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opinion

By Johan Fourie

DEVELOPMENT

The politics of infrastructure

Infrastructure projects have the ability to shape the econamic future of a country. The role of government is to identify
those projeots that would ensure broad-based economic development. But is this happening?

hat type of Imfrastructurewould be best for South
Africa’s future? The answer, of course, depends on

your paint of view. Hyou ive and wark in Gauteng, vour

answer might well be to expand the Gawrain
netwark. Or if you reside in Cape Town, yau might prefer
investments in desalinisation plants.

Your ncoupation may also be relevant, If
you're a rminer, vou are unlikehy to suppart
the expansion of renewable energies, 4
trained saftware engineer? Well you're
likaly to suppert large imestments in
telecommunications infrastrictire.

Animportant = but often
underappreziated — role of govemnment
is to choose the type of infrastructure
that is destined to shape the country's
future development path, This ehaolee is
never neutral thaugh: forevery decision
thers arewinners and losers, Chaase to build
a neww coal-fired power plant’? T hat will benefit
ozl mine owners and warkers, while the users of
electricity, were the costs of altemative sources to
fall rapidhy, will pay. Choose o bulld a2 high-speed
train netwark acrass the country (2 hyperoop,
perhaps!), then users of this netwark, likely to be
high- or middle-income South Africans, will benefT,
while lbng-distance bus services, taxi operators and
rental cars will pay. The gavernment's job, in theary
at least, is to choose the projects that will maximise
the benefits and minimise the costs,

Bat things are never that simple. A research

wiolld probably have been bullt, As Stellenbosch PhD studert Abel
Gwalndepl now shows, the government incurred huge debt w build
this infrastructure, and although it did benefit through custams duties
and athertariffs, the main beneficiaries were the owners of the
diarnand fiekds, The raibway link between Cape Town
and Kimberleycould now transport the machinery
and foodstuffs required to feed the growing
Kimberley papulation. Western Cape wheat
farmers, who supplied the mines with foad,
were anather group of beneficiares. it is not
ertrely colncidental that it was also these
two graups = mine owners and Western
Capefarmers - who had formed & palitical
allance IntheCape parliamant.
Of course, it was nat only mine owners
and Cape farmers who benefitted. As
detalled reparts of passengars show, Cape
Calbny residents from all walks of fife used
the rallways. But, ultimately, twas taxpayers
who had to foot the debt that was Incurred, and
aften these taxpayers were spread acmss the emtire
calony (far from the direct benefits of the railways)

The raltway statlon in Addedey Street, Cape Town,  — and after unification in 1910, the rest of the

snvumd 1910, The rabwy brtween Cape Town and — ~mg ey Ael the lozation ofthe railways meant that
Kimberlay, com pleted in 1865, resubted In major

economic banefits forsome rdeplayers.

thasewith less palitical influance - fike Basatho
fanners, who were of course praducing wheat much

e claserto the dizimand fields - et out, Here s one
Pﬂlltlcs Sha e ule e missianany repart fram 1886, the year aftar the
of infrastructure that's

built. And infrastructure rervest has found no autiet for sines the building

railway linewas completed: *Basutoland, we must
admit, is a poar country... Last year's abundant

papar that will soon appear in the Ewmopeon Review
of Econormic History, written by Alfonso Herranz-
Lancan and me, investigate the infrastrecture in the

of the railway, colanial, and foreign wheat have

Shﬂpes the dirBCﬁQn of earmpeted disastralisly with the lozal praduce

The 18th-cermury Cape raihways

Cape Colony built during the second half of the 19th economic dB\'BlO ment. contributed significantly to economic growth,

century. Bafare the discavery of diamonds in 1867,

the few raibways that existed (in and araund Cape Town) were privately
owned and largely unprafitable. Bur the discovery of diamands and the
rush ta the mines meant the demand far fast, affordable inland wans-
part increased exponentially. The Cape government had to react.

They did, They bought the few existing ines, and then began the
process of connecting Cape Town to Kimberley, finally azhieved in
1885, The connection ta the baaming diamand region brought huge
economic benefits; we estimate that the railway may account for 22%
ta 25% of the increase in income per capita in the Cape during the
dizmand mining perod (1872-1205). This s a massive share for 2 single
investrnent and a clear indicator of the transfornative power of raiways
during the first era of globallsation.

Bust these harefits were not equally shared by everyane. Surprisingly,
thegovernment tsetfearned 8 meagre 3.7% average retum on its
capital. Had & private firm built the rallways, far fewer branch lines
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But it inadvertently alea had distributional
consequences: same banefitted more than others, and some even
suffered as a result of its construction.

The lessans for taday? Palities shape the type of infrastructure
that's bullt, And Infrastructure shapes thedirection of econamic
development. So the key question is this: Arewe building the type
ofirfrastructure that will put South Afriza on a path of braad-baced
ecanamic develpment, or is the chaice of infrastructure determined
by the self-interest of those with decision-making power, much like
Cecil John Rhades and his cronies during the late 19t certury?

Put differantly, whenwe chaase a new powar-generating facility
or national air carrier ortelecommunications licence, do we consider
thie benefits for society as a whole ar the banefits for a spacific
Interest group? |
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