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OPINION | Africa must focus on skills development, or
risk a jobs bloodbath
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If SA and the broader continent are to survive and thrive future decades, skills

development must be a priority. Otherwise Africa will be left behind, say Solly Moeng

and Rinku Vij. 

The world is experiencing a new industrial revolution, characterised by a fusion of

technologies that blur the lines between the physical, digital, and biological spheres,

which disrupt all existing industries.

Moving at an exponential speed, the Fourth Industrial Revolution has seen the emergence

of innovations such as artificial intelligence, the internet of things, robotics, 3D printing,

blockchain, nanotechnology and others, with applications as diverse as the technologies

themselves.

It marks a significant change in the way we work and produce. And it is unfolding at

breakneck pace, powered by breakthroughs in the digital, physical and biological realms

that are both systemic and will deeply affect businesses, governments and society.

But the shift from simple digitalisation to innovation based on the combination of

technologies is forcing companies of all sectors and governments across the world to re-

examine the way they do business.
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There are new possibilities for developing services that can overcome geographical and

productivity limitations or improve logistics, and new ways for citizens to engage with

public authorities or even to circumvent their supervision. There are opportunities to

better address pressing societal and environmental challenges while alleviating poverty

and raising people's wellbeing in line with the UN's Sustainable Development Goals.

The downside, of course, is that while the way people interact, learn and consume is

changing, there is also room for negative social disruptions: greater social inequality as

labour markets are disrupted, with the loss of jobs. There is also the risk of greater

segregation between low-skill/low-pay and high-skill/high-pay communities.

Competition is also going to become tougher. Traditional methods used by authorities

around the world to control the physical entry or exit of special skills in or out of their

territories, or the general employment of foreign skills, are fast becoming irrelevant. This

is because special skills can be employed from anywhere in the world without a need for

them to physically cross national borders.

Where does Africa stand?

Africa is projected to see rapid economic and population growth. But in the past, the

continent was unable adequately to benefit from, and capitalise on, the opportunities

brought about by previous industrial revolutions. It cannot afford to miss out again.

Key challenges that must be addressed by African nations include:

Initial training and retraining of human capital

Governance, policy and regulation reforms where necessary

Adequate information and communication technology

Support systems for entrepreneurs and innovation

Consideration of the challenge posed by employment of foreign-based special skills

by local businesses and other organisations, including governments – which is made

possible digitally

Access to, and diversity of, financing

The race for skills

First and foremost is the likely growing skills gap as technologies continue to evolve.

To mitigate the first challenge, targeted skill-building programmes are needed in both

public and private spaces to create a future-ready population. The race for specialised

skills and new sets of other expertise has long begun, irrespective of whether South

African authorities and others around the continent have woken up to the reality of it all.

While much of the public discourse about introducing new technologies in areas such as

energy supply – especially the role that renewable energy can play – transport,

agriculture, and food processing, can be torpedoed by labour movements concerned about
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the plight of their members in economies that might no longer need their skills as we have

come to know them, the eventual victory of new skills and forms of expertise seems to be

a fait accompli. 

Attempts to either maintain the status quo, to slow down or to curb the arrival and

employment of technological tools and savoir faire from elsewhere, are futile, as new

skills will continue to gradually replace old ones, placing jobs at risk.

To safeguard employment, part of what governments across the continent should be

doing is to commission skills requirement studies by proven experts that will help them

determine areas of future skills needs, informed by their respective medium- to long-term

economic outlooks and areas of specialisation. Such studies should be done at set, regular

intervals.

If done well, they will ensure that countries are best prepared for the future skills

requirements of their growing and, often, evolving economies – and, long term, support

jobs. The push for governments to invest in the right areas should also come from private

business, as it is often best suited to see where regional and national economies are going

and what skills will be needed over time to avoid unwanted negative disruptions in the

growth of national economies.

As South Africa heads to the 2021 local government elections in the context of an

economy lying flat on its belly, South Africans have an opportunity to be heard when they

raise their voices to demand that government changes something in the way it invests in

the future of young South Africans.

Nothing will change if suitable partners are not found to study the possible future

trajectory of the local economy, benchmarked against trends and technological

innovations in leading countries around the world. The focus must be on driving policies

and budget allocations that clearly respond to the need to adequately provision the

country with the right skills.       

The same should be done across the whole African continent if Agenda 2063 and the

African Continental Free Trade Area are to be delivered upon – with an alignment

between the skills needed to support economic growth, and the workers available who

have them.
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