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INTERNATIONAL ISSUE

by Jori Lewis

Many of Africa’s highly skilled professionals leave for opportunities abroad.
Papa Samba Agne studied to be a doctor in Senegal during the 1990s.
It was a hard time; the country had gone through years of drought and structural
adjustment, which, among other things, led to the devaluation of the local currency and trimmed the government at every angle, including the public health sector.
“There were a lot of out-of-work doctors,” said Agne, so when he went looking for
a job, he had to take what he could get.
What he could get was a post in the provincial city of Louga, where he had a
small salary, not many supplies or medications and desperately poor patients who,
even though they needed it, often couldn’t be treated because they couldn’t pay.
sionally. It felt like a dead end.
After a couple of years in Louga, Agne saw a chance to go to France to train as a
specialist and he took it.
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Besides all of that, the doctors there received no opportunities to develop profes-
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Agne’s career journey is typical of a
process commonly referred to as brain
drain, the emigration of highly educated or technically skilled workers.
According to the International
Organization for Migration, nearly a
quarter of all emigrants from Senegal
fit that category. They leave for opportunities abroad, notably in Europe or
in America. Brain drain is especially
acute when it comes to the doctors in
Senegal; more than half of them emigrate.
Senegal is not a peculiar case. This
brain drain is happening all over subSaharan Africa in places such as
Ethiopia, Zimbabwe and Nigeria, said
Papa Demba Fall, a senior researcher at
the Cheikh Anta Diop University in
Dakar who studies African migration.
“In African countries, in a general way,
every day people are talking about
emigration,” he said. “So, intellectuals
don’t escape this propensity.” After all,
migrants’ families often have nice cars,
houses, electronics and bank accounts
containing contributions from their relatives abroad.
Fall said that during the colonial
period in Africa, people left to go to
universities in Europe or America, but
they almost always intended to come
back to their own countries. Take most
of the early African heads of state: the
first president of Senegal, Leopold
Sedar Senghor, studied in France and spent several years
teaching there before returning to Africa; Ghana’s Kwame
Nkrumah studied at Lincoln University, the University of
Pennsylvania and the London School of Economics; and
Julius Nyerere of Tanzania studied economics and history
at the University of Edinburgh.
Somewhere along the way, though, things changed, said
Fall. “Before, when we were students in France, we had only
one preoccupation. It was to finish our studies and come
back to Senegal. Now, when you finish your studies in
France, you think that it’s not worth it to come back.”
He says there are lots of reasons for it. Fall said that this
exodus is often a de facto judgment on an oppressive political regime. That explains the high rate of émigrés from
nations like Zimbabwe, where many people don’t see any
way to get ahead under the current government. In many
African countries, too, the unemployment rate is chronically high. There are few private enterprises, so candidates
have to look for jobs with the government, but the government isn’t always hiring. “When you take the case of
Senegal, there is almost no recruitment in the public sector,” Fall said. “So, you go abroad to be trained and then
you come back, but what do you do? You have to go look
in the informal sector”—the off-the books black market.
Even when there are jobs in a private company or the government, the salaries are often too small to tempt the
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African émigré who could earn more in another country.
Universities especially suffer. In Senegal, Cheikh Anta
Diop University, formerly a jewel in the educational crown
of Africa, a university that has traditionally trained
thinkers from all over francophone Africa, now regularly
confronts strikes, decrepit facilities and unconscionably
big classes. One student there told The Crisis that you have
to fight to get an education.
In Cameroon, the universities are in a similar crisis for
similar reasons. Innocent Futcha is the president of the union
for university professors and lecturers in Cameroon. He told
The Crisis that over the years many teachers left to go abroad
or to look for jobs in other sectors, leading to a shortage of
teachers. “The quality of the education is bound to suffer,”
said Futcha. “If you have 2,000 students in one amphitheater,
what kind of teaching can you do?” That’s 2,000 students
and one teacher without any assistants.
Ives Magloire Kengne teaches at the University of
Yaoundé in the capital of Cameroon and runs a laboratory
where he researches wastewater treatment.
He said it’s not easy to do research there. Sometimes
they have go up to two weeks without electricity. Besides
that, frequent water cuts mean that sometimes, even in his
water laboratory, they don’t have water.
Kengne endures all of this on a tiny salary. “When I
divide my salary by the number of days that I work I find
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that I make less 8,000 francs [about 15 dollars] a day,” said
Kengne. “And often I work from 7:00 in the morning until
8:00 at night. So, really, I’m just not satisfied with that.”
Francois Thabi is the coordinator of a government program on professional migration. He said that the government is worried about the loss of skilled professionals.
“This brain drain is a serious handicap for countries like
Cameroon that want to develop themselves,” said Thabi.
Cameroon needs doctors and engineers and scientists
to work in the country, said Thabi, but it can’t compete
with the allure of Europe or the United States economically. But he knows that more people would choose to work
in their own country if they could see any viable opportunities there.
Thabi said the Cameroonian government is trying to
encourage researchers to stay. In 2009, it started paying a
quarterly allowance to professors, lecturers and scientists
at state-run universities in order to augment their meager
salaries.
“The idea is to say ‘let’s do everything to give our people [a reason] not to leave the country,’ ” said Thabi. “We
have to show them the benefits of staying so that they
won’t leave.”
Innocent Futcha noted that the allowance is having
some effect. “There is clear evidence that people have
started coming back to universities. Research has picked
up,” he said. “But I must say we have not yet reached the
point where the working and living and conditions are

attractive enough to encourage people to leave their jobs
abroad to come back because the conditions have deteriorated so much that the improvement of salaries will not be
enough.”
But it’s a bright spot on the horizon. And there are others.
In Senegal, Dr. Agne, who had migrated to France, kept
asking himself this basic question: “Why did I leave my
country?” Was it to work? Well, there was work for doctors
in Senegal. Was it money? There was money there, too,
though not as much as in France or in America. After
almost a decade in France, he realized that he wanted to
come back to be a doctor in Senegal.
Dr. Agne said it’s never easy to come home again, but
certain things had improved. He got a post in Dakar
where the working conditions were better. There were
more supplies and more opportunities for training. The
salary was better, too, although it’s still not where it
should be.
He emphasized that his decision to come back was the
right one for him, but it might not be the right one for
everyone. There are the choices you make for your country
and the choices you make for yourself. Both are important,
he said. Sometimes you need more money. Sometimes you
value the stability of living in Europe or America.
Sometimes, you just want your children to be able to have
options in life, options that might be harder to come by if
you stay in Africa.
He said it wouldn’t bother him if one of the young doctors that he’s training in pulmonology
should choose to leave Senegal. “They
can live in another country, and could
still be useful here,” said Dr. Agne.
They could be involved in policy at
the international level. Or their money
could build hospitals or schools.
Ives Magloire Kengne in Yaoundé
would agree, but he hopes that, eventually, the choice he has made to continue to work in Cameroon will
become more popular with the highly
educated set. And, more than that, he
hopes that the government will offer
more support to people like him who
choose to stay home. There’s nothing
less than the future of his country at
stake, he said, and perhaps, that of all
of Africa.
“We have to have people who
stay,” he said. “We have to have people who leave, too, because we can’t
think that everyone is going to stay.
But if we all leave, who is going to
build Cameroon? It’s a question that I
often pose to friends. If we all leave
Africa, who is going to come and
build it up?”
Jori Lewis is an award-winning freelance writer and a radio journalist. She
reports on the environment, global
health and social justice.
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