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QUESTIONS & ANSWERS

A CENTRAL VISION FOR GROWTH
John Page

The World Bank's new chief economist for
Africa, John Page, says Africa needs a political
deal to foster economic growth. He spoke to
Carol Paton at the Tips/Development Policy 
Research Unit's annual forum in Cape Town.

What are the key growth trends in Africa? 

Most profoundly worrying is that the rate of growth in Africa has been extremely 
poor for more than 30 years. There was a period from independence [when 
colonial powers began withdrawing] to the 1970s or 1980s where some African 
countries did quite well. Then there was a long decline of around 15 years. This 
was followed by some evidence of recovery in the late 1990s. But growth from 
2000 to 2015 is optimistically predicted to be 1,5% per capita - so there remains 
a grave concern that the continent as a whole is not growing.

Did the poor benefit from growth?

Countries had different experiences. In general, the fortunes of the poor track 
the fortunes of those who are not poor. So as long as the economy is growing, 
the fortunes of the poor will ultimately rise with everyone else's. But in Africa, 
what happened during the long contraction was that the poor paid a higher 
price than the average citizen. During the recovery, though, the poor did seem 
to do better than others.

What does that mean for the traditional "trickle-down" approach of the 
World Bank and the IMF?

At least since 1990 the Bank has argued that the trickle-down approach is not 
enough. The notion that the benefits [of economic growth] would somehow 
trickle down has not been part of our mantra. We have been thinking about 
ways to reach the poor during economic growth.

How?

One interpretation is that you grow and then you redistribute later. My sense is 
that is not really a viable strategy. Levels of deprivation [in Africa] are sufficiently 
shocking that no government with the welfare of the people at heart could 
conceive of growing a small segment of the economy and leaving everybody 
else behind. And for a democratically elected government, this wouldn't wash 
politically. You need a strategy that involves not just relying on growth but 
thinking about complementary policies to bring people along. Hence the idea of 
"shared growth" - a concept talked about a lot in the Asian context.

What is shared growth?

It's not trickle-down growth and it's not redistribution. It's a strategy that focuses 
on two complementary sets of activities. The first is finding policies that will 
kick-start the economy. We know what these are but we don't know in detail for 
any one country how to sequence these for optimal results. But they include 
exploiting the natural resource economy, growing the private sector, raising 
rates of savings and investment, more technical and productivity change . . . a 
range of supply-side policies. That's the growth part. The shared part (and this 
is where it becomes slightly different from redistribution) is that as the economy 
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grows, we need to make sure that we use the increased resources at the 
disposal of the public sector to make strategic investments in groups of people, 
geographical areas or other identifiable people who may not be part of this 
process. So it could be investments in education and health, it could be rural 
infrastructure and irrigation. In Singapore and Hong Kong it was investments in 
subsidised housing.

Having written a lot about the Asian tigers, can you sum up the secret of 
their success?

If we could define that in a sound bite, we'd market it . . . They did a lot of things 
well over a long period . It wasn't just that they had macroeconomic stability or 
were good exporters or invested in education and skills or built a social 
consensus . . . they did all these at the same time.

I sometimes think that the real key was more political than economic. The 
political elites in these countries (and nobody would argue that they were all 
democratically elected) all focused on the question: are you better off now than 
you were last year? They bet their legitimacy on economic progress. If you look 
around the rest of the developing world, you will find few leaders willing to bet 
the farm on an economic agenda.

In Africa there is a real need to change the economic relations - to move away 
from the large state sector to a bigger private sector. But the temptation for a 
politician is to say: "Why should I bear the costs of making this transition when I 
am not going to get any political gain?"

What would be the elements of such a political bargain in SA?

I don't know SA well enough to be precise . . . but in general these bargains 
have to involve the key stakeholder groups of government, organised business, 
organised labour and, I'd argue, small business.

Most countries have started by trying to get these four groups of interests to 
agree on a central vision: where do we want this country to be in 10 or 20 
years? Once you can agree on some core things, then you can take those off 
the political table - and out of the political discourse. The trick is getting people 
to realise they may have to yield on their short-term interests to achieve a 
longer-term objective. A common feature in Asian economies in the 1970s and 
1980s, as well as in China, Cambodia and Vietnam now, is that the 
short-termism that tends to characterise political processes is less acute than in 
other places.
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