Intellectual Property Rights and Knowledge Production in Africa

During the several decades of colonial rule and the post-colonial period that followed independence, African countries depended entirely on the North for books and knowledge. Most African countries took on the challenge of publishing textbooks after independence. The late 80’s and the early 90’s saw the introduction of independent publishing houses on the continent and the establishment of a promising publishing and knowledge production and dissemination sector. However, the research that was carried out by the Association for the Development of Education in Africa (ADEA) and the African Publishers Network (APNET) revealed that the continent is still, like in many other sectors of the economy, a net consumer of knowledge. Of all books that are produced in the world, the African continent consumes more than 12% but contributes less than 3% of all books that are read in the world. Even in relatively more developed book sectors like South Africa, of every 4 books that are sold in the general book sector, 3 are from the North.

Compared to Europe and other developed parts of the world, the African publishing sector depends heavily on education books. On average, 95% of all books are education textbooks, compared to Europe where approximately only 40% of books published are education textbooks. Therefore it must be borne in mind that when we talk about African publishing we are essentially talking about education textbook publishing. 
Despite the gains made in the 80’s and the late 90’s, there is still very little indigenous publishing happening on the continent. The 21st century has seen a significant erosion of the gains of indigenous publishing. The worst affected region is French speaking Africa where almost all publishing is now done by multinationals. Southern Africa has also seen a significant reduction in local indigenous publishing. In East Africa we are seeing a significant increase in the stake of international publishers as well. In a nutshell, Africa’s ability to generate and disseminate knowledge is declining and its dependence on the North is increasing. The constant appeal to multinationals to provide their IPR free or at lower rates, is indicative of this trend. What is worrying is that at this rate, Africa’s dependence in the knowledge sector will increase in the future. 
Yet Africa seats on an enormous wealth of knowledge in terms of folklore, traditional and indigenous knowledge. In recent years there have been calls for the protection of this knowledge or compensation for its exploitation. The best way to protect knowledge is not defending it, nor is unexploited knowledge worth much. The best way to protect it is to exploit it, including through publishing and copyright protection. With the current situation, it is very difficult to protect Africa’s indigenous knowledge. 

There are a number of reasons why the African publishing sector is in the current state. The most important is the failure to establish an ideal and secure environment which encourages authors to create content and publishers to publish. These include an unsupportive business environment, lack of proper national book development policies and overdependence on seasonal donor and World Bank driven programmes. The dire needs of education and the unauthorized copying of education materials hits local publishers hardest, in a sector that they depend on most. The increase in unauthorized copying usually follows declines in the economic fortunes of a country and reductions in education budgets. This suggests quite clearly, that lack of access to content in African education is more a budgetary issue than an intellectual property or of overpricing. 

The instability of curricular which is often caused by rapid and regular political changes, sometimes create protracted periods of investment without returns. Some curricular implementation is abandoned before completion, thereby exposing publishers to prolonged investment periods. If such programmes are then followed by periods of illegal copying, the industry is left to ruin. Education publishing often supports the very little general publishing that happens on the continent. Without the returns of education publishing, African publishers are not able to do other publishing like story books and general books. Yet the hallmark of a country that has a mature knowledge sector is not shown by its output of textbooks but of general reading books. Even the strategies of Education for All recognize the fact that learners need more than textbooks to have maximum benefit of their educational experience. 
Seasonal publishing that depends on donor and World Bank programmes does not establish permanent book infrastructure that is much needed to sustain a viable knowledge and book sector. 
Multinational companies are in a better position to weather the vicissitudes of African publishing for a number of reasons. One is the economic muscle that they have to invest in protracted curricular reform programmes and other changes. The second is that their main operating bases are in secure markets. The third is that when one region is on the downward trend, the other regions compensate for the losses of other regions. International publishers can also withdraw from unfavorable and risky environments and come back when conditions are more favorable. Local publishers do not have these advantages. Once the local market is in doldrums, their businesses also go into a tailspin. 

In this environment, the strategic objective of the continent should be the development of the local book sector and full participation in the knowledge sector. Africa should strive for a more balanced and healthier relationship with the rest of the world in knowledge exchange. 
In a continent where there are budgetary constraints, extreme poverty and education needs, the idea of broader exceptions to copyright are quite seductive and may provide very short-term solutions. However, a call for such exceptions will decimate the local industry and perpetuate the continent’s unenviable position. The multinational companies operate in many markets, most of them quite secure and regulated by international conventions on copyright. They have a choice to remain or pull out of markets where IPR and copyright are not protected. The result will be a decline in creativity and content generation for textbooks, and subsequently in the number of publications. It could also lead back to a situation where multinationals do not even publish locally any more, back to the years of imported and irrelevant content. 
The continent needs to set itself on a long road towards self-sufficiency in knowledge production. This is possible because already there are indigenous publishing companies in every part of the continent that are capable of producing world class content, if the ideal environment is created for them. The continent needs to work on developing national book policies which can look at all facets of the knowledge sector and ensure that the whole book chain is adequately supported to ensure this self-sufficiency in the future. This includes ensuring that intellectual property is given the same level of protection as in other parts of the world where this has stimulated creativity and led to vibrant cultural industries. 
If African countries need to gain from the activities of multinational companies in their markets they are better off looking at how the local sector can work with them, rather than how to get exceptions to copyright protection or free content. African governments can take advantage of the revised World Bank technical notes to ensure that local publishers benefit from the book procurement programmes that are run in their country. They can also make sure that these programmes create permanent book infrastructure by ensuring the retention of local players in subsequent programmes. Local publishers can be encouraged to secure licensing agreements on relevant books published by the international publishers. This way, in years to come, African publishers will also begin to license their content to international publishers. Historically African regional approaches have been more concerned about emphasizing cultural and linguistic idiosyncrasies and differences instead of their cultural and linguistic ties. African countries need to start opening up their borders to intra-Africa exchange of books that are relevant to their needs. After all, there are usually very strong linguistic and cultural ties between the countries. The economic and social challenges are usually the same. These ties can be used to leverage the economies of scale that are needed to bring the prices of education books down. This will encourage weaker regions to benefit from the stronger ones. In the end this will enhance Africa’s chances of becoming an equal player in the knowledge sector. 
To conclude, the approach needs to be a long-term one and it needs to focus on the real problem, that is funding. Even if Africa gets free content from the rest of the world now, this content will not be as useful to it as content that it can generate itself by ensuring that whatever we do today, will allow us to be equal global players in knowledge production and dissemination in years to come. 
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