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- Your Excellency, Uhuru Kenyatta, President of the Republic of Kenya; 

- Honourable Phyllis Kandie, Cabinet Secretary for Labour, Social Security 

and Services; 

- Mr Almas Maige, President of Business Africa; 

- Mr Linus Githai, National Chairman of the Federation of Kenya 

Employers; 

- Representatives of the International Organisation of Employers; 

- Employers from across the Africa region; 

- Social partners; 

- Dear Colleagues; 

- Esteemed Delegates;  

 

 

Your Excellency, 

It is indeed a great joy and a pleasure for me to be back in Kenya. This is a country 

that I genuinely love and enjoy, and visit often, using one excuse after another. 

 

Indeed, I had the honour and privilege of working and living in Kenya as United 

Nations Resident Coordinator during the period 2008 to 2012, a momentous time 

in the history of Kenya as this was soon after a period that can only be described 

as a brief moment of post-election madness. My marching orders then, as United 

Nations Resident Coordinator, was to work with the Government of National 

Unity and other partners, national and international, to support reconciliation, the 

preparation of a new constitution, the conduct of a referendum and general 

elections based on the new constitution. 

 

All that has come to pass, I am happy to say, and I have watched with increasing 

joy and optimism as the country continues to make progress and claim its rightful 

place as a leader in East Africa and Africa at large. This of course is not to say 
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that everything is now perfect in Kenya but to recognize that progress is being 

made even as the country faces challenges which are not, I might add, unique to 

Kenya. As Africans, I often feel that we do not celebrate accomplishment and 

progress enough; we tend to dwell, as it were, on our short-comings, which in 

turn feeds the doctrine of Afro-Pessimism. 

 

Your Excellency, 

Distinguished Delegates, 

Allow me to commend Business Africa and the Federation of Kenya Employers 

for organizing the 2016 African Employers Summit – the first of its kind; I also 

wish to thank them for inviting the ILO to participate and contribute to the 

deliberations on the theme: Promoting growth and entrepreneurship for job 

creation – with a particular focus on youth. This is a theme that addresses one of 

the key challenges of our time – creating decent jobs for Africa’s youthful 

population. It is a theme that resonates well with the organization that I work for 

now and represent here – the International Labour Organization.  

 

I also wish to acknowledge the presence of representatives of employers’ 

organizations from various countries of our continent at this Summit, 

demonstrating the importance for African development of the issues that will be 

discussed here.  

 

Distinguished delegates, 

Some sixteen years ago, in the year 2000, the reputable British weekly magazine, 

The Economist carried a cover story entitled “Hopeless Africa”, highlighting the 

many ills that afflicted the continent then – disease, civil war, poverty, corruption, 

lack of democracy et cetera. This conclusion, in fact, represented what many 

mainstream commentators at that time considered to be the future of the 

continent. 
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Sixteen years on, and although development challenges remain, some of us firmly 

believe that no overall analysis could have been more wrong or erroneous. 

 

Given its commendable economic growth over the past decade, Africa is now 

widely viewed as a new frontier for opportunity and a potential growth pole. 

Economic growth has been robust and economic management, governance and 

political stability have largely improved. Six of the world’s ten fastest growing 

economies are in Africa, with annual GDP growth averaging over five per cent 

in recent years with some economies recording double-digit growth rates. All this 

has contributed to a significant shift in perceptions of the continent - Africa is on 

the rise! 

 

But, has this growth significantly uplifted the quality of life of the vast majority 

of African peoples? By and large the answer is a qualified NO, even though there 

has been progress in reducing levels of absolute poverty in many countries. 

 

It is evident that recent positive economic performance has not generated enough 

economic transformation, job growth or social development to create the critical 

levels of broad-based wealth needed to lift millions of Africans out of general 

poverty. There is agreement among many commentators that in order to generate 

jobs, economic growth must be accompanied by structural transformation. Sub-

Saharan Africa’s relatively strong growth is primarily commodity driven and 

hence susceptible to external shocks. There is high product and export 

concentration around primary products, such as minerals and crops, with clear 

lack of structural transformation and diversification of the economy. 
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In light of all these challenges, what policy options emerge? 

 

Our core mandate as ILO centres on what is referred to as Decent Work, which is 

broadly defined as fairly paid productive work carried out in conditions of 

freedom, equity, security and human dignity. Key in delivering this mandate is 

for the ILO to work with governments, employers’ and workers’ organizations to 

create greater social consensus and opportunities for women and men to secure 

decent employment and incomes. 

 

African policy-makers are fully cognizant of the challenges of creating gainful 

employment opportunities and the related need for economic and labour market 

reforms. During the 24th African Union Summit in January 2015, African Heads 

of State and Government reconfirmed their commitment to “employment, 

poverty eradication and inclusive development”. The need for a new policy 

paradigm to promote inclusive, job-rich growth has also been underscored in 

numerous policy debates, including in the African Union’s Agenda 2063, which 

calls for the transformation, growth and industrialisation of our economies, 

precisely through beneficiation and value addition of natural resources.  

 

For economic transformation and sustained growth to occur, African 

Governments, working in partnership with the private sectors and workers’ 

representatives, need to address three binding constraints, among others: 

 

1. Bridging the Infrastructure Gap. Africa’s underdeveloped infrastructure has 

been a longstanding barrier to accelerated and sustained growth. Roads, railways, 

ports and above all, reliable electricity supply – the lifeblood of all economic 

activity – have suffered from decades of chronic underinvestment. On average 

African governments have tended to invest less than 10% of GDP in building 
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infrastructure while other developing regions have invested on average twice that 

level. 

 

2. Deepening Regional Integration. Most African economies are too small to 

diversify and develop a competitive manufacturing base without expanding trade 

links to regional markets and deepening integration. Countries with relatively 

large populations – Nigeria with over 180 million people or Ethiopia with over 

90 million people – have the advantage of a large and growing consumer base but 

most African economies are too small to draw significant investment on their 

own. Big private sector investors, domestic and international, with the capacity 

to make transformative investments are looking for big regional markets to make 

their investments worthwhile. Further, they want to be able to draw on regional 

supply chains and an expanded pool of labour and inputs to bolster efficiency and 

competitiveness. Integration has been an African aspiration since independence 

but progress to date has been uneven, challenged by various barriers including 

uneven political commitment, fear of being overwhelmed by larger neighbours 

and of course the lack of connective physical infrastructure. The colonial hang-

ups also remain: at independence, most African states inherited a transportation 

infrastructure designed to move primary commodities from inland to a port to 

European capitals. This remains so for many countries. 

 

3. Building a capable workforce, expanding employment opportunities. If 

African economies are to move up the value chain and lay the foundation for 

more sophisticated and competitive manufacturing and services capacity, 

governments need to invest in their young citizens to become competent and 

capable participants in the workforce of the future.  

 

The human capacity challenge in Africa is two-fold. First, there is simply a 

shortage of jobs in quantitative terms to meet the demands of an increasingly 
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well-educated generation of young people. Much of this problem is due to the 

structural underdevelopment of African economies which continue to rely on the 

production and export of primary commodities and capital intensive extractive 

industries.  

 

At the same time, paradoxically, there is also a shortage of suitably qualified 

workers to fill the limited number of skilled jobs available. This stems largely 

from the longstanding mismatch between the demand and supply of labour. 

 

Over and above the binding constraints I have suggested above, Africa needs to 

embrace technology, especially digital technology, as this is and will be crucial 

in enhancing economic transformation and promoting employment and 

entrepreneurship. For the foreseeable future, digital literacy has effectively 

become a prerequisite for employment and starting a business in all countries. For 

this reason, it is our view that ICTs should therefore be prioritized in all national 

youth employment and entrepreneurship strategies.  

 

In short, Africa’s trajectory over the last decade has opened up new and large 

opportunities for transformational growth and development and the continent is 

taken far more seriously and positively than envisaged a generation ago. The 

continent is hugely diverse and not all countries will benefit equally. Those with 

relatively large populations – Nigeria, Ethiopia, South Africa, Kenya – have the 

advantage of large and expanding internal markets that can potentially drive 

consumption and growth into the future. Those with abundant mineral and energy 

resources - such as Nigeria, Angola, the DRC and others – may be able to rely for 

some time on continued export of primary products. However, the high 

commodity demand that has underpinned recent growth trends is not invulnerable 

– the slowdown or re-orientation we now observe in the Chinese economy or the 
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protracted decline in oil prices are having an adverse impact on a number of 

African commodity exporters. And a failure to build a strong economic 

development base that gives opportunity to young, urbanizing populations could 

generate instability that could reverse the current gains. 

 

Your Excellency,  

Ladies and Gentlemen 

As we look to the future, I wish to draw attention to the ILO’s Future of Work 

Initiative which was launched by the Director-General at the International Labour 

Conference in June 2015. This is without a doubt the most important initiative for 

the ILO in the run up to our 100th anniversary in 2019. In Kenya, the tripartite 

constituency will host a national Future of Work event in July this year.  

 

The Future of Work Initiative aims to generate a shared understanding of the 

forces transforming the world of work and to equip governments, employers and 

workers with the knowledge, ideas and policy alternatives to advance the cause 

of social justice. The initiative aims to: 

- Generate a better understanding of the forces transforming the world of 

work and the implications for governments, workers and employers 

- Provide a constructive forum for the exchange of ideas and information 

between the tripartite constituents as well as other key stakeholders in the 

formulation of policies and new approaches 

- Articulate and promote policy alternatives, innovative partnerships and 

good practices that can be replicated by governments, employers and 

workers and other key partners. 

 

The debate about the future of work has already begun! 2016 is the year of 

national Future of Work dialogues. We hope that each of our 187 member States 
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will make contributions to the global reflection that we have launched in this 

respect. 

 

In 2017 and 2018, a High-Level Global Commission on the Future of Work will 

review and discuss the outcomes of the national consultations.  

 

In 2019, during the third and last stage, we will celebrate the centenary with high-

level events, tripartite consultations and national debates on the Commission’s 

report. 

 

The Initiative must be a contribution to the cause of social justice and I encourage 

you all to get involved! 

 

Once again, I congratulate and commend Business Africa and the Federation of 

Kenya Employers for organizing this Summit. 

 

Above all, I want, on behalf of all of us, to express our profound appreciation to 

His Excellency, the President, for finding time to officially open this Summit. It 

is an indication of the importance your Government and your good self in 

particular attach to the issue of inclusive growth that is rich in decent jobs and 

creates opportunities for the young people of this country and our region to 

become entrepreneurs and creators of wealth and jobs in their own right.  

 

Thank you for your attention. Asanate sana! 


