
 1 

  

#2 



 2 

How can Sustainable Development be Realized in Ghana? Lessons 

from the South Korean Experience 

By Jongsoo Park* 

Summary 

At the time of Independence in 1957, Ghana had one of 

the strongest economies in Africa, with foreign exchange 

reserves ten times greater than foreign debt. By 1966, the 

situation had practically reversed, with foreign debt in the 

region of US$ 1 billion. The reasons for Ghana’s economic 

decline in the decades following independence, 

particularly between 1966 and 1981, are clearly linked to 

the political instability of that era though exacerbated by 

external factors such as the 60 per cent drop in the cocoa price during the 

Nkrumah era.1 Ghana’s discovery of oil in 2007 was heralded as a resource to 

propel the economy to new heights of prosperity and growth, amid politician’s 

promises that Ghanaians would be the first Africans for whom oil would prove to 

be a blessing rather than a curse.  

This policy brief reconsiders Ghana’s attempt at economic reconstruction with a 

focus on industrialization under the Fourth Republic. Using South Korea as both a 

comparator and rapid late industrialization exemplar, the brief points up the 

impossibility of mimicking the industrialization experience of other countries, the 

strategic and critical role of the state in the process and the lessons that may be 

learned.  

 

 

 

                                         
1 For more details, see Aryeetey and Penny (2017). 
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Introduction 

At the time of Independence in 1957, Ghana had one of the strongest economies 

in Africa, with foreign exchange reserves ten times greater than foreign debt. By 

1966, the situation had practically reversed, with foreign debt in the region of US$ 1 

billion. The reasons for Ghana’s economic decline in the decades following 

independence, particularly between 1966 and 1981, are clearly linked to the 

political instability of that era though exacerbated by external factors such as the 

60 per cent drop in the cocoa price during the Nkrumah era.2 Ghana’s discovery 

of oil in 2007 was heralded as a resource to propel the economy to new heights of 

prosperity and growth, amid promises by politicians that Ghanaians would be the 

first Africans for whom oil would prove to be a blessing rather than a curse. But in 

2014, there were severe fuel shortages, inflation had skyrocketed, the Ghana cedi 

had become Bloomberg’s worst performing currency in the world and the 

government had been forced once again to seek a financial bailout from the IMF.3  

The economic challenges of Ghana saw it return to adoption of an IMF programme 

in April 2015 after almost a decade, when a US$900 million financing arrangement 

was put in place. The IMF noted that “Ghana, considered one of Africa’s most stable 

democracies, until recently was a model for economic growth. However, the 

economy has taken a turn for the worse with growth down from 8 per cent in 2012 

to 3.5 percent in 2015.”4 At the time the IMF programme was agreed the fiscal 

deficit had been as high as 10.6 percent of GDP and went down to 6.7 per cent in 

2015.5  

Despite a marked increase in industrialization in recent times, industry (mining, 

manufacturing, and construction) contributes less than 30% of GDP, while services 

account for roughly half. Agriculture's role in the economy has been shrinking, but 

still employs more than 45 per cent of the workforce. Ghana’s main exports are 

cocoa and cocoa products, aluminum, gold, oil, diamonds, manganese, bauxite, 

                                         
2 For more details, see Aryeetey and Penny (2017). 
3 Skaten(2018), Fosu(2017). 
4 IMF Survey(2016) quoted in Aryeetey and Kanbur(2017:4). 
5 Aryeetey and Kanbur(2017: 3-4).  
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fruits and timber. Most of the population in Ghana relies on subsistence 

agriculture. 6  Major FDI Corporations in Ghana are also concentrated on the 

agricultural and mining sector. (see Table 1). Although in a much better situation 

than many of its neighbors, Kwame Nkrumah’s sixty-year-old version of a self-

reliant, manufacturing country with little need for foreign imports has not yet been 

realized.  

 

 

Company Special sector Country Initial 

investment 

(US$ ,million) 

Wilmar Ghana Ltd. Establishment of an oil palm 

plantation 

Singapore 202.6 

NSL Sugars & 

Industries Ltd. 

Manufacturing of sugar from cane 

and processing of raw sugar 

India 200.0 

Mahob-Transmar 

Cocoa Ltd. 

Cocoa processing U.S.A 43.48 

Flour Mills of Ghana 

Ltd. 

Wheat milling, animal feeds 

production, trading grains and 

other agriculture commodities 

U.S.A 24.2 

Agritop Ltd. Agro processing and export of 

poultry 

Australia 10.5 

Thai Ghana Holdings 

Ltd. 

Growing and milling rice Thailand 10.0 

Volta Catch Ltd. Processing and distribution of fish Germany 4.19 

Armajaro Cotton 

Ghana Ltd. 

Farming, export of cotton and 

cotton products 

U.K. 3.52 

Source: Compilation from Ghana Investment Promotion Centre (GIPC) data at the time of writing. 

 

 

                                         
6 ISSER(2017) 

Table 1. Major FDI Companies in Ghana 
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How can Sustainable Development be Realized in Ghana? 

The big question is: how can sustainable development be realized in Ghana? The 

only answer is industrialization. “Development is only a by-product of 

industrialization, hence, without industrialization any so-called development is 

bogus. Development of consumption, which is what we are doing, is fake 

development.”7 The process of economic growth and sustainable development is 

the unfolding consequence of a quantitative and a qualitative reorientation of the 

entire economic and social structure of a nation, of basic changes in the 

educational level of the population, and its way of thinking about their relation to 

the world around them. Economic growth and development is a process during 

which fundamental and mostly irreversible structural changes take place in what 

is produced, in how production is organized, and in labour use.  

Economic development is strongly associated with an increasing share of a 

nation’s output and labour force becoming involved in industrial, especially 

manufacturing, activities. Successful development is almost always marked by a 

maturation in the structure of trade, as a limited range of primary exports – 

agriculture products, unprocessed mining and other extractive minerals, and 

forestry products – is replaced by both a greater diversity of exports and by an 

export mix that evolves from traditional, primary products toward simpler 

manufactured and non-traditional primary exports, and ultimately toward more 

complex commodity exports. 

As a result of this evolutionary transformation, manufacturing exports typically 

come to dominate the export profile of more developed nations. In addition to this, 

economic development requires institutional change. Especially the role of the 

state must change so as to facilitate private initiatives. The social infrastructure of 

roads, ports, communications, provision of electricity, water, among others must 

be improved, and the state plays a central role in these areas particularly during 

the early stages of structural transformation.  

                                         
7 Chinweizu(2010:8). 
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Conclusion 

It is unlikely that any country can duplicate what other countries have already done 

in all the specifics. There no magic, one-stop, cure-all solutions that can be offered. 

Becoming more developed is a challenge that requires both vision and hard work. 

But there are patterns and lessons to be learnt from the successful development 

experiences that can help to move their nation forward.  

South Korea's economic development is a classic example of late industrialization. 

It has involved a high degree of state intervention to get relative prices wrong in 

order to overcome the penalties of lateness, the growth of large diversified 

business groups, Chaebol, to transcend the hardships of having to compete 

without the advantages of novel technology, the emergence of salaried managers 

responsible for exploiting the borrowed technology, and a focus on shop-floor 

management to optimize technology transfer. All these factors allowed South 

Korea to be among the first countries to penetrate world markets on the basis of 

low wages rather than a technological edge. South Korea provides supporting 

evidence for the proposition that economic expansion depends on state 

intervention to create price distortions that direct economic activity toward greater 

investment. Where Korea differs from most other late industrializing countries is in 

the discipline its state exercises over private firms. South Korea has had an 

outstanding growth record because the institutions on which late industrialization 

is based have been managed differently.8  

In every underdeveloped country, there are people who benefit from economic 

underdevelopment, and they may be relative or even absolute losers if their 

society and economy are transformed. These elite have a compelling interest in 

preserving the status of quo. But changes in Ghana, however halting and 

misguided at times, is occurring. Here, we can find out the useful policy 

implications from the South Korean experiences for the sustainable development 

of Ghana. 

                                         
8 Amsden(1989). For more details, see Kim(2012) 



 7 

 

 

Amsden, A. (1989). Asia’s next giant: South Korea and late industrialization. New 

York and Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

Aryeetey, E.& Kanbur, R. (2017). The economy of Ghana sixty years after 

independence. Oxford, London: Oxford University Press.  

Aryeetey, E. & Kanbur, R. (2017). Ghana at sixty: learning from a developing African 

nation's past. In E. Aryeetey & R. Kanbur, (Eds.), The economy of Ghana sixty 

years after independence (pp.3-15). Oxford, London: Oxford University Press.  

Aryeetey, E. & Penny, A. P. (2017). Economic growth in Ghana: trends and 

structure, 1960-2014. In E. Aryeetey & R. Kanbur,(Eds.), The economy of Ghana 

sixty years after independence(pp.45-65). Oxford, London: Oxford University 

Press.  

Chinweizu(2010). “Pan-Africanism and a Black Superpower - The 21st century 

agenda”, Paper presented at the CBAAC conference on Pan-Africanism, Abuja. 

Fosu, A. K.(2017).Oil and Ghana's economy. In E. Aryeetey & R. Kanbur,(Eds.), The 

economy of Ghana sixty years after independence(pp.137-154). Oxford, London: 

Oxford University Press.   

ISSER(2017). State of the Ghanaian economy report 2016, Institute of Statistical, 

Social, and Economic Research, University of Ghana, Legon. 

Kim, D. (2012). Export diversification: lessons from Korean Experience. Korean 

Development Institute, Seoul, KDI.  

Skaten, M. (2018). Ghana’s oil industry: steady growth in a challenging 

environment. OIES PAPER: WPM 77. Oxford Institute for Energy Studies, Oxford 

University.  

* Prof. Jongsoo Park(Gyeongsang National University) was CAS’s Second Visiting Professor, 2018-2019. His 
visit was graciously supported by the University of Ghana and Korea Foundation. 

                                         

References 


