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In a growth-starved world, all compasses are pointed South. India and Africa have been two of the fastest growing regions globally. Anyone serious about finding sources of economic growth must understand Africa and India. 

This is particularly true for business leaders, policy makers and social change makers. As an African entrepreneur, my interest in India has grown since my first visit to India eight years ago. Most of the solutions India has pioneered are relevant to Africa's economic transformation. 

Two weeks ago, I attended a program at the Indian School of Business (ISB) for the Young Global Leaders (YGL) at the World Economic Forum. ISB's Center for Emerging Market Solutions crafted a unique program to expose us to the 'DNA' of India and South East Asia. 

Africa OR India? 
Africa and India can be confusingly similar. Consider the small experiment I ran with the ISB students I met:

I will provide two sets of socioeconomic data with each set representing one region - India or Africa. Your task is to read each paragraph carefully and before going any further, decide which set of data represents what indicator. Hint: this small exercise is more difficult than it seems. 

Poised to grow its GDP at 6.6 per cent in 2012, Region A has a population of 1.2 billion people and a total GDP estimated to be $1.7 trillion dollars. With a projected GDP growth of 5.5 per cent in 2012, Region B has a population of 1.07 billion people for an economy estimated to $1.2 trillion.

Which region is India and which one is Africa? If you guessed India was Region A and Africa Region B, you are correct. For those of us who did not guess right, you are in good company. Even ISB MBA students with a good knowledge of India's economy mistook Africa for India. 

Global Islands of Economic Growth
Auspicious economic growth is one of the most striking features that India and Africa share: the two should experience yearly growth rates above 5 per cent which is about three times that of the developed world.

Two main factors explain this fast economic growth. First, the entrance of young people in the workforce creates a "youth dividend" that is "baked" into the demographic dividend of both regions. This labour force growth is expected to contribute 3 per cent to India's yearly GDP growth and 2.2 per cent to Africa's growth rates. 

What is more exciting though, is that both economies should see the output of each worker improve quantitatively and qualitatively. Increased labour productivity has already contributed 2.9 per cent and 5.4 per cent to the economic growth of Africa and India, respectively. 

This is exciting news because such an increase in productivity can contribute to poverty reduction. For example, as they move from subsistence farming into more skilled employment, most people will see their income rise accordingly. 

Yet, stuck in the Survival Trap
Similar in good fate, similar in struggle: poverty is unfortunately the second key striking feature that India and Africa share. 

For instance, the plight of women in Africa and India is very similar. While they feed their countries, women in both regions are starved for economic opportunities. Women are responsible for 46 per cent of food production in India and 50 per cent in Africa, yet own less than 2 per cent of the land.

Why do such inequalities persist despite growth? I believe one of the key problems is the 'Survival Trap', a vicious cycle that makes individuals, businesses and nations react to short-term crises instead of developing long-term strategies for prosperity. 

The Survival Trap affects not only base of the pyramid (BoP) citizens but also businesspeople and leaders alike. Subsistence farmers make up 55 per cent and 65 per cent of India's and Africa's working population, respectively. A higher poverty rate affects demand for the products and services of businesses. 

How does one escape the Survival Trap? I have first-hand experience of seeing businesspeople and other leaders tackle this challenge successfully through entrepreneurial solutions.

These will require entrepreneurs and other leaders to deploy business models and social innovations that create prosperity. At ISB, the Emerging Market Solutions Center's work in low-income housing is a good example of such a solution. 1
Towards a partnership for mutual prosperity
The real opportunity is for India and Africa to partner beyond business as usual. Such a partnership should look to create an "alliance for prosperity" for India and Africa. 

Solid foundations exist for such a partnership: both Indian entrepreneurs and the government of India are awakening to the opportunities in Africa. Similarly, Africans are starting to recognize the opportunities India presents. 

In 2011, Bharti Airtel, an Indian telecom giant, announced a $10.7 billion acquisition of the African operations of a similar telecommunication network, Zain.Godrej in manufacturing, Karuturi Global in agriculture, and Bharat Petroleum are other Indian corporations that have similarly invested in Africa.

While China's engagement in Africa has come under scrutiny, India seems to benefit from a positive reputation, so far. Despite this advantage, the Government of India has not strongly engaged African nations. 

For instance, India's $5 billion assistance budget for investment in Africa seems paltry when compared to China's $23 billion. Beyond aid, a clear and comprehensive engagement strategy between India and Africa seems to be missing. 

The role of entrepreneurs
The Africa-India alliance would have to be based on small and medium-sized enterprises that participate in the opportunities presented by each partner region. Such engagement would create opportunities for entrepreneurs on both sides. 

A good place to start would be knowledge sectors such as IT, healthcare, education and construction. Further, India has become a destination for medical tourism for many Africans. The distribution of consumer goods for the base of the pyramid could also be a crucial area of engagement.

A partnership anchored on mutual learning
Beyond investments and politics, what is required is a learning contract where India and Africa leverage the best that both regions have to offer. 

African countries can teach India a great deal about economic reforms. While India ranks 132 in the World Bank Doing Business in 2012, African nations such as Mauritius, Rwanda and Botswana have surged past India. 

India can teach Africa about solutions for the base of the pyramid and solid branding. It has pioneered the provision of goods and services for the poor. And India has also built a solid reputation for its successes in Business Process Outsourcing, for example, an industry which only represents 1 per cent of India's exports. 

Accelerating the momentum
Make no mistake: India and Africa's human and economic potential are immense. Yet it will be critical that they find ways to escape the survival trap if they are to unleash this potential. The good news is that the Africa-India partnership is already working. 

What is now required are ambitious and visionary leaders on both sides. Such leaders will deploy entrepreneurial solutions to address the challenges facing these regions. Better yet, great returns and social impact await those who will embrace the challenge. 

1 ISB's Center for Emerging Market Solutions (CEMS) is incubating an Affordable Housing Company that has built and sold housing starting at $5,000. Private operators can leverage this knowledge.
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