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g. frica is on the move: from
basket case to a potential
bread basket, from dodgy

debtor to investor opportunity. Too

bad that Britain risks remaining out
of step and out of touch.

Last week's London summit on
Somalia was remarkable for its high
turnout and admirable in its good
intentions. No one can dispute the
damage done by piracy in waters
used by international shipping, or
the threat posed by extremists who
shelter behind a collapsed
administration. But safety at sea is
dependent on economic recovery on
land. And restoring a failed state
means tackling poverty.

This needs a summit of a different
kind, by all means endorsed by
David Cameron, but initiated by
African leaders — and it should have
preceded any gathering on Somalia.

Such a conference would not only
have celebrated the start of a new
era for Africa — it would have taken
advantage of the continent's growing |
capacity to help itself and invited
pledges of international support for

changes that give hope to the people
of shattered Somalia and beyond.

There is much to celebrate. A
market of nearly 1bn people, about a
third of them under 21, is making up
for five wasted post-independence
decades. From Johannesburg to
Djibouti, from Lagos to Lusaka,
something dramatic is afoot. Fuelled
by booming oil exports, boosted by
higher commodity prices, funded by
cheap loans from China and by
returning capital from the diaspora,
as well as by foreign investment,
Africa’s social and physical
landscape is being reshaped.

But it is gaining more than new
shopping malls and airport terminals
and skyscrapers. The military by and
large stay in the barracks. Human
rights are higher on the agenda. And
in a sign of the change afoot in a
continent that had lost confidence in
itself, there is a wave of creativity:
novelists and artists, film-makers and
musicians, designers and stylists, all
are thriving.

Of course, huge challenges remain.
Despite the hurdles, there is no
doubt that the continent is at an
exciting stage in its modern history.
Yet something is missing,
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To many African officials and
business leaders, Britain — for so
long Africa’s traditional partner in
Europe - has seemed slow to respond
to the challenge posed by the new
era and, unable to see the need for a
fresh relationship, has failed to turn
Commonwealth membership and the
shared English language to
commercial advantage.

Part of the reason may be the
malaise that still hangs over the
continent, a legacy from past
disappointments. Many diplomats see
Africa as life in the slow career
track; academics struggle for
research funds; retired colonial civil
servants take their knowledge to the
grave; journalists drop in and move
on; and business leaders who once
forged careers on the continent now
see a stint in Lagos or Luanda as a

Attitudes embedded in
national consciousness
still distort Britain's

relations with a continent
it once dominated

hardship post. The result? Contracts
are lost, markets seek new suppliers,
old ties count for little and old
friendships go unnourished.

Another part of the reason goes
back, 1 suspect, to Britain’s colonial
past — with an unexpected twist. For
years UK ministers have lectured
Africa’'s leaders on the need to rise
above their colonial heritage. The
continent has been urged to put
aside old grievances and start afresh.

How ironic, then, that while a
youthful continent breaks free of this
legacy, welcoming new investors
from Turkey, Malaysia and
elsewhere, it should be Britain — not
Africa — that at times seems
burdened by the past.

Perhaps embedded in the national
consciousness, seldom recognised and
rarely acknowledged, are attitudes
that continue to distort Britain's
relationship with a continent it once
dominated.

Too often behind official
pronouncements lies a belief that
Britain retains a right, indeed an
obligation, to offer correctives to
African governments seen to
transgress. British aid agencies

| assume the right to shape local

policy when natural disaster strikes.
Increasing aid is seen as the path to
economic growth and African
entrepreneurs resent the assumption
that the City of London — and not
Beijing - will be their first port of
call when seeking project finance.

Until recently Africa had no choice
but to put up with this. After all,
there was no denying postcolonial
governments had been corrupt and
incompetent. Weak economies had no
option but to take the medicine from
the International Monetary Fund.

Today the Fund has other matters
on its mind, preoccupied as it is with
saving European economies. And for
the first time, loans from the World
Bank to Africa - the reward for
taking the IMF medicine — have been
overtaken by soft loans from China.
The stick once used with abandon is
now little more than a twig.

As Africa changes, there arises a
niggling question. Could Britain's
response to the opportunities on the
continent be influenced by memories
of the days when the colonial bwana
knew best?
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