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President Yoweri Museveni

March 14, 2008: Those of us who are accustomed to the British Council Leadership Forums had a rare treat in the February edition. Of particular concern to this writer is how Kenya as a country has lagged behind others like Singapore whose status compared well with each other in the 60’s.

What can we in fact learn from Singapore and others today? To start with, no country can develop through implementing prescriptions from others who have taken many decades or even centuries to achieve their own status. This effectively means that a country has to make its own experience based on its unique circumstances. 

In fact no country can ever be like any other. Inevitably though, there can be no limit to what can be borrowed or copied from others, but  it must be blended with prevailing and customized circumstances.

Li Kwang Yu, the famous Singaporean leader, for example adopted benevolent leadership better known as necessary dictatorship for simplicity sake.

It is more often than not applicable where a country has undergone crises that call for improvement measures with least inhibitions. It appears that Singapore refused any advice on how to do business and with whom. It is no wonder that the country’s economy enjoys a high proportion of export business. 

In fact, six out of every 10 small businesses in Singapore are export companies. How does Kenya compare on this? We should actually be ashamed of not just being a net importer, but largely an importing country. 

This importation business is actually a culture embraced by both the rich and poor at the expense of our own national industries. It is even a bigger shame that most outward bound Kenyans go out looking for import opportunities in total disregard of in-exhaustive exporting opportunities available out there.

Meanwhile near home, President Yoweri Museveni has over the years successfully applied a benevolent leadership system in Uganda. In fact, this has gotten Uganda to reasonable stability and progress compared to the volatile past that we all know of. 

In common with every leader practicing benevolent leadership is that they do not listen to any outside influence. They risk through toying with ideas based on their countries’ circumstances. 

Luckily, most of them end up succeeding, to the surprise of especially the developed world. Needless to emphasize, they never fall short of prescriptions of what has seemingly worked in their own countries. But at what cost have the measures adopted in the west worked? 

American’s for example have experienced difficult periods of civil war and economic depression. They were eventually and over many years able to develop workable solutions to their own problems especially through enacting a solid constitution. And do their prescriptions really work on others? 

You actually don’t need to go far. The structural adjustment programmes (SAPs) pushed through the World Bank in the 80’s and 90’s flopped badly in Africa. They all created more poverty than the one they were trying to address. We also know how prescriptions of democratic doses have failed some African countries. 

What does this portend for Kenya? It is simple and clear. Quick solutions especially under influence of outsiders are a recipe for trouble. It could in fact be the beginning of a banana republic in Kenya if great care is not taken.
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