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What do we mean by culture? 

• Collective human intellectual achievement comprising attitudes, customs, ideas, 
intuitions, social behavior, goals, language, ways of life, how people do things, 
values, morals, goals as well as governance and economic systems. All these are 
shared collectively within  communities. 

 

•  Abundant research in the form of Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) has built 
African knowledge cultures into tangible and intangible products. Diverse 
sources of experiences and information have been combined in building every 
community’s knowledge culture.  



 
African economies are characterized by informality, 
networks and relationships 
 
• For good reasons, a bigger portion of African economies do not have formal structures through 

which information and knowledge can be authenticated before being shared. 

• That is unlike formal institutions where much of the knowledge and information is privatized and 
patented such that institutions and individuals working in those institutions decide what 
knowledge or information to share and with whom to share.  

• While western countries value privatizing and patenting information and knowledge, African 
communities have traditionally considered knowledge and information a public good to be shared 
with no strings attached. 

• By importing the notion of privatizing and patenting information and knowledge, modern African 
countries are stagnating their economic growth paths. They are forcing their economies to grow 
using imported pathways. An example is South Africa which is now suffering from a middle class 
trap where the majority of its people cannot afford what is produced in their factories. 



 
Knowledge as a Public Good 
 
• Instead of embracing a wholly academic and formal route in building their economies, African 

countries should be taking the Indigenous Knowledge Systems (IKS) pathway anchored on 
knowledge as a public good, relationships, culture, diverse & rich languages, music and  the social 
fabric. All these have nothing to do with money.  

• Such an approach fully harnesses the benefits of age, gender, location, in-born skills and culture 
which is a key part of Africa’s growth path.  

• By sidelining IKS and prioritizing academic knowledge, African countries think they have superior 
solutions to issues facing local communities. For instance, Environmental Management Agencies 
(EMA) have been set up across African countries to manage environmental issues which traditional 
leadership structures using IKS have been sustainably managing for centuries – passing on IKS from 
generation to generation.  



Knowledge Management Lessons from the  
growth and resilience of SMEs 

• The growth path of SMEs – which are now driving African economies – goes through the family, with  
clear systems of passing on knowledge and skills. That is why some rural business shops have existed 
for decades yet most corporates collapse within a few years. 

• Indigenous entrepreneurs invest in livelihood and social aspects like educating relatives or members of 
the extended family.  This is a more resilient and sustainable model of entrepreneurship. Successful 
rural shop owners have measured their growth and success by sending their children to school not an 
increase in the number of employees or joining the stock exchange.  

• On the contrary, modern big companies suffer from privatization of knowledge and information. 
Company employees do not consider themselves part of the company so they release information and 
knowledge to the company with some suspicion (“What if I lose my job when I have volunteered a lot 
of useful knowledge to this company?”).  That is why inventions and innovations are not happening as 
much as they should in companies in developing countries that have chosen the western model of 
growing businesses and economies. 

• There is no bonding that is a key feature of SMEs and family businesses. Corporate companies only 
come together when they want to collude, for instance, lobbying government for preferential 
treatment, increasing prices of goods and creating artificial shortages.   

 



How can we use Knowledge Partnerships to accelerate the 
rate at which knowledge and information in African mass 
markets  and SMEs becomes public goods?  

• This is where ICTs become critical. ICTs are beginning to increase the speed of knowledge 
and information sharing while minimizing distortions as knowledge and information move 
from urban mass markets to farmers in marginal parts of African countries.  

• Systems of facilitating knowledge and information exchange along value chains are very 
important. However, although there is progress, many loopholes still have to be plugged if 
African economies are to develop and grow faster. This is where knowledge brokers who can 
synthesize knowledge and information from different sources like markets, value chain 
actors, SMEs, policy makers, development agencies and many other actors become very 
important.  

 

 The best way of strengthening a chain is pulling it as opposed to pushing it. 

 



Enter Knowledge Transfer Africa  

• The desire to address most of these knowledge gaps motivated me to set up a knowledge brokering 
organization known as Knowledge Transfer Africa (KTA) (www.knowledgetransafrica.com / 
www.emkambo.co.zw )that has been working at the intersection of Africa’s formal and informal 
economies for the past 10 years. With one foot based in Harare’s informal agricultural market 
called Mbare and another food dancing around other African informal mass markets, I see what 
African countries are losing by ignoring IKS. 

• A fundamental question underlying my passion and that of KTA is: How can we borrow knowledge 
intelligently and use IKS to develop Africa into a leading continent in the world?  

• From my daily work in Africa’s informal agriculture markets, I continue to notice how IKS constitute 
more than 75% of how these markets function. Knowledge moves through commodities, food and 
trust. 

http://www.knowledgetransafrica.com/
http://www.emkambo.co.zw/




  
Imported knowledge accounts for a large portion  
of Africa’s debt burden 
 

• Had Africa developed its IKS, it would not be in the current levels of debt. The continent is being 
punished for importing knowledge, products and lifestyles.  African countries continue to be used 
as a market for foreign knowledge, products and labor.  

• Why is African depending wholly on imported knowledge to extract value from its own natural 
resources like minerals, soils and favorable climate?  Most investors have an extractive agenda. 

•  Definitions of a developed economy are based on GDP which is more to do with economic aspects. 
Such definitions are silent on social aspects like culture, IKS and values, among other factors. In the 
global economy, the balance of trade continues to be expressed in the form of commodities with 
no link to knowledge as a commodity. How is knowledge balanced?  

• There is no doubt that key to any development is knowledge. Traditionally, all African economies 
had a well-developed culture invested in the knowledge systems that instilled values, culture, 
religion and beliefs.  Modern governance systems are reversing some of these gains. 
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