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It gives me great pleasure to welcome you, on behalf of Mr. Issa B.Y. Diallo, U.N.

Assistant Secretary-General and Acting Executive Secretary of the Economic Commission

for Africa, and on my own behalf, to this Senior Policy Workshop on "Strengthening the

Viability of the African University in the 1990s and Beyond".

I wish, at the outset, to express the deep appreciation of the organizers of the

workshop to Mr. , Honourable Minister of Education of the

Kingdom of Swaziland who has kindly agreed to officially open this workshop.

As you already know, this workshop has been organized by ECA's Public

Administration, Human Resources and Social Development Division within the framework

of the Special Action Programme in Administration and Management Regional Project

(SAPAM), in collaboration with the Association of African Universities(AAU) and the

University of Swaziland. I, therefore, want to use this opportunity to thank AAU and

University of Swaziland for their cooperation in making the holding of this workshop

possible. I want, in particular, to convey the appreciation of the participants to the Pro Vice

Chancellor, Professor Magagula of the University of Swaziland and his staff for the excellent

arrangements they have made for hosting this workshop. The fact that all participants from

outside Swaziland already feel at home is a tribute both to the excellent arrangements by

the University of Swaziland and for the generous hospitality of the government and people

of the kingdom of Swaziland.

A little over 5 months ago, the ECA in collaboration with the AAU, organized a

Senior Policy Workshop in Accra, Ghana devoted to the theme of Resource Mobilization

and Financing of African Universities. Discussions at that workshop, which report has been

published - and distributed to all participants here - revealed that there were other closely
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interlinked problems that needed to be addressed in order to relieve African Universities

from the many problems facing them. As a result, participants at the Accra workshop urged

ECA to carry out follow-up activities aimed at addressing other policy issues for

strengthening the universities in Africa.

This workshop is, thus, a direct descendant of the Accra Workshop. More

importantly, however, it represents a key link in the chain of ECA's activities designed to

restore and reinforce the vitality of the African University. For example, the last Meeting

of the follow-up Ministerial Committee of Ten of the ECA Conference Ministers responsible

for Human resources planning, utilization and development has focused on "the university

as a source ofhuman development". The 1993 session of the conference of Vice-Chancellors,

Presidents and Rectors of African Universities jointly organized by ECA/AAU will have as

its theme: Survival of African Universities in the 1990s".

This, then, is the background to devoting this workshop to the theme of

"Strengthening the Viability of the African University in the 1990s and Beyond". Under this

broad rubric, three main policy issues will be discussed: Staff Retention, Cost recovery

schemes and the place of private universities in Africa. Let me sketch a brief overview of

each sub-theme.

The question of staff retention is one of the major problems confronting African

Universities today. Hardly any African University is immune from the high rate of turnover

of the academic staff. The common causes of this trend include poor salaries and conditions

of service; inadequate teaching and research facilities; erosion of academic freedom
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exacerbated by political repression of some academics; and parlous state of national

economic economy which inhibits opportunities for consultancy assignments.

As regards the cost recovery schemes, its genesis is traceable to reduced financial

outlays to higher education by African governments, itself the result of the economic crisis.

Consequently, the pressure for universities and governments to devise measures for cost

sharing in university education has grown. One policy option that has become appealing is

the cost recovery scheme. The challenge here is to devise a scheme to enables qualified

students to retain access to university education, while ensuring that these students refund

whatever their loans they may incurr.

On the other hand, the argument for private universities springs from at least three

reasons. Firstly, existing universities, virtually all of which are government-owned, are

unable to absorb the large number of students who quality for admission. Secondly, those

students whose demand for university education is currently not met in African universities

tend to go abroad - mostly to non-African countries. This suggests that there is scope for

more universities. Given that financial constraints preclude governments from establishing

more state-sponsored universities; the option of private university deserves to be explored.

Thirdly, there seems to be a contradiction between the current practice where most African

governments retain the role of sole provider of university education, on the one hand, and

their equally obvious claim that they cannot commit more resources for university education,

on the other hand. Resolving the policy dilemma between limited government financing and

loimited places in government - owned universities points in the direction of allowing

establishment of private universities.
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This brief review shows that there several common elements that inter-connect the

three sub-themes. The first is that all three policy issues require collaboration between

universities and the governments. Second, significant policy changes will be needed on the

part of universities, government or both for any of the issues to be addressed. Third,

progress on any of the issues will require devising financing arrangements that enable the

universities to efficiently play their role in society.

The important role of universities in our African countries is well known, and does

not warrant further analysis here. In any case, I dwelt at great length on this issue in my

statement at the Accra Workshop. On this occasion, I want to focus on the question of the

relative worth of university education in Africa. In particular, I intend to share some

thoughts on to the view, fashionable in some circles, that developing countries, in particular

Africa, need not put much emphasis on higher education, especially university education,

since its comparative economic and social rate of returns are much lower than the secondary

and primary education.

A major implication of this perspective is that African countries should devote less

of their national expenditures on university education. This is an erroneous policy stance

that ignores many realities. For example such policy fails to acknowledge the important

role of university as training ground for teachers needed in secondary and primary levels of

education; it underestimates the key role of universities as centres of research into peculiar

national problems in fields ranging from economics to environment, and natural resources

to nationality issues; it minimizes the importance of the link between indigenous manpower

and sovereign independence.
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Let me amplify the last point. If we are lull into believing that university education

matters little; then we must ask how will African countries acquire the high level manpower

needed for various aspects of national development e.g. economic management, agricultural

science, medicine, engineering natural resource conservation etc. There will be two routes

to meeting our high level manpower needs: African countries can either rely more on

expatriates to do these tasks, or they send their citizens abroad. Either option risks our

increasing dependency. There is no suggestion, here, that Africans need not go abroad for

university education or that a certain number of foreign expatriates are not required to

augument Africa's critical skills gap. Rather, the point is that African countries need

universities to train their citizens who have the primary responsibility for their national

development.

All this leads me to one central conviction: It is that strengthening the African

universities in Africa is a compelling public policy concern. The task of supporting and

sustaining the African University is vital to national development. As such, it requires a

carefully thought out strategy which in both governments, the universities and private sector

must play their part.

An important starting point for developing that strategy is to promote dialogue between

the key players. This workshop is precisely a vehicle for such dialogue with a view to

mobilizing and sustaining support for African universities. To facilitate the discussions at

this workshop, some papers have been commissioned which will be presented under the

various sub-themes. The World Bank has also submitted a paper focussing on one of the
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sub-themes. Papers have also been prepared by various universities reflecting their

experiences in dealing with the policy issues relating to the sub-themes. I encourage

participants to make deep reflections on such questions as: Is it possible for government-

sponsored universities to retain their staff in the face of dwindling financial outlays from

governments? Can universities generate enough financial resources from their income

earning activities to increase level of renumeration and other benefits to retain their staff?

Are governments willing to make the policy environment hospitable for academic freedom?

What conditions need to be met for establishment of private universities? Are governments

convinced about the desirability of private universities? What will be nature of regulatory

role of governments in relation to private universities? What type of cost sharing schemes

will work in Africa? What are their potential pitfalls in Africa? What are lessons of

experiences in African countries where cost recovery schemes have been implemented.

These are some of the issues that participants should tackle.

The presence of Ministers of government and senior university administrators and

managers in the workshop reinforce my belief that out of these discussions will emerge

important suggestions and practical recommendations for dealing with policy issues that we

are seized with. I want to note, in this regard, the presence at this Workshop of some of

the participants at the Accra Workshop, who helpfully contributed to the success of the

Accra Workshop. I must hope the spirit of frankness and indepth discussion that was very

evident in Accra will prevail here too. I wish you a most successful deliberation.

Thank you!


