Notes on meeting with John Ffooks 30th March 2011

The Society heard a perspicacious and thought-provoking talk by John Ffooks , whose involvement with Madagascar dates to 1993-5 when he helped to set up a data processing business there and who lived in Antananarivo from 2001 to 2009 when he worked as a lawyer on some $4.5bn of investment, particularly in natural resources and telecoms.
John spoke of the benefit to the country of inward investment as a tool of development, to help in addressing the potent effects of poverty, limited education and high birth rates in Madagascar, about the twelfth poorest country in the world (and the second poorest of those that had not had a civil war). There was a strong need to help the country to be competitive, and to strengthen its assets, systems and people.
To invest in Madagascar, however, you would need plenty of good reasons, even 101 of them, to make you ready to handle the inevitable setbacks and to deal with the challenges - like bureaucracy (John spoke of the protracted search for eight red, not necessarily legal stamps on a residency permit); the ‘perfect logic’ of Aescher-like circles in the quest for permits; the insular mentality of Madagascar and the different conceptual approach there; the obsession with detail; and the different time scales, with a Malagasy language that has no word for time beyond 8 days when a project might run for 28 years.
Investors in Madagascar would encounter snags at each stage of a project, from planning through operation to closure, often difficult when it was hard to sack workers with an almost French propensity to strike. John had dealt in his projects with a lack of appreciation of the complexities involved, and noted a strong resistance to change as well as the influence of dominant or even monopolistic operators, and now with fighting by many more people over the same-sized pie.
The dominant sectors for investment in Madagascar had been vanilla and fishing before 2002, and still in 2004 there was a sizeable IFC project near Mahajanga; but since then there had been a shift to tourism, important for its employment potential, and above all to natural resources.
Of the mining and oil investments the most substantial was the nickel and cobalt operation at Ambatovy, on which John had worked in particular. Ambatovy had had in a broad sense some fifty years of development and $5bn of investment before seeing any return, which confirmed an appetite to invest in Madagascar in spite of challenges, such as the frustrating limitations of the Napoleonic legal code.
John had also advised a number of NGOs, and praised the magnificent work of those such as Akany Avoko and the Andrew Lees Trust with which he had been involved; but he was unhappy with the approach of ‘beltway bandits’ from the US and of big UN agencies, which did not bring any great benefit to the country. John encouraged a replication of the success and energy of the better projects, which would increase the available pool of good, competent people, and acknowledged the problem of a perception of permanence to jobs in the NGO sector.
John spoke finally in defence of the role of companies, particularly those from the Anglo-Saxon corporate world that followed closely the strict need to act in the interests of shareholders, large companies like Sherritt & Rio Tinto that were easier targets for complaints than private Chinese operators – there might be a particular problem with potential appropriation of the tar sands assets of Madagascar Oil & Gas, which might have gone to an obscure Chinese investment fund. He saw the need for the re-establishment of law and order in Madagascar and for a government that would stick to its stated beliefs – there was a high risk of a fall in investment if the non-respect of rights and the lack of clear legal ownership of land persisted, the latter a deterrent to investors in tourism sector especially.
John ‘s talk stimulated a series of questions, on matters such as international reviews of legal issues in Madagascar (with increasing opportunity to handle disputes in outside countries such as Mauritius and Paris); the advantages of good Chinese-owned operations in some industries,  and the issue of high overall labour costs in Madagascar;  the challenges of harnessing heavy oil, with its potentially high environmental costs and short-comings, such that it would be no surprise if Total were to pull out even after investing $70m in its own project; the need for NGOs to challenge companies operating in Madagascar, and for civil society to help close the gap between what was legal and what was right; and the role of the Enterprise Development Board of Madagascar, set up under Ravalomanana and of limited success due to teething troubles and the failings of its chief executive, and then the coup.

Yvonne Orengo proposed a vote of thanks for the excellent and stimulating talk, as well as on a personal level for the pro bono work that John had done for the ALT, a confirmation of his heart-felt commitment to the country.
