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fhe govel 
ish state behind them. So, wiry are we 

The government talks competing against state-backed behe- 
about empowerment, mm it one hand tied behind our 

bu" g need tomove ‘Mrsl ce, when [ was working for 

peyond talk and into 
deliberate policy. It's not 
about shutting the door 
on foreign investment, 
writes Immanuel Ben 

Misagga. 

alk through any major town in 
Uganda today; Kampala, Gulu, 
Mbarara, and you will see the 
cranes. They tower over our sky- 

line,lifting steel and concrete to build 
the hospitals, highways, and high-ris- 
es we desperately need.But look clos- 
er. Those cranes don't have Ugandan 
‘names painted on the side. The project 
‘managers on-site rarely speak Lugan- 
daorLuo.And the multibillion shilling 
contracts? Signed in boardrooms in An- 
¥ara Beijingor Nairobi. 
Tve spent years in this industry, and 

is 
but Ugandan contractors are 

mlm in the dust. We are not just 
‘missing out on profits; we are missing 
‘outon a generation of expertise,andit's 
tmewe hadafrankconversation about 
it 
The government talks about empow- 

erment, but we need to move beyond 
talk and into deliberate policy.It's not 
about shutting the door on foreign in- 
vestment; far rom it. We have so much 
tolear from the outsiders. Take the 
Chinese model, forinstance Itsbrilliant 
inits execution. When you see five Chi- 
nese companies bidding against each 
other for a single road project in Kam- 
pala, you have to appreciate the strat- 
egy.They are backed by their govern- 
‘ment with machinery, financing, and 
softloans. No matter who wins the ten- 
der,China wins The profits gohome,the 

goment is made there, and the ex- 
remains with their engineers. 

They build their nation's wealth on our 
soil. 
But where is the clause in our con- 

tracts that builds ours? 
Right now; the local contractor is an 
afterthought. We are brought in as sub- 
contractors,often handed the most dif- 
ficult and least profitable parts of the 

Awelder at the Hoima Stadium construction site. There aro calls for the governmant to attach siills-transfor clauses 
in contracts with foreign firms. PHOTO/COURTESY 

Let’s empower locals 
to build our country 
job.We are squeezed on payment, given 
‘impossible deadlines by the main con- 
tractor,and expected tojust be grateful 
for the crumbs. have seen colleagues 
finish ajob,only tospend years chasing 
their dues, That' not partnership; that 
isexploitation. 
We don't have to reinvent the wheel. 
Wejustneedtolookat the smarter deals 
ourneighbours aremaking While work- 
ing in Namibia and Zambia, I saw 
‘modelthat actually works:amandatory 
skills transfer clause. In those countries, 

ifaforeign firm wins a government ten- 
der,they don'tjust bring in their own 
crew.They are contractually bound to 
investin local capacity Over five years, 
they must train a specific number of o- 
cal engineers and project managers, el 
fectively working themselves outofajob 
onthenext bigproject. 
‘Can you imagine the impact of that 

Benchmark. 
While working in 
Namibia and Zambia, 

Isaw amodel that ac- 
tually works... In those. 
countries, fa foreign 
firm wins a govern- 
ment tender, they 
don'tjust bringin their 

ownrow. They are contractually 
bound toinvest nlocal capacity.” 
~ Immanuol Ben Misagga, author 

‘here? Our universities are producing 

hundreds ofengineers every year They 
have the theory, the degrees, and the 
hunger But they lack the practical and 
onsite experience that comes from 
‘managing a complex build. If we at- 
tached a skills transfer clause to every 
‘major contract, these graduates would 
not be riding boda bodas; they would 

berunning projects. 
Lookat the ecently-completed Hoima 
Stadium,abeautifl fcility built by Tur- 
Key' Summa. It is a world-class project, 
and Summa did a ine job. But during 
construction,the reality was stark: Turk- 
ish engineers and foremen were doing 
theskilled, technical work, while Ugan- 
dans were mostly mixing cement and 
digging trenches. Nowspare a thought: 
‘whatif the contract had stipulated that 
20 Ugandan civil engineers had to be 
embedded with Summa’s team, learm- 
ingto operate that specific machinery 
and manage that scale of project, with 
the goal of them being able to build a 
stadium on their own within the net 
decade? That would beareal legacy: 
And here is the kicker; Summa, like 

severalofthese giants,is partly financed. 
and promoted by their own govern- 
ment They have the muscle of the Turk- 

‘Namibia's Roads Contractor Compa- 
my (RCC) - the grernment-umed con- 
struction firm - s the project manager 
North Western Province along Chan- 

Kabompo-Zambezi River and Ka- 
inazeri Road, [ ras given a vork 

permit for only three jears. 
1t could only be renewred o exten 

edafter proof that [ had trained at 
nine engineering graduates as my un- 
derstudies,including iploma holders 
n the end, the lncals benefited in 
terms of skills from my experience. On 
the other hand. | also benefited in net- 
working with them 
Take maintenance, for ex 
have habit of bringingin foreign firms 
to build a road, and then years later, 
bring in another foreign firm to patch 
the potholes.Itis madness. Why can't 
we place capable Usandan contractors 
in our five major cities; Gulu, M 
Mbarara, Kampala, and Jinja—with 
rolling contract to maintain the road 
network? It would keep our pr ople em- 
ployed,keepthemoney inom ‘cbnom; 
and ensure quick response times when 
a feeder road is washed away It would 
also, incidentally zive young people 
in those regions a reason to stay, curb- 
ingthat desperate rush to the capital if 
the roads in their own districts e welk 
Kept. 
For alocal contractor like me,the big- 

gest barrier is capital. To build amod- 
em highrise, you need a crane. A single: 
crane can cost millions of dollas. No o~ 
cal bankis going o lend me that kind of 
money against the promise of 3 future 
tender,especially when they know I'm 
competing against intérnational con- 
slomerates with bottomless pockets We 
arelocked out before we even begin. 
‘Thisisn'tabout nationalismor kicking 

out foreigners.Its about common sense. 
Its about ensuring that when we pay a 
foreign company billions for a project, 
we are also investing in our own future. 
We need a policy that says: you are wek- 
come to build in Uganda, but you will 
leave Ugandans behind who can build 
justas well. 
1t time we stopped just building 

structures and started buildinganation 
of experts. 

Immanuel Ben Misagga s an nfra- 
structure contractor. 
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