
conserve their ecosystem and restore food security was
to teach them how to plant trees and to make
connections between their degraded environment and
their di�culties. However, over the years I began to
recognize that the rediscovery of culture was not
something simply personal, but a political and social
necessity, and that a reengagement with one’s roots
meant attempting to embrace all of its richness,
contradictions, and challenges in �tting into the modern
world.

I started to understand why communities were not
only culturally uprooted, but were also literally pulling
up the few remaining trees available to them, on which
they and their children and grandchildren depended.
When communities were told that their culture was
demonic and primitive, they lost their sense of collective
power and responsibility and succumbed, not to the god
of love and compassion they knew, but to the gods of
commercialism, materialism, and individualism. The
result was an expanding impoverishment, with the
peoples’ granaries and stomachs as empty as their souls.

When I began to become active on environmental
issues, people were curious about why I was helping
women plant trees. Was it because of where I was born or
raised, or how and where I was educated? Was it because of



my parents or grandparents? Was it something in my
cultural heritage that particularlycherished the natural
world? Was I doing it to advance my career, become rich,
achieve fame, or gain political power? Why, they
continued, did I persist in pursuing environmental
conservation when so many odds were stacked against me?
After all, I had a �ourishing academic career at the
pinnacle of learning in postindependence Kenya, the
University of Nairobi.

Their incomprehension was understandable. During
the 1980s, the regime in Kenya regularly accused people
who challenged the government’s policies or practices
that subverted rural populations of being
“antigovernment.” When I was accused of both, it wasn’t
because I was planting trees. Rather, it had more to do
with the journey I had embarked upon.

While I could understand to some extent the
government’s paranoia about holding on to power, what
I couldn’t fathom was why the environment was not as
important to my fellow Africans, or Kenyans, or even
Kikuyus, who were in the government or in positions of
authority in society, as it was to me. Why were political
leaders behaving as if they had colonized their own
country—and, in so doing, had facilitated the
exploitation of natural resources like indigenous forests
and land by handing them over to their political
supporters or making them available to corporate
interests? Why were they disinheriting their own people
and future generations?

I realized then that it was not just the poor who had
been culturally uprooted. Even those with power and
wealth were not only unwilling but also unable to
protect their environment from immediate destruction
or preserve it for future generations. Since they, too, had
been culturally disinherited, they did not seem to
recognize that they had something to pass on. Although
they were the people expected to protect their countries’



wealth, they perceived themselves as passersby, and so
took whatever they could on their way through. This
also explained to me why many Africans, both leaders
and ordinary citizens, facilitated the exploitation of their
countries and peoples. Without culture, they’d lost their
knowledge of who they were and what their destiny
should be.

Of course, this problem isn’t only an African one:
people all over the world, rich and poor, are
shortsightedly stripping the Earth of her bounty in favor
of acquiring wealth today, at the expense of the survival
of future generations, whether theirs or other peoples’.
And yet, I feel the problem acutely as an African,
precisely because I am within a generation or two of
those who had a culture that, albeit unknowingly,
contributed to the conservation rather than the
destruction of their environment. By making these
linkages, the full dimensions and impact of the loss of
cultural connection to the environment became clear to
me.

THE WRONG BUS SYNDROME

Through this analysis of the intersections of culture, the
degradation of the environment, and political
corruption, I realized it was necessary to enlarge the
Green Belt Movement’s conception of conservation to
include a recognition of cultural heritage and the
consequences of its loss, how and why culture was
important, and how its neglect manifested itself in the
ways the public reacts to the environment, and even to
life itself. We came to understand that we had to allow
people to see that the system in which they were living
was fundamentally �awed. Until it was corrected, and
people could feel empowered and hold their government
accountable, the Green Belt Movement’s work would not
be fully realized. This is how the Civic and



Environmental Education seminars gradually became an
essential part of the Green Belt Movement’s approach to
development.

One part of the seminar is an exercise we named “The
Wrong Bus Syndrome.” Traveling by bus is a very
common experience in Kenya, as it is in many African
countries. Since most Africans can identify with a
traveler in a bus, it’s easy for seminar participants to
visualize what happens if a traveler makes the wrong
decision and gets onto the wrong bus: she or he will
arrive at the wrong destination and will, without a
doubt, encounter unexpected problems. These may
include sleeping out in the cold, going hungry, or
experiencing something dispiriting or dangerous (such
as harassment by the police or attacks by thugs). If the
traveler gets on the right bus, he or she should have a
relatively easy journey, because all has gone according
to plan.

Throughout the many seminars the Green Belt
Movement has held over the years, people have o�ered
the following main reasons why a traveler could get on
the wrong bus: he or she fails to ask for directions and
does not seek all the necessary information; someone
accidentally or deliberately misinforms the traveler; the
traveler is incapacitated through mental illness, drug
abuse, alcoholism, a state of distress and confusion, or
genetic impairment of the mind; the traveler has a
misplaced sense of arrogance and adopts a know-it-all
attitude; the traveler cheats him- or herself and
trivializes the implications of making the wrong
decision; the traveler is fearful, intimidated, cowed, and
lacks con�dence and self-assurance; or the traveler is
simply ignorant.

As part of this exercise, seminar participants are asked
to enumerate the problems they’re facing in their
communities. The answers are issues familiar to poor
people, and those concerned with development, all over



the world—and they are legion. A group of a hundred
once enumerated no fewer than 150 problems! Among
the most common are hunger, poverty, unemployment,
collapsed institutions, a lack of security, violations of
human rights, and religious di�erences that split
communities and divide friends and neighbors. Other
problems relate to the immediate environment: loss of
local biological diversity, especially forests; soil erosion;
pollution; the disappearance of indigenous food crops;
and the drying up of marshlands, streams, and springs.

In light of all these challenges, when asked if they’re
moving in the right or wrong direction, or traveling on
the right or wrong bus, individuals in the seminars are
usually unanimous in their opinions: they are on the
wrong bus. They recognize that they haven’t asked
questions of their leaders—from the local chief to their
MP to the head of state. They’ve been over-trusting, and
haven’t paid adequate attention to the information
available to them. They haven’t had the courage to
stand up to these leaders and challenge the direction
they have been taking the people in, or they have relied
too much on their leaders’ assurances that all the people
have to do is to trust them. Or they have assumed that
politics is beyond their understanding. Some may have
allowed themselves to be misled by alcohol, drugs, or
misinformation, making them easy victims for
exploitation. All of these choices mean they are less
capable of reaching the destination they want.

Interestingly, in every seminar, participants point to
the loss of traditional culture as one of the major causes
of troubles such as the misuse of alcohol and drugs,
irresponsible behavior toward women and girl children,
high secondary school dropout rates (especially for
girls), prostitution, theft, the breakup of family
relationships, and the commercialization of religion.
They express distress at the phenomenon of street
children, and the spread of HIV/AIDS. As they analyze



further the causes of their problems, many people come
to the conclusion that their society has lost its accepted
values and taboos and has, therefore, become both
vulnerable and susceptible to any leader who promises
them the immediate satisfaction of their felt needs.

In turn, the seminars aim to allow individuals to
deepen their sense of self-knowledge and realize that to
care for the environment is to take care of themselves
and their children—that in healing the earth they are
healing themselves. The Green Belt Movement’s tree-
planting program and Civic and Environmental
Education seminars seek not only to empower the poor
economically and politically, but also to encourage them
to internalize a sense of working beyond self-interest
and make a greater commitment to service for the
common good.

In the course of the seminar, after participants have
concluded that they are moving in the wrong direction,
the question is put to them: “What do you do now?” It is
at that point that attendees reach the state where they
decide that they must take charge—not to continue
going the wrong way, but to get o� that bus, board the
appropriate one, and start moving in the right direction.

Getting on the right bus will help them deal
eventually with the long set of problems they have
listed. At this point in the process, participants gain
what in Kikuyu is called kwimenya, or kujijua in
Kiswahili, or in English, “self-knowledge.” When they
experience kwimenya, participants can confront the
choices they made that led them to take the wrong bus.
They can also begin to choose di�erently.

Attendees recognize that they cannot be fatalistic, but
must acknowledge their own agency. They comprehend
that they need not only to choose wisely which bus to
take, but to exercise kwimenya on issues as signi�cant as
how they are governed, how they govern themselves,
how they manage their resources, how they expand



democratic space, whether they respect or violate each
other’s rights, and whether they create or destroy peace.
They see that if they are going to get better governance,
they have to participate in elections, and determine
which leaders they want.

Exercising kwimenya entails being responsible oneself,
but holding leaders responsible as well—in other words,
not only protecting the soil on your own land and
conserving nearby forests, but also demanding that the
government protect the country’s soil and forests from
degradation and exploitation. The recognition of the
need for both personal and political responsibility and
accountability leads people to the realization of the
central importance of democratic governance.

In my own personal journey, I realized that not only
was I on the wrong bus, but everyone else was, too—
and that one of the main reasons why we had gotten on
the wrong bus was because we had lost our cultures. My
analysis led me to conclude that if people are denied
their culture, they are vulnerable to being exploited by
their leaders and to being exploiters themselves.

The reawakening of kwimenya can provide individuals
with deep psychological and spiritual clarity. There is
enormous relief, as well as anger and sadness, when
people realize that without a culture one not only is a
slave, but also has in e�ect collaborated with the slave
trader, and that the consequences have been long-lasting
and devastating, extending back through generations. A
new appreciation of culture gives traditional
communities a chance, quite literally, to rediscover
themselves, revalue and reclaim who they are, and get
on the right bus.

RECLAIMING CULTURE

The challenge for the many parts of Africa that were
decultured is to rediscover their cultural heritages, and



use them to both reconnect with the past and help direct
them in their political, spiritual, economic, and social
development. Despite their apparent simplicity to
outsiders, who might consider their own culture more
complex and sophisticated as well as more relevant and
practical, the expressions of one’s own culture are much
more meaningful and constructive to those who claim
them than alien (and supposedly superior) holy
scriptures, or masterpieces of literature and music
produced by an occupying power. As wonderful and
enriching to human experience as foreign heritages are
to those who subscribe to and value them, they are
nevertheless aspects of other peoples’ experiences and
heritage.

Indeed, through their strong power of suggestion,
foreign cultures may reinforce a sense of inadequacy
and nurture an inferiority complex in those constantly
exposed to them and urged to perceive them as “better.”
This is partly why foreign cultures play an important
role in power politics, and in economic and social
control. Once people have been conquered and are
persuaded to accept that they not only are inherently
inferior but also should gratefully receive the wisdom of
the “superior” culture, their society is undermined,
disempowered, and becomes willing to accept outside
guidance and direction. This experience has been
repeated throughout human history.

Citizens of former colonial powers are often ba�ed as
to why indigenous or colonized peoples seem to su�er
disproportionately from alcoholism, homelessness,
mental illness, disease, lethargy, fatalism, or
dependency. They cannot fathom why many of these
peoples seem unable to relate to the modern world, why
many of their children cannot stay in school, or why
many do not thrive in the contemporary, industrialized
world of big cities and corporate capitalism. They are
surprised that their development programs don’t



produce the desired results and their attempts to
alleviate the conditions under which so many
indigenous or colonized peoples su�er may meet with
passivity, indi�erence, resistance, or sometimes
hostility.

What these well-meaning development specialists,
philanthropists, politicians, and others perhaps don’t
fully appreciate is that indigenous or colonized people
have been living a split life for centuries. In the colonial
era and the decades following African independence, the
cultures of the African peoples were trivialized and
demonized by colonial administrators, missionaries, and
local devotees. Then the pre- and postindependence
leaders and the international community urged the
peoples of Africa to modernize, move beyond their
“tribal” inheritance, and embrace the newer cultures,
readily available today in �lms and on television and
the Internet.

African communities have been attempting to
reconcile their traditional way of life with the foreign
cultures that condemned their own and encouraged
them to abandon it. What are people to do when
everything they believe in—and everything that makes
them who they are—has been called “Satanic” or
“primitive” or “witchcraft” or “sorcery”? What do they
turn to? What wisdom do they call upon? What can be
done to resist? And when, as is usually the case, this
heritage is solely oral, how can they rediscover and
reclaim its positive aspects?

Before the arrival of the Europeans, Mount Kenya was
called Kirinyaga, or “Place of Brightness,” by the people
who lived in its shadow. The Kikuyus believed that God
dwelled on the mountain, and that the rains, clean
drinking water, green vegetation, and crops, all of which
had a central place in their lives, �owed from it. When
Christian missionaries arrived in the area toward the
end of the nineteenth century, they told the local people



that God did not live on Mount Kenya, but rather in
heaven, and that the mountain and its forests,
previously considered sacred grounds, could be
encroached upon and the reverence accorded to them
abandoned. The people believed this and were
persuaded to consider their relationship with the
mountain and, indeed, nature itself as primitive,
worthless, and an obstacle to development and progress
in an age of modernity and advances in science and
technology. This did not happen only, of course, to the
people who lived around Mount Kenya.

Over the next generations, the reverence and spirit
that had led the communities to preserve speci�c species
of tree, like the wild �g, and the forests on Mount Kenya
died away. When the white settlers and then the local
communities themselves cut down the trees to plant
co�ee and tea and other agricultural products,
encroaching farther and farther up the mountain, there
was little resistance. From then on, they were seen as
commodities only, to be privatized and exploited. The
awe and sense of place that had allowed the
communities around Mount Kenya to recognize,
however unconsciously, that in order to safeguard their
livelihoods they needed to protect the mountain’s
ecosystem, including its forests, were gone.

This is why culture is intimately linked with
environmental conservation. Because communities that
haven’t yet undergone industrialization often retain a
close, reverential connection with nature, and their
lifestyle and natural resources are not yet
commercialized, the areas where they live are rich in
biological diversity. But these habitats are most in
danger from globalization, privatization, and the piracy
of biological materials, precisely because of the wealth
of natural resources contained in the biodiversity. As a
result, communities are losing their rights to the
resources they have preserved throughout the ages as



part of their cultural heritage. The belittling of
indigenous culture continues for many minority groups.
The source of the disdain these days, however, is more
likely to be other Africans rather than people from other
regions of the world.

The demonization of the indigenous cultures to which
Africans were subjected for centuries extended into
every facet of their lives, and left them vulnerable to
diseases and social pathologies that dog them to this
day. In the case of the Kikuyus, it led not only to the
continuing deforestation of Mount Kenya and the
degradation of the environment in the surrounding
region, but also to the virtual disappearance of the
cultivation of many indigenous foods like millet,
sorghum, arrowroots, yams, and green vegetables, as
well as the decimation of wildlife, all in favor of a small
variety of cash crops. The colonizers and those who
accepted their beliefs trivialized the old ways, including
the owning of cattle as a sign of wealth, growing crops
that evolved in the local environment for household
consumption, and sourcing medicinals from local foods
and plants. All of these were considered indicative of a
“primitive” way of life. The loss of indigenous plants
and the methods to grow them has contributed not only
to food insecurity but also to malnutrition, hunger, and
a reduction of local biological diversity.

In many African societies, traditional cuisine has also
drastically changed, and for the worse. Instead of a
largely meatless, saltless, and fatless diet, full of steamed
or roasted vegetables, the colonized rich have adopted
the perceived diet of the rich, with all the ailments that
come with it, such as high blood pressure, diabetes,
gout, and the loss of teeth. In the meantime, the poor
have tried their best to catch up with the wealthier
citizens, and soon su�er from malnutrition, hunger, and
diseases associated with trying to chase an unsustainable



lifestyle rather than maintaining a traditional, more
nutritious diet.

The brewing and sale of alcohol during the colonial
period provide another example of how cultural norms
were subverted, introducing a new set of social
problems that persist to this day. When the British came
to Kenya, they banned the brewing of local beer and
even initially forbade Africans to drink bottled
(European) alcohol, lest they forget their place.
However, once the British had built breweries and put
the local ones out of business, they allowed, indeed
promoted, the locals’ consumption of foreign brands of
alcohol, with ready cash the only constraint. Locals were
given business licenses to open village bars for
consumption of only the bottled brews from breweries
owned by the colonialists. Before this, bars did not exist.
People drank alcohol only at home or at community
celebrations.

By this time, all the traditional strictures on the use of
alcohol—such as allowing its consumption only in
middle age and reserving its use for ceremonies or
festivals—had been done away with by the colonial
authorities. When the festivals and ceremonies
themselves were also banned, a culture of drinking
alcohol without a reason, age limits, or social controls
was encouraged. Drinking halls sprouted in every
shopping center and opened their doors to men, women,
youth, and today, even children. When colonial laws
gave Africans the freedom to drink alcohol in village
bars without the restraint of cultural norms, many locals
drank themselves to destruction. As elsewhere in Africa,
the banning of indigenous practices had relatively little
to do with maintaining purity, spreading civilization, or
stimulating a love of Christ—or, for that matter,
warding o� the temptations of Satan. It had a lot to do
with rubber, gold, diamonds, oil, slaves, and cash.



In Kenya now, alcohol and cigarettes appear to
receive more attention from advertising agencies than
food and medicine. The pursuit of pro�ts is so
aggressive that in small towns it is easier to identify the
brands of beer and cigarettes than to know the names of
the shops they’re sold in or those of the centers where
the shops are located. Even today, in some communities,
the brewing of local alcohol is still prohibited by
colonial legislation held over as part of national law.
Partly because of poverty, many people often consume
illegal and adulterated alcohol bought and sold in
secret; many such brews have destroyed health and
caused blindness and death, not to mention the
breakdown of families.

TOWARD HEALING AND RECOGNITION

At long last, development agencies, religious leaders,
academic institutions, and even some government
o�cials are beginning to acknowledge the multiple
facets of culture in Africa, and its role in the political,
economic, and social life of African communities and
nations. Environmentalists and international institutions
are also coming to realize culture’s centrality in the
protection of biological diversity. For all human beings,
wherever we were born or grew up, the environment
fostered our values, nurtured our bodies, and developed
our religions. It de�ned who we are and how we see
ourselves. No one culture is applicable to all human
beings; none can satisfy all communities. Just as we are
�nally starting to see the value of biological diversity,
we are also belatedly recognizing that humanity needs
to �nd beauty in its diversity of cultures and accept that
there are many languages, religions, attires, dances,
songs, symbols, festivals, and traditions, and that this
cultural diversity should be seen as a natural heritage of
humankind.



In addition, e�orts are being made to undo some of
the cultural and psychological damage in�icted on
Africa by the many forces that have competed with
themselves on her soil. For example, church leaders are
facilitating what is being called the Africanization of the
Church of Christ. African priests, for instance, will now
accept indigenous names instead of demanding that an
African take a European name at baptism. Performing
African dances in churches (albeit with changed words
and meaning) is now quite common. Farm produce and
livestock rather than cash is now an acceptable part of
the o�ertory.

New converts are not forced to discard their
traditional clothing and adornments in favor of Western
dress, and they can proudly accept Christian fraternity
without the need to look like a Westerner. All this would
probably make the original missionaries and converts
turn in their graves, but it is a re�ection of the new
consciousness and tolerance for di�erent cultures that
many Africans—including those in mainstream Christian
religions—are acknowledging.

This isn’t to say that there aren’t still di�culties. Even
now, some African religious leaders �nd it di�cult to
preach in favor of their own culture when they have
been preaching against and distancing themselves from
it for many years. It takes courage to be in charge of
one’s own identity and recognize that one was
deliberately misinformed.

Nonetheless, progressive religious leaders from Africa
and Europe have begun �nding political and social
space for African cultures. Hence the signi�cance of the
message from the then head of the Anglican
Communion, Archbishop George Carey of Canterbury, in
December 1993, when he publicly apologized in Nairobi
on behalf of those missionaries who had condemned all
aspects of African spirituality and traditions. He
conceded that some facets of the culture were



completely compatible with the teachings of Christ,
even though some of them may have been incompatible
with European culture, traditions, and values. Dr. Carey
said he hoped that this wrong would be put right so that
the con�dence and self-respect of the African way of
life, including aspects of its spirituality, sense of justice,
respect for life, and basic human rights, might be
restored for Africa’s bene�t.

In September 1995, Pope John Paul II similarly
apologized to Africans for the sins committed by
missionaries when he came to Nairobi to present the
report of the African Synod on the Catholic Church in
Africa. He also acknowledged that not all African
heritage was Satanic or incompatible with Christ’s
teachings. Indeed, at an open mass at Uhuru Park in
Nairobi, the pope was treated to aspects of church
liturgy that were borrowed from African cultures and
would have been unacceptable to the missionaries and
the African priests who followed in their footsteps.

The pope encouraged Africa’s religious leaders to
recognize that a people’s culture is dynamic and must be
in�uenced by other cultures it interacts with. Therefore,
African cultures will have been a�ected and in�uenced
by the cultural traditions and practices from the
Europeans, Indians, and Arabs who left their mark on
the continent of Africa. Nevertheless, he concluded,
Africans themselves had to decide what they wished to
take from other cultures, to claim what is good and
retain it, and decide what was worthless at this time in
their development and needed to be abandoned. Others
cannot do this for Africans, the pope emphasized,
without perpetuating the culture of patronizing the
African people.

Undoubtedly, the cultures that existed in the past had
problems: an overdependence on an elite who
determined what was acceptable and what wasn’t; and
an attitude that assigned every setback to God’s will.



Some of what occurred, and continues to this day, was
and is cruel and ignorant. As we’ve seen in recent years
in Kenya, Rwanda, Congo, Sudan, Sierra Leone, Côte
d’Ivoire, Uganda, and other countries, Africans are still
maiming and killing each other in senseless con�icts, as
well as forcing vast numbers of people from their homes
to live in misery in unsanitary and overcrowded
encampments.

However, there is nothing particularly African about
human beings preying upon one another, or people
attacking each other because of their religious a�liation
or ethnic or racial background, or women being
discriminated against. Furthermore, I am inclined to
believe that because the precolonial societies were
mostly intact and had a robust cultural life, the African
cultures that were demonized by the colonizers and the
missionaries had some sense of kwimenya that allowed
them to survive the vicissitudes of the weather, the
occasional wars between other groups, and cultural
upheavals. Kwimenya would have enabled them to open
up to the progressive ideas of human rights and self-
determination without the jettisoning of everything their
culture valued. And, surely, one attribute these societies
possessed was a recognition that there was no one else
to whom they could turn to solve the problems that
a�ected them—no international donors or agencies, no
government beyond their own immediate council, no
big brother to look after them—apart from the resources
found within their own culture. Consequently, they were
forced to embrace their challenges and seek solutions for
themselves.

One resource for precolonial Africans that is sorely
missed is the traditional healer or medicine man or
woman, which in Western terms would be de�ned, at
least in part, as a psychiatrist. Both provide a similar
service, in that they attempt to plumb the psyche in
ways that cannot ordinarily be reached by either surgery



or drugs. They possess a natural ability to listen and
empathize, and are skilled in responding to emotional
trauma and su�ering. As repositories of the wisdom
gathered over generations, traditional healers served an
important function in indigenous societies. If the
colonial administrators had not demonized them—as
they had their own traditional healers—they might have
been introduced to reading and writing and thus been
able to share, in written form, their knowledge as it
evolved with the times.

Today, genuine medicine men and women could play
an important role in helping contemporary Africans
understand the problems they face as they straddle
modernity and tradition, the West and their native
cultures, and as they try to meet the challenges of
determining their identity in relation to other
communities. But, because Africa has few psychologists
in the Western sense, the choices for Africans are stark:
they are either mentally sound or in a mental hospital.
Of course, people can seek counsel from their priests or
imams, but because it is generally still believed in Africa
that one cannot be either a good Christian or a good
Muslim while being open to traditional healing, the
individual’s turmoil may not be fully acknowledged or
addressed. It will take many years for African authorities
to accept the presence of traditional healers again, just
as it has taken many years for them to concede that
traditional mid-wives can �ll certain gaps in the nursing
profession, so that all women are provided with basic
hygiene and assistance when they give birth.

It is within this context that reports, for instance, of
older women in Kenya being burned alive because they
have been accused of practicing witchcraft, or of
children in Angola and Congo who have been cast onto
the streets because their families believed them to be
possessed by the devil, should be interpreted. This



persecution expresses a dichotomy common to many
Africans caught between tradition and modernity.

Behind these phenomena lies a trauma sadly familiar
to many of the world’s poor. As in other regions, many
African societies are in tumult, only just emerging from
years of civil war and with economies, communities,
and families fractured or decimated. When calamities
follow one upon the other—disease, war, poverty, or
famine—it is not surprising that the reactions can
become outsized and extreme. In such circumstances, a
desperate people may turn on their own, hoping they
will have one fewer mouth to feed by demonizing a
family member, or ridding themselves of what they
perceive to be a “cursed” existence.

As I have suggested, the transition Africans underwent
from indigenous practices and worldviews to imposed
spiritual and cultural systems from elsewhere was rapid,
and in many cases incomplete. Consequently, while
many Africans want to say they don’t believe in the
traditional way of life, their understanding of, say, the
Christian doctrine of su�ering and redemption is often
nonexistent or only skin deep. For many Africans,
Christianity is as full of devils and good and bad angels
as their “old” religions were. They believe they can hear
and communicate with God, speak in tongues, and
prophesy. These facets of religious expression remind
them of the supernatural elements in their own
traditions. As I see it, in both cases people are torn
between belief systems they don’t fully understand.

As Pope John Paul II also recognized, cultures are
dynamic, changing with time and place, interacting with
other cultures and evolving and adapting: people should
not have to become walking museums. Progressive
cultures help their peoples survive and pass their
wisdom and a sense of destiny to the next generation.
African cultures, of course, cannot return to where they
were. Too much has been lost, and reverting to a pre-



colonial mind-set—even if it were possible—would not
serve contemporary African peoples well as they
struggle to move forward. What Africans need to do, as
much as they can, is recapture a feeling for their pasts
that is not solely �ltered through the prism of the
colonialists. This will not be easy, because �ve hundred
years is a long time to struggle against all forms of
oppression. Nonetheless, just as Africans can honor
sacredness beyond that contained in the Bible or the
Koran, so they should not be embarrassed that, for
instance, their languages were not written down or that
their weapons against the colonial forces were spears.
Even the British, who perfected stainless steel and the
Gatling gun, once discovered themselves faced with an
enemy—in this case, the Romans—who possessed
greater technological skills and superior weaponry, and
whose cultural achievements dominated their own.

Traditional technology and artifacts re�ect the
creativity inherent in those societies. When that sense of
creative potential is lost, the innovative part of the brain
is left dormant, making it more di�cult to think in new
or pioneering ways. The latent creativity lacks a
medium for expression. This is why Africans should
honor and record, in written form for current and future
generations, the fact that their communities once knew
how to make spears, and take the ingenuity and skill
employed in forging these weapons and apply them to
developing products that are more relevant to today’s
needs.

Culture could be the missing link to creativity,
productivity, and con�dence. Ultimately, it is critical
that Africans dispense with what might be called the
culture of forgetting that has enveloped Africa since
colonialism and re-collect their history and culture, and
the kwimenya that comes from both. Without them,
Africans lack a foundation on which to build for the
future.



THE CRISIS OF
NATIONAL IDENTITY

THE MODERN African state is a super�cial creation: a loose
collection of ethnic communities or micro-nations,
brought together in a single entity, or macro-nation, by
the colonial powers. Some countries include hundreds of
micro-nations within their borders; others, only a few.
Kenya has forty-two; Nigeria, two hundred and �fty;
Cameroon, at least two hundred; Mozambique, more
than ten; Gabon, more than forty; Zimbabwe, fewer than
ten; and Burundi and Rwanda, three. The largest of the
micro-nations can have populations in the millions; the
smallest usually number only in the thousands. With a
few exceptions, it is these numbers that determine
political power.

Most Africans didn’t understand or relate to the
nation-states created for them by the colonial powers;
they understood, related to, and remained attached to
the physical and psychological boundaries of their
micro-nations. Consequently, even today, for many
African peoples, a threat to their micro-nation or those
they consider their leaders within their micro-nation
carries more weight than a threat to the nation-state. At
the same time, each community hopes to have access to
the resources of the nation-state should someone from
their micro-nation assume political power (particularly
the post of president or prime minister). In this way, the
community will have, as is said in Kenya, its “time to
eat.”



In turn, the elites know that to acquire and maintain
power they need the support of their micro-nation and
therefore must demonstrate loyalty to it. The result has
been a kind of political schizophrenia. While expressing
allegiance to the nation-state, African leaders have
repeatedly used their identi�cation with a micro-nation
to divide their citizens from each other and control
them, to the detriment of the larger macro-nation. They
have downplayed the role of micro-nations’ traditional
cultures in a modern society, even as they have used
ethnicity to maintain their hold on power. In doing so,
they have mirrored the colonial era’s tactics of divide
and rule with disastrous e�ects. Consequently, what the
leaders and some politicians in the rest of the world call
“tribal con�icts” have almost nothing at their root to do
with “tribes.”

(It is general practice in discussing micro-nations in
developing countries to refer to them as “tribes,”
although this is not the case in developed regions of the
world when ethnic communities are being described. In
my view, the word “tribe” is not really a pejorative, but
it has taken on negative connotations. “Tribes” are
generally seen as primitive or backward, comprised of
people who have not completely realized the concept of
the nation. The use of the word “tribe” becomes a way
of looking down on some communities, pushing them to
the margins rather than seeing them as part of a larger
whole. In the Yugoslav wars, by contrast, the term
“tribe” was never used to describe the ethnic factions.
Micro-nations may be very small, but they have all the
characteristics that de�ne nationhood, notably shared
common customs, physical boundaries, origins, history,
and language. Calling micro-nations “tribes” suggests,
falsely, that they have not yet arrived at nationhood.)

When con�icts arise in Africa, they are almost
exclusively over governance, corruption, poverty, and a
perception that national resources are not distributed



equitably. It is true, of course, that when a micro-nation
is aggrieved, it naturally calls upon its own for support.
This is probably no di�erent from the con�icts in the
former Yugoslavia, when Serb leaders rallied Serbs, and
Albanian, Croat, and Bosnian leaders did the same with
their ethnic groups. For those who share the same ethnic
heritage but need to di�erentiate themselves even
further, there are smaller groupings, like clans, as in the
case of Somalia.

Some scholars of modern Africa have suggested that
keeping the ordinary people focused on the interests of
their micro-nation, and fomenting suspicion and
competition between them, prevents them from
perceiving the stark class and wealth divides that
characterize African societies, with a small elite at the
top and large numbers of poor at the bottom. This
reality is obscured from the people to the advantage of
political leaders who incite hatred and violence between
micro-nations and facilitate the violence through
armaments and logistical support. Even if the con�icts
temporarily give the members of the micro-nations some
sense of power, in the long run they are marginalized,
experiencing neither progress in development nor self-
knowledge, as their leaders and their cronies bleed their
nation dry.

What tends to happen is that one micro-nation judges
itself worthier and therefore more entitled to power and
the wealth that goes with it, and claims that the other
micro-nations are less entitled to both. The colonial
authorities are responsible for some of these self-
perceptions by favoring one group over the other and,
when they left, putting power in the preferred group’s
hands. In much of independent Africa, the leaders of
micro-nations, who often form a ruling clique, are
constantly competing for power and privileges. If they
are not included in the sharing of these, con�icts can
easily develop when they mobilize their often poorly



informed communities in the name of their micro-nation
and become, in e�ect, warlords. The mass media, both
nationally and internationally, however, usually report
such con�icts in Africa as arising from ancient tribal
animosities. Such misconceptions and
misrepresentations obscure the real source of the
violence.

Two examples that perhaps encapsulate the challenge
of the micro-nation within the nation-state, the complex
relationship between micro-nations and their leaders,
and the possibility of African solutions to African
problems, are the ongoing con�icts in Chad and Sudan
and what occurred in Kenya in the run-up to, and
immediately after, the 2007 general elections.

THE CASE OF CHAD AND SUDAN

In August 2008, I traveled to Ethiopia, Sudan, and Chad
as part of a delegation organized under the auspices of
the Nobel Women’s Initiative, which I and �ve other
women Nobel peace laureates founded in 2006. Our
mission was �vefold: to highlight and bring further
awareness to the massive violations of women’s human
rights, especially with respect to displacement, rape, and
destruction of homes; to reinforce e�orts to bring about
participatory governance in Sudan; to give
encouragement to women’s groups working for peace,
reconciliation, and reconstruction in southern Sudan; to
stand in solidarity with all those working at the front
lines to bring about peace with justice in Sudan and the
region; and to call upon citizens throughout the world to
take individual and collective action to build a
sustainable peace and to insist that the international
community implement existing commitments to peace
and justice in Sudan.

The delegation included 1997 U.S. Nobel peace
laureate Jody Williams and the American actress and



activist Mia Farrow, both of whom have been diligent in
trying to bring the situation in Darfur and Chad to the
world’s attention; Gloria White-Hammond, an American
pastor and cofounder of an NGO, My Sister’s Keeper,
which is supporting girls’ education initiatives in
southern Sudan; Qing Zhang, a Chinese labor advocate;
and a small group of other colleagues.

During the mission we met with government o�cials;
the sta�s of international relief and development
organizations working on the ground in Sudan and
Chad, including the o�ce of the UN high commissioner
for refugees and the World Food Programme, the sta� of
which are doing a heroic job in refugee camps under
extremely harsh conditions with limited resources
(including food) and at considerable risk to their own
safety; local women’s groups in Juba, southern Sudan;
and refugees from Darfur, living in camps in Chad—
some of them for years.

In Ethiopia, it was clear that senior leadership in the
African Union was troubled by the political and
humanitarian situation in Darfur, as well as the
International Criminal Court’s 2008 indictment for war
crimes of Sudan’s president, Omar al-Bashir. AU o�cials
were concerned that the ICC was applying indictments
only in Africa, because of the perceived weakness and
vulnerability of its leadership. At the same time, an
impasse had been reached over the composition of a
larger, better-equipped, and more e�ective
peacekeeping force for Darfur.

The African leadership wanted the force to be fully
African in character, while the international community
insisted that, if it o�ered logistical support, equipment
had to be accompanied by personnel who could operate
and maintain it. The stando� had left the force on the
ground in Darfur ill-equipped and vulnerable to attack
by armed militias. Civilians have su�ered further, as
villages and even camps for displaced people continue



to be invaded by the Janjaweed, the militia on
horseback, increasing the number of Darfurian refugees.

Here again, Africa faces a challenge in leadership. The
ICC is not a “kangaroo court,” so if President al-Bashir
does not have anything to hide, he should not fear it.
Even though the African leadership cannot itself provide
the necessary logistical support, the AU is demanding
that the peacekeeping force be 100 percent African. This
could be interpreted to mean that the leadership in
Khartoum does not wish to have the con�ict in Darfur
resolved, except on its own terms. Unfortunately, in all
of this, the plight of the citizens in Darfur is seemingly
ignored.

The Sudanese government has the primary
responsibility to protect all of its peoples, including
those in the Darfur region. If the government fails to do
so, then the responsibility falls to the African leadership
in general, through the AU. However, when such
leadership falters or fails, the international community
has a moral responsibility to assist Sudan and Africa to
save lives. In recognition of such situations in Africa and
elsewhere, in 2005 the United Nations General Assembly
unanimously agreed that when governments anywhere
in the world do not protect their own peoples from
genocide, crimes against humanity, war crimes, or
ethnic cleansing, then other nation-states have a
responsibility to provide this protection. Unfortunately,
the actions to make the words real have been
insu�cient, and a culture of impunity persists.

While some of the political and social problems in
Sudan, Chad, and Africa in general are the legacies of
colonialism—arbitrary borders or the favoring of one
micro-nation, which then has access to more resources
at the expense of other communities—after more than
forty years of independence, none of these excuses
justify poor governance or leaders committing crimes
against their own people. It is inexcusable for African



leadership to fail to protect its own citizens and then
complain or respond defensively when these citizens
seek help or redress elsewhere.

Military power will not resolve the crisis in Sudan,
any more than it has in Somalia or elsewhere in Africa—
especially if all parties continue to invest in arms,
soldiers, and militias. Only dialogue and a willingness to
share power and resources more equitably can produce
lasting peace and the opportunity to utilize those
resources (speci�cally oil, land, and water) for the
bene�t of all of Sudan’s micro-nations.

For the sake of Sudan and its neighboring countries,
which have also been destabilized, further deterioration
of the situation must be avoided. To end the crisis in
Darfur, mediation must focus on power and resource
sharing between the parties now locked in con�ict.
Mediators must be trusted by both sides and, given all
the suspicion and recrimination in evidence, not appear
to be biased.

In Juba, southern Sudan, we saw encouraging signs of
post-con�ict restoration: the approximately thirty
women’s groups we met with were very active, although
anxious for a resolution of the con�ict in Darfur and
worried that the 2005 comprehensive settlement
between north and south that ended Sudan’s long civil
war wasn’t being fully honored. While they were happy
to have peace, they felt the political commitment by the
government in Khartoum was shaky, particularly along
the transitional border between the two parts of the
country. If the peace agreement didn’t hold, they
indicated, the possibility existed that Sudan would once
again be engulfed in a ruinous civil war; the soldiers and
the weapons are still there.

Throughout southern Sudan urgent work is being
undertaken to reestablish functioning systems of
governance and to provide basic services and new
opportunities for the southern Sudanese people. It is still



a very poor region, struggling to move forward.
However, the land around Juba is not a desert, but
rather green and fertile. Possibilities exist for new
agricultural initiatives as well as rehabilitation of
degraded land. One government o�cial stated that she
would like to plant at least a million trees.

Our time in Chad provided a very di�erent story.
There we encountered desperation among the Darfurian
women we met who had, with their children, �ed
attacks by the Janjaweed militia. When I inquired why
they thought the Janjaweed would seek to kill them
when they, too, were Muslims, they replied: “The
Janjaweed are doing this because they are not practicing
the correct Koran.” When we asked why the government
would attack them when they too were its citizens, they
responded that it was because of their ethnicity. They
may not have understood that it was water and land
that were being fought over. None mentioned oil, which
is also said to be in the ground in Darfur.

These women refugees were very unhappy with the
AU, which they said was against them. The woman who
served as spokesperson for the others said they wanted
justice.

We discovered that complicating the situation in
Sudan even further was a di�cult history between the
southern Sudanese and the Darfurians. During the north-
south civil war, some Darfurians joined the
government’s forces in attacks on the southerners, who
unlike most people in the north and west of Sudan are
Christians. As a result, some in southern Sudan are
ambivalent about the Darfurians’ resistance to the
central government, a resistance that has gotten more
pronounced as the con�ict has dragged on and the
antigovernment factions in Darfur have splintered and,
in some cases, begun �ghting each other—another case
of divide and rule.



Another challenge to peace in the region appeared to
be that the Zaghawa micro-nation, which is dominant in
Darfur and is the object of the Janjaweed attacks, is also
present in Chad. The Chadian president, Idriss Déby, is a
Zaghawa. We were told by various people during our
trip that the rivalry between the leaders in the two
neighboring countries was also fueling the con�ict—
with militias on both sides of the border being
supported by the rivals. At stake in each country is
access to oil, much coveted by the international
community.

Our delegation expressed its concern about the
practice of extracting resources from the region, and
indeed all of Africa, in exchange for weapons (and the
money to buy them) that fuel con�icts and are the cause
of untold su�ering. We called upon the international
community—particularly those who do business directly
with African governments and consider themselves
friends of the continent—to cease supplying weapons
and work instead to build sustainable peace, human
security, and real development to bene�t all the people
of Africa. The mission made clear to me that to end
these regional con�icts and create cultures of peace,
leadership from African nations is essential, along with
the full support of the international community. In
addition, those countries that are truly friends of Africa
will pursue a relationship that is less exploitative and
that encourages respect for human rights and the
protection of women and children.

The trip also showed me that bringing peace and
reconciliation to areas of con�ict in Africa will not be
easy. When leaders are not only �ghting among
themselves, but are also undermining each other across
borders, the challenges Africa is facing come into sharp
relief. What the mission also brought home to me is that
many of the continent’s con�icts were, and appear still
to be, based on political jealousies and competition



between heads of states and micro-nations, and those
trying to replace them. In so many cases, the antagonists
were not willing to come together to share power, but
instead would �ght to the death, taking thousands of
members of their micro-nation with them. I had already
seen how volatile that mixture was closer to home in my
own country of Kenya.

THE CASE OF THE 2007 KENYAN ELECTIONS

On December 27, 2007, millions of Kenyans lined up
peacefully outside polling stations around the country to
vote in the general election. These elections, coming �ve
years after those held in 2002, were keenly anticipated
throughout the country. Most observers and participants
agreed that they would con�rm that, after the 2002
elections had proven free and fair, Kenya was on the
path of real democracy. The country had a government
elected by and accountable to all Kenyans—and not to a
small elite, particular ethnic group, speci�c class of
businessperson, or landowner. While some sporadic
violence had broken out in the run-up to the polling, on
the day of voting itself the mood among the electorate
was relatively upbeat.

Preelection opinion polls suggested a very close race
between the incumbent president, Mwai Kibaki, and the
main challenger, Raila Odinga. In 2002, Kibaki and
Odinga had joined forces and, with other opposition
leaders, had forged the National Rainbow Coalition
(NARC), which won a momentous victory over the
Kenya African National Union (KANU), the party of
Kenya’s longtime president, Daniel arap Moi. The fact
that many of the country’s di�erent micro-nations had
come together to bring an end to a discredited regime
by democratic means, and that the elections themselves
were conducted in a positive, even joyful, atmosphere,
led me and others to anticipate the possibility that 2002



might �nally be when Kenya turned a page on the
negative, competitive politics between the micro-nations
that supported those in power and those who sought a
more democratic system of governance.

After the 2002 elections, many Kenyans looked
forward to an honest and critical debate on reforming
our constitution. We could �nally provide ourselves
with a truly representative government, with powers
devolved from the president to a prime minister and
su�cient checks and balances to make the abuse of
authority less likely and governance more transparent. I
was also eager to see Kenyans grapple seriously with the
issues facing them—issues the Green Belt Movement and
civil society had been working on for a quarter century.

Nevertheless, as I re�ected at the end of my
autobiography, Unbowed, I knew that the simple
exercising of the vote would not provide the panacea for
Kenya’s ills. “Even as I savored the peaceful exchange of
power,” I wrote of December 30, 2002, the day the new
government was inaugurated, “in the back of my mind
lingered the knowledge of the many challenges that
awaited Kenya. The years of misrule, corruption,
violence, environmental mismanagement, and
oppression had devastated our country. The economy
was in ruins and many institutions needed rebuilding.”

Unfortunately, much of what needed to be done in the
years between 2002 and 2007 was left undone, and the
political honeymoon for the new government lasted
barely a year. The memorandum of understanding that
Mr. Kibaki and Mr. Odinga and their parties had signed
to share power—a pre requisite that had been necessary
for the formation of the National Rainbow Coalition
itself in 2002—was not honored. E�orts to stamp out
corruption were pursued halfheartedly or curtailed;
attempts to reach out to the people and bring them into
the democratization process were thwarted.



The NARC government had undertaken to present a
new constitution to the Kenyan people within a hundred
days of the election. However, instead of focusing on the
constitution (which had been drafted through an
unprecedented process of public deliberation, but was
not agreed upon), a �ght ensued between personalities
in the government and leaders of some of the micro-
nations over the failure to honor the memorandum of
understanding and devolve power. When the
constitution was �nally brought to the people in 2005,
the referendum became, in e�ect, a vote on the
government and the communities that supported it. In
an ominous sign of things to come, the poll divided
Kenyans along ethnic lines. Those in favor of the
constitution (represented on the ballot paper with the
symbol of a banana) were aligned with the supporters of
the president. Those against the new constitution
(signi�ed by an orange) were represented by the
coalition led by Raila Odinga. The “no” vote won by a
wide margin.

The president responded to the loss by dismissing his
entire cabinet and marginalizing those leaders who had
opposed the constitution in the form in which it had
been presented to the country. Out of the cabinet but
still members of parliament, Raila Odinga and others
established the Orange Democratic Movement (ODM), a
political party that provided an umbrella for the
opposition. Mwai Kibaki eventually would form his own
coalition, the Party of National Unity (PNU), to contest
the next elections.

Given this history, everyone expected the December
2007 elections to be close. The vote would elect local
counselors, members of the Kenyan National Assembly
(the parliament), and the president—both the head of
state and of government and a position that, under the
existing constitution, wielded a substantial amount of
power. In the months preceding the vote, the PNU and



ODM positions had hardened. Although each party drew
the majority of its support from speci�c ethnic groups—
in the case of PNU, the Kikuyus and the Merus; in the
case of ODM, the Luos and the Kalenjins—the election
was not only about supporting leaders of one’s own
ethnic bloc. It was also about the devolution of power
and equitable distribution of national resources.

As it happened, the contest was the closest since
Kenya gained its independence; it also became one of
the most bitter. When parliamentary results began to
come in to the Electoral Commission of Kenya (ECK)
headquarters in Nairobi, they were quickly and publicly
announced. The presidential vote, however, was another
story. Surveys taken in the days before the contest
indicated that Raila Odinga was likely to prevail, and
indeed, initial vote tallies showed him leading the
president by a substantial margin. Throughout the night,
many stalwart supporters in parliament of Mwai Kibaki
lost their seats, a sign that the PNU parliamentary
coalition could be going down to defeat. The ECK,
however, delayed declaring a winner in the presidential
contest, which stoked unease and, not long after,
suspicion of foul play among voters and the Kenyan
press.

Finally, two full days after the election, on Sunday,
December 30, the chair of the ECK dismissed from the
room where he spoke all journalists except those from
state-owned media, and announced that Mwai Kibaki
had won the presidency by a margin of about 230,000
votes. Shortly after, Mr. Kibaki was sworn in for a
second term at State House, the president’s o�cial
residence. So hurried was the ceremony that, reportedly,
those present forgot to sing the national anthem.

I had already digested the news of my own defeat at
the polls two days before. I had sought reelection to my
seat in parliament for Tetu. That fall, I had stood with
others in the equivalent of a primary to determine who



would be the o�cial candidate of the PNU, which had
formed relatively late in the run-up to the election.
Many of us who lost suspected, however, that the
primary election had been rigged. In the belief that the
ECK would oversee a more fair and transparent process,
and would prevent, for example, the bribing of voters,
some of us decided to present ourselves to the voters
again in the December general election, to be held
shortly after the primary.

In my case, I ran under the banner of the Mazingira
Green Party, which I’d helped found in Kenya in the
early 1990s (mazingira means “environment” in
Kiswahili). The reasons for the launching of Mazingira
were to promote “green” values and greater
environmental consciousness and also to introduce the
country to the concept of having a political party with
an ideology. In Kenya, as in much of Africa, the political
culture is one in which parties generally don’t have
speci�c ideologies, even though they have manifestos
(party platforms). Some parties are nothing but vehicles
for particular individuals to participate in elections. I
felt it was important to stick with Mazingira rather than
do what was customary—to switch parties when
politically expedient. Because of the lack of ideology
governing most parties, changing parties is not generally
considered an issue. However, as a Kikuyu, I was
expected to follow the party of Mr. Kibaki, who was,
along with being president, the leader of the Kikuyu
micro-nation. Staying with the Mazingira Green Party
was, therefore, viewed as unforgivable by my
constituents.

There were other reasons why I was punished at the
polls. Even though I felt I had served my constituents to
the best of my ability, I had insisted that it would be
dishonest for Mr. Kibaki not to honor the 2002
memorandum of understanding. Then, in 2005, when
the constitution was put to a referendum, I again urged



the president not to hold the vote. It seemed to me bad
policy to impose a constitution on the people, and I
thought that, far from uniting Kenyans, the referendum
would split the country down the middle along ethnic
lines. However, as far as the Kikuyus I represented in my
constituency were concerned, it was important that the
president, a favorite son, be supported, right or wrong.

Some of my constituents were also unhappy because,
when the president named the new cabinet following
the constitutional referendum, and I was reappointed as
assistant minister for the environment and natural
resources, a position I had held since 2003, I declined to
take up the post. All the cabinet ministers who opposed
the constitution during the referendum had been
dismissed, and I had urged that the president talk with
the opposition members rather than exile them from the
government. It was obvious that they represented a
large public voice, and they deserved to be listened to. I
indicated that I would take up the position when such a
dialogue had been undertaken, and warned that failure
to do this would increase divisions in the country that
were already getting wider. All of these breaches of
trust, and what I considered faulty policies, were, in my
opinion, driving the country toward a con�ict.

In making these decisions I was seeking to promote
both dialogue and good governance that would be
inclusive and embrace the country’s diversity. However,
in doing so I disappointed my constituents, who would
have preferred that I support the president no matter
what justice required. My taking these positions was
perceived to be undermining the micro-nation’s
prospects to retain the presidency. Several of my
constituents told me point-blank that I should have
supported the president notwithstanding the
circumstances, and that they now considered me a
traitor.



It is not that communities aren’t capable of
recognizing the e�ects of good or bad policies on the
ground. However, the strong sense of trust that micro-
nations have in their leaders often predominates.
Communities may not have enough information to know
that the person may be the wrong leader (that they may,
indeed, be traveling in the wrong bus), and they may
refuse to hear other perspectives that are critical of
them. Such may have been the case in this instance.

As it turned out, my fears that the country had become
polarized since the 2002 elections were proven right. In
2007 the voters of Kenya were genuinely divided.
Perhaps the most tangible indication of how they had
expressed themselves was that the number of MPs on
the ODM party’s side were many more than those on
PNU’s. (However, while the number of voters is, of
course, a good indicator, the fact that an area had an
MP did not necessarily mean that the constituency had a
signi�cant number of voters. During the previous regime
a considerable amount of gerrymandering had been
done in creating parliamentary constituencies, so that
areas supporting Mr. Kibaki, for instance, had heavily
populated constituencies with relatively few MPs.)

Not long after Mr. Kibaki’s swearing-in on December
30, 2007, several electoral commissioners revealed their
doubts about the accuracy of the presidential vote tally.
In my own Tetu constituency, I had already written
letters to the ECK indicating that I had reasons to
suspect that irregularities had taken place.

For example, the forms that tallied the votes were
meant to be signed by both the returning o�cer at the
polling station and the agents (or representatives at the
polling place) of the candidates. However, some of the
forms that I saw were not signed; others I never
received. It was also reported that on the day of the
voting some representatives of the candidates, including
my own, had been asked by the local ECK o�cial to



leave the polling room. Each candidate had two
representatives (agents)—one to relieve the other if they
had to use the bathroom or wanted to get a cup of tea.
The ECK o�cial should have ensured that one of the
candidates’ representatives was at the polling station at
all times so that no irregularities with the ballot boxes
could occur or suspicion of such irregularities could be
raised. That both representatives had been sent away at
the same time left the system open to abuse. Even
though these problems concerned the parliamentary
vote, it did not take much to persuade me that there
might well have been malpractice with the votes for
local councils and the presidency as well.

The apparent manipulation of votes began at the
location where they were to be tallied. The �rst people
who knew there were discrepancies were the returning
o�cers, who informed leaders of the opposition and
government parties of their concerns. These leaders
began speaking out, and as the pressure and complaints
continued, suspicion increased that votes were being
misappropriated. Other accusations began to pile up.
For instance, it was reported that in particular districts
more votes had been cast than there were eligible
voters, and recorded local vote counts di�ered from
those presented to the electoral commission.

In some polling stations it was said that kerosene and
candles by which to count the votes had run out, and
when poll workers returned the next morning to
continue counting, they found that new votes had
materialized overnight. The chairman of the ECK was
under pressure to announce the results even before he
was ready. Kenyans watched and listened in disbelief.
Had the country’s nascent democracy been dealt a huge
setback? Had the electoral process been interfered with?

In the eyes of some politicians, the misfortune of the
2007 Kenyan election was not that irregularities
occurred, but that they were discovered. This is an all-



too-common feature of elections in Africa: one African
president is even alleged to have asked his colleague
how he could lose an election he had organized. Given
this history, the challenged performance of the ECK and
the hurried nature of the swearing-in ceremony, it is
understandable that many people in Kenya began to
wonder whether there was something to hide. This
unease was only enhanced over the next few days as
impartial observers both within Kenya and in the
international community—including the head of the
European Union observer mission—detailed serious
voting irregularities. When, several days after he had
declared the result, the chairman of the ECK was asked
who he thought had won the presidency, he replied that
he didn’t know. (A commission that later looked into the
irregularities of the voting came to the conclusion that it
may never be known who legitimately won the 2007
presidential election.)

On that same Sunday in December, only hours after
the presidential result was announced, Kenya plunged
into a war with itself, and the country, long considered
one of the most stable in Africa, experienced perhaps
the greatest level of violence since the time of the Mau
Mau uprising against British rule �fty years before.
Unfortunately, some citizens took their anger about the
outcome of the presidential contest out on their
neighbors—nearly all of whom were as poor and
powerless as they. The police seemed ill-prepared to
deal with the growing mayhem and even contributed to
the death toll by �ring live ammunition into crowds and
engaging bands of young men in running battles
through the streets. Tragically, some police were
reported to be partisan and therefore unwilling to stop
the killing and destruction if members of their own
micro-nation were committing the crimes.

The attackers knew perfectly well that it was not their
neighbors who were responsible for their anger and



frustration, and that the only “crime” those neighbors
may have committed was that they belonged to or voted
for a di�erent micro-nation or candidate—but that was
enough for them to be assaulted. Some of the violence
appeared preplanned. Reports circulated that some
politicians not only were stirring up people along ethnic
lines to attack their opponents, but were also paying
young people to kill or burn down people’s houses. It
became clear that behind the agenda of gaining power,
there was another one: to drive from the Rift Valley
members of one micro-nation whom the attackers, from
another micro-nation, considered “foreign settlers.”

Tragically, however, violence begets violence. No
matter how orchestrated the protests may have been in
the beginning, eventually the leaders lost control, and,
as could have been anticipated, atrocity piled on
atrocity—even to the extent that gangs of young men
blockaded roads and demanded passengers in passing
buses to show their identity card, which in listing a
person’s name also usually reveals his or her ethnic
origin. Or passengers were required to speak their
mother tongue, another way of determining their
ethnicity. If they were from the “wrong group,” they
were attacked and many were killed.1 It is estimated
that between 1,200 and 1,500 people lost their lives;
many others were scarred and wounded by machetes or
bows and arrows wielded against them. Over half a
million people were forced to �ee from their homes,
some of which were looted or razed to the ground.
Women were raped, and, in one terrible incident, as
many as �fty people, mainly women and children, were
burned to death when a church they had taken shelter
in was set on �re.

While the violence may have been shocking, what
came as no surprise to Kenyans—and, no doubt, other
Africans—was that what emerged on the night of
December 27, 2007, and plunged the country into



turmoil for weeks re�ected the challenges to genuine
democracy that have plagued Africa ever since most of
its nations achieved independence. As is almost always
the case, it was the innocent who su�ered from the
vanity and obstinacy of their leaders. Many people paid
the ultimate price for their leaders’ refusal to consider
dialogue and mediation. In such con�icts, the African
peoples always lose. From Liberia and the Ivory Coast in
the west to the Democratic Republic of the Congo,
Zimbabwe, and Rwanda in the heart of Africa, to Sudan
and Somalia, two of Kenya’s neighbors, it is women,
children, and the poor who have been the main victims
of leaders’ or would-be leaders’ stubbornness,
corruption, and divisiveness.

The impression of a lawless and ungovernable Africa is,
undoubtedly, what the outside world has come to expect
from the continent. What is rarely reported on in the
global media are the many individuals who look beyond
their own communities to embrace their fellow citizens.
Stories usually do not focus on civil society groups who
are promoting con�ict resolution rather than ethnic
chauvinism, or employing dialogue rather than the
machete or the gun as a way of sorting out grievances.
(It is also hard to determine in news reports which
actions have nothing to do with the community
someone belongs to but are either the basest forms of
thuggery and extortion or a desperate reaction to
seemingly hopeless poverty—the marginalization many
people experience when it appears that nobody cares
about their thoughts or their lives.)

Indeed, notwithstanding the risks, during the strife
after the 2007 elections, groups of men and women
from di�erent micro-nations throughout Kenya, in some
of the poorest as well as richest neighborhoods, came
together to call for peace. Religious leaders,
businesspeople, editorial writers, bloggers, and ordinary
citizens spoke out against violence and voiced their



hope that politicians would begin serious discussions to
end the con�ict for the good of the country and the
region.2

Echoing former UN secretary-general Ko� Annan,
whom the African Union appointed to mediate the
electoral dispute, the Green Belt Movement repeatedly
called for a power-sharing arrangement between Mwai
Kibaki and Raila Odinga that would be rati�ed by
parliament and placed within the constitution so it
could not be easily dismissed—as the memorandum of
understanding had been after the 2002 elections. On the
grounds of the GBM headquarters in Nairobi, we erected
a “peace tent,” where concerned individuals as well as
victims of the violence could come to convey their
sorrow for those who had died or been displaced and
express their hopes for a peaceful resolution of the
crisis.3

Some members of Green Belt Movement groups, as
well as sta�, were victims: one’s house was burned to
the ground, and another’s extended family was forced to
�ee their home. Some of the tree-planting programs and
seminars on Civic and Environmental Education were
disrupted for a time, and thousands of young trees in the
nurseries had to be abandoned. We were lucky that the
Kenyan army, under the leadership of Chief of General
Sta� Jeremiah Kianga, was able to rescue some one
hundred thousand seedlings and take care of them. (The
army has an initiative to plant trees in the barracks and
in the forest.)

When the dialogue between the two sides �nally
started and the violence subsided, I felt as a Nobel peace
laureate that it was incumbent upon me to visit those
who had been displaced and were living in makeshift
camps, and others who had sought refuge in towns.
Sta�ers from GBM’s peace tent and I wanted to bear
witness to their su�ering and console them, as well as
urge them toward reconciliation; to encourage them to



forgive, but not forget. It was di�cult to see such misery
and destruction and to realize that so many people had
died or been displaced in a con�ict that could so easily
have been prevented if Kenya’s leadership had listened
and engaged in dialogue during the preceding years.

I had already discovered that perceived disloyalty to
one’s own ethnic community was politically dangerous; I
was soon to discover that it could be physically
dangerous as well. When, in the wake of the 2007
electoral stando�, I urged the president to be less
recalcitrant and to engage Raila Odinga and his team in
dialogue, the government I had only recently left was
not pleased. The day after I lost my seat in parliament,
two of my police bodyguards were reassigned. Fair
enough: I was no longer a member of the government,
so no longer entitled to such protection. But when I
began urging the two sides to �nd a resolution, the last
of my bodyguards was withdrawn. He had been
assigned to me speci�cally after the awarding of the
Nobel Peace Prize. The government did not wish to
share power, and by removing the �nal bodyguard its
principals were seeking to punish me for my perceived
rebellious behavior—not supporting the position of my
micro-national leader. Not long after, death threats were
sent to me via text message. When I made these public,
the government reinstated the bodyguard (in its own
time), and pleaded ignorance about why he’d been
reassigned in the �rst place.

Whatever their source, death threats are always
unwelcome and very disturbing. I have never been
physically harmed by members of any of the forty-two
distinct micro-nations that live in Kenya, and count
people of many ethnicities as friends and colleagues.
The sending of such serious threats with no fear of the
consequences was a sign to me of how polarized things
had become in Kenya.



The violence that rocked Kenya in the aftermath of
the 2007 elections did not happen in a vacuum; nor was
it without precedent. In the run-up to the elections at
the end of 1992, and until 1997, the same area where
the 2008 violence was concentrated—the Rift Valley—
was roiled by similar, politically instigated disturbances.
At that time, the cry from the one-party government,
which had ruled Kenya virtually since independence,
was that the country was not ready for multiparty
democracy—because, they said, it would inevitably lead
to “tribalism” and discord. To prove their point,
elements in the administration stirred up the very ethnic
violence they stated would occur. Communities fought
each other over land and political power. Then, as in
2008, hundreds were killed and thousands were
displaced. Many still haven’t returned to their homes.

In 2008, however, there was a notable di�erence from
the period between 1992 and 1997. In 2008, the
international community, remembering how it had
ignored the warning signs and done nothing as hundreds
of thousands of people were brutally killed in Rwanda in
1994, resolved to act. Mediators such as Archbishop
Desmond Tutu, three former African presidents (Kaunda
of Zambia, Chissano of Mozambique, and Quett Masire
of Botswana), John Kufuor, then president of Ghana and
chairman of the African Union, and President Yoweri
Museveni of Uganda, U.S. assistant secretary of state
Jendayi Frazer, and Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice
all made e�orts to bring the two parties to the
negotiating table. Finally, the AU deployed Ko� Annan
as its chief mediator. He was joined by Graça Machel,
the former �rst lady of Mozambique and wife of Nelson
Mandela, and the former president of Tanzania,
Benjamin Mkapa, to form a team of eminent Africans to
facilitate dialogue.

After six weeks of active diplomacy, Mr. Kibaki and
Mr. Odinga agreed to share power and then hold



elections in 2009. The post of prime minister was
created and the cabinet shared between the president’s
party and the ODM coalition. In addition, they agreed
that the long-standing constitutional and political
problems that had ended the coalition in 2005, and the
pressing issues of land ownership and distribution,
would be addressed.

Naturally, like all Kenyans I was relieved when this
deal was signed in March 2008. But like many, I was
also mysti�ed and appalled as to why this agreement—
which many of us had recommended from the outset of
the electoral impasse, and which indeed had formed the
bones of the 2002 memorandum—could not have been
reached before so many Kenyans had died, been
displaced, or had property destroyed, not to mention
before so much ethnic hatred had been unleashed. In
this regard, the accommodations and compromises for
which many had been calling for more than �ve years
could have been made (in 2005) without dismissing the
cabinet or even, perhaps, the vote for a new constitution
devolving into a battle between constituencies over who
would retain power.

Although there were moments when I was genuinely
fearful for Kenya’s future, I was hopeful that the country
would not descend into the horrors of a Rwandan-like
genocide—precisely because of the e�orts of the AU,
other African nations, and the large international
community to bring the two protagonists to the dialogue
table. Nevertheless, the image of Kenya as a stable
democracy, a place where business could invest safely
and from where humanitarian missions could be
launched to other countries—in other words, a place
where persecuted people �ed to and not from—was
shattered. A country I thought could provide a model of
the peaceful transfer of power in Africa had been
plunged into the sort of senseless bloodletting that the
outside world all too often associates with Africa.



Ironically, in the end, perhaps no community su�ered
more losses of land and lives because of the
recalcitrance of the leaders they supported than those
who belonged to the president’s micro-nation: the
Kikuyus. And after so much bloodshed and displacement
they were forced to share the very power they were so
fearful of losing. In the refrain of “Where Have All the
Flowers Gone?” Pete Seeger’s anthem against militarism
and the Vietnam War, “When will they ever learn?
When will they ever learn?”

PEACE AND RECONCILIATION

In the midst of negotiating the power-sharing deal that
ended Kenya’s postelectoral crisis in 2008, Ko� Annan
o�ered his observation that Kenya needed its own Truth
and Reconciliation Commission. This kind of
commission, pioneered in South Africa under the
auspices of Archbishop Desmond Tutu after the formal
end of apartheid, is an approach that has also been
adopted in Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Rwanda.

In the case of South Africa, everyone who took part in
the post-apartheid process knew that simply having the
victims of wrongs confront the perpetrators would never
be enough to balance the unquanti�able horrors of
apartheid or recompense the generations whose lives
were thwarted by its pitiless laws and practices. But the
commission gave voice to those whose su�ering had
been silenced. It returned a portion of dignity to those
who had been dehumanized, and in turn pricked the
conscience of a nation, and indeed the world. More
important, the commission understood that only when
the truth was known and justice received could wounds
begin to heal. Only then could reconciliation start and
the people as a whole look to the future with hope.

In Kenya, it will take more than the realignment of
constitutional powers and access to land to heal the



wounds that were opened by this most recent con�ict.
People were forced to move to their ancestral
homelands, even if they had never lived there, as groups
of young men incited by their leaders sought both to
kill, and to avenge killings perpetrated by other groups
of young men. The Kenyan economy lost over a billion
dollars, much of it in the area of tourism, which
dropped by a third in the �rst half of 2008.4 However,
the greatest loss is in those who died, as well as the
destruction of the goodwill and comradeship that
Kenyans from a majority of micro-nations had for each
other in 2002. It has yet to be recaptured.

Indeed, even as I write, it is clear to me that the
trauma that Kenya experienced is still present, and the
price of a settlement has been exorbitant. The two main
political blocs created an enormous government cabinet,
Kenya’s largest and costliest ever, with an
unprecedented forty-four ministers, which, given that
each minister has at least one assistant minister (and
some have two), means that nearly half of all MPs are
either ministers or assistant ministers. To run these
ministries will cost, between 2008 and 2009, according
to Kenyan government estimates, 563 billion shillings
($8.66 billion). The total budget is 760 billion shillings
($11.7 billion), which means that the cabinet alone will
consume three-quarters of the entire government’s
budget. By contrast, the government has apportioned 31
billion shillings ($476 million) for reconstruction in the
aftermath of the 2008 violence.5

On April 1, 2008, I along with other members of civil
society and the clergy met at Freedom Corner in Uhuru
Park in downtown Nairobi. Freedom Corner has long
been a location where people could speak their mind
and, in the years before the 2002 elections, had been
where the Green Belt Movement and others had
protested against human rights violations, poor
governance, corruption, land grabbing, and



deforestation. This day, we were there to call upon the
main protagonists of the postelectoral con�ict to put the
Kenyan people foremost by agreeing to a small, e�cient
cabinet that could govern e�ectively and not consume a
disproportionate level of national resources. We also had
gathered to memorialize those who had died in the
con�ict and to plant a tree to encourage the peace and
reconciliation that was so essential.

That day in April, an open letter was read out to the
three hundred or so assembled citizens and journalists,
calling upon the president, Mwai Kibaki, and the prime
minister designate, Raila Odinga, to place the needs of
Kenyan citizens before theirs or their parties’. Speakers
noted the pressing need for funds to resettle those
displaced by the violence, and that a substantial portion
of the budget would be required to rebuild property that
had been destroyed. But when the organizers of the
gathering tried to march to the building where, it was
said, Kibaki and Odinga were meeting, to present the
open letter, the police reacted with tear gas as a way to
disperse the crowd. Their actions were an unhappy
reminder of the incivility of the Kenyan government
toward the citizens it claimed to represent: the
arrogance and contempt were palpable.

The panic of people running, the tear gas stinging the
eyes and burning the lungs, the police chasing people
through the park with their batons at the ready—all this
a response to the peaceful exercise of democratic rights
—were a sad reminder to me of decades of similar
assaults by the authorities. That it was happening again,
and that the police were receiving orders from the same
government for whose inauguration many of us had
gathered in jubilation at the same location just �ve
years previously, was deeply disappointing. Equally
depressing was the fact that, when elected, the same
government had promised genuine change and to honor
the same rights it was now denying.



The events of that morning—indeed, of the entire
election and the six years between 2002 and 2008—
reminded me that democratic space can never be taken
for granted. It must always be defended against those
who would accrue money and power to themselves at
the expense of their peoples and the long-term health of
the nation and the environment on which it depends. It
caused me to re�ect upon the terrible consequences
when politicians foment rivalries between micro-
nations, and how all too rarely these tears in the fabric
of the nation-state are repaired by genuine leadership. It
also forti�ed my belief that those who care about good
governance, and believe that leaders should serve their
people, can never give up.



EMBRACING THE MICRO-NATIONS

PERHAPS NOWHERE ELSE in the recent history of Africa has a
genuine attempt been made to create an inclusive
national culture, drawn from the richness of the many
micro-nations within national borders, more than in
post-apartheid South Africa. Recognizing the
extraordinary complexities of the country’s history,
current and past racial dynamics, economic disparities,
and climatic and geographical diversity, South Africa’s
post-apartheid leaders have chosen to upend the absurd
racial markers and segregationist mentality that were
the essence of the apartheid system in favor of honoring
people’s micro-national identity within the broader
concept of the macro-nation as the guarantor of basic
democratic rights.

In the early 1990s, the fate of South Africa was not so
clear-cut. Apartheid policy had divided the country’s
micro-nations into tribal homelands in an explicit policy
to forestall the formation of a united South African
opposition. Post-apartheid, the country could have
descended into a factionalized state, divided by race and
atomized by ethnicity. Such fears were very real in the
lead-up to, and the time soon after, the historic 1994
elections.

The fact that there was not widespread violence is in
large measure due to the vision and commitment of
Nelson Mandela, who, from the time he was released
from prison, continually referred to South Africa as the
“rainbow nation.” He and other African National
Congress (ANC) leaders eschewed any appeal to



ethnicity despite the provocations of Afrikaner-based
parties and the Zulu-identi�ed Inkatha Freedom Party.
The ANC seems to be organized, as I believe all political
parties should be, around a set of principles and values
rather than race, ethnicity, or a personality cult centered
on a leader. Mandela and his colleagues found ways
both symbolic and substantive to acknowledge South
Africa’s micro-nations as equals, while creating a milieu
where a national identity also could be forged. It is an
experiment I hope will work over the long term.

In 1995, when South Africa was due to host the
Rugby World Cup, President Mandela saw an
opportunity to knit the country together after decades of
racial division. To many at the time, this would have
seemed preposterous. The years after the formal end of
apartheid leading to the elections of 1994 had been
di�cult. Episodic violence between supporters of the
ANC and Inkatha �ared around the country, while white
separatists such as Eugène Terre’Blanche and the
Afrikaner Weerstandsbeweging (Afrikaner Resistance
Movement, or AWB) sought to sow mayhem in defense
of what the AWB called the “white tribe,” through a
campaign of bombings and even an invasion of a tribal
homeland.

South African rugby was then highly polarized: both
the game and the national team—the Springboks—were
intimately connected with Afrikaner identity. Most
blacks loathed the sport and the team with equal
passion, choosing to both follow and play soccer.
Nevertheless, President Mandela held numerous
meetings with the team’s captain, the rugby authorities,
and his supporters, encouraging all of them to think of
the tournament as an opportunity for South Africa to
embrace the future rather than as a cause for further
division and polarization. The president trumpeted the
slogan “One Team, One Country,” and made sure it was
marketed heavily. As the Springboks moved through the



tournament, excitement began to increase in the country
at the team’s prospects, even among the black majority.

When the team reached the �nal, President Mandela
put on the green-and-gold jersey and cap of the
Springboks and strode out onto the pitch before the
game to shake hands with the all-white squad. After a
moment of stunned silence, the enormous crowd—
nearly all of whom were Afrikaner—broke into
applause. When South Africa won the game, President
Mandela returned to the pitch, still dressed in the
Springbok colors, and presented François Pienaar, the
team captain, with the tournament trophy. “Thank you
for what you have done for our country,” the president
is reported to have said. “No, Mr. President,” replied
Pienaar. “Thank you for what you have done.”

This gesture of President Mandela’s proved a turning
point for the young, post-apartheid nation; it “did
wonders” for South Africa, said Archbishop Desmond
Tutu. Pienaar himself related how on the streets the
night of the Springboks’ victory, “for the �rst time all
the people had come together and all races and religions
were hugging each other.” Another member of the team,
Joost van der Westhuizen, recounted: “Seeing Nelson
Mandela … and [to] think about what that guy did for
this country, and now suddenly we did something for
this country. It’s quite a lesson for everybody, that we
can do things together.”1

President Mandela recognized that both the micro-
nation and the macro-nation matter, and that culture
has an essential role in creating a transnational identity.
By aligning himself explicitly with rugby, this one man
—who had been president for only a year and free from
prison for only �ve—not only challenged his fellow
blacks, who had su�ered so much under white
oppression, to acknowledge that they, too, could feel
pride in the achievement of their national team. He also
indicated that the Afrikaner love of rugby was a valued



expression of white culture while simultaneously
turning on its head their overidenti�cation with the
sport.

The point was not to honor Afrikaner culture because
it was Afrikaner culture, but to transform rugby from a
symbol of exclusivity and the dominance of one group
over all the rest into a celebration of national pride, and
in so doing absorb a separatist minority into the
majority. Through his actions, Mandela showed how
honoring a key aspect of the culture of a small micro-
nation—in this case, the love of rugby—didn’t have to
lead to the fragmentation or weakening of the macro-
nation, but could, instead, serve to strengthen it.

REIMAGINING COMMUNITY

Well-considered, carefully planned initiatives such as
Mandela’s that bring communities together, foster
dialogue, and achieve long-term reconciliation could
allow Africans to rise above competitive, and often
petty, politics at the level of micro-nations and address
the pressing larger issues confronting the nation-state.

This does not mean that ethnicity is nonexistent or
that Africa will not have to address the problems of
“tribal” identity and ethnic nationalism that exist
independent of political machinations. But the di�erent
micro-nations would be much more secure and likely to
�ourish if they accepted who they are and, at the same
time, worked together. In my view, it is essential that
Africa’s citizens and leaders embrace a revival of their
micro-national cultures, languages, and values, and then
bring the best of these to the table—that is, the nation-
state. In so doing, a national or even transnational
identity could be created that is at once forward-looking
and relevant to contemporary needs, and securely
grounded in the heritage of Africa’s peoples.



In this way, African nation-states, which now for
many people merely serve to issue necessary documents
such as a passport and an identity card, will more fully
represent the diversity and the achievements of their
distinct peoples. Anything less will perpetuate the
cultural deracination that has left millions of modern
Africans lacking self-identity, self-con�dence, self-
knowledge, and, therefore, the ability to take charge of
their lives. Failure will also lead to the kind of violence
that is too often seen in Africa.

It is important to acknowledge that the di�culty of
this transformation of what it means to be an African
cannot be underestimated. Even though the boundaries
of the macro-nations laid the groundwork for con�ict,
and Africans had no say in the demarcations of their
countries, the macro-nations that Africans were
bequeathed are now an accepted fact. And, as far back
as the founding of the OAU, African leaders agreed to
accept the boundaries drawn by the colonial powers. It
is within these parameters that Africans must
reconstitute their nations, despite the fact that they
didn’t name them, and that the inhabitants often do not
share a common language or heritage. Africans cannot
change the past; they can only manage it and determine
the future.

Indeed, a related task is to reimagine what it means to
be a community—whether a micro-nation or the
network of micro-nations that are countries, regions,
and the continent itself. As nations become more
integrated within the global economy, the pressure to
expand e�ective political and economic blocs—such as
in eastern and southern Africa and eastern and southern
Asia—will grow in such a way that national borders
may no longer be so relevant. If, for instance, Africa
becomes united in the future along the lines of the
European Union, then, while it may still have troubles,
borders won’t be among them.



Certainly, some African countries—particularly, for
instance, Tanzania and Senegal under presidents Julius
Nyerere and Léopold Senghor—deliberately and
consciously worked for a more cohesive nation-state by
downplaying micro-national identity. Nyerere drove
through policies that emphasized the importance of
being Tanzanian. He did this despite Tanzania’s
heterogeneity; the country is comprised of over 120
micro-nations. Nyerere also stressed the importance of
speaking one language—Kiswahili—above all others in
order to unify the country. The result currently is a
remarkably harmonious nation, with much less of the
“tribalism” that a�ects other parts of Africa. It is an
experiment whose durability will be tested by time, and
dependent on the future leadership of the country.

Tanzania is one model, but there could be others that
embrace micro-national identity. I don’t doubt that if at
the outset of independence in Kenya a conference had
been held of the forty-two micro-nations and they had
all negotiated a constitution under which they agreed to
coexist and work together, while honoring a set of
agreed-upon rights, the communal violence that has
periodically wracked Kenya since then might not have
occurred. Instead, Kenyan leaders, like others
throughout Africa, simultaneously trivialized what it
meant to be a distinct micro-nation and overemphasized
—and continue to exploit—real and imagined barriers
between communities. Of course, some people believe
that through the process of submerging one’s micro-
nationality they are �ghting “tribalism.” In my
conception it is really the opposite. The simple truth is
that more than a century has passed since the colonial
authorities and then postindependence leaders began to
force Africans to transcend their micro-nations, and far
from being buried, “tribalism” has been entrenched.

Today in Rwanda it is illegal to de�ne oneself as
either Hutu or Tutsi. While I fully understand why the



government wanted to end ethnic identi�cation after the
horrors of the 1994 genocide, the truth is that, while
individuals may not make their identity public, they
surely know whether they are Hutu or Tutsi. This kind
of impulse for self-identi�cation can be suppressed only
for a time. While it may appear that the micro-national
“marker” has been removed, it cannot truly be
extinguished. It will have to express itself one way or
the other. Our di�erent identities are part of a natural
diversity. Instead of all attempting the impossible task of
being the same, we must learn to embrace our diversity.
Indeed, human beings are stronger for it. Of course, it is
my fervent hope that no more ethnically based violence
erupts in Rwanda or anywhere else. But its prevention
will depend heavily on the action or inaction of
competing political leaders.

The European Union is moving in a promising
direction: uniting its individual nation-states into a
larger macro-nation. Much as the EU recognizes the
multitude of di�erent cultures and countries within its
larger political structure, and tries more or less
successfully to accommodate the varied impulses and
concerns of the communities, African countries, too,
could acknowledge the composite nature of their nation-
states and do likewise. It is clear that in order to have
greater cohesion within nation-states, African political
leaders will have to devote time, energy, and resources
so that universal freedom, security, and equitable
distribution of assets are assured.

Principally, the elites—the 10 to 20 percent of the
population that speaks the language of the former
colonial power and in large measure has adopted
Western culture as its own—ought to be more in touch
with the genuine wishes of the 80 percent who perceive
themselves as Igbo or Yoruba �rst, and Nigerian second;
or Luo or Kikuyu or Maasai �rst, and Kenyan second; or
Dinka and Fur �rst, and Sudanese second. The elites



need to recognize that most of the ordinary people
whom they have been groomed to lead, by universities
at home or abroad, are still bound by family
relationships stronger than their ties to where they live
or who their neighbors are. Connections to family and
territorial nationality have sometimes been the only
means whereby individuals can cope with the turbulent
uprooting of their traditions since colonization. But just
as one can simultaneously be a Welshman and a Briton
or a Tamil and an Indian, Africans, too, can remain both
loyal members of a micro-nation and loyal citizens of a
nation-state. This is what it should mean to be an
individual in a multicultural and multiethnic country
today.

To ground this concept, I believe it would be a vital,
boundary-breaking step if a nation established a forum
for representatives of micro-nations that could be
incorporated into the governance structures of the
macro-nation. A sense of collective responsibility could
thus be instilled among citizens throughout the country.
The representatives would gather and debate and agree
on a set of actions to bene�t not only their micro-nation,
but also the greater society. They could draw on
indigenous traditions of fairness, justice, deliberation,
and representation. This might, for example, take the
form of an assembly, rather like the United Nations or
the U.S. Senate—where all micro-nations are
represented equally, no matter how many citizens they
have. The members of the collective would meet as
equals and discuss the a�airs of the nation and how that
nation should relate to other nations for the common
good of the region.

The value of such a forum would be that a
government body existed with the express purpose of
making sure that all communities felt they had a stake
and a voice in how the country was managed; that no
matter how small, these micro-nations would know that



their rights would be respected and their safety
guaranteed. Here, some of the most pressing and long-
unanswered questions could be addressed: What does
“equity” mean? How should disputes over
landownership that have simmered since the beginning
of the colonial era be resolved? How will nations and
communities protect their forests and watersheds while
still enabling development? With this forum, the checks
and balances would be weighted and realigned
constantly. It would enshrine a central tenet often
neglected by developed nations when they urge
democracy on developing ones: that democracy is not
just about one person receiving one vote; it is about
e�ective representation and inclusion.

For many African societies—which were fragmented
by colonialism, interfered with during the Cold War,
torn apart by decades of ethnic favoritism and
dissension, burdened by underdevelopment for far too
long, and have too few mechanisms for government
accountability—this forum would provide an
opportunity for the �ourishing of genuine democracy.
The transformation I envision would require citizens to
face the truth about the genesis of “tribal clashes.” It
will also depend on principled leaders who stop playing
the “tribal” card to hold on to power. (Because of the
negativity that is associated with “tribes” and ethnicity
in Africa, it is not uncommon to �nd Africans preferring
to use their Christian name rather than their African
name, or using a foreign language, in an e�ort to hide
their identity.)

To propel these ideas forward, in their families and
from their �rst day at school on, African children should
be taught that the peoples of their country are di�erent,
but that because of Africa’s historical legacy they need
to work together. In schools and universities, students
should be encouraged to learn more fully about the
cultures of other micro-nations within the macro-nation.



These measures would o�er the possibility of creating a
new elite that is not so narrowly partisan and have the
potential to develop leaders with not only greater
knowledge of their countries, but greater responsibility
toward all of a country’s micro-nations as well as the
macro-nation.

Politicians in Africa know that micro-national identity
is important. When they campaign, they do not address
their micro-nation in the language(s) of the macro-
nation, which is often that of the former colonial master.
They are often anxious to speak to other micro-nations
in their mother tongues—if only a few words, such as
“Hello” or “How are you?” But their interest in that
language is super�cial; they are attempting to �atter the
people in the hope that they will support them at the
ballot box. What is needed is a genuine recognition by
leaders that micro-nations value aspects of their identity
that they still possess, such as their languages.

SPEAKING MOTHER TONGUES

Language is an important component of culture and an
essential means of binding the micro-nation together. In
many African states during the colonial administration,
the government’s local representative was a native. He
would speak the micro-nation’s language, as well as the
European language of the administration, and interpret
between the local people and higher-level
administrators, who were citizens of the colonial power.
One of the legacies of the colonial era is that in many
African nations, the governance, justice, and education
systems are conducted in foreign languages, as is most
media.

Even if another national language has been adopted,
such as Kiswahili in the case of Kenya, the great mass of
rural populations neither speak nor understand it
�uently. It is my belief that denying someone the ability



to communicate with their government, at least at the
local level, is one of the strongest forms of
discrimination and, indeed, means of oppression and
exclusion.

Most African elites speak and manage in a foreign
language that’s spoken and read only by a tiny minority
and not understood at all by a large majority of their
peoples. The elites communicate with each other in
o�cial languages, which are European, such as English
and French, or national languages, like Kiswahili. Their
grammar, pronunciation, and sentence structure are not
at the level of a native speaker. However, since those
they speak with are also speaking imperfectly, they
don’t know they are making mistakes. By and large,
neither the elites nor the masses know each other’s
mother tongues, and rarely do we make an e�ort to
learn them. As a result, we have a very limited reach in
being able to spread our ideas, or listen to others’.

For most people, especially in the rural areas, the
local government representative is still the expression of
the nation-state’s government in their lives. If people are
not allowed to communicate with, at a minimum, their
local government in their own languages, it is almost as
if they are living in a foreign country or being governed
by a foreign power. Since they do not understand well,
if at all, the o�cial or national language, they are, in
e�ect, completely alienated from the governance
structures of their nation. This language divide is a
crucial way of further distancing the government from
its people. Throughout Africa, a country’s managers
speak to themselves, while those in whose name they
govern don’t understand them. The people may clap
after they are spoken to by the person in authority, but
for the most part, they haven’t caught enough of what
he or she has said to understand its meaning or
relevance. If the nation is being run by a group of
people that the mass of citizens can’t understand, and



when its leaders address only themselves, how can it
move forward?

Micro-nations should have the opportunity to
communicate e�ectively among themselves, by learning
in schools to read and write �uently in their mother
tongues; likewise, the government at the local level
should communicate with micro-nationalities in their
own languages. If the micro-nations were allowed to
speak their languages and be addressed in them as well,
it would encourage patriotism and a connection to the
government and indeed the larger nation-state.

The Green Belt Movement has always insisted that the
people participating in its programs be able to speak in
their local languages. GBM’s rationale is that because
many Kenyans, especially those in rural areas with
limited formal education, don’t fully comprehend
Kiswahili—and even less so English—they often sit
silently when meetings are conducted in these
languages. GBM sta� wants to hear what the
communities have to say and be sure that they can
understand what GBM is saying, too. If no GBM sta�
member speaks the local language, someone from the
community who knows the mother tongue as well as
Kiswahili or English is asked to translate. Such a
practice is still not common, even among those
organizations doing development work, including NGOs,
and indeed is some times criticized as “promoting
tribalism.”

Within Africa, one notable exception to the states’
reliance on foreign languages is the Republic of South
Africa, which has acknowledged its diversity by
enshrining in its constitution no fewer than eleven
o�cial languages—including Setswana, Afrikaans,
English, isiXhosa, and isiZulu. In doing this, South
Africa has established a bedrock upon which it can build
a multiracial society that both respects its diversity and
encourages identi�cation with the country as a whole.



South Africa is at an advantage because it is a relatively
wealthy country, and therefore can a�ord to have
multiple languages taught and represented in o�cial
documents. Whether or not the cost of having such a
polyglot state of robust micro-nations outweighs the
intangible bene�ts of a country that understands itself
may be di�cult to say at this time, but I believe it is
worth the wager.

To encourage better communication among Africa’s
micro-nations, African states could decide that every
child would study his or her own language in school
until the fourth or even the eighth grade. This would
enable them to read literature, or the Bible, in their
mother tongue, helping ensure not only literacy, but
also a sense of their identity through their language. In
the higher grade levels, the government could mandate
that each child learn one or even two international
languages, as well as a language of one of the other
micro-nations. In this way, each citizen would know
their own culture more deeply, and also be able to
communicate e�ectively with fellow citizens elsewhere
in their country.

In Nigeria, for instance, while four hundred languages
are spoken, about half of the population speaks one of
three: Hausa, Igbo, or Yoruba. So a Yoruba child in
Nigeria could learn Yoruba well enough to read, write,
and speak it �uently, plus Igbo or Hausa, the languages
of the other major Nigerian micro-nations, or another,
less commonly spoken language. He would also learn
English. In Senegal, a child who grew up speaking
Pulaar, the language of the Peul and Toucouleur micro-
nations, could choose to study Wolof, the language of
Senegal’s largest micro-nation and the “lingua franca” of
the capital, Dakar. She would also learn French and, if
she wanted, English, too.

In Kenya, I could envision a Kikuyu child choosing
strategically to learn Luo, since Luos are the third-



largest micro-nation (after Kikuyus and Luhyas). Since
Kikuyus can understand the Kambas, learning Luo
would broaden the mind and the cultural references of
the Kikuyu child, so that she would be as comfortable in
Nyanza Province on the shores of Lake Victoria as she is
in Nyeri in the Central Highlands. Likewise, if as an
adolescent or adult she walked into a market in Kisumu
and found the majority of people speaking Luo, she
would not feel out of place, even though she was raised
as a Kikuyu. She could visit a local restaurant and order
local food, and nobody would feel embarrassed that the
food is not the sort served in Hilton hotels or in New
York, but is native to the region—and as worthy a
cuisine as any other. Her life would be enriched by the
experience; the local community would understand that
a Kikuyu had made an e�ort to understand their cultural
and linguistic reality; and possibilities for mutual
cooperation will have been enhanced. The same would
be true of someone raised in the Senegalese countryside
speaking Pulaar and spending time in Dakar; or a
Yoruba from southwest Nigeria traveling to, or even
settling in, the Hausa-speaking north.

Smaller communities might be at a disadvantage,
because children and their parents might decide that it
would be more valuable to learn a language belonging
to a larger micro-nation. This, however, might be an
opportunity for greater political and linguistic
coordination within or between micro-nations that could
enable communities to join together to express their
identity more e�ectively.

If instituted, such policies in Africa have the potential
to bind nations not merely through the promotion of
national or o�cial languages that people don’t know
well, but because self-con�dent micro-nations would
develop, with their own cultures and languages. It is, of
course, possible that wider knowledge of languages
might encourage people to travel and settle elsewhere,



which could, as it has in the past, lead to con�ict with
local communities; but it’s also possible that a greater
sense of self would make individuals more creative and
con�dent within their own communities, and less likely
to be hostile to outsiders. Indeed, this mobility could
create greater cohesion, since members of micro-nations
would not only be found in their traditional homelands.
This could help reduce the ethnic identi�cation, implicit
or explicit, of many African political parties. Such
“melting pots” of micro-nations are already the norm in
African metropolises.

A relatively inexpensive and direct way of
communicating in Africa is through the radio. In the
1990s, many African states refused licenses to
independent media outlets, including radio stations.
They kept dissident voices out of the media or employed
the state-run television and radio stations in propaganda
e�orts. Since then, as part of the (albeit often slow)
opening of democratic space, the media have become
notably freer and more diverse in Africa. State
monopolies have loosened, and the Internet and satellite
communication have created new channels for
information and opinion.

In my view, local radio is a crucial means for micro-
nations to reclaim their languages and cultures, as well
as to bring greater cohesion to the nation-state. Not only
can people listen to national news and opinion, but
increasingly they can �nd radio programming in their
mother tongue. Some critics rightly point out that local
radio can be used to promote hate and incite violence.
This was the case in Rwanda in 1994, when Radio
Télévision Libre des Mille Collines actively called upon
Hutus to murder Tutsis and moderate Hutus. In Kenya in
2008, charges that they magni�ed ethnic tensions were
leveled at local-language radio hosts.

Distressing as these examples are, the answer is not to
shut down this avenue of communication by closing all



local-language radio stations. It is the attitudes of those
speaking into the microphones in the studios that need
to be addressed. National media codes of conduct and
legislation banning hate speech and incitement to
violence could be considered to ensure that these outlets
are used to inform and explain, not for broadcasting the
rants of demogogues and bigots. The danger, of course,
is that such structures of governance could be used by
the leadership to squelch dissenting voices, but the
media could be proactive in this area: for instance, by
engaging the government in a dialogue about the
media’s behavior, so as to avoid freedom of speech
being compromised by too much government control.

One individual who would have bene�ted from the
expansion of local-language radio was my mother, who
died at the age of ninety-four a mere three months
before the �rst Kikuyu-language FM radio station
opened. She would have loved to listen to that station—
speaking to her in a language she would have
understood. As it could for millions of other Africans,
especially the elderly and those who do not have access
to newspapers or television, it would have opened and
enriched her world. That is what I would like to see
happen for the millions like her across Africa.



LAND OWNERSHIP: WHOSE LAND
IS IT, ANYWAY?

THE RATE OF urbanization in Africa is the highest in the
world, with city populations doubling every twenty
years.1 Sprawling cities and slums have gobbled up vast
tracts of forest and agricultural land. Nevertheless, most
Africans are still rural and directly dependent on the
land for their income. In addition, many African
countries have signi�cant populations of pastoralists,
most of whom can no longer migrate across long
distances with their herds of cows, goats, sheep, or
camels the way they did before national borders were
established and land throughout Africa was bought,
sold, and fenced. With the onset of climate change,
arable or grazeable land is likely to become even more
precious. According to the United Nations Environment
Programme (UNEP), degradation of land is a serious
concern in thirty-two African countries, and 65 percent
of the continent’s farmland has sustained damage.2

Across much of Africa, landownership and
distribution remain volatile issues. In many nations,
colonial governments forcibly displaced large numbers
of native Africans to make way for European settlers.
When the colonial authorities arrived, they also brought
with them a concept of landownership that was alien to
much of the African continent. They insisted that land
be controlled by a title deed, and when such deeds were
bestowed, the authorities would provide them only to
“the head of the household,” which was the man.
Traditionally, land was owned not by an individual but



by the family or the community. The new rules
disenfranchised women, who no longer had a right to
land but who, instead, accessed land at the pleasure of
the father or the husband, whose name was written on
the title deed. (Advocates for women’s equality are
challenging this state of a�airs in many African
countries, and as a result laws are changing.)

At independence, land changed hands, but in many
cases the details of those transactions—who owned
what, who bought what, and how much of it—remain
unresolved to this day. Land (the promise and the loss of
it) has been a battleground—used, much like ethnic
identi�cation, by unscrupulous leaders as a way to gain
political advantage. Over the past several decades,
community-held and individually owned lands in Africa
have been lost to a variety of forces, both man-made
and ecological. Deserts have spread, topsoil has been
washed away as forests and other vegetation have been
cleared, and the land’s fertility has been reduced
through too many cycles of planting, grazing, and the
application of chemicals. Much farmland has been
subdivided into ever-smaller parcels as populations have
grown and land has passed from one generation to the
next.

Governments, too, have assumed control over land,
often displacing communities in the process, for
infrastructure projects (some bene�cial to the nation at
large, some costly “white elephants”), to accommodate
sprawling urban settlements, or for national parks and
reserves. Many Africans today have too little land, and
some have too much, often as a result of the colonial
past. In 2005 in South Africa, for instance, 96 percent of
arable land was still owned by white farmers.3 In
Namibia, white farmers own around 50 percent of
arable land,4 and in Zimbabwe, where attempts to
reapportion land have riven the country for years, as of



2000, 4,500 white farmers still owned 70 percent of the
prime land.5

But it’s not only the descendents of white settlers who
control vast tracts of land—nor do redistributed lands
always revert to small-scale farmers or the landless. Too
often, prime lands in Africa end up in the hands of
ruling elites or their inner circle.6 The issue of land
distribution will continue to roil African nations until
politicians stop using land as a political tool, and just
settlements to controversies over land are agreed upon.

POACHERS, CONSERVATIONISTS, AND TOURISTS

The conundrum of land in Africa and its relationship to
the economy, agriculture, and prospects for poverty
reduction was brought into sharp relief in Kenya in
2005 when Thomas Cholmondeley, the great-grandson
of Lord Delamere of Britain (1870-1931), shot to death
Simon Ole Sasina, a Kenya Wildlife Service game
warden investigating suspected poachers. A year later,
he shot and killed a second man, Robert Njoya, who was
alleged to have been poaching on his property.

Lord Delamere was a major �gure in the �rst three
decades of British rule in Kenya. He controlled land,
purchased from the Maasai for a pittance, that extended
over hundreds of thousands of acres in the Central
Highlands and the Rift Valley. Today, the family
remains among Kenya’s largest land holders; the
Delamere estate—Soysambu—encompasses 100,000
acres, including a 48,000-acre wildlife conservancy.
Since independence, the descendents of Lord Delamere
have remained close to some members of Kenya’s
political elite. Although he was not charged with
Sasina’s killing, Cholmondeley was with Njoya’s murder,
and the case has fascinated Kenyans and Europeans
alike, as it encapsulates the racial, class, and land



divides that still grip parts of Africa, more than forty
years after Kenyan independence—when Nairobi’s main
thoroughfare was changed from Delamere to Kenyatta
Avenue.

To the Delameres, the land and the animals on it are
rightfully theirs, and trespassers on their property,
whether those chasing poachers or poaching themselves,
risk being shot. While the Delameres own beef and dairy
operations, the income the estate generates from wildlife
watching is considerable—an ironic reversal, given that
many of the reserves established in Africa in the colonial
area were set aside for white trophy hunters.

Until Europeans settled and converted a great deal of
land into commercial farms, wildlife across Africa was
abundant. But as the human population has increased
and commercial farming has expanded, wildlife has
been pushed into national parks. The only people who
can have wildlife on private land are those like the
Delameres, who own huge tracts. They don’t need to
hunt these animals for food, and many have joined the
conservation and tourism sectors.

For traditional herders, separating land where their
cattle, sheep, and goats can graze from wildlife reserves
where they can’t is an arti�cial construct: traditionally,
in their micro-nations, no one can “own” land that has
been held as a common resource by all the community’s
members. For Njoya and those like him who are not
pastoralists and who are living in areas where wildlife is
no longer present, wild animals on a neighboring large-
scale estate are potential food—either for his or his
family’s consumption, or to sell in the market. Bushmeat
markets, legal and not, are thriving in Kenya, as they are
in other parts of Africa, encouraged by demand from
tourists who want to eat exotic game, and from the
elites who emulate them. Njoya can neither a�ord nor
directly bene�t from conservation and wildlife
watching.



Njoya’s experience is not unusual. Most Africans do
not see wildlife in the same light as tourists do—if they
see the animals at all. Indeed, many ordinary Africans
who don’t live near national parks or reserves see wild
animals only in a zoo or safari park. Many fewer
animals still exist where most Africans live than when I
was growing up. Then, it was not unusual to disturb a
rabbit or an antelope while walking along a path and
see them run away into the bush.

The tourism economy, while an important sector in a
number of African countries, is often conducted at a
remove from the African peoples themselves: the
tourists arrive on planes owned by foreign companies,
and often stay in hotels or lodges owned by foreign
corporations; they exchange money at foreign banks and
may be transported to wildlife reserves on buses or in
taxis also owned by foreign companies. Few revenues
from this sector reach ordinary Africans. The only local
people who may make money directly from tourism are
guides, or sta� in the lodges, hotels, and restaurants that
serve the tourists. After the private companies, the
second-largest bene�ciary of tourism are governments.
If the revenues are managed well, of course, they will
reach Njoya and his family in the form of services.
Unfortunately, this is all too rarely the case. For Njoya,
therefore, wildlife conservation is a foreign luxury.

My aim here is not to disparage the tourists or those
who package the safaris. Both are important. My point is
that Africans—and their leaders—need to develop their
tourism industries for the bene�t of the African people.
Africans—not foreign corporations—should provide
a�ordable and clean hotels for guests; reliable and
comfortable transportation to and from the national
parks; hygienic and safe restaurants where tourists can
eat, perhaps o�ering indigenous foods; tea stalls that are
attractive and clean enough for tourists to drink at; and
professional cultural programs (not the usual kitsch that



many visitors experience) that would engage visitors in
the rich heritage of the continent’s micro-nations.

Much more revenue from tourism thus would stay in
Africa, generating wealth and opportunities for citizens
who are willing to be entrepreneurial and work hard to
make a success of their businesses. The African people
need to see that not only can tourism and conservation
support their children’s education, repair roads, and
expand health facilities, but they can be part of the
industry, too. With this, the sense of ownership
individual Africans feel for the tourism industry would
be strengthened. I don’t mean just material ownership,
but also ownership at a deeper level: taking
responsibility for, and pride in, protecting wildlife and
the environment, and the sharing of their nation and its
cultures with visitors from around the world.

In nurturing this attitude and directing the revenues
from the industry more equitably, government policies
would encourage people like Robert Njoya to move
away from subsistence living to, for instance, opening a
clean, inviting kiosk selling high-quality Kenyan tea to
tourists and passersby. Not enough of these exist, which
is why people have a choice of drinking a cup of tea at a
run-down stall or paying several dollars for one at a
high-end hotel. A Robert Njoya might no longer need to
poach, because he could buy food instead, and in the
process could see wildlife as having more value to him
alive than dead. It is important to note that,
traditionally, Njoya’s micro-nation did not eat wildlife,
but only domestic animals. He has, however, been
deculturated and encouraged to embrace bushmeat, and
as a result is now helping accelerate the destruction of
species that in the past he would not have harmed.

It is also clear that environmental education needs to
be part of the academic curriculum in African schools.
This would assist the peoples of Africa to recognize that
they have an extraordinary resource in their wildlife,



and that they need to protect and sustain it, and to
spread the bene�ts of such a commitment broadly and
fairly. If an African child grows up understanding the
place an antelope has in the ecosystem, and that the
animal has intrinsic as well as utilitarian value in terms
of tourism revenue, he or she will be less likely to see it
simply as meat, and will not empty the forests and parks
of the biodiversity that is a crucial piece of his or her
cultural and spiritual inheritance.

DIFFERENT WAYS OF WORKING THE LAND

The di�erent perceptions and concepts about the uses
and ownership of land held by pastoralists,
conservationists, and farmers are aspects of the ever-
present concerns over ensuring food security and
reducing poverty in Africa. As the farmers in Yaoundé
made evident, genuine reform and an overhaul of
agriculture are a matter of urgency—especially given
that, as the e�ects of climate change intensify, growing
su�cient amounts of food will become even more
challenging in many African nations. Per capita food
production in Africa has already declined by 12 percent
since 1981,7 and by 2020 yields from rain-fed
agriculture could be reduced in some countries by up to
50 percent.8 The climate has become more
unpredictable, increasing the irregularity of rainfall,
uncertain harvests, and, as a result, the risks of food
insecurity. The UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change estimates that, as rainfall patterns shift,
revenues from crops in Africa could fall by as much as
90 percent by 2100.9 Anticipated changes in climate
will only make subsistence living more di�cult for the
60 percent of Africans who still farm and graze animals
as their primary livelihood.

Food security in Africa is also increasingly in danger
due to skyrocketing food prices in world markets. They



have been pushed to new highs by rising oil prices and
growing demands for grains and certain plants to
produce biofuels, as well as meat and dairy products, in
the industrialized world, Asia, and Latin America.

Food emergencies in Africa have risen threefold each
year since the mid-1980s. Although the proportion of
undernourished people in sub-Saharan Africa has fallen
to just below one-third in the last few years, the
absolute numbers have risen, from 120 million in 1980
to 206 million in 2003. In 2004, forty countries in sub-
Saharan Africa received almost 3.9 million tons of food
aid, almost double the level provided between 1995 and
1997.10 By 2080, the number of people de�ned as
undernourished in Africa is expected to triple,
notwithstanding world food prices.11

Some of these challenges �nd their source in the
colonial era. Traditional farming cultures, foods, and
even storage methods, such as granaries for grains and
beans at each homestead, were discouraged, and then
disappeared. Once they stopped growing food for the
household, people began buying their food—much of it
processed—in shops, and with the establishment of a
cash economy, they had to earn money to pay for it. The
bananas, root crops, and green vegetables that had been
common in people’s �elds, especially between harvests,
gave way to cash crops (such as co�ee, tea, nuts,
sugarcane, and horticultural products). As they did,
household and community food security became a state
matter.

At independence, governments assumed the
responsibility for feeding the nation. But despite
statements at international conferences and roundtables
of development agencies about agriculture, food
security, farming techniques, and public health,
postindependence governments gave little attention to
agricultural policies that would have supported the
growing of food crops for both home consumption and



sale in local and regional markets. This neglect may be
partially due to the fact that in Africa women and
children produce the majority of this food. For the most
part (and this is not a phenomenon exclusive to Africa),
women’s work, including in food production, is neither
highly valued nor made a policy priority, nor are
women adequately compensated for their labor.

Many national agricultural policies have relied on
buying “cheap food” (such as corn, wheat, and white
rice) in international markets, usually from large
producers in industrialized nations. But such food is no
longer cheap, and was never particularly healthy—and,
indeed, is much less nutritious than the beans, grains,
greens, root crops, and fruits that formed the basis of
many traditional diets. Since, as has already been
described, many cash crop producers are subsistence
farmers who receive very little for their harvests, with
payments often delayed, the result of all these policies
taken together is that throughout Africa farming families
experience hunger and malnutrition where their own
parents and grandparents had surplus food.

For decades, the African elites have ignored
agriculture because of an attitude that working the land
is only for the uneducated.12 Even those with
agricultural degrees in Africa generally prefer to work in
an o�ce in a capital city rather than provide
agricultural extension services to farmers. Contrast this
with the work that land-grant universities in the United
States have undertaken for almost 150 years. They
helped to professionalize farming, supporting those with
land who wanted to farm but didn’t have the knowledge
to do so, and educated the waves of immigrants who
came to the United States possessing only rudimentary
farming techniques.

How can Africa maximize the potential of subsistence
farmers—such as the woman I saw on the hillside in
Yaoundé, those whom I represented as a member of



parliament, and those who form the bulk of the
communities the Green Belt Movement works with?
Clearly, African governments need to invest in making
agriculture—and farmers—more productive. As the
actions of the farmers on the hillside of Yaoundé
suggest, African agricultural extension services have
been underfunded. At the same time, other regions
outside Africa have increased food production in scale
and e�ciency, and have used subsidies, fertilizers, and
mechanization that have allowed them not only to feed
themselves but to produce food so cheaply that it
undercuts local African markets. Because of corruption
and the uncertainty of international commodities
markets, the cash crop economy has not enriched
ordinary Africans.

At the beginning of this book I suggested that we need
to focus development e�orts where Africans are, and
that much of Africa is with that woman farmer on the
hillside in Yaoundé. At the very least, I would like to see
not poor farmers scrabbling to produce tea or cassava on
a piece of land that long ago lost its productivity, but
rather cooperatives that provide farmers with accurate
and timely information about their crops and weather
conditions, a�ordable essential inputs, and vibrant local
and regional food markets. Governments will need to
institute and enforce policies that ensure fair prices for
their farmers in the global economy—for both
commodities and products with added value. This will
also entail a commitment to rooting out corruption in
parastatal agencies that, as in the case of the co�ee
farmers in my constituency in Kenya, further exploit and
impoverish small farmers.

Africa needn’t intensify its farming sector so that it
takes on the character of the industrial-style agriculture
that dominates the West and, increasingly, parts of the
East. As we are learning, industrial farming may be
e�cient, but it has enormous downsides for the



environment—from destruction of biodiversity to heavy
dependence on fossil fuels and chemical fertilizer, to
massive water use and runo� that fouls rivers and
creates marine “dead zones.” Indeed, a recent UN
assessment concluded that this method of farming is no
longer viable in a world of resource constraints and
climate change. The report’s authors recommend a rapid
shift to more ecological and sustainable ways of
producing food.13

Africa does have options: only 7 percent of arable
land is under irrigation.14 While there may be
opportunities to increase this, so that the majority of
African farmers aren’t wholly dependent on rain to
water their crops, irrigation systems are expensive and
inappropriate for regions where water is already scarce.
Governments in Africa, as well as individuals, need to
do all that they can to improve land and water
management—by, for instance, preventing erosion by
covering the soil with vegetation and trees, avoiding
overgrazing, harvesting water, and retaining essential
nutrients in the soil.

African leaders also need to address the way they look
at land—and to employ it equitably for their people’s
bene�t. There are many small-scale farmers in Africa
who are not using their land in the most e�cient way.
If, for example, someone like Njoya had been a better
farmer, and the government had provided him with an
agriculture extension service, he would have had no
need to be on another person’s land.

Given the inequitable distribution of land in many
countries in Africa, and the inequities perpetuated by
governance and economic systems that are inherently
unjust, it is di�cult to wholly avoid incidents of people
or peoples �ghting for access to resources—especially
when politicians use land to incite violence.
Furthermore, those without land will �nd it di�cult to
accept that some in their country may own thousands of



acres. Despite the passions and ongoing controversies
in�amed by land ownership in Africa, however, there
can never be any excuse to take another’s life.

The ultimate goal cannot be simply to make
subsistence farming easier. While some redistribution is
important, it is my belief that not every African needs,
or must have, a parcel of land they can call their own.
Given population growth, not enough land is available
without drastic encroachment into forests and reserves.
If Africans did try to utilize entire land-masses for crops
or grazing, they would destroy the complex natural
systems upon which agriculture, and indeed all life,
depends. Therefore, while it is important that Africa’s
farmers thrive, Africa cannot just rely on agriculture and
commodities to develop. Once again, governments need
to increase the capacities of their peoples in other areas.

In so doing, they could encourage the growth of
sustainable industries that provide good employment in
well-managed cities and towns—not the crowded, �lthy
slums with virtually no infrastructure that blot too many
African cities and too many Africans’ lives. Africans can
also, like citizens in other regions of the world, work to
reduce their dependence on fossil fuels and harness
renewable energy sources to industrialize in a way that
provides work for the millions of Africans migrating to
cities, and allows some of those currently practicing
subsistence agriculture to move o� the land. While it
would be preferable for Robert Njoya to grow his own
food rather than poach wild animals, ownership and
exploitation of land cannot remain the only way to
become wealthy in Africa in the twenty-�rst century.



ENVIRONMENT AND
DEVELOPMENT

CLIMATE CHANGE will bring massive ecological and economic
challenges. In such a context, therefore, alleviating
dehumanizing poverty—and achieving the UN
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)—will become
even more di�cult. The MDGs, agreed upon by the UN
General Assembly in 2000, increasingly guide global
development policies, practices, and aid �ows around
the world. As some observers have noted, they are
imperfect measures—not least because, when they were
announced, di�erent regions of the developing world
had made more progress toward achieving the goals
than others; sub-Saharan Africa was, overall, the
furthest behind. Nevertheless, the MDGs o�er a useful
heuristic device not only as a tool to analyze
development in general, but as measures against which
the commitment of leaders in both the rich
industrialized countries and the developing world to
progress in human welfare and sustainable development
can and should be judged.

The eight MDGs, to be met by 2015, are: 1) eradicate
extreme poverty and hunger; 2) achieve universal
primary education; 3) promote gender equality and
empower women; 4) reduce child mortality; 5) improve
maternal health; 6) combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and
other diseases; 7) ensure environmental sustainability;
and 8) develop a global partnership for development.

Achieving each of the eight MDGs depends heavily on
healthy ecosystems; but this fact is often overlooked,



and the seventh MDG has not received as much
attention as the others. In my view, however, it is the
most important, and all of the other goals should be
organized around it. What happens to the ecosystem
a�ects everything else, as is illustrated by an example
from the Central Highlands of Kenya.

The environment on and around Mount Kenya and the
Aberdare mountain ranges has gradually degenerated,
and the biological diversity that led Mount Kenya to be
designated a World Heritage Site by UNESCO is
threatened. The Aberdares serve as one of Kenya’s main
water towers—a system of natural reservoirs that hold
moisture in snow and mist, in soil and vegetation, and
in aquifers above- and belowground. For decades, these
mountain ecosystems have been ravaged by
deforestation, illegal logging, nonindigenous
plantations, overcultivation, and other forms of human
encroachment. Yet within the mountains’ forests lies
some of the most fertile soil in Kenya, and the glaciers
and rainfall the forests attract feed hundreds of
tributaries of the largest river in Kenya, the Tana. The
Tana �ows 440 miles from the Central Highlands to the
Indian Ocean and provides drinking water for millions
of Kenyans in major urban centers, including the capital,
Nairobi. These water resources, and the forests, are
essential for Kenya’s agriculture, livestock, tourism, and
energy sectors, as well as household water and fuel.

If the mountains’ ecosystems continue to be degraded,
it will become impossible to achieve the MDGs in Kenya.
With the destruction of the mountains’ forests and the
gradual disappearance of glaciers (apparently due to
climate change), the Tana’s water �ow is reduced.
Simultaneously, massive deposits of river-borne silt
reduce the lifespan of the dams built across the river.
Both lead to lost capacity for hydropower, which
provides 60 percent of Kenya’s energy.1 Without this



(clean) energy, Kenya is unable to provide electricity to
a very large part of her rural and urban populations.

The dearth of adequate and reliable sources of energy
stymies the possibilities of further rural electri�cation as
well as national industrial growth. Demand for power in
Kenya is growing by an average of 7 percent per year.2
Due to shortfalls in hydropower that go back many
years, Kenya has been forced to buy power from Uganda
—with money that should have been used for
development. In so doing, the government sacri�ces
other priorities like combating HIV/AIDs, malaria, and
other diseases (MDG 6) and improving maternal health
(MDG 5). Shortages of electricity also mean that poor
people in rural and urban areas use wood fuel for
energy, furthering deforestation and limiting prospects
that MDG 7 will be achieved.

Agriculture in Kenya, as in most of Africa, is watered
by rain, not irrigation systems. With the destruction of
the mountain forests, rainfall patterns are a�ected, and
with them, yields from cash and food crops. Small-scale
farmers working degraded soils are among the poorest
people in Kenya. For them and their families, not having
enough nutritious food to eat is a common phenomenon.
The lack of regular rainfall, therefore, also undermines
prospects for eradicating extreme poverty and hunger
(MDG 1) and reducing child deaths (MDG 4) from
causes associated with malnutrition.

The loss of the forests also means that no vegetation
remains to hold the soil in its place. As a result,
enormous amounts of valuable topsoil are swept or
blown away. When rainwater runs downstream through
lands that are extensively cultivated, it can cause
massive soil erosion and sometimes �ooding, which not
only damages farms and food crops, but can displace
people from their homes. When the rains fail, and
subsequently crops, aid in the form of food, clothing,
and shelter from the government or donor agencies



becomes necessary. In 2005, three million people, or
nearly 10 percent of the population of Kenya, were
dependent on government food aid. In such an unsettled
—and at times desperate—situation, children’s schooling
is disrupted, and in this context governments cannot
hope to achieve universal primary education (MDG 2).

As deforestation gathers speed, women are forced to
walk longer and longer distances to �nd wood for
cooking and heating and clean water. In times of
environmental di�culty, children, particularly girls,
may be taken out of school to help with harvests and the
collection of wood and water, or to look after their
younger siblings as their mother’s workload increases.
Thus, protecting the mountain forests would help
achieve gender equality (MDG 3) and improve the
chances that all girls complete primary school, and as a
result have a chance to continue their education to a
higher level (MDG 2).

In addition, many of Kenya’s national parks, and the
wildlife within them, bene�t from the Tana River and
the rainfall from Mount Kenya and the Aberdares. (The
presence of two species of monkey, more commonly
found in Uganda and Congo, in the Tana basin is a
reminder of the rainforests that once covered much of
Africa from west to east.) If the mountains’ ecosystems
are destroyed, the savannahs will not be sustained.
Tourism then will be a thing of the past, even though it’s
one of the most important sectors of the Kenyan
economy and a major generator of employment, which,
of course, contributes to poverty reduction. It goes
without saying that city dwellers also depend on the
environment’s capacity to provide food, sources of
energy, and water.

All of these challenges to human development could
be avoided or their intensity reduced if the government
managed the forested mountain ecosystems more
sustainably. As it is now, the impact of the forests’



destruction is felt by many economic sectors, and it is
frustrating e�orts to realize all but one of the MDGs,
number eight, which calls for “a global partnership for
development.” But when a country has been unable to
realize the other MDGs, how can it form a partnership
for development? The very basis for such development
is absent.

Likewise, Ethiopia, which had 40 percent forest cover
at the turn of the twentieth century, has only 3 percent
today—a result of a cash crop economy, overgrazing,
and the use of trees for fuelwood, all of which have
contributed to the threat of famine. This is holding its
own development back.3

As it currently stands, Africa’s economies will need to
grow by upward of 7 percent per year if they’re to keep
pace with e�orts to halve extreme poverty (MDG 1) by
2015.4 Even though it’s true that Africa had further to
go in 2000 to meet the MDGs than other developing
regions, it should be a cause of some embarrassment to
the peoples of Africa that most countries on the
continent are unlikely to have met a majority of the
MDGs by the target date.

THE ESTABLISHMENT OF MONOCULTURES

The situation in Kenya is not helped by the
establishment of monocultural plantations of exotic
species of trees (a scheme until recently known as the
shamba system). During the 1930s and ’40s, the British
colonial authorities deemed large sections of the �ve
“water towers” (Mount Kenya, Aberdare, Mau complex,
Cherangani hills, and Mount Elgon) suitable for
commercial plantations of fast-growing species of pines
from the Northern Hemisphere and eucalyptus from the
Southern. The eucalyptus and pines were intended to
provide timber for the then-emerging building industry



and �rewood for steam engines. Local �ora were
considered slow-growing and economically less exploit
able than imported species of trees, and, therefore, large
sections of indigenous forests were clear-cut and
replanted with the imported tree species.

To manage the plantations of nonindigenous trees that
were established, the colonial administration introduced
a farming method—called shamba, which means “�eld”
in Kiswahili—whereby the forestry department allowed
communities living near the forests to cultivate food
crops while nurturing the commercial seedlings, for free.
As one might imagine, the shamba system worked very
well for the colonialists and for the peasant farmers,
who were hungry for land to grow crops. The trees
thrived in the cool environment (Mount Kenya is
seventeen thousand feet above sea level) and in the
then-virgin soil. Unfortunately, as the human population
grew, the demand for land to grow food crops likewise
expanded. As government foresters authorized more and
more forest to be converted into farmland, more
indigenous trees were felled for more plantations and
for farmers to grow food crops—a situation exacerbated
by increased demand for timber. I remember as a child
seeing huge bon�res in the forests as the indigenous
biodiversity was burned to make way for the
commercial tree plantations.

Shamba plantations are harvested every thirty years or
so. The continuous planting, harvesting, and replanting
of the same commercial monocultures of trees, along
with the long-term cultivation of food crops by farmers,
drastically minimizes the prospects for local biodiversity
to return. The shamba system is also rife with
opportunism and corruption from farmers, who bene�t
from growing food crops on forest land, and government
o�cers, who are tempted to sell trees, lease land, and
allow charcoal burning and illegal grazing. For esters,
who control access to the public lands, are eager to



allow people back into the forests. The remuneration for
facilitating some of these activities ends up in the
pockets of some foresters rather than in the national
treasury.

I have opposed the continuation of the shamba system
for many years. I don’t consider plantations of exotic
monocultures of trees to be forests, but rather tree
farms. Unlike indigenous forests, plantations destroy
local biodiversity, leaving the land bare except for the
monoculture of trees. Plantations lack the ecological and
biological systems to retain and conserve rainwater: the
extensive leaf system, the intensive and varied
vegetation, the debris of biological materials that
accumulate and form a sponge at ground level. In
forests, a not insigni�cant amount of water is retained
on leaves, bark, and in the soil. When it evaporates, it
creates the humidity that feeds other ecological systems
and the rainfall cycle. All these are removed when the
forest is clear-cut, cultivated, and planted with food
crops and plantations. It is partly for that reason that the
plantations lack the capacity to receive and conserve
rainwater. When it rains, much of the water rushes
down the slope and is lost and many rivers either dry up
or have their water levels greatly reduced.

When the NARC government came into power in
2002, it was more committed to conserving the
environment than the previous administration and it
banned the shamba system. While environmentalists in
Kenya applauded this decision, it was greeted with
dismay by many MPs and the public whose
parliamentary constituencies border the forest. Many
Kenyans lack an appreciation of the di�erence between
an indigenous forest and what I call a tree farm. Kenya’s
forests are worth far more intact than they are
fragmented or converted into tree farms.

For the �rst time as a partner of the Kenyan
government (the new NARC administration), the Green



Belt Movement launched a project to restore degraded
forests in the Aberdares. Local women grew indigenous
tree seedlings and planted them in the forest. For each
seedling that survived, the women (and some men who
joined them) were compensated with a small �nancial
incentive to continue their work. If a woman planted
many trees and ensured that they survived, she could
earn a decent income to pay for school uniforms, books,
and fees; nutritious food; or health care for herself, her
husband, and their children. It is through this kind of
approach that the Green Belt Movement addresses the
MDGs in a holistic and sustainable way.

Nature has an extraordinary capacity to regenerate,
especially in the tropics, and the bene�ts of a revitalized
natural system don’t have to take years to manifest
themselves. By the end of 2007, it was clear that the
Aberdares had begun to rehabilitate. Although the areas
of the forest that had been cleared previously still did
not have signi�cant numbers of trees, many bushes had
returned. More important, it was possible to see how,
when the rains fell, water no longer ran o�; instead, it
was absorbed by the new vegetation, made its way to
their roots, and replenished the underground reservoirs.
As a result, rainfall patterns improved, some streams
that had dried up returned, and the water levels in the
rivers that emerged were noticeably higher. The rivers
themselves were cleaner, and in some, �sh had returned.
Even the quality and quantity of tea produced in the
area were reported to have greatly increased.

Many of my constituents told me that they saw that
the rivers were healthier and appreciated that more
water was available to them for washing, drinking, and
cooking in their households. They had gained a greater
understanding of the role that forests play in providing
water. They were also, through much environmental
education, aware of the alternatives to encroaching on
the forests: that there was no reason why Kenya could



not establish shambas and exotic plantations in the two-
thirds of the country that is arid or semi-arid.

In addition, they were aware that crops could be
cultivated in shambas outside the forest, or in the many
tracts of land that Kenyans do not fully use. They also
knew the Green Belt Movement had recommended that
Kenyans with land should plant 10 percent of it with
trees, which could supply the timber industry and allow
the land to be used much more economically than it is
at present. In all these ways, pressure from communities
on the government to cultivate crops in the forests
would be reduced, or ended altogether; indeed, people
who lived near the remaining indigenous forests could
participate in their restoration by, like the Green Belt
Movement groups, replanting native tree species and, in
turn, bringing back the indigenous biodiversity.

In spite of these arguments, a substantial number of
the same people who welcomed the return of the rivers
and the regrowth of the forest informed me, as their MP,
that they would still prefer to return to the forests to
cultivate food crops because of the high demand for and
cost of food. Even though the bene�ts of ensuring that
the rivers were full and clean were evident, my
constituents were unable to think beyond their
immediate needs.

They forgot or chose to ignore the dry riverbeds and
the degraded soil, and concluded that they were
unwilling to sacri�ce their current desire to grow
potatoes, carrots, cabbages, and other such foods in the
forest in favor of long-term survival. This is food they
could have farmed on their own plots, if they had
invested in fertilizer or used manure from animals and
biomass to improve the quality of the soil; or food they
could have bought in the markets, if their co�ee and tea
were better managed and they received their due
income from its pro�ts. In a sense, the forests were
victims of the corruption both in the management of the



forests and in the cooperatives that the farmers
belonged to.

Under pressure from foresters and communities, the
Kenyan government is now planning to bring back the
shamba system, under a new brand: the Plantation
Establishment and Livelihood Improvement Scheme
(PELIS). PELIS opens the door to the possibility of
further destruction of remaining forests. If the
government o�ers the poor an opportunity to cultivate
crops in the forests through the PELIS program, I doubt
the people will say no for the sake of the forests’ long-
term health (and their own).

This short-term thinking re�ects the failure of people
and their governments to look too deeply into the root
causes of environmental decline. When a river dries up
in Kenya or a crop fails, people tend to pray to God for
more rain and food. They will wonder if food aid will
become necessary if the harvests fail, or worry whether
the boreholes and wells will be similarly a�ected. What
they don’t do as much as they should is ask why the
river has dried up or crops have failed—questions that
involve a deeper analysis and a more holistic approach
to the management of ecosystems.

This only intensi�es the need for responsible
governance from those who do have an understanding
and are entrusted with the long-term welfare of both the
people and the resources that they need to survive.
Given this mandate, it is extraordinary that the Kenyan
government should even consider reintroducing the
shamba system in a country where only 2 percent of
forest cover remains. Moreover, why would any African
government pursue such a policy in light of the
projections of the toll that climate change will exact on
the continent?

THE MARCH OF THE DESERT



The challenges facing agricultural communities
throughout Kenya are mirrored throughout Africa and
many of the poor countries in underdeveloped regions.
In these regions, concern for environmental issues is
treated as a luxury. But it is not: protecting and
restoring ecosystems, and slowing or reversing global
warming, are matters of life and death. The equation is
simple: whatever we do, we impact the environment; if
we destroy it, we will undermine our own ways of life
and ultimately kill ourselves. This is why the
environment needs to be at the center of domestic and
international policy and practice. If it is not, we don’t
stand a chance of alleviating poverty in any signi�cant
way. Nor will we create for the African people a
continent where security and progress can be realized.

Indeed, if we are serious about engendering cultures
of peace in Africa, protection and rehabilitation of the
environment must be a priority. This is partly because at
the heart of many of the con�icts that continue to
challenge Africa are degraded land, depleted water
sources, lack of rain, poor soils, and deserti�cation.

The recognition that underlying almost every con�ict
is either a struggle for control over resources or a
scramble to access them after they have become scarce
is clear in almost every con�ict on the continent, from
Chad to Somalia, Sudan to Ethiopia and Kenya. When I
�ew north to visit Chad in August 2008, I looked out of
the plane windows over the landscape and saw, over
and over again, the remnants of abandoned villages: as
many as �fty huts spread out in a circle and, all around
them, desert. These people had not left their villages
after being attacked. They had come to the area when it
was fertile, established farms, and cultivated their crops.
Then the land had become completely degraded and
they were forced to move on, to the next fertile area and
the next village.



I could only ask myself: Where could these people go
next? The Janjaweed militias who attack citizens from
the neighboring region of Darfur may have many
political and economic justi�cations for their actions,
but it seemed clear to me that they were pushing farther
south in search of new grazing grounds for their
livestock for the same reason the villages had been
abandoned: the relentless march of the Sahara Desert.
The result is con�ict, rape, violence, hundreds of
thousands of deaths, and vast numbers of refugees.

To reverse the process of deserti�cation requires
massive investment, and yet this does not appear to be a
priority of many African governments. The ordinary
people who live in the villages may not always fully
comprehend what is happening to their environment;
they just keep moving on. And if their governments
understand, they don’t seem to care or seem to be doing
much about it.

I am often asked whether a trade-o� is required between
the environment and development. I always say no. We
need and must have both; what is important is a good
balance between the two. Africa is still rich in natural
resources that can be used sustainably and equitably for
the bene�t of her peoples. Up until now, however, most
African governments have not prioritized the
environmental sector in terms of budget allocation, nor
made it a central focus of parliamentary discussion or
policy development. Even when policies are in place,
they are rarely enforced to their full e�ect.

The results of this lack of prioritization are evident in
the serious ecological decline throughout the continent.
According to the UN Food and Agriculture Organization,
between 2000 and 2005 Africa lost about ten million
acres (or 1 percent) of its forests a year—a rate more
than three times the global average.5 Loss of forest was
signi�cant in Angola, Cameroon, the Democratic
Republic of the Congo, Nigeria, Sudan, Tanzania,



Zambia, and Zimbabwe. According to a recent UNEP
study, the current pace of deforestation is a concern in
thirty-�ve African countries, while signi�cant loss of
biodiversity a�ects thirty-four. Overgrazing and other
poor farming practices have led to the expansion of the
Sahara Desert south into northern Nigeria and northern
Kenya. Malawi has been almost wholly deforested.6 And
the list goes on.

THE CHANGING CLIMATE

According to UNEP’s Global Environment Outlook 4
(2007), which compiled data from scientists and
international agencies on the entire range of
environmental and social indicators, by the middle of
this century climate change could a�ect growing seasons
in northern Africa, because less rain will water semi-arid
systems. On the coasts of western and central African
nations, rising sea levels and �ooding could result in the
disruption of coastal settlements, while the further
destruction of mangrove swamps and coastal
degradation could have negative impacts on �sheries
and tourism, with some estimates pointing to a 2 to 4
percent loss of agricultural GDP in that region.

Southern and western Africa, as well as the Sahel
region, may become more parched, including in the
drylands that skirt expanding deserts. Similarly, the
Kalahari through to the arid regions in northern South
Africa, Angola, and Zambia may experience larger
sandstorms and more dynamic dune �elds (that is,
shifting desert landmasses), because less moisture and
higher winds will lead to a decline of the vegetation that
binds sand to the ground.7

Scientists are predicting that some regions in Africa
will receive more rain, particularly in the tropics and
some parts of the east. This may allow the cultivation of



new crop varieties. However, previously malaria-free
highland areas in Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, and Burundi
could increasingly see the presence of malaria-carrying
mosquitoes, especially by the 2080s. Southern Africa,
too, may see the southward expansion of the
transmission zone for malaria-bearing mosquitoes.
Mountain biodiversity could be impacted, and there is
the possibility that �sh stocks in some major East
African lakes could decline.8Climate change threatens to
eliminate or severely reduce the glaciers on Mounts
Kenya and Kilimanjaro, as well as those in the Rwenzori
Mountains of Uganda.

A world where climate shocks become more common
will also ratchet up risk factors for con�ict between and
within countries. Researchers found that when shortfalls
in seasonal rains led to drought and economic distress in
forty sub-Saharan African countries between 1981 and
1999, the likelihood of civil war rose by 50 percent.9
Millions of Africans may become environmental
refugees this century because of the e�ects of climate
change. This is in spite of the fact that, at 4 percent of
the world’s total, and one ton of carbon dioxide a year
per person on average, Africa’s collective and individual
greenhouse gas emissions are negligible—in contrast to
those of the emerging economic giants of China and
India, and Europe. And North America, home continent
of the United States, one of the world’s top emitters of
greenhouse gases, consumes over 24 percent of total
global primary energy despite having only one-twentieth
of the world’s population.10

The argument over whether climate change is or is
not exacerbated by human activity has, to all intents
and purposes, been settled. What remains for the world
to decide is what actions it will take to reduce the
intensity and scale of those changes. While it isn’t yet
possible to pin speci�c meteorological events on global
warming, it is evident that for the poor of the



developing world, the e�ects of climate change are
already being felt and the threats to human well-being
caused by environmental degradation are neither
abstract nor localized.

These changes would be hard to adjust to in and of
themselves even if they were not compounded by the
problems already facing the African continent. Almost
half of Africa’s land area is vulnerable to deserti�cation
—particularly the Sahel and southern Africa.11 In
addition, the Sahara continues to spread by thirty miles
a year,12 and the pace of deserti�cation has doubled
since the 1970s.13 Within three generations, by the
2080s, the proportion of arid and semi-arid lands in
Africa is likely to increase by 5 to 8 percent.14

Climate change will also have social and economic
e�ects. Millions more poor people from rural areas are
likely to relocate to cities, or to seek to �ee their
countries altogether, joining other environmental
refugees. Coastal areas may become less habitable,
forcing people living there to �nd other means of
earning an income or to migrate inland. Women will be
disproportionately a�ected by climate change, because
across Africa they are most directly dependent on
natural resources. They collect the �rewood and draw
the water; they plant the seeds and harvest the crops.
However, women’s voices have been largely absent from
policy discussions and negotiations over global
warming. Their experiences, creativity, and leadership
should be part of the solution to the climate crisis.

THE EXPANDING FOOTPRINT

Scientists are only just beginning to understand the
depth and range of services provided by Earth’s
ecosystems.15 In 1998, a team of economists and
scientists estimated that the life systems of the planet



provided an astonishing $33 trillion worth of bene�ts,16

or even as much as $54 trillion.17 Yet the Millennium
Ecosystem Assessment, a global e�ort undertaken
between 2001 and 2005 involving nearly 1,500
researchers worldwide, found that a majority of both
land and marine ecosystems throughout the planet are
degraded, some critically.18 If these trends are not
reversed, many livelihoods will be threatened.

Of course, the cavalier attitude toward the Earth is
not only an African problem: the danger we collectively
face—of not paying su�cient attention until too much
has been lost—challenges all human societies. Indeed,
according to the 2005 Footprint of Nations report,
humanity’s collective ecological footprint averages out
at 21.9 hectares (about 54 acres) per person, although
the planet’s biological capacity can support only an
average footprint of 15.7 hectares (about 39 acres) per
person. (The footprint analysis measures the combined
natural resources—such as water, energy, land, and
forests—used to support a person’s lifestyle.) Although
the average ecological footprint in the developed world
far surpasses the size of that in Africa (less than one
hectare, or 2.5 acres, per person),19 the fact that
humanity’s current use of resources is outstripping the
planet’s ecological capacity should give all of us reason
to pause. It is simply not sustainable for the rest of the
world to mine, log, drill, build, dam, drain, and pave in
a rush to achieve the standards of living of the
industrialized countries, which themselves depend on
massive resource extraction from the global South.

Given these realities, it continues to ba�e me that
African leaders do not educate their people so they
understand the enormous threat likely to face them and
how important it is for them to use the resources within
their borders to mitigate this threat and adapt to the
inevitable changes in climate. States are custodians of



these resources, and citizens have an interest in how
these resources are managed on their behalf.
Throughout Africa, the budgets of environmental
ministries are dwarfed by those of defense ministries or
national security, even in countries where the major
threat to security is deserti�cation, poverty, and
unemployment. It further astonishes me that those
concerned with or working for the development agenda
in Africa still don’t acknowledge that the environment
must be at the center of all solutions, just as neglect of it
is at the root of our most pressing problems. The
continent must wake up.

It is this prevailing mind-set that explains, in part,
why Africa lags behind other developing regions in
progress toward the Millennium Development Goals. If
Africa does not change, not only will it not achieve the
MDGs, it will also further degrade or destroy the
resource base on which development depends, and in so
doing exacerbate and entrench the challenges that the
continent faces. No amount of advanced weaponry can
�ght the desert. But the problem can be overcome by
planting trees and other vegetation to curb soil loss and
harvest rainwater, and it is in repulsing the sands of the
desert as they encroach on arable land and in �ghting
deforestation and climate change that the genuine battle
for national and human security lies.

SAVING THE FORESTS

Just as natural resources provide the basis for human
development, they also serve as a bu�er against the
worst e�ects of climate change. There is a cruel irony in
the fact that the negative e�ects of climate change will
be felt most keenly by those least responsible for
creating global warming. As major polluters, the
industrialized countries have a responsibility to deal
with climate change at home, but also to assist Africa



and the rest of the developing world to address its
e�ects. They are in a position to share their
technological know-how to reduce vulnerability and
increase adaptive capacities. Mechanisms ought to be
established—quickly—to raise steady and reliable funds
for the prime victims of the climate crisis, who will be
poor and rural, very young, and, more often than not,
female. And many of them will be African.

Africans cannot reverse global warming, but they can,
while calling for urgent action by the largest emitters of
greenhouse gasses, do their part. Right now, most
governments’ forest policies are not helping matters.
Africa is home to about 17 percent of the world’s
forests. However, around half of the planet’s global
deforestation has taken place on the continent, and
Africa has the highest rate of deforestation in the world
—currently losing approximately half a percent of its
forests annually.

Industrialized countries should accept their moral
duty to assist Africa and other poor regions to �nd
alternative and renewable sources of energy—such as
biomass, wind, hydropower, and solar—and enable the
global South to participate in the carbon market so
Africa can develop industries based on renewable energy
sources. In 2007, global investors plowed $148 billion
into new wind, solar, and other alternative energy
initiatives.20 But those funds were almost wholly
concentrated in the industrialized countries, along with
some in China, India, and Brazil. Almost none of this
investment is coming to Africa, despite the continent’s
vast energy poverty and abundant sun and wind.
Africa’s challenge lies in making herself a relevant
bene�ciary of these resources.

One exception, however, may be Algeria, which is
already planning to export solar power.21 A huge $70
billion “super-grid” in the Sahara could provide Europe
with up to one hundred gigawatts of clean electricity by



2050,22 while also supplying electricity for local
consumption.23

Aside from further research into and development of
these and other sources of energy, all nations must work
to reduce their energy consumption and move beyond
fossil fuels, to cut their greenhouse gas emissions from
all sources, and to adopt policies so that corporations
operate more responsibly wherever they are and
individuals can live more sustainably. Otherwise,
Africans will su�er even more from the consequences of
overconsumption from peoples across the oceans. In the
meantime, Africa must do her part. Indeed, it may be a
good time to remind Africa that the United Nations
Conference on New and Renewable Sources of Energy
was held in Nairobi in 1981. It is a measure of the
commitment to these issues that neither the hosts nor
the continent followed through with investments in
research and implementation. Instead, they waited for
technology and the means of mitigation and adaptation
to be developed in continents that needed them least.
Nearly three decades later, Africa �nds itself in an even
more vulnerable position. This trend is clearly
unacceptable.

While the industrialized world can help mitigate the
e�ects of climate change by supplying Africa with
appropriate technology, the continent itself can do its
part by prioritizing the protection and rehabilitation of
its forests. All governments must make a concerted
e�ort to stop unsustainable logging and �nd
mechanisms, such as reforestation programs, whereby
the poor can secure a livelihood by protecting and not
degrading their environment. Well-managed,
participatory tree-planting programs that serve as
carbon o�sets for industrial-country emissions are an
important mechanism to support responsible global
warming mitigation e�orts in developing countries.



The Green Belt Movement, for example, is working
with the World Bank’s BioCarbon Fund through an
Emission Reductions Purchase Agreement (ERPA) to
continue reforestation e�orts in Mount Kenya’s and the
Aberdares’ forests, the shamba system notwithstanding.
The trees that the Green Belt Movement groups plant
will, according to World Bank estimates, capture
375,000 tons of carbon dioxide by 2017. In addition,
these trees will restore the health of the soil, o�er
habitat for biodiversity, help regulate the local climate,
support regular rainfall, and provide poor, rural people
with a small income.

Partnerships such as this also present a challenge to
NGOs when they work with international institutions or
private-sector companies, some of which may have
undertaken activities that harm the environment. It is
my belief that, while it would be preferable to work
with partners who are holistic in their approach to the
protection of the environment, the reality is that many
corporations, organizations, and governments are not
always doing the right thing. It is therefore necessary to
work to assist in actively making a di�erence to the
daily lives of the people in the region and, in so doing,
preserving more forest.

One such project was formulated in 2006 at the
annual meeting of the UN Framework Convention on
Climate Change in Nairobi. The Green Belt Movement,
UNEP, and the World Agroforestry Center (ICRAAF)
launched the Plant for the Planet: Billion Tree Campaign
to encourage tree planting as a means of mitigating
global climate change, while restoring habitats and
ecosystems. Prince Albert II of Monoco and I served as
patrons of the campaign. From the outset, the partner
organizations were aware that for the project to
succeed, a wide variety of participants, from the
government through to the private sector, as well as
individuals and citizen groups, would have to cooperate.



The sheer scale of the action—planting one billion new
trees by the end of 2007—necessitated the engagement
and participation of governments, organizations, and
millions of individuals. By October of that year, we had
achieved our goal.

Initiatives like the Billion Tree Campaign, while
essential, shouldn’t provide an excuse for industrialized
countries not to take serious and immediate steps to
reduce their greenhouse gasses. Both developed and
developing countries must take action to deal with the
negative impacts of emissions. To me, this is a matter of
environmental justice and the price for peace. It should
be addressed more responsibly by all.

The world’s forests are its lungs. Thick, healthy stands
of indigenous trees absorb huge amounts of carbon
dioxide, a major greenhouse gas, and hold vast reserves
of carbon. As these forests are cleared for timber,
agriculture, mining activities, human settlements, or
commercial development, a vital element in slowing,
and ultimately reversing, global warming is lost, and
local, regional, and global climates will be further
destabilized. In a vicious cycle, as climate change
continues, forests will become more vulnerable: soils
may dry up and trees die on a mass scale. At the 2007
meeting of the UN Framework Convention on Climate
Change in Bali, Indonesia, both government o�cials and
NGOs signed on to the “Forests Now Declaration.” Its
main tenet: If we lose forests, we lose the �ght against
climate change.



SAVING THE CONGO FORESTS

THE EARTH is enriched by the rain forests of Amazonia and
Borneo and the taiga of northern Canada, Russia, and
Scandinavia. Africa, too, has the great forests of the
Congo Basin in central Africa. Nowhere else in Africa is
there a greater abundance of remaining forest, or is the
threat to it more pressing, than here. Conserving this
region presents an extraordinary opportunity to African
heads of state, the international community, and the
peoples of the basin. It also requires a reimagining of
what “development” means—not only across Equatorial
Africa, but throughout the continent and, indeed, the
world. If the three legs of the African stool are recreated
here, and the seat of the stool is made broad and strong
by national and international policies and action, this
region could be a model for governments, international
agencies, civil society, and the private sector. It is
perhaps the ultimate challenge to Africa, and the
world.1

The Congo Basin Rainforest Ecosystem is a vast
expanse of seven hundred thousand square miles, parts
of which are present principally in Cameroon, the
Central African Republic, the Democratic Republic of
the Congo (DRC), Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, and the
Republic of the Congo (Congo-Brazzaville). The
ecosystem constitutes a quarter of the world’s remaining
tropical rainforest, and provides almost a third of all of
Africa’s vegetation cover. The basin includes a large
number of forests, as well as savannah, woodlands, and
aquatic and riverine habitats. The forest and marine



ecosystems of the Congo Basin contain the most
biodiversity in Africa, while the region as a whole has
more United Nations Natural World Heritage sites than
the rest of Africa put together.

The basin holds ten thousand species of plants, of
which 30 percent are endemic; over a thousand species
of birds; nine hundred varieties of butter�ies; four
hundred mammal species; and more than two hundred
species each of reptiles and amphibians. It is home to
both lowland and mountain gorillas, around four
thousand elephants, and nine thousand chimpanzees. It
is also home to the bonobo, a highly endangered
primate, and the threatened okapi, a cousin of the
gira�e, and new species are still being discovered.

In addition to its wide range of biotic life, the
ecosystem provides a home for perhaps up to half a
million Batwa (the Pygmies), whose culture has been
traced back some twenty thousand years. Indeed,
evidence suggests that humans have occupied the forests
of the Congo Basin for at least �fty thousand years.
Today, around 50 million people from more than 150
distinct micro-nations live in the ecosystem, including
small-scale farmers and hunter-gatherers; however,
more than 100 million depend on the Congo Basin
forests for their livelihoods, food, and shelter.

Scientists estimate that somewhere between twenty-
four and thirty-four billion tons of carbon are contained
within the region’s forests (equivalent to four years of
the current production of man-made carbon dioxide).
Through their natural cycle of degradation and
regeneration, the forests already release 237 million
tons of carbon into the atmosphere annually. If the
forests were wholly destroyed, an astonishing 135
billion tons of carbon dioxide would be released.

The science of forests here, however, is inexact. The
extent of any large forest is hard to measure, not least
because it contains di�erent types of forest, with



di�erent densities and thus di�erent masses of trees. It
is also not clear how forests will respond to climate
change. Should the climate become drier and warmer, a
forest may release more carbon because of the decrease
in moisture, but increased photosynthesis from the
higher temperatures may allow forests to grow more
quickly or denser, and thus store more carbon. Finally,
not all forests are used in the same way—they may be
clear-cut, partially logged, or sustainably harvested. If
the land that was once forest is reforested, it may be
able to reabsorb carbon once more, and perhaps even
more e�ciently.

The Congo Basin forests’ e�ect on the climate is also
not limited to the reduction or increase of carbon
dioxide in the atmosphere. The forests play a major role
in determining weather around the continent. Here, too,
our understanding of global climatic patterns is still
evolving, as are our models for determining just how the
climate will change in the forthcoming decades. Here,
too, the Congo Basin provides a good example of the
complexities and interconnections of the planet’s
weather systems.

What we know is that while up to 95 percent of the
rain that falls within the Congo Basin region stays there,
the basin’s convection systems—the movement of
moisture as it rises into the atmosphere from the
transpiration and evaporation of water generated in the
forest canopy and the soil—mean that the basin’s
rainfall patterns a�ect a much broader area. Indeed,
scientists have discovered that Central Africa provides
much of the rain for West Africa.

Just as deforestation in West Africa has a�ected
rainfall in Central Africa, so deforestation in the Congo
Basin has an impact on weather patterns, not merely
locally but also throughout the continent and even
beyond its shores. Scientists estimate that the cutting
down of trees in the Congo Basin has led to an average 5



to 15 percent drop in the amount of rain that falls in the
Great Lakes region of the United States—reaching a
peak of 35 percent less each February. At the same time,
rainfall has been reduced by as much as a quarter
immediately north of the Black Sea.

Some models suggest that, should the entire basin be
deforested, monsoon rain patterns could be a�ected
worldwide and there would be both drier and wetter
weather over the American Midwest and the southern
part of central Asia, as well as central Europe. In Africa
itself, experts forecast that less rain would fall over
eastern and western Africa, but more over the southern
areas of the DRC and southern Africa. Temperatures
would rise in the region by perhaps �ve degrees Celsius.
Some studies indicate that there would be a 30 percent
increase in rainfall in East Africa and the Arabian
peninsula. Within the Congo Basin itself, decreased
rainfall patterns may result in the vegetation of some of
its forests shifting to woodland or even savannah
ecosystems, bringing about collapses in local
biodiversity.

Forests also play an important role in regulating the
global albedo—the amount of light that is re�ected o�
the Earth’s surface and which can either increase or
decrease temperatures. Once more, scientists are only
just discovering the complex role that trees, whether in
temperate or tropical climates, play in the albedo;
research suggests that deforestation in the tropics,
including in the Congo Basin, will likely increase
temperatures and decrease albedo.

Over half of the Congo Basin forests are located in the
Democratic Republic of the Congo (formerly Zaire).
During the late 1990s and early 2000s, armies from nine
surrounding countries, along with numerous militias,
fought for control over the abundant reserves of natural
resources such as timber (and wood products such as
charcoal), gold, copper, diamonds, coltan, cobalt, zinc,



and other minerals. That this was truly an international
war, beyond the reaches of central Africa, was
con�rmed by a report that experts prepared for the UN
Security Council, which found that up to eighty-�ve
multinational corporations from the United States,
Europe, and South Africa had done business with
criminal networks operating in the DRC.

The war was, in many ways, merely the latest �ght to
utilize the forests’ resources stretching back to the days
of Mobutu Sese Seko, who as the president of Zaire
enriched himself and his coterie for three decades at the
expense of his people. This con�ict mirrored the
exploitation of the Belgian colonial administration that
preceded Mobutu, and the Belgian king Leopold II, who
ran the Congo as his personal estate in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

For the poor who live in the Congo Basin, hunting for
bush-meat and the collection and burning of �rewood
for charcoal are the highest sources of income. Wood
and charcoal constitute four-�fths of the energy used in
the households of the DRC, while bushmeat has
provided the peoples of the Congo forest with a vital
source of food for centuries. Recently, however, the
subsistence-level hunting in the forest that sustained the
local communities has expanded and intensi�ed to
threaten the wildlife that populates the entire basin.
Some one million tons of bushmeat is now consumed
annually, and around thirteen thousand pounds (most of
it in the form of primate �esh) arrive in Europe and
North America every month, where it is consumed as a
delicacy by expatriate Africans and others.

The increase in the number of animals killed for
bushmeat is directly correlated with the opening up of
the forest to logging companies. Penetrating the parts of
the forest previously unreachable by mechanized
transport, the timber trucks literally make inroads and,
as they do, allow easier access to the animals. The



results can be dramatic. A mere twenty days after a
logging company arrived in one of Congo’s forests, the
density of animals there declined by more than a
quarter.

About a quarter of the rain forest area of the Congo
Basin has been divided up into timber concessions. The
irony is that timber itself has an economic value far
below the other products that come from the forest—
such as medicines, plant foods, and condiments—even
though it is the sector where there is the greatest danger
of the misuse or plundering of public resources.
Penetration of the forest brings about its own risks as
well. Increased contact with the animals of the forest
has enhanced the possibility of exposure to diseases,
such as Ebola, that can cross the species barrier.2 Such
tropical diseases, along with HIV/AIDS and malaria,
only further complicate, and in some cases hinder,
e�orts to conserve the forest.

MOVING BEYOND THE YAOUNDé DECLARATION

In a recognition of the importance of the Congo Basin to
their countries’ forest ecosystems, the heads of state of
six surrounding countries issued the Yaoundé
Declaration in 1999, in which they agreed to establish a
framework for new conservation e�orts throughout the
region. Because of the con�ict in the DRC, however,
little was implementable at that time. In September
2002, at the UN World Summit on Sustainable
Development in Johannesburg, South Africa, the United
States and South Africa joined with twenty-seven other
partners, both public and private, to launch the Congo
Basin Forest Partnership (CBFP), to conserve the basin
through economic development, poverty alleviation,
better governance, and the establishment of a network
of protected areas. The CBFP also issued a code to try to
ensure that any contracts awarded to private



corporations by the region’s governments seeking to
exploit the forests’ resources were well managed.

This last provision—which, among other stipulations,
mandated that all companies should consult local
people, allow them to keep all their rights as traditional
users of the forest, and ensure that 15 percent of the
concession area was protected—was long overdue. It
sought to address the concessions for many millions of
acres of forest that had been handed out or bought both
before and during the war. In spite of e�orts to establish
a moratorium on new concessions, a number of new
contracts have been o�ered to logging and mining
companies since 2002. Instructively, perhaps, these
corporations are headquartered, or have o�ces in,
Belgium, Liechtenstein, Portugal, Germany, Great
Britain, Sweden, Switzerland, China, Canada, Singapore,
and the United States, as well as Côte d’Ivoire, Congo-
Brazzaville, and the DRC. Some of them have received
investment funds through the International Finance
Corporation of the World Bank, which was instrumental
in supporting the 2002 moratorium.

In the past few years, a welcome measure of peace has
come to the DRC and its neighbors, and in June 2006
Congo held elections under UN supervision.
Nevertheless, not all con�icts in the region have been
resolved, especially in the eastern part of the country
where civilians are still being threatened, displaced, and
even killed by continued �ghting between the
government and militia. And under the protection of
heavily armed warlords who continue to �ght the
Congolese government, charcoal syndicates are
threatening the Congolese section of Virunga National
Park. The park also stretches into Rwanda and Uganda,
both countries that have seen internal con�icts spill over
into Congo. About one hundred thousand people
displaced by Congo’s wars have settled on the park’s
boundaries. With no other sources of energy for heating



or cooking, the refugees rely on illegally harvested
charcoal—up to four thousand sacks of it a day. Takings
from the trade are $30 million a year, and the charcoal
merchants protect their turf �ercely. In 2006, seven of
the park’s endangered mountain gorillas were killed (not
poached—no body parts were taken), an act that was
widely interpreted as a warning from the charcoal
syndicates not to interfere with their business.

As I have argued repeatedly throughout this book,
Africa is a rich continent, and should be able to improve
the standards of living of its peoples by their utilizing
the resources around them sustainably, especially when
those resources (such as oil, gold, diamonds, and
minerals) garner high prices on the world market.
Additionally, the potential to derive energy from the
Congo Basin remains enormous. Indeed, water-
generated electricity alone, if developed, might amount
to almost a sixth of the global total.

All such endeavors, of course, come with possible
dangers. The extraction of oil and minerals not only
leaves the environmental cost of lost future earnings
from the ecosystem in question, but also contains the
potential for long-term and perhaps irreversible
pollution (as Nigeria’s Niger Delta bears witness to).
Mining creates waste in the form of slag heaps and rock
piles, as well as dust from detonation, the silting of
rivers, and toxins from chemical leaching and smelting.
Once the mining has been �nished, the areas will need
to be reseeded, recon-toured, and fenced in so that
chemicals do not leak and there are no hidden pits or
shafts. While hydropower does not add to the carbon
footprint, there are environmental impacts of building
dams, including habitat destruction, displacement of
local populations, deforestation, and soil erosion.

Here, the principles of sustainability, accountability,
and equity need to be made real and tangible. In a
manner that is likely only to become more vivid as the



decades pass, sustainability entails recognizing that the
destruction of the Congo’s forests has global implications
—not simply in further destabilization of weather
patterns that may mean reduced harvests in the
American Midwest and increased deserti�cation in
central Asia, or the increase of carbon dioxide in the
atmosphere; but also perhaps in the loss of critical
medicines and minerals that may allow for human
development in the future, both in Africa and beyond.

Accountability must mean local, regional, and
international institutions working in concert to ensure
that the industrialized countries do not repeat the sins of
the colonial period, and extract without genuine
recompense or an eye to protecting the resources of the
future. This will require international e�orts to bolster
government and civil society institutions to ensure that
private interests—which have a role to play in
developing the region—do not do so at the expense of
local citizens and the short- and long-term survival of
central Africa and beyond.

It is a tragic irony that it may be the area’s political
instability that has allowed the Congo Basin ecosystem
to remain as intact as it has. With the emergence of
peace and opportunities for development, conditions
may suit the increased exploitation of the basin’s
resources. Once the militias are disarmed and the roads
are repaired or built, small-scale and subsistence-level
businesses have a chance to grow. Likewise, with prices
for certain minerals continuing to rise, companies that
previously prospected only in the savannahs or the
riverine areas may feel it is worth the cost and the
di�culty to go deeper into the woodlands and forests
for those resources, potentially threatening delicate
ecosystems.

In both cases, it is likely to be the large multinational
corporations, with their capital and economies of scale,
that will gain the most. It is up to the governments of



the region, and indeed the world, to make sure that the
Congo Basin’s peoples, too, bene�t from these
investments and are lifted out of poverty.

This is why the third element—equity—is essential. In
order for the ecosystem to be protected, it is vital that
the people who live in and around the forests of the
Congo Basin feel they have a stake in its protection. This
means acknowledging that the peoples of these forests
have had a centuries-long relationship with the area’s
�ora and fauna, and need both to be included in any
decision making about its future and to bene�t from its
development. For instance, it would be important to
establish governance systems to make sure that local
communities prosper from the commercial use of as-yet-
undiscovered medicinal and other properties of the
biodiversity of their region.

The multinationals and the relevant governments
must recognize that it is in the companies’ own best
interests that the forests’ essential ecosystem functions
are maintained. Equity will also mean international
cooperation at an unprecedented level to ensure that
e�ective institutions are established that will collect
data, map and monitor existing concessions, and ensure
transparency and a sound basis for future development.

All of this will be di�cult—not least because
mechanisms for this kind of multicountry,
multistakeholder approach are not yet in place in many
parts of the world, let alone a region that has seen the
displacement and killing of millions of people, the near
total infrastructural and institutional breakdown of
governance associated with a failed state, and,
preceding that, a century and a half of exploitation,
corruption, and mismanagement on an unimaginable
scale. Combine this history with the sheer size of the
area and the diversity of its natural and human
ecosystems, and the challenge becomes all the greater.



CARBON AND CONCESSIONS

Nevertheless, there are a number of policies that could
and should be implemented. First, it is clear that no
more resource concessions should be granted until there
has been a thorough review of all the contracts, and
e�ective mechanisms are in place that will allow those
contracts that are awarded to be monitored and policed,
by those who are capable of monitoring and policing
them.

Second, the collection of revenues from the taxes
levied on companies gaining access to these forest
concessions must be made more transparent, and a
sizeable portion of the monies returned to the areas
where the concessions have been made, so that local
communities bene�t directly from the exploitation of
their natural resources. This will, of course, mean
ongoing monitoring of contracts to make sure that the
Congo Basin Forest Partnership’s forest code
requirements are implemented.

Third, it is important to support small-scale ventures,
ensure that they are sustainable, and encourage local
communities to work to preserve and even rehabilitate
areas of the forests that are especially vulnerable. Here,
the Green Belt Movement model may be applicable.

Ultimately, of course, all stakeholders should be
encouraged to move away from viewing the forest as a
seemingly endless source of extractable minerals and
various carbon-based life-forms, and instead look at it
holistically. E�orts are already being made in this area.
The Coalition for Rainforest Nations, which includes
Costa Rica, Indonesia, and the DRC, among others, is
working to persuade governments in the global North
and South to accept the idea that a forest has value by
not being exploited, in that it stores carbon in the
ground, and if left undisturbed will continue to do so
into the future. In this way, nations such as the DRC



with large tracts of intact forest would receive
remuneration for protecting their forests, so that carbon
is not released into the atmosphere.

Ongoing research indicates that, assuming a market
rate of $4 per metric ton of carbon dioxide, the DRC
could generate around $200 million a year by selling
carbon credits. According to the U.S.-based Association
for Tropical Biology and Conservation, the forests found
in the �fteen countries that are part of the Coalition for
Rainforest Nations could have a value in carbon credits
of over $1 trillion. Private companies have an
opportunity to act as good global citizens and help
existing forests by buying credits to o�set their carbon
emissions as part of their corporate social responsibility
policies. Of course, it is vital to make sure that the
revenues raised by such carbon concessions in the
Congo Basin are managed transparently, and that the
bene�ts are shared equitably, particularly with poor
communities who depend on the forest.

Scientists estimate that the clearing of forests
throughout the world currently amounts to about 20
percent of total greenhouse gas emissions. Protecting
intact forests has become an important element in a
comprehensive approach to addressing global climate
change, which is a welcome development. Governments
have agreed that in the next treaty to guide national-
level action on global warming (the successor to the
Kyoto Protocol), protecting standing forests and
avoiding further deforestation and forest degradation
must be a priority. A mechanism is being developed that
would compensate developing countries that have
signi�cant forest cover if they slow rates of forest
clearing, reverse these trends, and manage these forests
sustainably.

While the details of establishing, regulating, and
ensuring the fairness and transparency of a global
market for such carbon credits are not fully resolved, it



is an enterprise I support. The markets, though, must
serve the forests, and not solely the other way around. It
is also essential that any such system for selling carbon
credits be part of a national framework and coherent
policy of sustainable use and conservation, rather than a
mishmash of piecemeal actions that do not protect the
ecosystem as a whole, or provide a front for further
indiscriminate exploitation of the natural resources. This
is why there must be multisectoral involvement and
cooperation at every level between NGOs and advocates
for environmental conservation, indigenous peoples’
rights, human rights, and private and public institutions.

Nations, particularly in Africa, will also need
assistance to develop their capacity to negotiate more
e�ectively within global climate change policy-making
bodies, particularly the UN Framework Convention on
Climate Change) as well as with the private sector.

In 2005 in Brazzaville, Republic of the Congo, the heads
of state of the ten countries that have within their
borders parts of the Congo Basin asked me to serve as
the goodwill ambassador for the Congo Basin Rainforest
Ecosystem. In that role, I have been seeking to raise
awareness of the importance of the region and its
biodiversity. In 2006, the UK government pledged $116
million to establish the Congo Basin Forest Fund.
Housed at the African Development Bank in Tunis, the
fund will accept proposals from the region for initiatives
that both protect the forests and support livelihoods that
don’t depend on their destruction. Former Canadian
prime-minister Paul Martin and I are the fund’s cochairs.
At the fund’s o�cial launch in London in June 2008, the
Norwegian government donated a further $100 million.

The �rst project to receive funding is focused on
monitoring: to track forest loss—and seek to arrest it—
cameras mounted on satellites will provide precise,
high-resolution images of forest cover. The use of
technology is essential, since, for instance, there are



only thirty-four Central African botanists who have been
trained to study, monitor, and protect the diversity of
plants in the basin. It is also a good example of utilizing
international funds to enhance local knowledge and
capacities.

As both the founder of an NGO and a cochair of the
Congo Basin Forest Fund and goodwill ambassador for
the forest basin, I am aware of concerns about the extent
to which the governments in the region, the
international community, and corporations active in the
Congo Basin are committed to the protection of the
forest ecosystem. Many have other interests, and some
may at times try to hoodwink those who are indeed
committed. This makes it even more necessary for
genuine leadership to be shown by heads of state and
their foreign and environment ministers in Central
Africa, Asia, Europe, North America, and elsewhere;
similar will and commitment needs to be evident from
civil society, and at the community level. It also means
that international institutions, such as the World Bank,
must ensure that their stated aims are not in con�ict
with their actions.

Therefore, while the more positive engagement of the
international community and African heads of state in
the Congo Basin is essential, I am also eager to
encourage the engagement of regional NGOs and local
communities. They are urging that the monies provided
by the Congo Basin Forest Fund be subjected to careful
scrutiny. It is a call that former prime minister Martin
and I welcome, and to which we are committed.



THE AFRICAN FAMILY

AFRICA IS A PARADOX. It is one of the richest continents on the
planet, endowed with oil, precious stones and metals,
forests, water, wildlife, soil, land, agricultural products,
and millions of people. Yet most Africans remain poor.
Unable to add value to raw materials so they can sell
processed goods in local and international markets and
negotiate better prices along with better trade rules,
they are trapped in a vicious cycle of poverty.

In addition, when international debts are not
canceled, when trade barriers are raised, or when
foreign assistance is given to governments who do not
dispense it to their people responsibly; and when
political leaders fail to invest in their citizens, do not
protect their interests, and do not model service for the
common good, the conditions are set for the under-
development that has held back Africa.

In any examination of the challenges of Africa, one
natural resource often goes underappreciated: Africans
themselves. As I have said, the disempowerment of
ordinary people, especially at the grassroots, underlies
Africa’s gravest problems. In all of their incredible
diversity, Africans share common bonds that tie them
together and that they must cherish in their
communities, nations, regions, and across the continent.
It is fundamental that Africa’s leaders create the
conditions under which their peoples gain con�dence,
dignity, and a sense of self-worth—with the citizens
themselves actively participating in this e�ort.



NURTURING THE FAMILY

As in other regions of the world, the base of African
society is the family. A critical element in promoting
and sustaining development in Africa is to keep African
families intact. Achieving this will involve what we
might call the “reintroduction” of the African man to his
family. Since the earliest days of slavery, through
colonialism and beyond, virtually the entire economic
system of sub-Saharan Africa has depended on uprooting
the African man and forcing him explicitly or by default
to seek employment away from his home. Men have
gone to work on commercial farms they didn’t own;
they have gone down mines and into quarries often at
considerable distances from their families.

From the perspective of the colonial administration,
separating men from their families may not only have
been a necessary evil for the provision of labor, but it
was also testament to the colonial administration’s
insensitivity to the African man’s need to provide
emotional and physical security to his family. This
practice of sending civil servants to work away from
their families was extended to teachers and even the
clergy, and continues to this day. Yet the purposes for
which the system was created by the colonial
administration are no longer relevant to the African
government. Even as the integrity of the settlers’ family
was given priority—the white man was supposed to be
virtuous and responsible to his wife and children—that
of the native Africans was undermined. Either through
economic policies or administrative �at, the colonial
powers created conditions under which it was almost
guaranteed that African men would be irresponsible
toward, and increasingly removed from, their families.
They could neither parent nor provide security for their
children.

Such decisions, made out of convenience and
opportunism on the part of the colonizers, and accepted



out of need and insecurity on the part of the African
man, have had long-term negative consequences that
may not have been considered at the time. Even today,
geographically separated from their families and only
able to visit occasionally during the year, many men
throughout Africa have been unable to be e�ective
partners in their marriages, parent their children
adequately, and be part of the extended family. Indeed,
the whole concept of extended family in Africa is
rapidly being lost, as many Africans adopt the model of
the western nuclear family. Cases of women-headed
households and single parenthood have not only greatly
increased, but it is also socially acceptable for women to
raise families alone and give their last names to their
children. A challenge for Africa is that the nuclear
family on the continent is often dysfunctional, because
the man is so often separated from his wife and children
or, as is increasingly the case, absent from the outset.

A further threat to the extended family is that it was
to a large extent sustained by aspects of indigenous
cultures—the ceremonies, songs, and stories. With the
loss of that culture, the extended family has also been
uprooted and replaced by, for instance, membership in
churches or mosques, and newer organizations and
societies generally associated with houses of worship.

The physical separation of men from their families has
led to other pressures, in both the family unit and
societies at large. For instance, women have been forced
to labor long hours in �elds or o�ces, and look after
their children, leaving many exhausted. Many men have
spent so much time working in urban centers that they
have developed independent lives away from their
families. When they visit (or leave their jobs and retire),
they are unable to adjust to the new environment away
from the comforts and familiarity of urban life: they are
psychologically separated from their wives, their
children, or other relatives, and are often unable to cope



in the unfamiliar surroundings, where they have nothing
to do or no clear role. Away from home, many men
become lonely, and may seek comfort with other
women, including prostitutes, from whom they might
contract a sexually transmitted infection, such as HIV,
that they risk spreading when they return to their
wives.1

What can African governments do to address the
deeply entrenched labor system that has led to this state
of a�airs? Surely, one approach could be that
governments appreciate the role of the family and work
to create a society that provides men with employment
opportunities where their families are, or allows parents
who have to move for their jobs to bring their families
with them. In this way, a century-old pattern of
partnerless migrant labor across Africa could come to an
end.

To me, the absence of men within their families is a
major contributor to the lack of dynamism that is
evident in many African societies, particularly in rural
areas. These disrupted families make children more
vulnerable. One of the most devastating experiences for
any African—especially those who are parents
themselves—is to see street children or child soldiers; or
youth addicted to drugs, engaged in prostitution,
a�icted with HIV/AIDS; or young men and women
languishing in a state of alienation or torpor. Where
men do not take their family responsibilities seriously,
how can a strong society be created or raise secure and
con�dent children?

This is why I believe passionately that African
governments and individuals also must demonstrate the
value of, and love and care for, Africa’s children—by
making every e�ort to provide young people with a
good education, available opportunities, and
encouragement so they can develop skills along with



their talents that are modeled by their parents, elders,
and leaders.

Babies with distended bellies and children wielding
guns or high on drugs are all symptoms of a
disintegrating society—and intact families are a means
of remedying the �ssures. By “reintroducing” men to
their families, I do not mean reverting to the norms of a
traditional, patriarchal society, even if that were
possible. Instead, I am suggesting that in modern Africa
what is needed is genuine partnership in raising and
parenting children in an atmosphere where gender
equity is respected, and men and women share
responsibilities fairly. To a degree, this is now occurring
with younger, upscale couples—who can a�ord
conveniences and are dividing more of the housework
and child rearing—although women are still doing more
than their share. If African parents fail to prepare the
next generation, what is all the work in their lifetimes
for? It will be in vain.

THE BRAIN DRAIN

The dislocation of the African family is writ large in the
emigration of Africans overseas. Leaders in Africa need
to ask themselves why they cannot make the continent
more hospitable so citizens do not risk life and limb to
�ee their nations. They must take an honest look at the
fact that some of their most promising men and women
are being lured away to Europe, North America, or
elsewhere because of greater professional and �nancial
opportunities, improved security, and a better quality of
life.

Many other Africans are running from a rich continent
only to live hand-to-mouth elsewhere, where the costs of
living are often higher and life faster and more
competitive, doing menial work even when they have
been trained in professions. This situation can only



wreak havoc on the African psyche. If one espouses the
principles of human rights and freedom of movement,
then one cannot blame individuals for wanting to seek
their fortune or professional development anywhere: in
their own country, elsewhere on the continent, or
overseas.

On the other hand, it is worth asking why the World
Bank and, more pointedly, donor countries would be
giving or lending Africa funds to improve its medical
facilities and universities to train personnel, only for the
donor governments to then lure these newly trained
individuals away. Of course, this �ight is not only an
African phenomenon; many people from other
continents are knocking at the doors of the rich
countries in Europe and North America for the same
reasons. Since some of these nations were the colonial
administrators of many African nation-states and
because they speak the same languages and have
adopted the culture, many Africans feel more at home in
these countries than elsewhere. Lower population
growth in developed countries also means that there are
employment opportunities for immigrants who will take
the jobs that the more privileged locals do not wish to
do.

This state of a�airs is a continuation of the dynamic
whereby the industrialized world provides Africa with
assistance on the one hand and removes its natural
capital on the other. Unless African governments are
su�ciently wise, or committed to changing the rules of
the game, the contest will remain one-sided. The only
solution, as I see it, is to improve the quality of life and
governance in Africa so people can enjoy basic
freedoms. Is it too much to ask for someone to have a
decent house, be able to send their children to good
schools, and have access to preventative and curative
health care? Or to live on a safe street where public
transportation works, and walk along paved paths on



roads lined with plants and �owers and where there is
no dust or mountains of trash?

Another facet of leadership that would be welcome
from African governments would be to deepen and
strengthen relationships with those who do leave Africa.
Every African outside the continent should be
considered an ambassador for it. Many emigrate and
make great successes of themselves, demonstrating the
potential they would have had if the opportunities
available to them in their adopted countries were open
to them at home. But there are others who carry with
them what might be called the burden of Africa—the
perception that the continent is dysfunctional and that
Africans, compared to peoples of other regions, are
backward and unable to take advantage of the
opportunities available.

Africans abroad often begin to accept the perceptions
that they see re�ected in many of the images of Africa
they encounter. They become unable to overcome the
challenges they may meet: discrimination, lack of
acceptance, the quick judgment, and no allowance for
any errors. If an African makes a mistake, the risk for
him or her is that others will think, Well, what else do
you expect? These prejudices can become overwhelming,
and the immigrant can fail, further entrenching an
already skeptical view of Africans in other regions.

While it is true that Africans don’t have the latitude to
make mistakes, sometimes, it seems to me, they give the
world too many reasons not to give them the space to do
so. Heads of state, politicians, businesspeople, those
working in civil society, and ordinary Africans surely
must be able to raise the bar for themselves—not
primarily in order to persuade the rest of the world that
they don’t always have to operate below par, but for
their own sense of self.

There ought to be a collective e�ort, particularly
through the embassies of African states, to provide



systems and institutions to support Africans outside of
the continent, so they can adjust successfully to their
new environment. The government of India has done
this with their own diaspora. It has a ministry for
expatriate Indians (or NRIs), which helps them get
travel documents easily and supports them culturally
and economically so that they may succeed and reinvest
part of the money they make outside the country in
India. It would be a very positive step if African
governments were similarly conscious of the fact that
African emigrants face challenges and help them to
become good ambassadors—and thereby proactively
shape (rather than have shaped) the image of Africans
abroad.

Certainly, Africans abroad are doing their part.
Between 2000 and 2003, remittances to Africa as a
whole ($17 billion a year) outpaced average annual
foreign direct investment ($15 billion). The estimated
3.6 million sub-Saharan Africans living in the diaspora
also increased their remittances, from $1.8 billion in
1990 to $6 billion in 2003.2 By 2007, this �gure had
doubled to $12 billion.3 Remittances are invaluable
additions to family income, and are more likely to reach
poor households than aid or indirect government
spending; they also bolster national income.4

The fast pace of the increase in remittances in recent
years exempli�es the burgeoning wealth of the African
diaspora. While they have yet to see success along the
lines of NRIs, many of whom have thrived overseas and
brought expertise back to India, Africa could in the
future likewise lure back its professionals, carrying their
exposure, skills, and experiences with them. One
practical way of achieving this would be to give Africans
dual citizenship with conditions that give them
con�dence and a sense of security. This would assure
Africans that, should they ever want or need to return
home, they would be able to. There needs to be one



place in the world where it is okay to be an African—
and that is Africa.

When Africans do come back, they shouldn’t be
apologetic that they left their countries in the �rst place,
to seek an environment where their talents could
�ourish. What is important is that they do the best they
can where they are: either supporting Africa from
abroad or, when the time comes, returning to help their
nations prosper.

African governments must also make it easier for
returning Africans to start a business or put into practice
what they learned outside of their home country. It’s all
the more important, then, that these entrepreneurs—
whether social or economic—should not feel frustrated
by an incompetent, corrupt system that makes starting
or running a business or organization extremely
expensive or unnecessarily bureaucratic. After all, why
should anyone return to their mother country with a
skill that could help the nation and �nd it impossible to
start a business or school or IT company because of red
tape, or because they have to visit the minister of
science and technology, for example, and provide him
with a kickback?

As I know myself, traveling out of the continent is a
big learning experience, providing you with perspective,
opening you to new ideas, and stimulating you to look
at your society with fresh eyes. The same can be said for
traveling within the continent. It has not been easy to do
this—not only for Africans of my generation, but even
for those who live in Africa now.

The di�culty of traveling within Africa itself is not
merely a result of the limited air and other
transportation links. It is also a function of the often
negative perceptions that Africans have of each other,
which makes getting the travel documents one needs a
laborious process—even for an African to visit another
country in Africa. If Africans could travel more easily



inside Africa and not be subject to the endless delays of
acquiring the documents, it would help them understand
each other, know the continent better, and recognize the
issues it is facing.

Despite the numerous challenges confronting the African
peoples as a whole, individuals, both in the diaspora and
at home, are taking some piece of Africa’s present and
future into their own hands. The Beninese singer
Angelique Kidjo has established the Batonga Foundation
to provide girls with primary and secondary educational
opportunities in several subSaharan African countries.
Liberian soccer star and UNICEF special ambassador
George Weah is using sports to encourage children in
Liberia to stay in school. Somali-born human rights
activist Ayaan Hirsi Ali is a strong advocate for women’s
rights and freedom of thought in the Horn of Africa and
throughout the world.5

After decades when all that was heard from Africa
were the echoes of its rhythms in American, Caribbean,
and Latin music, the sounds of Africa themselves are
now heard and expressed around the world: Youssou
N’Dour of Senegal, Hugh Masekela and the late Miriam
Makeba of South Africa, Salif Keita from Mali, Femi Kuti
of Nigeria, Papa Wemba from the Democratic Republic
of the Congo, and many others have continued the
tradition of expressing the aspirations of their peoples,
their languages, and a common humanity. In literature,
to name a very few, the words of African giants such as
Léopold Senghor of Senegal; Chinua Achebe and Nobel
laureate Wole Soyinka of Nigeria; John Kani, Winston
Ntshona, and Athol Fugard, and Nobel laureate Nadine
Gordimer from South Africa; and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o of
Kenya—whose novel Wizard of the Crow captures in
surreal, satirical detail the absurdities of African politics
—continue to give voice to a continent �ghting to
realize its possibilities.



Quietly and out of the spotlight of international
attention, the conferences, and the concerts, Africans are
organizing them selves. Over the past two decades,
following droughts in the 1970s and ’80s, women
farmers in Niger have planted trees covering 3 million
hectares (7.5 million acres), not only holding back the
desert sands but re-greening parts of the Sahel. While
keeping the trees alive, they also provide themselves
with food, fuel, and income as they sell o� branches for
�rewood.6

Women in Lesotho are not waiting for international
agencies to provide food; they are creating
extraordinarily productive “keyhole gardens” in their
neighborhood, growing large amounts of green
vegetables, and protecting themselves from hunger.7
Committed individuals have adapted traditional
processes to form sustainable businesses: solar drying
cookers for fruit in Uganda, ethanol-fueled stoves in
Ethiopia, and biomass ovens in Tanzania.8

The West Africa Network for Peacebuilding is
attempting to promote peace and prevent future
con�icts after years of civil war, warlordism, and the
widespread use of child soldiers.9 Rangers in Virunga
National Park in the DRC are �ghting to protect the wild
animals, including the endangered mountain gorillas,
that live there—despite the fact that in the course of a
decade more than 150 of their men have been killed and
some abducted.10

In Zambia, Hammerskjoeld Simwinga, the head of the
North Luanga Wildlife Conservation and Community
Development Programme, has campaigned to protect
biodiversity while helping villagers in the region
through education, rural health and women’s
empowerment initiatives, and micro-lending programs.
In Mozambique, musician Feliciano dos Santos is touring
remote villages in Niassa Province to promote the



importance of sanitation and water conservation using
compostable toilets. In Liberia, Silas Kpanan’Ayoung
Siakor’s documentation of human rights abuses in the
logging sector, and the use of proceeds from logging to
fund the country’s civil war, led to a UN Security
Council ban on the export of Liberian timber.11

In Kenya, Dekha Ibrahim Abdi, a Muslim woman, has
worked for peace in the troubled north of the country
and has established the Oasis of Peace Centre in
Mombasa to foster mediation.12 In 2006, Alfred Taban
from Sudan, Zainab Hawa Bangura of Sierra Leone,
Immaculée Birhaheka from the DRC, and Reginald
Matchaba-Hove from Zimbabwe received awards from
the United States’ National Endowment for Democracy
for “their contributions to the advancement of
democracy, human rights, gender equality, government
transparency and free and fair elections in their
homelands.”13 Zackie Achmat’s Treatment Action
Campaign is working to make access to antiretroviral
treatments along with HIV/AIDS care and prevention
available all across South Africa.14 Kenyan marathoner
Tegla Loroupe is using her worldwide fame to promote
peaceful coexistence and development in eastern
Africa.15

These actions, undertaken by individuals—some of
whom are well known, others not, but all extraordinary
—don’t necessarily involve multimillion-dollar aid
grants or governmental approval. Nonetheless they are
changing perceptions and realities on the ground. As
these people and countless others illustrate, it is
ultimately Africans themselves who have to determine
their future. Where there is poverty and environmental
degradation, Africans must work with what they have
and join together to solve their immediate needs while
increasing their chances of future prosperity by
regenerating forests, protecting watersheds, and



practicing e�cient agriculture. Where there are business
opportunities and abundant natural resources, Africans
must use them wisely and for the good of Africans,
developing their own industries and circulating capital
within their countries. Where there is a need for foreign
investment and partnership, Africans must behave
shrewdly, and encourage honesty and transparency, and
not give away what they have so cheaply through
ignorance or corruption.

And, of course, where there is poor leadership,
Africans need to stand up for the leaders they want and
not settle for the leaders they get. Too many African
leaders have been the narrow heroes of their micro-
nations rather than genuine statesmen for the whole
macro-nation. They have played upon people’s desire to
follow someone who will lead them from their
di�culties to immediate riches rather than joining with
them to solve their own problems by exploiting their
own talents.

In their unwillingness to share with other micro-
nations, micro-national leaders have precipitated many
of the past, and current, con�icts that bedevil Africa.
When everyone �ghts to have all of the pie, all that
anyone is left with are crumbs. If African leadership
cannot or will not prevent the leaders of their countries’
micro-nations from �ghting each other, how can they
stop con�icts between their nation-states, let alone hope
to realize the African Union’s vision of a united
continent?

What is necessary is for these leaders (and the people
they claim to represent) to recognize that, even within
the context of democracy, all the micro-nations have a
right to play a role in the macro-nation. This is the case
no matter how large or small in numbers a micro-nation
may be, or how well or how poorly they are represented
in parliament or national administration. Majority rule
is not su�cient. Even the smallest micro-nation and its



leaders need to participate in governance—and not fear
that their grievances about being left out are evidence of
“tribalism.”

The watchwords for Africa must be accountability,
responsibility, equity, and service. With these in the
hearts of every African, it will be more likely that their
children will go to school rather than become soldiers or
be forced to work in the �elds; citizens will feel
empowered to challenge leaders before they co-opt the
army or the police to become tyrants; the integrity of
women’s bodies will be honored, and they will have a
chance to bring about the kind of change that enhances
the strength of the voices, rights, and, indeed, lives of
men and women in African societies across the
continent.

And �nally, we will have a generation of Africans who
embrace a set of values, like service for the common
good, and commitment, persistence, and patience until a
goal is realized. They will live their lives for something
larger than themselves. Like Nelson Mandela, Desmond
Tutu, Julius Nyerere, and Kwame Nkrumah—who are
known and admired for the tasks they undertook that
were beyond their narrow self-interests, who had a
vision for their continent, and who were often scorned
or ignored—they will not accept the status quo. But
with honesty and integrity and resilience they will keep
working. Like these heroes, they will understand that
they can no longer wait for the forces that have held
Africa in check to move out of the way.

RESTORATION

When the Norwegian Nobel Committee decided to
award me the Peace Prize in 2004, they were sending a
number of messages. The prize wasn’t only a call for the
environment to be at the center of work for peace; it
was also an acknowledgment for the African people in



general, for the struggles they face every day. It was a
demonstration of how important the environment and
natural resources are in making sure we survive; and it
was a message of hope for the continent.

It was also saying to African women, in particular,
that women can make an impact, although their ideas
and actions are often dismissed. In addition, it was a
recognition of the many citizens around the world who
had been working on a set of similar issues—the
environment, human rights, democracy, women’s rights,
and peace-building—and had not perhaps seen the
connections between them. I was honored to be the
symbol for that collective.

Over the years, it has become clear to me that in
advocating for the environment, and seeing the
manifold ways that a degraded environment harms the
life of the smallest community and the entire continent
of Africa, the connection between who I am as an
African and the abstractions of peace, democratic space,
and development is deeper than words can say. In
seeking restoration for my continent, I am quite literally
restoring myself—as, I believe, is every African—
because who we are is bound up in the rivers and
streams, the trees and the valleys. It is bound up in our
languages, rich in aphorisms from the natural world and
our fragile and almost forgotten past. We are �ghting for
the future of our children, and the children of the men
and women who grew up with us, and the future
generations of other species.

In looking at the vast riches of the Congo Basin
forests, for instance, it is possible to see that, in the
peoples’ dependence on the natural resources around
them, all of us can reach a deeper appreciation of the
fact that it is what is not human that ensures that we
continue to exist. Without human beings, the creatures
and plants and trees would �ourish; but without those
species, human beings have no hope of survival. This is



why in thinking about human rights, we need to reach
another level of consciousness to appreciate that these
other species, too, have a right to their existence and
their piece of the Earth.

This struggle to preserve what they have and hold it
close to them is one that all Africans—indeed, all
peoples—should engage in. Because if the soil is
denuded and the waters are polluted, the air is
poisoned, wildlife is lost, and the mineral riches are
mined and sold beyond the continent, nothing will be
left that we can call our own. And when we have
nothing to call our own, we have nothing to re�ect back
to us who we truly are. Without the mirror that the
natural world presents to us, we will no longer see
ourselves, and we will forget who we are.

This is why our work is reclamation—bringing back
what is essential so we can move forward. Planting
trees, speaking our languages, telling our stories, and
not dismissing the lives of our ancestors are all part of
the same act of conservation—all constituent elements
of the broader ecosystem on which human life depends.
We need to protect our local foods, remember how to
grow and cook them, and serve and eat them. We must
remember how to make our clothes and wear them with
pride; we need to recall our mother tongues and,
literally, mind our language. Let us practice our
spirituality and dance our dances, revivify our symbols
and rediscover our communal character. Without these
cultural acts of recreation, we are merely fashion
victims, food faddists, going through empty rituals and
employing pointless markers to get ahead in a world
devoid of depth or meaning. We are vulnerable to
anyone who wishes to exploit us.

Africans must make a deliberate choice to move
forward together toward more cohesive macro-nations,
where all can feel free, secure, and at peace with
themselves and others, where there is no need for any



group to organize violence against their neighbors.
Then, everyone would begin to reap the bene�ts of
unity in diversity.
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My life’s work has evolved into much more than planting trees. Two
organizations that I founded, the Green Belt Movement and its sister group,
the Green Belt Movement International, demonstrate that evolution. By
planting trees, my colleagues in this grassroots movement and I planted
ideas. The ideas, like the trees, grew. By providing education, access to
water, and equity, GBM empowers people—most of them poor and most of
them women—to take action, directly improving the lives of individuals
and families.

Our experience of thirty years has also shown that simple acts can lead
to great change and to respect for the environment, good governance, and
cultures of peace. Such change is not limited to Kenya or Africa. The
challenges facing Africa, particularly the degradation of the environment,
are facing the entire world. This is why the Green Belt Movement
International was founded. Only by working together can we hope to solve
some of the problems of this precious planet. It’s my fervent hope that you
will seek to learn more about the work of the Green Belt Movement and the
Green Belt Movement International by visiting our website,
www.greenbeltmovement.org. Please share in our message of hope.

Wangari Maathai

http://www.greenbeltmovement.org/
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