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T
HE Sudanese-born British bil-
lionaire Mo Ibrahim was recent-
ly in the line of fire along with
three former African presi-
dents.

Their interrogators? One hundred
South African children aged between 12
and 16 who had studied Dr Ibrahim’s in-
dex of African governance.

Dr Ibrahim, 64, an engineer and mo-
bile telecommunications wizard who is
worth about US$2.5 billion (S$3.4 billion)
today, recalls: “These kids really gave us
such a hard time. One among them asked
(former) president Festus Mogae of Bot-
swana, ‘If you are so successful, why do
so many Botswana workers work in our
mines here?’ We didn’t hear such a smart
question from journalists.”

After years of building billion-dollar
businesses, including Celtel in Africa, he
has sold them off and is now working on
rebranding Africa and championing bet-
ter governance on the continent through
his Mo Ibrahim Foundation.

The foundation has been endorsed by
former South African president Nelson
Mandela and former United Nations secre-
tary-general Kofi Annan, among many
other luminaries. Since 2007, Dr Ibrahim
has also bankrolled the world’s biggest
yearly prize, the US$5 million Ibrahim
Prize for outstanding African leaders,
which Mr Mogae won in 2008.

Dr Ibrahim is a married father of two
and he was in town last Thursday to deliv-
er the sixth Lee Kuan Yew School of Pub-
lic Policy anniversary lecture. He took
time to speak to me:

� How do you feel about Africa pulling
off its first World Cup?
I never had doubt about this. People tend
to underestimate the continent. Darfur in
Sudan, piracy in Somalia and the bad elec-
tion in Zimbabwe have dominated the
news in recent years. But Africa has 53
countries and we are lumping 50 other
countries with these three.

� But Africa as a whole is still largely a
basket case, surely?
That’s precisely why I founded my foun-
dation. We need to bring the issue of gov-
ernance to the centre of the table: How
are we governed and what do we expect

from our governments? It’s no longer ac-
ceptable now to have dictatorships or
kleptocracies. There was a time when
each African country had only one news-
paper owned by the government and one
television station run by the government.
Now, you cannot find an African country
in that situation, and that has enabled eco-
nomic progress, competition and the
building of independent institutions.

I discovered that the mobile phone is a
powerful tool for democracy.

At election time in Zimbabwe, people
were using them to photograph the re-
sults in every polling station, so the gov-
ernment could not falsify the results.

So things are no longer done in the
dark. That’s a liberating social force.

� What made you confident your
business could succeed in Africa?
There was clearly a market. When I set
up in 1998, telephone penetration on the
continent was something like 2 to 3 per
cent of Africa’s population. But interna-
tional mobile phone operators were reluc-
tant to invest, although licences were free-
ly available, because they feared corrup-
tion and arbitrary action.

� Why did you not fear that too?
Two things: First, knowledge; because in
the absence of it, businessmen are afraid
to make decisions. One of my first part-
ners was one of the Bell companies in the
United States. They told me, “Why do we
have to go into Uganda when Idi Amin is
running it? He’s a bad man.” But Amin
had left Uganda 15 years ago. They were
entombed in a time capsule. Second,
when I set up Celtel, I said we’d not pay a
single dollar in bribes. So nobody, not
even I, could sign a cheque for more than
US$30,000 without the board’s permis-
sion. That’s how you fight corruption –
not by slogans or lectures.

� What’s the most surprising thing that
came out of that?
We discovered that bribes were not neces-
sary. Instead, people couldn’t believe that
we’d give them such quality service.

We begged them to buy our products
and told them we also provided a 24-hour
support service.

The value of a phone call in Africa is
much higher than in, say, Singapore.

If a man proposed to you in Kinshasa
and you wanted to tell your mother, if
not for a phone you’d have to travel for 15
days by boat, lorry and donkey to do so.
So the value of a phone call is immense.
Fishermen, before they land their boats,
now phone markets and restaurants first

to see if they want their fish.
Now we have more than 400 million

mobile phones in Africa, with over 40 per
cent market penetration. It’s a sea change
in people’s lives.

� How do you go from that to changing
Africa’s leaders?
My foundation connects people to our vast
network of experts. I also travel widely in
Africa to speak to university students. We
have lively debates that are aired over ra-
dio. I also do civil society dinners where,
each time, I invite 200 people from a
cross-section of society to have what I call
a one-conversation dinner. Nobody is al-
lowed to speak to his neighbour; there’s a
microphone at each table, and we propose
three or four issues and ask everyone to
speak frankly under Chatham House rules
(a principle that governs the confidentiali-
ty of the source of information received at
a meeting). If anyone is harassed for his
opinion, the rest of us fall on the harasser
like a tonne of bricks. So by 10pm, discus-
sion is so heated, nobody wants to leave.

� But is that just talk – and pricey talk
at that?
We’re trying to bring all the elements of
civil society together, okay? We get them
into the habit of talking instead of fighting.

� Why did you start a US$5 million prize
for former leaders?
So now they can have a life after office be-
cause, unlike leaders in Singapore, ours
are really paid peanuts. Write that down!

� And that’s how corruption creeps in?
Absolutely. It’s very sad. So what I’m tell-
ing them is that I now want the ex-lead-
ers to work full-time as true public serv-
ants to help Africans.

For example, there’s Joaquim Chissa-
no, the former president of Mozambique.
A UN guy told me: “You know, Mo, Chis-
sano was more important in ensuring
peace after elections in the Democratic

Republic of Congo than our 18,000
troops.” Chissano stopped the bloodshed
there because he got all contesting parties
to say, “I hate that I lost this election, but
I respect the result.” He’s now mediating
in Uganda and Madagascar.

� But why start a leadership prize when
few can lead like him?
You’re using a brush (to tar us all). We
don’t give our prize to people who cause
problems, but to those who solve them.

� But isn’t US$5 million too grand a
gesture?
I want to ensure a good standard of living
for them. Look, it’s US$500,000 a year
for 10 years, and US$200,000 a year on
top of that to cover expenses. After 10
years, we tell him, “You can retire now”
and give him US$200,000 a year for life.

� That’s much too much, surely?
A junior minister in Singapore earns that
yearly. So is that too much for a presi-
dent? I want a man who has done a good
job to live comfortably. If he wants to
travel abroad with his family, at least
they’re able to travel business class.

� Wouldn’t Africa be better off if you just
fed its needy?
That doesn’t end poverty. Africa is rich;
the collective budgets of African govern-
ments total over US$700 billion, while the
value of total aid to Africa is about US$40
billion. So why are its people poor? It’s be-
cause of bad governance. So if we fix that,
we’d end poverty, disease, everything.

� What makes you think you’re the best
man to do that?
I’m in a unique position to do so because
I’m unemployed. I’ve sold off all my com-
panies and am not starting another com-
pany anywhere. I’m not looking for med-
als or positions. Sometimes, we have to
do the right thing just because it’s the
right thing to do.
suk@sph.com.sg

SOFT-SPOKEN and wry-witted,
the self-made billionaire Mo
Ibrahim is now using his fortune to
shape better leaders in his
motherland, Africa. Here he is on:

Why African leaders listen to him
“If you’re an American or Briton
and tell them ‘Hey, you’re
misbehaving’, they’d say, ‘Go to
hell, who are you?’ But they can’t
tell me that because I’m African,
and I’m giving them my own clean
money, made in Africa.”

The best business opportunities
“Always when there is a gap
between perception and reality.”

The source of corruption
“More than anything else, it’s the
business people because they think
that bribing public servants is a
short cut to quicker service.”

A good leader
“Look at Nelson Mandela: The
moment he shows up in a stadium,
it lights up, okay? That’s what it’s
all about.”

Why he gives so much of his
time, energy and money to others
“Look, otherwise there’s no value
in our lives. Really, we’re here to
eat, drink and die or what? So we
really need to give back to society,
because that is our humanity.”
CHEONG SUK-WAI

Light up a stadium
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T
HE current advertisement on
filial piety, where this virtue is
emphasised despite the unrea-
sonable matriarch, was excel-
lent in garnering attention. It

touched a raw nerve and drew a deluge of
opposing views.

As a social campaign ad, it has come a
long way from what conventional social
ads are – not only was it sleek in produc-
tion, it was heartrending, memory-evok-
ing with the Hokkien song and aroused in-
terest in what would otherwise be consid-
ered a “non-exciting” topic.

Singapore has learnt the art of social
campaigns more so than other countries.
Beyond anti-drinking and anti-smoking
campaigns, Singapore’s campaigns boast
a myriad of themes including anti-litter-
ing, save water, use your hands, be more
courteous, plant trees, speak Mandarin,
anti-dengue, flush the toilet, family plan-
ning and family procreation.

There are so many that chances are,
you name it, we’ve got it.

The initial campaigns began in the
1960s. With human resource as its only
natural resource, the Government at-
tempted to mould and shape this re-
source in ways that would help towards
nation building. Posters in post offices
used to state that men with long hair
would be served last. Hippie men with
long hair were not consistent with the im-
age of well-mannered, law-abiding citi-
zens, and hence, were accorded fewer
privileges. This was the start of many so-
cial campaigns to come.

Along the similar objective of nation

building, the anti-littering campaign,
with its famous “Keep Singapore Clean”
slogan, inculcates Singaporeans with a
sense of national pride to keep the coun-
try clean, boost tourism and generate rev-
enue. Similarly, the kindness movement
aimed to shape the people’s sense of civil
behaviour – behaviour that promotes har-
monious working together.

Many non-Singaporeans find it
strange that people need to be reminded
by the Government to be courteous, and
are even more astounded that we accept
such governmental influence and messag-
es without much second thought.

The truth is that we are a nation that

relies extensively on labour from varied
migrant backgrounds and ethnic
make-up. In such a milieu, courtesy is a
social glue that binds the population.

A good social campaign cannot be run
like traditional commercial campaigns.
Unlike tangible products that can be seen
and touched, social ideas are abstract.
For instance, a TV set can be tested for
its resolution and sound quality before
purchase. But it’s almost impossible to
sample the benefits of an idea until it is
implemented. And even then, the bene-
fits may not be immediate but apparent
only in the long term.

Buying into some social ideas requires

a leap of faith. While the dangers of mos-
quito breeding in the anti-dengue cam-
paign are obvious, the benefits of other so-
cial campaigns are less apparent. Why
can’t I litter? Why should I have more
children? Why should I speak more Man-
darin at the expense of another language?

Perhaps such a mindset explains why,
despite stiff financial penalties and Cor-
rective Work Orders, the number of litter-
ing cases is still on the rise.

Hence, the rationale for social cam-
paigns has to be communicated clearly
and consistently, with benefits distilled
and crystallised for the public to under-
stand and accept.

There will always be differences in
opinion, but so long as the reasons for-
warded are sensible and logical, credibili-
ty is harnessed. And if the campaign
treats the audience with respect, half the
battle is won.

However, some credibility can be lost
when social campaigns appear to contra-
dict each other. Confusion is created and
credibility shot. There have been a few of
these in Singapore.

The most noted is the one on family
planning and then the turnabout family
procreation campaign some 10 to 20
years later.

There is also the save precious water
campaign followed some years later by
the flush toilet campaign.

In the former case, the Government
has acknowledged its error in curbing
family size. Humility in acknowledging
mistakes is one step towards winning peo-
ple over to the revised message of having
bigger families.

In the latter case, distilling the differ-
ences between the saving water and flush-

ing toilets campaigns – how the circum-
stances surrounding these campaigns
have changed – will help towards recon-
ciling the seeming contradiction.

One of the concerns in marketing is
the tedium or worn-out factor. Audienc-
es may tire of a campaign after having
seen it several times. The courtesy or
kindness movement campaign is run eve-
ry year, as is the Speak Mandarin cam-
paign, though with variations in theme
and target audience.

These campaigns may not garner the
same level of interest as when they were
first launched, but have become part of
what is uniquely Singapore.

Social campaigns have a role to play in
a society that is collectivistic and pater-
nalistic, and stresses consideration for
the views of others. They are akin to an
elder person teaching a young person
how to behave. However, such cam-
paigns may become less effective as peo-
ple become more individualistic and
when distinctions between seniority and
subordination become less clear.

One reason the filial piety ad drew so
much controversy is that Singaporeans
are now more willing to stand by their
own views and not be socialised into how
to behave. Exerting social values becomes
more challenging. Thus, by generating
controversy, the filial piety ad ignites pas-
sion for this issue. By first stating its
stance and then allowing the public to de-
bate the issue of filial piety, the Govern-
ment is not only giving Singaporeans a
voice but is also letting social influence
take its indirect course through such dis-
cussion.

Social campaigns will need to take a
different tack to remain relevant to the
evolving society. It appears that society
wants a voice in these campaigns too.
The journey to master the art of social
campaigning continues.
The writer is associate professor in the
department of marketing, NUS Business School.

Dr Mo Ibrahim, the billionaire who made his fortune in telecommunications, is now trying to promote good governance throughout Africa with his
foundation. He was in town to deliver the sixth Lee Kuan Yew School of Public Policy anniversary lecture last week. ST PHOTO: RAJ NADARAJAN
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Bringing
good
governance
to Africa

This recent TV ad about a son’s devotion to his difficult-to-please mother has drawn controversy
over the issue of filial piety. PHOTO: MINISTRY OF COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT, YOUTH AND SPORTS

Campaigning for change in social campaigns
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