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AFRICA: THIS IS YOUR TIME

On behalf of the President of the United States, George Bush and the U.S. Secretary of Commerce, Donald Evans, Ambassador Chavaes and the people of America, I bring you warm greetings. I am honored to be a guest in your country and to once again be on the continent of Africa. I truly welcome this opportunity to address those of you from the fields of commerce and industry about the value of having an intelligent relationship between business and government.

A year ago I had the good fortune to be in Africa. I had served as a representative for my government and a workshop speaker on business enterprise and entrepreneurship to the Africa Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) Conference in Mauritius.  After the Conference, I traveled to South Africa, and Ghana. It was my maiden voyage to the continent and I fell in love with the entrepreneurial energy and warmth of Africa and its people.  For me, as an American of African descent, it was a homecoming on many levels.  I can only imagine what every sojourner to the continent must feel upon seeing the vast open spaces and the rich topography of the landscape, and the wealth that lies beneath the African soil and within its people.

I have been invited by the Embassy of the United States in conjunction with the celebration of African American History Month.  It is an annual event where we in the United States pause to remind the nation of the legacy of struggle, the countless contributions, and achievements of the African Diaspora in the United States.

A few days ago I was in Sierra Leone to pay homage to the history of Freetown and its legacy as one of the first sites on the continent where freed slaves were returned (largely by the British), to live free again. Freetown was then a jewel. The center of diversity of African cultures and languages, but most importantly it was the center of change. To trace the origins and legacy of Freetown is also a history of Africa… during the colonial period, the two world wars, the strategic geopolitical posturing that defined the cold war years, and the emergence of independent Africa in the modern age. 

I prefaced my remarks with references to history for it is often said, if a people do not know from where they have come, they will not know to where they must go. It is also noted in scriptures, that without a vision, the people perish. Africa is also a jewel. It is a continent so vast in natural beauty, wealth, natural resources, and the potential for greatness.  Africa, had it been allowed to evolve naturally as a continent through the struggle of nation building, absent the Arab conquests, the inhumanity of the slave trade by colonial powers which robbed Africa’s best, brightest and physically fit, and then the “divide and conquer” strategy of the cold war era, may have developed into a cultural center of knowledge, an oasis of tourism, and a foundation for growth on a global scale. 

I come today to ask, and frankly, to discuss with you the question: Africa: What is your vision? Africa: where do we go from here? Africa: What will be your future legacy? What is Africa’s Dream?

I ask these questions with great humility and respect because I love Mother Africa. I love her because in her many faces, I see my mother’s smile. I feel her warmth and I respect the wisdom of her many millenniums and the great treasures of knowledge yet unknown or discovered. I love Mother Africa because I am hers, and she is mine. We share a bond old as the Nile, as ancient as the soil that is embedded in the skin and is reflected in the images of our eyes.   

A NEW VISION OF FREEDOM.  A new vision of freedom for Africa must be predicated on the sacred belief that you are “one” people. Like the motto of the United States- E Pluribus Unum- “out of the many, one”.  An Africa that is truly free is an Africa that sees itself as one continent, strong and vibrant. 

It is an Africa where “Leadership matters”. Excellent Leadership is paramount and should be viewed as a sacred honor practiced with courage and skill to benefit all and not just the privileged.  Freedom in Africa means making the correct strategic choices about life, family, work, sacrifice and commitment, not for or by governments, but as a continent of people. 

Disease is not freedom. Hunger is not freedom. Violence and Tribal Conflict is not freedom.  Regional War is not freedom. Despair and Isolation is not freedom. Illiteracy and ignorance is not freedom. Most assuredly, corruption (whether public or private) is not freedom.

Freedom means having the “Strength to Love” and to believe that “you” matter. Freedom means the absence of fear, tyranny, violence, and bloodshed.  Freedom means the opportunity to achieve, to compete on a level playing field, to seek a better life for your family. Freedom is having faith. The faith to step out onto something when nothing is there. “All you need, all you need is a little more faith.” 

GREAT AMERICANS OF AFRICAN DESCENT. I do not say these things in isolation. Among the African Diaspora throughout the world, Americans of African decent have accumulated great wealth, education, and personal security. Such accomplishments have come at a high price… the blood and sweat on whose shoulders and prayers we as a people stand on today are a testament to courage. Specifically, I speak of Bishop Henry McNeil Turner of the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church, Frederick Douglass, the great orator and abolitionist, W.E.B. DuBois, scholar, civil rights advocate, Co-Founder of the NAACP, and publisher of its voice, Crisis Magazine, author of “The Souls of Black Folk” and expatriate who reclaimed Africa as his ancestral home and today is buried in Accra, Ghana.

We cannot forget the great agronomist whose innovations with the peanut revitalized the southern agriculture, George Washington Carver, Marcus Garvey, James Weldon Johnson, the great educator Mary McCleod Bethune, Dr. Ralph Bunche, Mississippi’s Fannie Lou Hamer, Malcolm X, Rosa Parks, and the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King and his dream of an America that would live up to its creed. This year in America we celebrate the 50th Anniversary of 1954, Brown v. Board of Education, a case that overturned the doctrine of “separate but equal” as espoused in Plessey v. Ferguson back in 1896.
Comparatively, even when you factor in a legacy of racism, discrimination and economic marginalization, Americans of African descent today own their homes, have one or more cars, travel domestically and internationally, pursue educational endeavors for their children, and for the most part have access to health care. However, there is much that we are not doing or could be doing better.

THE VALUE OF AFRICA.  Too many Americans of African descent do not appreciate the value of Africa. We do not recognize how much we can and should give back to Africa. We grossly underestimate how much Africa wants to connect with us and how it looks to America for leadership and partnership. The minority business enterprise (MBE) community in America, despite its challenges (and there are many) has the advantage of living in a wealthy and historically secure country. The emerging business enterprises in Senegal face similar challenges of : 1. Access to Capitol; 2. Education (financial literacy); and 3. Technology (e-Commerce).

We must understand our mutual strengths, weaknesses and opportunities. We must build on our strengths, strengthen our weaknesses and constructively exploit our opportunities. Specifically:

1. The Africa Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) represents a strategic change and direction of engaging and fostering trade between Africa and the United States. It is an opportunity to “do business” in a manner that fosters the development of manufactured products from Africa for export to the United States. We must use this Act to build business-to business linkages between MBE’s in America and SME’s in Africa. 

2. The Africa Development Bank (ADB) Group and Senegal have signed a loan agreement equivalent to US $35.67 million to finance the private Sector and Adjustment Support program (PSASP)
 which is designed to develop the private sector assist in attaining economic growth. This agreement has the potential of providing the seed capital to launch or expand new and existing businesses that can partner with MBE’s in the United States.

3. Senegal Expansion of Privatization.  The privatization of the Senegalese national lottery. The road to privatization begins with a single step. This is a big step to which opportunities for sector diversification can be pursued. 

4. Development of New Air and Seaport.  Although it is in the preliminary stages of discussion and assessment, we know from experience in America’s large and medium cities, that port construction is a major stimulus of job creation and diversification through a multiplicity of supply-chain opportunities.
5. The Establishment of an American Chamber of Commerce in Senegal. 

6. The Implementation of the U.S. sponsored Digital Freedom Initiative (DFI). The goal of the DFI is to promote economic growth by transferring the benefits of information and communication technology (ICT) to entrepreneurs and small businesses in the developing world.
7. The establishment of “business-to–business” links between Africa business and minority business enterprises (MBE’s). There are mutual “win-win” opportunities to export and distribute product between Senegal and America’ MBE community.
8. Accepting the challenge of Globalization. Africa must not be left behind in the era of expanding and competing globalization. You must play to win. Losing is not an option.

9. Enhancing cultural and social diversification of women in business. Women entrepreneurs represent the most dynamic sources of entrepreneurial energy in Africa. Women and their associations need capital to expand their production volume and to achieve economies of scale.
10. Developing a financial support base for job creation among Senegal’s youth and their entrepreneurial development. The Youth Entrepreneurial Fund should be a staple of any proposed entrepreneurial strategy. Strategic partnerships with educational centers and private business schools such as ISM are essential to the successful development of Senegal’s future entrepreneurial class.
A COMMON VISION FOR AFRICA.  As I noted in January of 2003, and reaffirm here today, “I am optimistic about Africa’s future, and in particular about the United States of America’s relationship with Africa”. President Bush on January 15, 2003, expressed this optimism in an address to the AGOA delegates:

“…All of us share a common vision for the future of Africa. We look forward to the day when prosperity for Africa is built through trade and markets. We see a continent at peace, where the people of Africa obtain education and medical care, and live in freedom….”

“…For many years, America and the world looked to the continent of Africa and saw only its problems. That era has passed. In this new century, the world is beginning to see the great potential of Africa and the goodness of its people…”

The President was both eloquent and sincere in his message at the AGOA conference. I believe him, and more importantly, I trust him. Trust means everything. I ask you to trust the United States as we engage with Africa in what Secretary of State Colin Powell described as America’s commitment to make a better a world “a great and noble cause”.

The full remarks of President Bush are equally significant and historic. The United States is reaching out to Africa in renewed and profound interest. We seek to rebuild a personal relationship with Africa.  A relationship absent the actions of the colonial and post colonial past. America and Africa must strive for common ground based on freedom, the respect for human rights, economic prosperity and the fight against corruption.  

The President with the cooperation of the United States Congress consistent and pursuant to principals and protocols of AGOA, announced the Administration will pursue the following:

· Millennium Challenge Account.  A historic proposal to aid developing nations. The President has recommended a 50% increase in the Account, at a level funding of $5 Billion. Currently the US gives out approximately $10 Billion in Aid. The additional $5 Billion will be directed toward countries that have demonstrated that they are committed to democracy, to those who have put in place the rule of law, are rooting out  corruption and have committed themselves to the right kinds of economic policies, polices that can aid in developing their infrastructure so they can attract trade, so they can attract investment, so that private capital can come in… private capital being 80% of the resources that are available to developing nations.”

· A Fifty-percent increase in development assistance over the next three years.

· Financial support for the construction of roads and bridges, canals, and other basic infrastructure.

· $200 million over the next five years to improve basic education and teacher training in Africa.

· The creation of “Books for a Better Tomorrow” program in which the public and private sector will deliver $30 million worth of books and other school supplies to Africa.

· One million metric tons of food to help feed 30 million people in southern Africa and the Horn facing starvation.
· A continued effort to lead the world in providing the resources to defeat HIV-AIDS. A pledge to help poor countries get access to the emergency life-saving drugs they need to fight HIV-AIDS and other infectious epidemics.

· The increase of African exports to the United States. [New trade offices in Botswana, Kenya and Ghana, and the assignment of U.S. Agriculture officials to assist African farmers in selling abroad].

· The recent pledge of $200 Million to Liberia for reconstruction and development.

As the National Director of the (MBDA), I pledge to work within the U.S. Department of Commerce and among the other Federal departments to provide value-added technical and managerial assistance to develop and enhance entrepreneurship in Africa.  MBDA is committed to developing the business-to-business relationship between the national minority business enterprise (MBE) community and African businesses and leaders. Particular emphasis will be focused on linking African-American businesses with “grass roots” SME African entrepreneurs.

THE AMERICAN MISSION.  There remains an “American Mission” committed to human rights, liberty and good government.  The American mission of which I speak, need not be arrogant in its power
, but rather courageous and wise in the full utilization of America’s resolve to fight for peace.

President George W. Bush often speaks about “A Charge to Keep” from the hymn of the same title. America, with all its alleged faults or mis-assessments in the domestic and international arenas still remains (on its worst day) the beacon of hope in a world challenged by poverty, hunger, missed opportunity, war, and yes, terror. Despite the critics of America and the doubters about the emergence of a vibrant Africa, I am more strongly optimistic than ever – now that I come to the African continent for the fourth time in eleven months. I have met with leaders, students, entrepreneurs, and I have witnessed the entrepreneurial energy in Accra, Cape Town, Johannesburg, Gaborone, Freetown and here in Dakar. 

This is African American history month. We Africans of American descent have a charge to keep. We “the Americans” to whom much has been given, much is expected; we too have a charge to keep.  We must never forget that our lost freedom from this continent came at high price. 


We have been troubled on every side, but not in distress.


We are perplexed, but not in despair.


We have been cast down, but not destroyed.

“The race does not go to the swift nor the strong, but to those who endure”.   We as a people have endured much. The time has come to ensure that the freedom we now enjoy in the United States is a freedom people everywhere the world must enjoy.

Therefore, let freedom ring throughout Africa.  Let it ring from every valley, village and hut. From Mt Kilimanjaro, to Table Top Mountain. Let Freedom ring from Dar es Salaam to Dakar, from deep in Congo to the pyramids of Egypt.  This is our charge to keep.
Let me close with a poem I wrote last January as I flew across Africa. It is entitled “Son to Mother.”
SON TO MOTHER®


I saw your face in Africa today. Your smile was everywhere.


The warmth of your eyes welcomed me home.

You reached out to me and embraced me with your secure but gentle hug pulling me into your heart and gently patting my back.

As I turned and walked away, you looked at peace, assured that your son had returned.

AFRICA, THIS IS YOUR TIME!  AFRICA, THIS IS YOUR TIME!

Africa, Thank you for granting me the honor of looking into your face.

� First used by RNL at the Business Management Group conference, Cape Town, South Africa, October 2003.


� CountryWatch, Dakar, 16/01/04, Pan African News Agency.


� Secretary of State Colin L. Powell, remarks at the National Minority Enterprise Development Week, September 227, 2002, Washington, D.C.


� Standard Times Press, February 9, 2004, Freetown, Sierra Leone, at page 1. Note: According to Standard Times, USAID Administrator, Andrew Natsios made the official announcement Wednesday, February 4, 2004 at the U.S. State Department


� U.S. Senator Fulbright [The prestigious Fulbright Scholarship is named in his honor], (D- Arkansas) speaking about America’s involvement in Vietnam. 


� Thomas Paine, during America Revolutionary period, stated, “we fight not to enslave, but to set a country free and to make room for honest men to live in. Those who expect to reap the blessings of freedom must undergo the fatigues of supporting it”.





President Dwight Eisenhower noted, “Freedom from fear and injustice will be our only measure that men who value such freedom are ready to sustain its possession…to defend it against every threat from within and without”.





 “A torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans” (John F. Kennedy). “A new generation of Americans born in the last half of the 20th century welcomes the challenge of change in the new millennium. We shall and have learned from the lessons of the past.” 





We seek to build and share with you a new birth of freedom…a life on this earth, free from fear. We seek a new beginning and ask your help because “freedom is a fragile thing and is never more than a generation away from extinction” (Ronald Reagan).





� II Corinthians, Chapter 4:8-9. Paul’s Letter to the Corinthians.


� ® Ronald N. Langston. January 17, 2003, Cape Town, South Africa, dedicated to the mother of the author. 
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