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Getting Africa's act together

THERE i s both truth and wi sdomin what Ebeneza Essoka, the executive
director of Standard Chartered Bank Zi mhabwe, says about why the rest of
the worl d's perception of Africa has not changed. To themit is still the
Dar k Continent, inpoverished and fam shed, and torn to shreds by civil
strife. But Essoka cannot |ay the blame squarely on the power of the
international nmedia and the editors in certain countries who appear to
want their readers and viewers to see only Africa's pitiful side. Yes,
they may be hel d partly responsible for painting gri mpictures of Africa.
But they are not responsible for the wars and t he weat her.

It will take Africa quite a while and a collective will to shed the
i mges of hungry nouths and enpty bow s, of bloody tribal clashes and
coups and obese dictators. Fortunately for us, Mal aysi an i nvestors have
al ready found out the advant ages of doi ng business in Africa, despite the
negative pictures in the news. This is sinply because Africa is a good
pl ace to invest in, with abundant | abour force, rawmaterial s and a huge
market. In less than a decade, Mal aysi a has becone one of the | argest
investors in South Africa, Zi nbabwe, Ghana, Tanzani a and several ot her
African markets. However, conmpared with the others, Mal aysian investors
are new ki ds on the bl ock. Investors fromthe i ndustrialised countries
di scovered t he massi ve weal th of this continent centuries ago. Yes, Africa
may be all the terrible things that the international nedia nakes it out
to be, but that did not influence the descendants of the col onial nasters
in South Africato end apartheid until early this decade - wth nuch
i nternational pressure. Vast tracts of fertile land in Zi nbabwe, South
Africa, Nami bia and el sewhere in the continent are still owned by migrants
whose forefathers had come fromwhat are today the world' s i ndustrialised
countri es.

Yet the natives of Africa are nostly poor and hungry because i nvestnents
were made not necessarily for their benefits. Ml aysia, however, has | ong
made it a policy to prosper its neighbours and ensured that its investors
behave as good corporate citizens in their host countries. Nowand then we
hear of Mal aysi an conpani es abroad who give the country a bad nane, but
general |y Mal aysi ans have behaved wel|l. Tel ekom Mal aysi a, one of our
| argest investors in Africa, has built such a positive reputation for
itself in sone of the countries that | eaders of other African states who
met Prinme Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad in Africa recently
want ed the conpany to invest in their markets. In terns of trade, Mal aysi a
has taken conscious efforts to boost its exports to this continent and
al so buy more in the name of South-South cooperation. Despite argunents
that there was no traffic between Africa and Sout h- East Asia, Ml aysia
Airlines started services to pave the way for future cooperation.

However, with the regional crises putting the sudden brakes on
Mal aysi a's economic progress, a lot of its investnents and econonic
cooperation with African states have to be put on hold. The focus has to
be on consolidating the donestic econony first. Even then the i nvestnents
whi ch have been committed to by Mal aysi an conpani es are bei ng honour ed.

Mal aysi a did not pack up and | eave the continent. In fact, Dr Mahathir
said at the Southern Africa International D al ogue i n WAl vi s Bay, Nami bi a,
recently that once the econony recovered Mal aysi an conpani es wi || head
back to Africa.

The point nade by South Africa executive vice-president Thabo Moeki,



about the need for African | eaders to stop fighting and start buil ding
their continent, remains very pertinent. Until they agree to stop the
fighting, Africawll remainin turnmoil and cannot hope to solve its own
probl ems or spruce up its image. Inthe nmeantinme, it needs to make the
best out of the investnents and econom c cooperation that it has secured
and work to ensure that South-South cooperation can resume full-force once
again. Africa has a voice in many international and regional forums. Wth
the recognition that what i s happeni ng to devel opi ng countries in Asia can
al so happen to countries in Africa, economies in Africa can help with the
cause that some of its friends in Asia are chanpi oni ng.
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