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From Chapter 7: “The most successful of develop-
ment experiences have not been brought about by a 
night watchman state restricted to protecting individual 
property rights and enforcing the contracts [i.e., the 
Western free-trade model—ed.]. It has been brought 
about by some of the most interventionist governments 
to emerge in the context of market economy.” (Al-
though Meles does not mention the U.S., the adminis-
trations of President Franklin Roosevelt are an excel-
lent example.)

In Chapter 10, “Overcoming Market Failures,” 
he discusses the role of government in supplying 
credit and protection in the two countries that he 
studied.

“The governments of Taiwan and Korea, in effect, 
largely replaced the financial market and allocated 
investible resources in accordance with their devel-
opment plan. Credit allocation by the government 
was the linchpin in a comprehensive package of sup-
port to the private sector. The two governments also 
provided a minutely differentiated trade support and 
protection to support infant industries. In other words 
the governments of the two star performers inter-
vened massively to address all the key market fail-
ures. . . .”

In Chapter 17, “Outcome of Economic Reform,” 
he highlights the failure of neo-liberalism to address 
the infrastructure needed for development especially 
for the agricultural sector: “Investments in infra-
structure and market support institutions that lower 
the unit costs of distribution are needed to break the 
dead end. The physical and intuitional infrastructure 
of technological capability accumulation must be 
built to bring about continued improvement in pro-
ductivity and break the dead end. In other words the 
dead end can be broken only if government invests in 
rural physical infrastructure, in market support insti-
tutions, in institutions for technological accumula-
tion, and if governments intervene to save agricul-
ture from the credit crunch that the informal sector has 
subjected it to. The neo-liberal dogma is opposed to all 
the key steps required to break the dead end. The neo-
liberal paradigm is thus fundamentally incapable of 
leading African agriculture out of the dead end it has 
reached. The fundamentals of the neo-liberal para-
digm go against the grain of what is needed to bring 
about rapid and sustained growth in African agricul-
ture.”

Interview: Bereket Simon

Ethiopia Adopts Rapid 
Development Approach

Mr. Simon is the Policy 
Study and Research Advi-
sor to Ethiopian Prime 
Minister Haile mariam De-
salegn. Lawrence Free-
man interviewed him in 
Addis Ababa on Nov. 24.

EIR: I wonder if you 
might explain the philoso-
phy that your government has developed over the last 
13-14 years—I believe you call it a “development state 
philosophy”—and how this has impacted the economic 
growth and well-being of your people.

Simon: This is a philosophy which we have tried to 
learn from the world at large, and specifically also from 
the East Asian areas—actually from those countries 
that have shown a rapid development for the last 50-60 
years. To a large extent, we have a similar philosophy in 
relation to the rapid development of the country, as well 
as a different approach to the democraticization of the 
country. Our philosophy is that of the development of 
the democratic state, which was espoused by our late 
Prime Minister Meles Zenawi. We give much attention 
to role of the state as the leading institution for bringing 
about rapid development, the transformation critical for 
the creation of a large and very strong private sector, 
and government assistance in unleashing the produc-
tive potential for the public at large.

Our philosophy is essentially making use of the 
power and the capacity of the state for the good of the 
country for rapid development.

On the other hand, our philosophy emphasizes that 
we give sufficient and proper attention to the democrat-
icization of the country. Of course this had been done 
right from the start; we started within a month after the 
downfall of the military regime, by introducing funda-
mental democratic rights, which ensured that both pri-
vate and [property] rights are respected in Ethiopia.
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EIR: In 2001, there was a robust 
debate inside your movement about 
how you would approach the future of 
your country, and you established sev-
eral priorities of development and in-
terventions by the state to improve the 
standard of living of your people and 
develop your economy. Could you tell 
us what those top priorities were?

Simon: We have tried to identify 
the existential challenges that this 
country faces, and in that respect we 
have identified two fundamental prob-
lems that are impeding the develop-
ment of Ethiopia. These are the persis-
tence of poverty, and backwardness. 
The government has taken poverty 
and backwardness to be the number 
one enemies of Ethiopia and the Ethio-
pian people. Low productivity and low 
living standards are the main prob-
lems, so we have opted for rapid and 
shared growth approach in our devel-
opment, so that the majority of Ethiopians become ben-
eficiaries.

On the second point, this is a country of diverse 
people, and both the rights of citizens as individuals, as 
well as the rights of different social groups, ethnic 
groups, or religious groups, should be respected as 
well. So, this diversity should be accommodated and 
managed in a democratic way, to make sure that the 
public at large and all the different ethnic groups in 
Ethiopia are benefiting from the democratic rights. So 
these are our top priorities.

Government Role
EIR:: Ethiopia has embarked on a very aggressive 

infrastructure program in roads, construction, and of 
course, the building of the Grand Renaissance Dam, 
which is an extraordinary task, to be completed in 2017, 
for about 6,000 MW of hydroelectric power. Could you 
tell us how you decided on these programs, how you are 
funding them? And are you working with other govern-
ments? What is your goal?

Simon: When we tried to identify the causes of our 
underdevelopment, we found out that the lack of infra-
structure development, lack of skilled labor, lack of a 
financial sector to provide proper and adequate credit to 
those engaged in productive ventures, and lack of tech-

nology had been the center of all the problems—we are 
lacking these things, which haven’t been developed in 
Ethiopia in the last century or so. All citizens, the public 
at large and the private sector, were tending to engage 
in informal activities; the formal sector had been so 
poorly developed, and people were not accustomed to 
working in such a way that their productive capacity 
would be unleashed.

In order to fill this gap, we felt the government 
should have a role in providing the fundamental prereq-
uisite for development, so we embarked on massive im-
provements of infrastructure; we embarked upon im-
proving education, where we, in the last 15 years alone, 
built 30 new universities and provided basic education 
to our public. The number of students jumped from 2 
million to 22 million. And we had to also develop the 
skill of our youngsters by expanding technical and vo-
cational schools, and by doing so, we have been able to 
provide a market of skilled labor which is improving 
day by day; but also to improve the financial sector, so 
that all our citizens, as well as the private sector, shall 
be provided with cheaper credit facilities. All of this has 
been provided by the government, as well as by the 
market, where the market is adequate to provide such 
services in a competent manner.

We have improved our roads, our power, our hydro-
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Housing construction in Addis Ababa. The government has embarked upon a 
program of rapid development of infrastructure, relying mostly on domestic 
financing.
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power generation, as well as wind turbines; we have 
been expanding our telecommunication services. Of 
course, this is a growing country, and we cannot say 
that everything is in place, but as much as we can, we 
have been putting all the right things in place, and we 
have started to see the impact of this selected interven-
tion by the government. I think we can say that with 
this, Ethiopia has been able to generate robust growth 
in the recent years.

EIR: Let me ask you a technical question. In build-
ing the Renaissance Dam and other large dams—Gibe 
III is supposed to come on line next year—plus you 
have this ambitious plan for 4,000-5,000 km of railroad 
production, how is the government funding these?

 Simon: The issue of funding is not a problem. In 
the first place, we have to generate it from inside, and I 
can tell you for instance, that with the significant growth 
in our agricultural sector, we are seeing value creation, 
value that had not been there yesterday is being created 
anew, so that was contributing to our financial stock and 
that has helped us. The private sector in our urban areas, 
the citizens in our urban areas, are realizing their initia-
tives and their potentials, and this has started creating 
money, started creating value. So the value creation that 
we are engaged in is making us capable of providing the 
financing necessary to support all these infrastructure 
programs. Our exports have been improving; of course 
that is slight, but it is improving. We have also been 
able to acquire loans from foreign countries, but our 
government is renowned for its decision to put financ-
ing into the right place; we have been able to do the 
projects.

Financing for Development
EIR: So you are talking about the government 

having essentially a capital budget that puts online 
these infrastructure programs; that it comes from gov-
ernment funds?

 Simon: By and large, yes. But there are some ad-
ditional requirements for which we ask for loans and 
grants, and we have been lucky, we have spent all this 
money in the right place. So the financial situation of 
the government so far is very good and we are going to 
continue.

EIR: And a growing economy and the infrastruc-
ture mean that you have been able to pay back these 
loans, if they are long-term, low-interest loans.

 Simon: Yes, some of the long-term loans have 
been paid.  But we are working to expand our export 
earnings and we also feel we can finance our develop-
ment endeavors with our money. I can assure you the 
government has never been looking at financing as a 
number one problem; we look at it in such a way that 
we can realize our potential. I think it is just a matter 
of time, and the issue of finance is not going to hold us 
back.

EIR: In July, the BRICS countries—Brazil, Russia, 
India, China, and South Africa—met and they estab-
lished a New Development Bank, to be brought online 
for funding infrastructure. Also, last year, the President 
of China, Xi Jinping, announced the formation of the 
New Silk Road. I know you have had productive col-
laboration with China and China has helped you on 
some of these projects. What is your view of this chang-
ing potential in the world economy?

 Simon: With the advent of the new economic forces 
around the globe, we feel more opportunities are being 
created for Africa, both for the raw materials that Africa 
provides, and the supply of credit for African develop-
ment. So, in that respect, I think we can safely say that 
the current good growth that we are seeing around 
Africa is fueled by this news. Africa has been the ben-
eficiary of the situation, and with the advent of the new 
BRICS bank, we expect Africa also to benefit from 
such an undertaking, and Ethiopia too, as it has benefit-
ted in the past from good relations and cooperation 
through the years. We feel the the new bank will be also 
be an instrument for improving the infrastructure of 
Africa, provided we Africans also put our house in 
order.

Ethiopia’s Grand Renaissance Dam is expected to be 
completed in 2017 and will produce 6,000 MW of hydroelectric 
power.
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