For All:

The first forum organized by ASA for the fall semester 2006 took place on Thursday October 12th and focused on brain drain in Africa. The forum started by a presentation by Amer Ahmed, a PhD student in the department of agricultural economics. It was then followed by a constructive discussion on the issue.

 

Ahmed explained that when employed skilled workers leave Africa for greener pastures, it results in brain drain in Africa which is currently a common phenomenon in the region. Brain drain in Africa translates into brain gain for receiving countries, and usually welfare improvement for the migrants. In the context of Africa, brain drain implies a possible worsening of living conditions for the populations left behind. However, various strategies could be implemented to mitigate brain drain. They include remittances, knowledge transfers, logistical and political support, which are all means through which the African Diaspora can mitigate brain drain. International institutions, the governments of sending countries, and the governments of receiving countries can also play a role in mitigating brain drain. Some of the policies governments can implement relate to capacity building by receiving countries and better governance in sending countries. International institutions can provide technical assistance for capacity building in the sending countries, and can also facilitate the implementation of multi-lateral policies encouraging return migration, such as the WTOs agreement on temporary labor movement.

The first part of the discussion lead to Dr. Ncube (the moderator) to point out that African Diaspora could make huge improvements in people’s lives were it to return to the continent; however, most members of African Diaspora do not want to go back to Africa for various reasons including self-preservation. Everybody then agreed that governments of both developed and developing countries should play a role in stopping brain drain in Africa, although not all agreed on the level of involvement from each of developed and developing countries. Some believed that African countries should be more involved and others were saying all had to start by developed countries. But Amer said that developing countries should start by helping themselves if they want to receive additional help from developed countries.

 

Chewe pointed out that maybe African populations do not need to wait for governments to react. He said that he thinks that there should be a movement of some sort to instill a sense of patriotism into people, so that even when people are away from Africa, they would want to invest in Africa.

 

Yigezu then pointed out that brain drain might actually be the best thing happening to some African countries: it might be overcompensated by a reduction in unemployment and increase in remittances. Yigezu also pointed out that there should be a study done to numerically estimate the effects related to brain drain on a case by case basis in Africa since these effects could be overall positive for some countries. Mesbah supported Yigezu’s view by pointing out that Philippines seems to greatly benefit from its brain drain. Actually, the Filipino government has implemented a regulatory institution dedicated to helping Filipinos reap the most out of brain drain (http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/6100244/site/newsweek/).

 

Once it was all agreed that there is a possibility that the African Diaspora, by staying out of Africa, could be more useful for Africa’s development, Sika asked this question: since brain drain can potentially benefit some countries in Africa, under which conditions would that happen? To this, most of the audience agreed that better politics in African countries would play an important role in promoting conditions which would make African populations benefit from brain drain. Fulgence even gave examples of current governmental policies that are hindering capital and political investment in Tanzania and Zambia. However, Fariyayi pointed out that better politics in African countries should mean politics driven by public activism, so that regulatory institutions would pursue the interests of the populations.

 

Another question asked was: what can be done to make African populations benefit from brain drain given inefficient government policies? There was no answer. Actually, one answer was: I do not know. This begs for another question: are governments that important in making communities better off?
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