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INTRODUCTION

As we enter the 21st century, countries in Africa and other developing regions of the world over are forced to take stock of their position in the global economy with a view to consolidating existing gains and ensuring a better quality of life for their citizenry. At the same time, there is an urgent need to ensure that we are not left behind. All this is happening within an environment of internal conflicts, natural disasters, poverty, capital flight, environmental degradation and low human capital. On the plus side however, a youthful population, the information technology age and globalisation stand out as positives. 

Without a shadow of doubt, a country’s human capital constitutes its most formidable asset and resource in the strive toward sustainable development in all its facets. Countries such as Singapore have excelled both economically and socially as a result of heavy and sustained investment in their human resources, despite a limited natural  resource endowment. The challenge for other developing countries, in particular those on the African continent, is the development and retention of these human resources for the purpose of development.

The brain drain and capacity building in Africa are now, more than ever before, pertinent to the ongoing development discourse. This paper will examine the situation in The Gambia and attempt to propose some recommendations for the problem. 

THE GAMBIAN SITUATION

The Gambia is a small sovereign nation in West Africa with an area of 10,689 square kilometres. The economy is heavily reliant on agriculture, viz., 22 per cent of Gross Domestic Product (GDP), employing about 70 per cent of the total labour force, with groundnuts as the country's main export earner. Small-scale industrial activity accounts for less than 8 per cent of GDP but tourism is emerging to be quite significant, currently contributing about 10 per cent to GDP. 

The country attained independence from the British in 1965, becoming a Republic in 1970.  A military coup in July 1994 toppled the first republic and led to the second following elections in 1996.  The Government is headed by the President who is elected every five years by universal adult suffrage. Administratively, the country is divided into the capital territory and seat of Government, Banjul, and six municipalities/divisions headed by Chairmen and Commissioners. The divisions are further subdivided into 35 districts locally administered by Chiefs. Wards and villages constitute the fourth and fifth tiers respectively of the administrative structure.

The population is estimated at about 1.3 million (1998 projections), resulting in a population density of 121 persons per square kilometre, one of the highest in the sub region. This is further compounded by an annual population growth rate of 4.2 per cent, with nearly 45 per cent of the population below the age of 15. Fertility levels are high at 6.04 with life expectancy set at 55 years overall - 54 years for men and 57 years for females. 

School enrolment rates need much improvement, particularly as one moves from primary to secondary levels. The total gross primary enrolment rate as at 1998/99 stood at 71.7 - female rate 77.8 and male rate 65.6.  The total net senior secondary enrolment rate is estimated at 9.7, the female rate considerably lower at 7.0. It is interesting to observe here that female participation in education is higher at the primary level than for males but significantly lower at secondary level. This is symptomatic of the difficulties girls face in continuing their education to higher levels as a result of mainly economic and cultural factors. 

Generally speaking, illiteracy is a major constraint to sustainable development in The Gambia as more than a third of the population is unable to read and write in any language. This is in spite of considerable investments by the Government, donors and Non Governmental Organisations engaged in the education sector.

Five main ethnic groups are present in the country, namely Mandinka, Fula, Wollof, Jola and Serahule, with about six other smaller groups. There is considerable intermarriage between the groups, resulting in a relatively stable and cohesive social system. Islam is the predominant religion with 95 per cent of the population actively practising the religion. Male dominance prevails throughout the social system with women occupying a relatively low status. 

THE BRAIN DRAIN AND CAPACITY BUILDING IN THE GAMBIA

Like many developing countries in Africa and the rest of the world, brain drain and capacity building are emerging as major issues of concern in the development agenda of The Gambia. I would, however at this juncture, wish to attempt a definition of these two concepts before beginning a discussion of how they pertain to our situation in The Gambia.

Brain drain can be broadly defined as the process whereby qualified nationals of a particular country leave that country for another in search of better opportunities, principally in the area of employment. Capacity building is the process by which an individual acquires the requisite knowledge, information and skills to perform more efficiently and effectively in a given vocation or discipline. From the foregoing, it is clear that the two are interrelated with capacity building as the forebear.

Increasingly in development circles, there is the realization that sustainable development cannot occur without sound human capital – education and health being key components in this regard. For The Gambia specifically, a literacy rate of only 37 per cent for persons aged 10 years and over (1993 Population and Housing Census) is a clarion call to urgently build our human capital if we are to progress into a fully developed nation state. 

Good economic indicators do not necessarily translate into improved social indicators, as the economic recovery programmes in the 1980s in most developing countries clearly manifested. In The Gambia, as macroeconomic indicators gained the recognition and approval of the Bretton Woods institutions, more people fell into poverty, illiteracy and poor health. This necessitated the formulation of a comprehensive Strategy for Poverty Alleviation and National Poverty Alleviation Programme which are currently being implemented. The implications of development policies – especially those at the macro level - on vulnerable groups such as the poor, women and children, who are in most cases disproportionately and adversely affected by such policies, need to be constantly recognized and addressed.  

Capacity building, both individual and institutional, is of prime importance to The Gambia’s sustainable human development. Since Independence in 1965 to date, a significant proportion of Government and donor resources has been expended in providing education and training to the population, most of it internationally. This was necessitated by the absence of a university in the country, which has only been established in the last few years. Such training has ranged from short term training programmes to full-scale university degree programmes at various levels. Information from a database compiled by the Personnel Management Office reveals that between 1993 and 1999, between 500 and 600 Gambians have gone abroad on training, of which about one quarter were women.

Many currently ongoing programmes and projects in the country have significant components designed to build individual and institutional national capacities in a variety of disciplines at all levels. The move towards decentralization and devolution of power and authority from the center to the regions has added impetus to this strategy. The emergence of Community Based Organisations, development-oriented organisations at community level, as key players and implementers in the development process has brought to the fore the urgency to capacitize people in order that they may take charge of their own development. 

More importantly is the issue of capacity retention once the building element has been concluded. Human nature being what it is, people are inclined to seek more prosperous employment opportunities once they have acquired the necessary capacities. Increasingly, the private and non-governmental sectors have become popular destinations for experienced professionals seeking an alternative to mainstream Government employment. This is due, in part, to the relatively better service packages - most notably remuneration - and more flexibility and innovation existing in these sectors. Many argue that this is not really a loss in that the positions are tenable in country thereby ensuring continued contribution to the national development effort. However, it still constitutes a loss to the public sector in terms of qualified and trained middle and senior level management to clearly articulate and implement Government policy.

In recent times the problem has become more acute as senior and middle level professionals have gone abroad to the West in search of more lucrative and challenging assignments, particularly in international development institutions such as the United Nations and the World Bank.  Most have been men but professional Gambian women are gradually entering the international job market.  The trend is now towards employment in the international arena, particularly after one has spent between ten and fifteen years in the public sector at home. Again, one may wish to argue that this is not a total loss as their expertise and experience remain available to the countries they serve from international positions.

Developments in the political scene in recent times have added impetus to this drive. Government no longer has the security it once had as summary dismissals from the civil service are rife. Such dismissals carry with them the loss of all benefits and entitlements. This is particularly the case with senior civil servants who have made their careers in the service. As a consequence, people are becoming more inclined to seek for alternative employment once the opportunity presents itself. 

Unlike other developing countries where university lecturers form the majority of those seeking employment abroad, The Gambia’s brain drain is composed mostly of civil servants and professionals working outside Government. This has been due to the absence of a university in the country, although there are quite a considerable number of PhD holders working at home. With the advent of the University of The Gambia, it may be prudent to reflect on the challenges ahead to retain Gambian faculty once it becomes fully operational.

At the same time, students abroad, on completing their programmes, prefer to remain in those countries where they have studied to seek employment rather than return home. This is in spite of the bonds (which carry a threat of repayment of the total cost of the study programme if in default) most are forced to sign before their departure pledging their willingness to return home and work for a specified number of years. 

Statistics are scarce on the nature and extent of the problem but, from anecdotal evidence, it is safe to conclude that a significant proportion of all those sent abroad for further study do not return at the end of their programmes. Many seek for extensions of their programme to pursue other courses while some simply seek employment in the country of study. The situation may even be more alarming for those people on self-sponsorship, either by their own means or with assistance from family and other benefactors.  This category of people feel no obligation to return and work for the Government or other sectors given that the latter played no part in the financing of their study programmes. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

It is clear that a number of strategies will have to be employed to stem the current brain drain. The problem is multifaceted and will require innovative measures. Below I propose a number of recommendations which should be explored as a way of overcoming the problem. These may be considered not only for The Gambia but other African countries as well.

Studies need to be conducted to ascertain the exact magnitude of the brain drain problem in the country. Although the Personnel Management Office keeps statistics on people going abroad for training on Government scholarships, no data is available on the number returning and their subsequent careers in public service. Such research should include information on the characteristics of those seeking employment abroad as well as the cost involved in training such people. Data should also be collected on the number and characteristics of those going for further study abroad on self-sponsorship. Thereafter, realistic proposals should be advanced to remedy the situation.

Ways and means of attracting back qualified and trained professionals who are working abroad should be identified and explored. This may be quite a formidable task given that many developed countries now have emigration policies specifically targeting qualified personnel from other countries to reside and work in their countries. It may be necessary to put in place a package of incentives that matches or, if possible, surpasses those they are currently enjoying. 

The public sector should be made more attractive particularly to young graduates, in the form of better remuneration and incentives, increased prospects for further studies, more room for innovativeness and initiative. Many feel stifled by the routine nature of public service, particularly at the lower echelons. Remuneration is also an important factor in retaining people in the face of increasing cost of living and sophisticated wants.

At a wider level, professionals should be encouraged to stay in the country by providing a conducive environment which is amenable to positive criticism, free of harassment and persecution. African countries in general must be made more politically, economically and socially attractive to their citizenry. This will not only help in retaining national experts but will engender confidence in all the citizens to give of their best in the quest toward national development. Clear development policies designed to improve standards of living and encourage maximum participation in the development process should be well articulated and effectively implemented. 

CONCLUSION

I have made a modest attempt in this paper to contribute to the current discourse on the brain drain and capacity building in Africa, with specific reference to my country The Gambia. The dearth of information in this area, particularly in The Gambia, has made the paper rather difficult to write but I hope it will generate some interest and provoke discussion on the way forward.

Although not new, the issue of the brain drain has not yet been given the due attention it deserves in The Gambia. This may be due to the fact that the relevance and implications of the situation have not yet grabbed the national attention.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that a serious problem may exist, one that may worsen in years to come if current trends continue unabated.

Capacity building is well understood and appreciated but capacity retention and the stem of the brain drain are yet to reach the same level. In The Gambia, the public sector is particularly afflicted by the flight of prime human capital to other sectors both within and outside the country. A thorough analysis of the problem must be made in order that effective and realistic strategies are advanced. Human beings remain our most valuable asset as we progress into the new millennium.
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