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International development, Africa and
infrastructure on the agenda
Engineering is at the heart of current debates about
eradicating global poverty and meeting the millennium
development goals (MDGs). After years of neglect, there is a
renewed emphasis on the importance of investment in
physical infrastructure (roads, ports, water and power
supplies, telecommunications, etc.) as an essential foundation
to stimulate pro-poor economic growth and development.
Both the Commission for Africa and Business Action for
Africa have called for increased investment in infrastructure
which they see as essential to the delivery of the MDGs. 

A succession of recent analytical reports has underscored
the urgency of mobilising additional support to meet the
MDGs in Africa. At the current rate of progress, it is
estimated that Africa will take another 150 years to achieve
the first MDG of reducing the number of people living in
extreme poverty by half. The Africa Commission’s report
(www.commissionforafrica.org/english/report/introduction.ht
ml) recommends that Africa receives up to US$150 billion of
investment in the next ten years. With the commitments
announced at the recent G8 conference, donors pledged to
meet the aid levels called for. 

The role of the private sector 
It is widely argued that the only reliable way to reduce
poverty in Africa is to set national economies on a path of
long-term economic growth and development. This is why
increased flows of overseas development assistance will be
used primarily to stimulate growth in trade and investment.
This will be achieved through a combination of policy
interventions including improving the macro-economic
environment, strengthening public institutions and building
technological capacity.

These developments are likely to create additional
commercial opportunities for British Industry. The
International Energy Agency, for example, estimates that
Africa’s oil and gas sector alone will see investment close to
600 billion dollars over the next 30 years. Companies that
want to exploit these opportunities will benefit from clearly
communicating to potential clients how they will align their
core business operations with the development priorities of
the host governments and communities.

Further pressure for improvement will come from the
International Organisation for Standardisation (ISO), which is
developing a global standard for social and environmental

sustainability. The Goal of ISO 26000 is to encourage
organisations around the world to improve their performance
on key indicators of sustainable development. 

Plenty of room for improvement and ‘lesson
learning’
Absorbing the magnitude of investment recommended by the
Africa Commission will present significant challenges. The
capacity to apply engineering sciences and technology for
development is very low in many African countries and
foreign companies are often reluctant to work in what are
seen as ‘high risk’ environments. There is a danger that the
investments will fuel corruption and lead to poorly executed
projects that do not meet the needs of the poorest. This point
was reinforced recently by ‘Task Force 10’ of the Millennium
Project on ‘Science, Technology and Innovation’
(www.unmillenniumproject.org/who/task10.htm)

In highlighting the need for and likely increased
investment in development and infrastructure, it is important
to acknowledge and learn from previous problems of
infrastructure and extractives projects. Both the engineering
and extractives sectors continue to be linked with corruption
(see Transparency International’s global corruption report on
the construction sector: www.globalcorruptionreport.org) and
with the failure to deliver the long term development and
benefits to end-users and host communities that were
anticipated. 

A 2003 DFID report, ‘Making Connections – Infrastructure
for Poverty Reduction’, identifies a series of problems
associated with infrastructure projects including corruption,
maintenance capacity, environmental impacts, participation in
planning and evaluation. Together they constitute the softer
social, environmental and ethical (SEE) issues that form the
context in which technical solutions are realised. 

Environmental limits to growth: paradigm shift
There is wide spread acceptance that human induced climate
change is a reality and there are calls to cut carbon emissions
by 60% by 2050. Climate change is just the most serious
example of a series of fundamental crises facing the world.
Our financial, industrial and technology fuelled growth is
outstripping the earth’s capacity to sustain it and by necessity
this will lead to a paradigm shift in how the global economy
is structured and how technology is applied to humanity’s
benefit. These shifts will require equally fundamental shifts
in the thinking of engineers.

GETTING IT RIGHT?

Skills for the global engineer

Ian Neal argues that engineering faces fundamental change in the near future that will require engineering
professionals to have a global perspective. He calls for greater dialogue and cooperation between the engineering
and international development sectors across academia, government, business and NGOs in order to promote
greater knowledge and understanding of global development amongst engineers and those working in the
engineering sector.



We will need to rethink and redefine our understanding of
sustainability, development and market forces. The language
and thinking that defines industrialised countries as
‘developed’ and less industrialised countries as ‘developing’
will no longer apply. The unspoken assumption that
‘developing’ countries need to copy the path of
industrialisation and consumerism in order to become
‘developed’ will increasingly be recognised as unsustainable.
The processes of globalisation will be reversed as production
and consumption is localised in response to higher transport
and energy costs. 

The need to reduce emissions by 60% globally and by 80%
in industrialised countries by 2050 will transform the market
in so many sectors. Hi-tech, mechanised and energy intensive
technologies will become disadvantaged relative to
appropriate, energy efficient technologies. Renewable and new
energy technologies will replace carbon fuels. Organic and
labour intensive agriculture will replace capital and energy
intensive mechanised agriculture. Energy efficient and
localised manufacturing will replace globalised manufacturing
and supply chains especially in products where transport and
energy inputs are significant and so on and on.

Engineering and construction has always adapted to
change in markets and technology. The difference with this
paradigm shift is that the forces driving change are global and
will reverse the current development paradigm of promoting
unfettered economic growth and deregulated, export driven
models of economic development and trade for ‘less
developed’ countries

Of course this analysis is not universally accepted. There
are those such as ‘Skeptical Environmentalist’ Bjorn
Lomborg (www.lomborg.com) who argue that oil scarcity
will drive the shift to a low carbon economy, whilst others
such as Exxon promote investment in new energy
technologies to drive this shift. Either way the result is a
paradigm shift in the way we view development and the role
of technology in promoting development.

The role of development education
One way to view development beyond the current
‘Washington Consensus’ is as an on-going process of
learning and adaptation to change that is equally applicable to
industrial and non-industrial societies and at all levels from
personal development to community, organisational,
institutional and global development. The key to such an
approach is to place learning and the capture of ‘best
practice’ at the heart of practice whether it is the realm of
business, government or civil society.

Development education can assist professionals to adapt
technical solutions to the specific conditions in any given
context or to the changes in the global context. The success
or failure of the increased investments in infrastructure
recommended by the Africa Commission will be determined
in part by the extent to which engineers are able to adapt
project design and work practices to different political,
economic and cultural environments and the fast changing
global context.

Incorporating development into professional
development
Many professional, UK trained engineers gain the skills to
adapt their engineering knowledge to different environments
and to place it within a development context through hard
won, sometimes bitter experience. Tailor made programmes
of professional development to develop the necessary skills
would help equip professionals at an early stage to better
understand how the industry impacts on international
development and in turn, how international development
effects industry. 

Engineers Against Poverty and the Development
Education Association are working together to build a forum
and network of professionals with an interest in engineering
and international development to share knowledge and
understanding and build cooperation. An exploratory meeting
was held in June 2005 and a framework ‘Skills for Global
Engineer’ is being developed. People and organisations
interested in this work are encouraged to email the author. 

Ian Neal is programme officer at Engineers Against
Poverty, ineal@engineersagainstpoverty.org, 
www.engineersagainstpoverty.org
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What are the keys to ensuring better
social, ethical and environmental
performance within the engineering
sector?
• Promote greater debate and analysis of what

development is and the role technology and
engineering play in promoting it, in both
‘developing’ and ‘developed’ nations

• Build transparency and accountability mechanisms
into planning and procurement procedures

• Build local capacity and focus on operation and
maintenance requirements during design and
planning

• Place engineering within local context and
knowledge to ensure appropriate and sustainable
design

• Promote empowerment and participation in decision
making, implementation, monitoring and evaluation
processes especially of the poor and end user and
host communities

• Build cross-sector partnerships and dialogue

• Seek alignment between project partners and wider
development agendas with a focus on livelihoods,
poverty and service delivery outcomes 

• Promote business case for improved social, ethical
and environmental performance in the private sector
and build market mechanisms that reward well
performing companies




