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Abstract: 
Africa’s ability to meet its human welfare needs and to 
ensure a sustainable use of its natural resources are 
currently not addressed by donor agencies that con-
tinue to focus on traditional relief and emergency activi-
ties., Instead, this would require considerable invest-
ment in science and innovation in general, and engi-
neering in particular. This article argues that viable 
strategies for building competence in engineering 
should seek to link engineering training directly to infra-
structure projects. The improvement of infrastructure, 
again, will result in more private sector investment and 
thus more opportunities for engineers. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The international development community is facing 
increasing pressure from the bottom-up to change its 
focus from emergency and relief operations to long-
term endogenous solutions based on the building of 
technical competence, stimulating local entrepreneur-
ship, and investing in infrastructure. [1] 
Development partners need to pay more attention to 
investing in people and promoting technological innova-
tion rather than simply providing short-term palliatives 
aimed at reducing the visible symptoms of low levels of 
economic productivity. This shift will involve building 
capabilities in key areas related to production, project 
execution, and technological innovation. 
Much of the work to build local competence entails 
training in engineering and related management fields.    
In other words, the challenge for Africa lies largely in its 
ability to harness the world’s scientific and technical 
pool and using it to solve local problems. Current in-
vestments in infrastructure offer a strategic starting 
point for building capacity in engineering. 
 
The term “infrastructure” is used here to mean the fa-
cilities, structures, associated equipment, services, and 
institutional arrangements that facilitate the flow of 
goods and services between individuals, firms, and gov-
ernments. 
 

Infrastructure represents a foundational base for apply-
ing technical knowledge in sustainable development and 
relies heavily on civil engineering. Moreover,, infrastruc-
ture reduces the transaction costs in market exchanges 
and thus attracts more economic activities and private 
sector investment. 
The following article highlights some the challenges of 
infrastructure in Africa in transportation, electricity, water 
treatment, research equipment and ICTs. It further em-
phasizes the importance of regional integration and 
higher education to get the critical mass of financial and 
human capital that is necessary to create and maintain 
the different types 
 
 
1. Engineering and international development 
 
Engineering has been marginal to international develop-
ment practice in the last two decades. Earlier designs of 
major infrastructure projects ignored critical socioeco-
nomic and environmental factors and were quite fre-
quently linked to macroeconomic distortions. Over time, 
development agencies shied away from such projects 
and underplayed the critical role of infrastructure in sus-
tainable development. However, the failure of subse-
quent sustainable development strategies has forced the 
international community to rethink the role of infrastruc-
ture and the associated engineering fields in sustainable 
development. 
 
Engineering can help reduce poverty by contributing to 
sustainable development and alleviate hunger by provid-
ing the physical infrastructure needed to advance agri-
culture as part of an integrated strategy aimed at improv-
ing overall human welfare. [2] A nation’s ability to solve 
problems and to initiate and sustain economic growth 
depends in part on its capabilities in engineering, which 
in turn determines the ability to provide clean water, 
good health care, adequate infrastructure, and safe 
food.  
 
Building domestic competence in fields like chemical 
and process engineering is critical to expanding the tech-
nological basis for improving healthcare.  Engineering-
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based approaches (e.g., redesigning houses and re-
modeling landscapes) can help mitigate mosquito 
breeding and malaria transmission, respectively, com-
plementing efforts to develop new antimalarial drugs 
and vaccines. [3] 
 
Local technological capacity is indispensable for man-
aging complex ecosystems, such as watersheds, for-
ests, and seas, and for helping to predict (and thereby 
manage) the impact of climate change and the loss of 
biodiversity. Emerging fields such as industrial ecology 
offer new opportunities for addressing ecological chal-
lenges. [4] The management of freshwater resources is 
increasingly dependent on technological interventions 
as well. Attention is also turning to the development of 
drought-tolerant crops using both conventional breed-
ing methods and genetic engineering. 
 
But technological innovation can only have the desired 
impact if placed in the context of long-term sustainable 
development strategies, especially those associated 
with greater regional diversity and experimentation. In 
this regard, regional integration efforts across Africa 
represent a major opportunity to apply technological 
innovation in sustainable development, which in turn 
requires significant investment in creating engineering 
capacity. 
 
 
2.  The importance of infrastructure 
 
Poor infrastructure and inadequate infrastructure ser-
vices are among the major factors that hinder Africa’s 
sustainable development. [5] Without adequate infra-
structure, African countries will not be able to harness 
the power of science and innovation to meet sustain-
able development objectives and be competitive in in-
ternational markets. Roads, for example, are critical to 
supporting rural development. Emerging evidence sug-
gests that in some cases low-quality roads have a more 
significant impact on economic development than high-
quality roads. [6] In addition, all significant scientific 
and technical efforts require reliable electric power and 
efficient logistical networks. In the manufacturing and 
retail sectors, efficient transportation and logistical net-
works allow firms to adopt process and organisational 
innovations, such as the just-in-time approach to supply 
chain management. 
 
 

Infrastructure promotes agricultural trade and helps 
integrate economies into world markets.  It is also fun-
damental to human development, including the delivery 
of health and education services.  Infrastructural invest-
ments further represent untapped potential for the 
creation of productive employment.  For example, it has 
been suggested that increasing the stock of infrastruc-
ture by 1 percent in a developing country context could 
add 1 percent to the level of GDP. But in some cases 
the impact has been far greater: the Mozal aluminium 
smelter investment in Mozambique not only doubled 
the country’s exports and added 7 percent to its GDP, 
but it also created new jobs and skills in local firms. [7] 
 
2.1  ICT infrastructure 
The advancement of information technology and its 
rapid diffusion in recent years could not have occurred 
without basic telecommunications infrastructure. In 
addition, electronic information systems, which rely on 
telecommunications infrastructure, account for a sub-
stantial proportion of production and distribution activi-
ties in the secondary and tertiary sectors of the econ-
omy. It should also be noted that the poor state of Af-
rica’s telecommunications infrastructure has hindered 
the capacity of the region to make use of advances in 
fields such as geographical information sciences in sus-
tainable development. [8] 
 
2.2.  General infrastructure services 
Globalization of trade and investment demands that 
countries upgrade their technological capabilities as a 
source of competitive advantage. [9] Infrastructure con-

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Inga falls on the Congo,  falls 96 m in 14 km and 
flows at a rate of about 43,000 cubic m per second, 
has the potential of providing at least 50,000 megawatt 
(MW) compared to its current capacity of 700 MW .  
Good engineering could help. 
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tributes to technological development in almost all sec-
tors of the economy, serving as its foundation and rep-
resenting, in effect, technological and institutional in-
vestment. The infrastructure development process also 
provides an opportunity for technological learning. [10]  
 
Because infrastructure services act as intermediate 
inputs into production, their costs directly affect firms’ 
profitability and competitiveness. Infrastructure ser-
vices also affect the productivity of other production 
factors. Electric power allows firms to shift from manual 
to electrical machinery, extensive transport networks 
reduce workers’ commuting time, and telecommunica-
tions networks facilitate flows of information. As an 
“unpaid factor of production,” infrastructure increases 
the returns to labor and other capital. The availability of 
infrastructure may also attract firms to certain loca-
tions, which creates agglomeration economies and re-
duces production and transactions costs. [11] Infra-
structure is a critical determinant of the destination of 
foreign direct investment (FDI). [12] It is one of the key 
factors that all types of investors consider in deciding 
on the location, scope, and scale of their investments. 
Infrastructure and technology development reinforce 
each other. Expanded use of technology in sustainable 
development depends on the existence of infrastruc-
ture while the introduction of new technologies contrib-
utes to improvements in infrastructure services.  
 
Given their strategic importance to creating and sus-
taining knowledge, research facilities need to be de-
fined as part of Africa’s critical infrastructure and man-
aged as such. Many countries have well established 
sections of the military that deal with civilian matters 
on a routine basis. This function does not undermine 
the military role of the armed forces, but instead gives 
them new tasks that are consistent with a wider sense 
of national security. The time has come to rethink the 
role of the military in sustainable development and find 
constructive ways in which the armed forces can con-
tribute to long-term sustainable development in general 
and technological innovation in particular. 
 
All stages of an infrastructure project (including plan-
ning, design, construction, and operation) involve the 
use of a wide range of engineering inputs and institu-
tional as well as management arrangements. Given 
their physical, organizational, and institutional complex-
ity, infrastructure facilities and services require ade-
quate technical capabilities on the part of engineers, 

managers, government officials, and others involved in 
these projects.  
 
2.3.  Infrastructure and engineering skills 
All stages of an infrastructure project (including planning, 
design, construction, and operation) involve the use of a 
wide range of engineering inputs and institutional as well 
as management arrangements. Given their physical, organ-
izational, and institutional complexity, infrastructure facili-
ties and services require adequate technical capabilities 
on the part of engineers, managers, government officials, 
and others involved in these projects.  
 
 
3. Africa’s poor infrastructure  
 
Investing in infrastructure is emerging as a critical item on 
Africa’s sustainable development agenda. This interest has 
been inspired by the growing recognition of the role of in-
frastructure in sustainable development. It has also been 
reinforced by the demand for adequate infrastructure in 
the rapidly expanding urban areas. In 1980, for example, 
only 28 percent of the African population lived in cities. 
Today the figure stands at about 37 percent. Africa’s an-
nual urban growth rate is 4.87 percent, twice that of Asia 
and Latin America and Asia. This makes Africa the fastest 
urbanising continent in the world. [13] 
 
Africa’s demand for infrastructure across sectors is hardly 
being met for the majority of people, with its worst sectoral 
performance being in access to electricity. [14] Even where 
such access exists, supply is unreliable and the quality of 
services remains poor. [15] Generally, access to infrastruc-
ture services favors the rich and is more unequal in Africa 
than in any other part of the world. [16] 
 
3.1  Water treatment 
There are major disparities in access to clean water in ur-
ban settings. Of Africa’s 280 million urban residents, over 
150 million lack access to clean water and nearly 180 mil-
lion do not have adequate sanitation. In turn, some 48 
percent of African urban households have a water connec-
tion, compared to only 19 percent of informal settlements. 
Similarly, 31 percent of urban households are connected 
to the sewage system, but the figure for informal settle-
ments is 7 percent. [17] 
 
3.2. Mobile phones 
There is good news, however: the advent of ICTs is trans-
forming the continent. [18] In 2001 Uganda became the 
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jects is small and so is the average size of projects in 
Africa. The average project size is indeed less than half 
of that in other developing countries. Africa’s share of 
total (mostly foreign) private investment attracted by in-
frastructure across all sectors in the developing world is 
roughly 1–2 percent (except in telecoms, 6 percent). [31] 
 
3.5 Military expenditures at the expense of infrastructure 
The war-torn economies in Africa are perhaps the hard-
est hit by the inadequate provision of infrastructure ser-
vices, where physical infrastructure stocks (e.g., telecom-
munications, airports, ports, roads, and bridges) are of-
ten key targets during war. Although only a fraction of a 
country may be directly affected by war, infrastructure 
investment and maintenance is neglected in favor of 
military expenditures. [32] 
 
3.6  Natural disasters and the need for engineers 
Africa is highly vulnerable to external shocks arising from 
natural disasters such as cyclones, floods, droughts, and 
earthquakes. The economic fragility arising from natural 
disasters often deepens precarious economic and social 
situations. Natural disasters tend to divert a large portion 
of government and donor resources from otherwise es-
sential infrastructure investment to emergency relief op-
erations. [33] But natural disasters can also serve as a 
stimulus for investing in engineering for disaster prepar-
edness. Disaster management could therefore serve as a 
foundation for building expertise in ecological engineer-
ing. [34] 
 
3.7  Climate Change 
An equally important dimension in Africa’s future is the 
possible impact of climate change on infrastructure de-
velopment. Africa’s high rate of urbanization is partly 
reinforced by declines in rainfall in parts of Africa. [35] 
These trends suggest that African countries will need to 
invest in technologies needed for adapting climate 
change, most of which will involve the use of a wide 
range of engineering capabilities. [36] 
 
 
4 Rejuvenating African economies 
 
Investment in engineering can play a critical role in build-
ing Africa’s infrastructure and rejuvenating African 
economies. However, such efforts need to be placed in 
the appropriate national and regional policy contexts. 
[37] 
 

first African country where mobile phones exceeded 
land fixed lines. [19] The market has expanded from 
under 20,000 users in 1993 to an estimated 18.2 mil-
lion in 2003. [20] But despite such phenomenal growth 
rates, much of Africa still remains disconnected from 
the rest of the world because of poor communications 
infrastructure. [21] Access to high bandwidth services 
remains beyond the reach of most individuals and insti-
tutions. Similarly, prospects for enhancing private sec-
tor participation through improved telecommunications 
are being undermined by poor infrastructure. [22] 
 
3.3  Transportation costs 
Transportation costs in Africa are the highest of any 
region in the world. With landlocked countries having to 
figure in transport costs of up to 75 percent of the 
value of their exports, the continent faces extreme chal-
lenges to compete in global markets. [23] In Uganda, 
for example, transport costs add the equivalent of an 
80 percent tax on clothing exports. Freight charges for 
imports are 70 percent higher in West and East Africa 
than in Asia. Africa’s landlocked countries pay more 
than double the rate of Asian countries for comparable 
transport services. [24] Most of Africa is isolated from 
major air and maritime routes, which allows access 
only to high-cost, peripheral routes. [25] More than 20 
percent of African exports reach the United States by 
air. It is estimated that air transport costs account for 
up to 50 percent of the value of exports to the United 
States. [26] Internally, air transport costs across Africa 
are up to four times the cost of getting the same goods 
over the Atlantic. [27] 
 
3.4.  Low private sector participation 
A loss of focus on the importance of economic growth 
in poverty reduction and a failure to appreciate the im-
portance of infrastructure investment led to a drop in 
infrastructure spending in Africa. Development policy in 
the 1980s and 1990s asserted that infrastructure 
would now be financed by the private sector. [28] From 
1990 to 2002 infrastructure investment in Africa stood 
at US$150 billion, of which only US$27.8 billion came 
from the private sector. Nearly two-thirds of this 
amount (US$18.5 billion) was for telecommunications. 
[29] Unfortunately, private sector participation in infra-
structure investment has not taken off in Africa, con-
trary to policy opinion. [30] Over an almost twenty-year 
period, Africa has only managed to generate 230 pro-
jects in partnership with foreign operators, about half of 
which are located in South Africa. Irrespective of the 
South African bias of the data, the total number of pro-



  

 

ing rail facilities, updating port and harbor operations, 
setting up a new, integrated border post, and improving 
telecommunications and other non-transport-related 
facilities. 
 
Although foreign construction and engineering firms will 
continue to be the main sources for infrastructure devel-
opment, African governments should devise policies 
both to encourage technology transfer and build local 
capabilities in infrastructure projects. 
 
Research and development (R&D) activities for infra-
structure should be established with research networks 
as part of Africa’s critical infrastructure. Existing re-
search facilities can be networked as part of regional 
research cooperation, reducing duplication in the avail-
ability of such facilities and enhancing mobility and co-
operation among researchers. 
 
4.3  Reinventing engineering education 
African countries need to create indigenous capacity by 
training scientists, technologists, and engineers in rele-
vant fields. The most damaging legacy of the African 
system of higher education is the separation between 
research, training and practical activities. [38] Training 
must suit current conditions and fulfill practical need, 
anticipate future trends and prepare the next generation 
of engineers accordingly. [39] 
 
Broadening Africa’s technical skill base will involve in-
creasing the number of women who train in engineering. 
Providing incentives that encourage the participation of 
women in higher education would place Africa in a stra-
tegic position to become an important locus for research 
and technology development. 
 
Addressing the sustainability challenge requires greater 
investment in the generation and utilization of scientific 
and technical knowledge. This goal can be achieved by 
aligning the missions of universities and other institu-
tions of higher learning with their government’s develop-
ment goals, including those related to business incuba-
tion. 
 
In addition to providing degree training, a new view is 
emerging that places universities and research institu-
tions at the center of community development. [40] In 
facilitating the development of business and industrial 
firms, universities can contribute to economic revival 
and growth in their regions. This approach is based on 

4.1.  Regional integration 
A common feature of African regional integration agree-
ments is their recognition of the importance of engineer-
ing in sustainable development. Individual African econo-
mies are small and poorly endowed with the human, 
physical, and financial resources necessary to develop 
and harness engineering capabilities. The cost of build-
ing science and technology infrastructure often appears 
to be an overwhelming task for national economies, es-
pecially in smaller and poorer states. 
 
Cooperation in engineering can take various forms, in-
cluding joint projects, information sharing, conferences, 
building and sharing joint laboratories, setting common 
standards for research and development, and exchange 
of expertise. Furthermore, the sheer magnitude of the 
necessary infrastructure development actually requires 
regional cooperation in project design and implementa-
tion to not only reduce costs but also facilitate greater 
learning. 
 
4.2  Identifying strategic opportunities  
A key strategy in building up engineering capabilities in 
Africa is to link training programs to infrastructure pro-
jects in growing fields. For example, expanding geother-
mal energy production in Eastern Africa (covering Dji-
bouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, and 
Zambia) could be linked to engineering and environ-
mental programs at various universities.  
 
Transportation projects also provide similar opportuni-
ties. For example, the Maputo Corridor joint initiative of 
South Africa and Mozambique, was aimed at addressing 
the poor state of transport infrastructure while also cre-
ating linkages with other sectors. The corridor’s plans 
included upgrading and constructing road links, improv-
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Innovation: finding answers to real everyday  
problems 
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the strong interactions between academia, industry, gov-
ernment and relevant sections of civil society. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Africa’s ability to meet its human welfare needs, partici-
pate in the global economy, and protect the environment 
will require considerable investment in science and inno-
vation in general, and engineering in particular. Weak 
infrastructure, for example, imposes critical limitations on 
Africa’s capacity to utilize its abundant natural resources. 
This situation is also closely associated with limited op-
portunities for engineering education in African universi-
ties. A number of international organizations are respond-
ing to this challenge by offering a variety of “capacity 
building” projects in engineering. 
 
Most of these efforts focus on training individuals and are 
not directly related to regional sustainable development 
efforts in Africa. This article argues that viable strategies 
for building competence in engineering should seek to 
link engineering training directly to infrastructure projects. 
Africa’s focus on regional integration provides a policy 
context in which such efforts should be embedded. Con-
siderable innovation will be needed both in the design of 
infrastructure projects and the functioning of training in-
stitutions. Support from governments and other sources 
of funding for such activities represent an important step 
in these advancing efforts to implement the MDGs. 
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