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President Mr Gregs Thomopulos & Vice President, Mr Geoff French 

Members of the FIDIC Executive Committee 

My fellow panellists – especially my good friend, Baroness Lynda Chalker 

Distinguished Delegates 

Ladies and gentlemen. 

 

Thank you, FIDIC, for the invitation to address you here today.  I had really looked forward 

to physically joining you in Davos, but am constrained by the pressures of work in South 

Africa now.  Please accept apologies for my physical absence and relying on this second best 

method of communicating. 

I am greatly encouraged by the emphasis that this conference is devoting to inputs that 

relate to Africa.  We are the continent that presents the greatest opportunities to farsighted 

professionals, such as yourselves. 

In a world that is more interconnected, it is clearer now, that access to development 

between the haves and the have-nots will largely be determined by appropriate 

investments in physical and human infrastructure. 

 

There is an urgent need for bold and committed leadership capable of both understanding 

and appreciating the nature of the investments that are required-today! 

 

Yet, this has to be balanced by not trying to outreach the pace at which physical and human 

development can be delivered. 

 

The FIDIC Infrastructure Report 2009 recognised, more or less, the challenges we face as 

Africa - even today. It noted, by way of example, and I quote: 

 

“As the custodians of existing infrastructure and the 
developers of future infrastructure, FIDIC consulting 
engineers recognise a responsibility to institute a dialogue 
with the rest of society on the main issues that face mankind 
today:  
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• population growth,  
• climate change,  
• urbanisation,  
• energy, and  
• water. 

 

 

The challenges you refer to are yet with us. Some of these are:  

 

• Climate change - Climate change is the number one cause of increased natural 
disasters. Climate change is fundamentally altering the way we live. People in 
developing countries are suffering the most. And governments and the 
populations of the world’s most vulnerable countries are further impoverished 
by the need to spend repeatedly on infrastructure destroyed by extreme 
weather incidents. 
 

• Carbon emissions - China overtook the USA in terms of total carbon dioxide 
generation in 2006. Infrastructure can be developed to be carbon neutral. 
Infrastructure developments must consider options for eliminating CO2 
emissions. Some 30% of the world’s energy goes into buildings. “Green” buildings 
are only part of the solution. How do we provide energy to those that do not 
have it at present while implementing measures to reduce carbon dioxide levels 
worldwide? Until life-cycle energy efficiency become mandatory, short term 
economic returns will be the main factor used by decision makers. Energy 
consumption in existing buildings can be reduced 30-50% using current 
technology.  

 

 
• Construction and engineering industries - Construction represents around 10% 

of global GDP making it one of the largest industry sectors in the world. 
Investment in infrastructure needs to double just to maintain current levels. 
Engineers play a vital role. Training is indispensable for the implementation of 
sustainable infrastructure. Across the world, innovation is being applied to local 
small scale solutions, where finance for major infrastructure is not available. 
Design can play a vital role in applying, for example, simple seismic and/or 
hurricane wind design principles to basic structures to markedly reduce the 
effects of natural disasters. Engineers will need to interact closely with society at 
large to gain support for mitigation strategies.” 
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This list of challenges is not exhaustive. It represents much more than the sum of its parts. It 
also makes it abundantly evident that the nature of Africa’s continental infrastructure 
challenge is indeed profound! 

 

In July 2010 the New African Partnership for African Development (NEPAD) Heads of States 

and Government Committee agreed to prioritise and accelerate continental infrastructure 

development through the appointment of political champions. President Zuma agreed to 

lead the infrastructure imperative for the African continent. 

 

Since that appointment we in South Africa have done an analysis of the intense nature of 

the infrastructure challenges that face us. 

 

In a recent World Bank study conducted in 24 African countries, it showed that the poor 

state of infrastructure in Sub Saharan Africa – its electricity, water, roads, and information 

and communications technology (ICT) – cuts national economic growth by about 2 

percentage points every year and reduces business productivity by as much as 40 percent.  

 

The study found that Africa has the weakest infrastructure in the world, but ironically 

Africans in some countries pay twice as much for basic services as people elsewhere. The 

study argued that well functioning infrastructure is essential to Africa’s economic 

performance and that improving inefficiencies and reducing waste could result in major 

improvements in African’s lives. 

 

The report estimated that US$93 billion will be needed annually over the next decade, more 

than twice what was previously thought. Almost half of this amount is needed to address 

the continent’s current power supply crisis that is hindering Africa’s growth.  

 

The study found that existing spending on African infrastructure is much higher than 

previously known, $45 billion a year. Also surprising, was the fact that most of this is 

domestically financed by African tax payers and consumers. The study also found that there 

is also considerable wastage to address; a number of efficiency improvements could 

potentially expand the available resources by a further $17 billion.  

 

However, even if major efficiencies are gained there is still a funding gap of $31 billion every 

year, much of it for power and water infrastructure in fragile states. Relative to the size of 
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their economies, the funding gap is daunting for the region’s low-income countries (who 

would need to spend an additional 9 percent of their GDP) and particularly for the region’s 

fragile states (who would need to spend an additional 25 percent of their GDP).  

 

The report took a holistic look at four crucial sectors – energy, water, transport, and ICT – 

that underpin national economies and are critical for reducing poverty in Africa.  

 

It noted that prioritizing these sectors, increasing investments, and improving efficiency can 

help African countries avert the worsening impacts of the financial crisis and begin laying 

the foundations for future growth as the global economy rebounds.  

 

Some tangential points to note: 

 

• Power: Inadequate access to energy is the single largest impediment to economic 
growth. No country in the world has developed its economy without abundant energy 
supplies. Chronic power shortages affect 30 Africa countries; the entire installed 
generation capacity of 48 Sub Saharan African countries is 68 gigawatts, no more than 
Spain’s, and 25 percent of that capacity is unavailable because of aging plants and poor 
maintenance. At US$0.18 per kilowatt-hour on average, Africa’s power is expensive to 
produce by global standards, yet regional trade could significantly lower costs. 

 

• Water: High hydro-climatic variability, inadequate storage, rising demand, and lack of 
transboundary cooperation undermine the African water sector. Less than 60 percent of 
Africa’s population has access to drinking water and only a handful of countries are on 
track to reach the MDGs. With more than 60 transboundary rivers in Africa, developing 
large-scale infrastructure to manage water use and avoid conflicts is a huge challenge. 
Over the last 40 years, only 4 million hectares of new irrigation have been developed, 
compared to 25 and 32 million hectares for China and India respectively. 

 

• Transport: Ineffective linkages between different transport modes (Road, and Rail), 
declining air connectivity, poorly equipped ports, ageing rail networks, and inadequate 
access to all-season roads are key problems facing Africa’s transport system. Only 40 
percent of rural Africans live within two kilometers of an all-season road, compared to 
some 65 percent in other developing regions.  Improving road accessibility in rural areas 
is critical to raising agricultural productivity across Africa.  Limited competition in the 
trucking industry keeps road freight tariffs unnecessarily high, while red tape along 
international trade corridors, keeps the movement of freight below 12 kilometers an 
hour –as fast as a horse and a buggy – even though truck speeds can be 60 km/hour. 
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• ICT: The number of African mobile phone users has increased from 10 million in 2000 to 
more than 180 million in 2007. During 1992-2005, private sector investment in ICT 
infrastructure topped $20 billion but high prices of services remain a problem. In 2007 
the average price of prepaid mobile services cost $12.58 a month in Africa, six times the 
$2 cost in Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan. 

 

Similarly, McKinsey’s also noted in a report entield “Lions on the Move” that while there 
remain risks to growth in any individual African country, their analysis suggests that the 
continent’s long-term growth prospects are quite strong. Africa’s business opportunities are 
potentially very large, particularly for companies in infrastructure-related industries; across 
the agricultural value chain; and in resource-related industries.  
 
Among the key findings noted by McKinsey were: 
 

• Africa’s growth acceleration was widespread, with 27 of its 30 largest economies 
expanding more rapidly after 2000. All sectors contributed to this growth.  

 
• Africa’s economic growth is creating substantial new business opportunities that are 

often overlooked by global companies. It projected that at least four groups of 
industries - consumer-facing industries, resources, agriculture, and infrastructure–
together could generate as much as $2.6 trillion in revenue annually by 2020, or $1 
trillion more than today. 

 
The objective of NEPAD is by and large to try and begin to address the closure of these 

infrastructure gaps. Part of the work that we are more directly involved with in this regard is 

the North South Corridor Road and Rail infrastructure. It stands to reason that we can do so 

much more to accelerate regional integration by appropriate and sustained investment in 

infrastructure. 

 
It found that Africa’s deficit remains even when the countries of the region are compared 
with others in the same income bracket. It is often assumed that Africa’s infrastructure 
deficit is largely a reflection of its relatively low income levels. But the comparison with 
other developing countries in the same income bracket shows that income does not tell the 
whole story. Africa’s low-income countries lag substantially behind those in other regions, 
while the same is true for lower-middle-income countries and upper-middle-income 
countries. The divergence is particularly striking for power and paved roads. Electrical 
generating capacity and access to electricity in Africa are less than a third of the levels found 
in other UMCs around the world. 
 
You may be aware that a tripartite agreement was signed in Johannesburg on 12 June 2011 
between the Southern African Development Community (SADC), the Common Market for 
Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA) and the East African Community (EAC) to establish a 
new expanded free trade area of 26 countries, stretching from South Africa to Libya and 
Egypt in the North. This agreement embodies a new developmental approach to 
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infrastructure roll out based on market integration and the joint development of 
infrastructure across the 26 countries.  
 
But this agreement will remain mere words on paper unless it is given a life through critical 

investment in a corridor that stretches between the North and the South. At the same time, 

too, we need to carve open the heart of Africa in Eastern Democratic Republic of Congo and 

link it to the economic development that stretches to the Indian Ocean in the East.  

 

As these opportunities arise, it is important, not only in boosting intra Africa trade, but also 

to reposition Africa in a globalising era, which, blighted by imbalances, prefers to focus on 

the ubiquitously apocryphal debate between the “big” West versus the “big” East that takes 

place in complete disdain/ignorance of the emerging potential of Africa. 

 

The ravages of climate change, as FIDIC also noted in 2009, begins to open up enormous 

potential for agricultural production, output proliferation and consequent economic growth 

in Africa. Investments in what can be considered to support agriculture include, inter alia: 

• Roads and rail - to get input in and products out to market 

• Irrigation – to expand productive capacities and capabilities 

• Cold storage – to provide longer life  

 

These would all be part of the infrastructure that needs to be rolled out. These are 

significant interventions, and yet not at great costs.  

 

The impediments to seizing an “Africa moment” are likely to remain if it is to be occasioned 

by the decisions of men, thinking themselves as leaders, who think in the short term, failing 

to understand the true meaning of the word “investment”. Or even public officials who 

think in terms of sovereign decisions which themselves are a product of the decisions of 

“sharing the spoils” of Africa which in Berlin in 1885. Or even a concern that the many 

countries that define Africa-each need their very own space at the global table. These are 

the perspectives that will continue to hold back the realisation of the potential of Africa. 

 

As much as the impediments (the decisions of men) are in issue, the proffered solutions that 

are required are that of men and women of eminent vision, expertise and skill. 
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It is worth noting, that many of the solutions to bringing development and therefore 

improved living standards of African people are inextricably intertwined to the terrain and 

discipline of engineering. It is of some import that in a moment such as this, an “Africa 

moment”, an institution like FIDIC, through its members, present what in its estimation and 

conviction are the clear, intractable, uncontested proposals for development.  

 

And, in doing so, it will also be important for engineers to persuade policy makers to move 

beyond the approach to infrastructure that treats it as a tap capable of being turned on and 

off at a whim and a fancy, the consequences of which are evidenced in the steep peaks and 

deep valleys of infrastructure spend. As a policymaker, I want to take licence on behalf of all 

policymakers, and turn to you as engineering professionals, with the plea, “Please help us!” 

 

Seizing the “Africa” moment is in part about finding solutions to smooth out the spending 

and maintenance of infrastructure. You are our partners! 

 

Thank you 


