BORDERS BOOK TRADE INTERVIEWS
Elliot Agyare

Elliot Agyare, (Ghana)
CEO, Smartline Publishing Limited
Immediate Past President, Ghana Book Publishers Association
President, Commonwealth Book Publishers Association

Elliot Agyare took part in the first edition of the IPA African Seminar
Series, held in Lagos, Nigeria, May 9" 2018. It was our first meeting.
I was struck by his clarity, vigour and focus as he spoke on the Socio-
Economic panel and when he spoke from the audience.At our second
meeting, Agyare sat on a panel about African book fairs which I
moderated at Frankfurt Book Fair 2018. Dedicated to the African
book industry, the conference was entitled Changing the Narrative.

Our interaction reinforced my impression of a dedicated professional
of the nascent African publishing industry. My third meeting with the
urbane Ghanaian publisher was at the 2™ edition of the IPA African
Seminar Series. It was held in Nairobi June 14" - June 15" 2019. 1
asked him for an interview. It took place in a set-apart seating area of
the lobby of the Moévenpick Hotel. The interview with Elliot Agyare
was big, rich and stimulating.
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PART 1

Elliot Agyare, welcome b Borders. Tell us about yourself and yur educational
background.

| come from Ghana. Interestingly, I'm an artist. | did my first degree in Art at Art
School in Ghana.

A visual artist?

Yes. | learned tw to paint. After art scbd | went o the UK for my Masters and
enrolled at the Universitgf Salford for a Masters innternational Relations.rbm
Art to International Relations!

A very interesting move.

When | came from England, in 1993/94. That was the time when Ghana also started
the International Studies Unit in the University of Ghana. But unfortunately for me,
my Masters was MA while the requirement to become a lecturer was an MSBHil.

fell back on my art. A side thing | used to be engaged in was helping people design
their books, design cassette labels and things like that. | was artistic. | had also come
bak from England with quite a bit of equipment. It was the time the desktop
publishing revolution was just starting to take place. | was helping a lot of publishers.
By 1997, | realized that look, | was already doing quite a bit of editing for the
publishers | crosschecked some of the things they did. | was almost a publisher
myself. | like the cerebral part of the publishing process. And at that time, Ghana was
also going through a transition with regard to the publishing system. The government
was divesing from publishing and moving to private publishing model. So | decided
why donoét I t ry mMy wifeaanddl £ewriote oup fitssb dookdoh i n g
our kids and published it. My publishing career really took off from there.
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PART Il T IPA Africa Regional Seminars
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IPA/NPA Lagos Seminar, May 9th 2018
(L-R):
Gbadega Adedapo (President, Nigeria Publishers Association, Nigeria),
Elliot Agyare (President, Commonwealth Book Publishers Association, Ghana),
John Asein (Director-General/CEO, Nigerian Copyright Commission, Nigeria),
Afam Ezekude (Former Director-General/CEO, Nigerian Copyright Commission, Nigeria).

IPA/NPA Lagos Seminar, May 9th 2018
1st Session (L-R):
Samuel Kolawole (Chairman, African Publishers Network, Nigeria),
Asare Yamoah (Former President, Ghana Book Publishers Association, Ghana),
Mohammed Radi (Vice Chair, African Publishers Network, Egypt),
Sellami Ahmed El MekKi (President, Mauritanian Publishers Association, Mauritania),
Elliot Agyare (President, Commonwealth Book Publishers Association, Ghana),
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Changing the Narrative

Frankfurt Book Fair 2018

Panel: Assserting & Connecting Identities:
African Book Fairs and Literary Festivals
Olatoun Gabi-Williams (Borders Literature for All Nations, Nigeria),
Corinne Fleury (Foire du livre de jeunesse de l’lle Maurice, Mauritius),
Ruth Kumpmann (Frankfurt Book Fair, Germany),
Dr. Madhu Krishnan (Writivism, Uganda),
Elliot Agyare (President, Commonwealth Book Publishers Association, Ghana),
Dr. Jama Musse Jama (Hargeysa Book Fair, Somaliland),
Dr. Ibrahima Moctala Lo (Foire Internationale du Livre et
du Materiel Didactique de Dakar, Senegal)

oK, |l et s move on now to the reason Wwe
istAf rica Rising: Reali zing Africads Pot
21"Century. | t 6s a resonant title. What does

For me, when we talk about Africa Rising, it means so many things. First of all, the
global publishing industry is worth a hundred billion, every year.

Publishing is a mighty industry.

The European publishing industry i s wort
i's very insignificant part of this pic
Africa Rising, it must have a certain economic significance. What kind of share of
that market is Africa going to carve for itself?
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Break it down for us.

What it means is that books that are published in Africa should find space all across
the world. Books that are published in Africa should have significance in that they are
contributingto the knowledge economy. Because truly, there is knowledge in Africa
but the knowledge not being seen and heard.

Letds just quickly go into those two pc
visibility? Give us your ideas.

OK. You have to realize thabére is a convergence of circumstances that is going to
aid this Africa Rising thing: one is global logistics. The second is the int&¥nemn |

say global logistics, in the past the publishing world was divided into territories.
Before, because of logiss, when you are selling and buying rights, you look for
North America, Europe, Asia, and sometimes Africa. And because here logistics is
such a factor, it was impossible in the past to supply books directly to North America.
But now with the global logtgcs and FedExyou are able to. As long as people are
aware that you have books, the books can crisscross the world because of global
logistics.

Give us an example.

IHI
W ld OK. With Smartline Publishing, my own firm, for instance, |
LIS |T print my books in India andhé books are stored in a

warehouse i n Ghana. Letds say
e and is interested in the book. How long would it take to ship
L (e )00k from Ghana by DHL to them? Years ago that would
Th_omas Il have been a difficult task. But now it is not. In tiene way
Frledman we order books from the US. In maybe five days you have

s your book. So that has changed. Secondly, because of the
internet and my website, people who are interested in
Smartline books can just go into the Smartline website and
realize that there at®ooks in Smartline because Smartline has published these titles.
That is fundamental. Years ago it was almost impossible. There is a book written by
the US columnist, Thomas Friedmdime World is FlatThe concept comes into play
because now the worldtaeally is flat.

If we have books that have been published to the highest possible quality and the
editorial wok has been done well then surely those books must be able to sell on the
same shelves as books published by any publisher in any part of the Weatds

what | mean by Africa Rising: more books from Africa reaching all parts of the
world. This seminar, a forum for publishers and key industry players to get together
and talk about this, is most opportune. Rather than being isolated in silofererdif
countries, Il tds better for us to trave
rise together.
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You put it so well. Earlier you mentioned theknowledge economy. Do you want
to talk about that?

Well, in the past African intellectuals from thiversities found it more expedient to
publish with international publishers if they really wanted their voice to be heard in
the world.

Yes, the North has always been the world stage for us.

Yes, that was the stage, but now with the capacity building that is taking place in
African publishing, you can publish locally and still be heard out there. African
knowledge can originate here but become available worldwide.

We become like trees plantecdt home with our branches spread out across the
world?

Exactly. Because once you publish overseas, it goes through the editorial bodies out
there. They do whatever they want with

given editing that is locaEditing needs to take cognizance of local nuantiesre

are things we will allow to go because we understand culturally that this is what it is.

Rat her than it going through the sievi
what weodre trying to convey.

And if we publish at home, we can draw selésteem from the fact that the
production processes are ours. Wedore ir

Yes. The fact of the matter is that books are cultural tools. Our books speak for us,
they project who we are.

There areonly 10 African member countries in the IPA. Is that laziness?
|l tdéds not | aziness. 't has more to do wi

| think things are beginning to change.

Yes, exactly.And the IPA itself is beginning to realize that it needs to hear the
African voice But the African voice is not enough in itself, it must also go forth with
something.

Economic backing?

Economic backing. | mean this conference is almost exclusively supported by the
IPA. African Rising means that we support ourselves.
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As we are talking about selsupporting, what is your opinion of book dona
organisations? The ones which donate huge amounts of books that are not
tailored to African reading needs? How about if they converted some of that into
money for publishing education?

Of course. This is something that we have also spoken about, ankl hthv there is
a little bit more enlightenment from donor organisations, that they do not just take

rejects, publisher rejects and unsold books and just come and dump them in Africa.

What that does is undermine the publishing market. Baoksommoditis. In the
same way there are dumping laws for other commodities, there should be anti
dumping laws for books as welBook Aid, for instance, donated a huge amount of
books to the Ghana Library Authority, but within that they decided that there was
goingto be a component ensuring they buy from local publishers. So, with that kind
of awareness, it means they are helping the local industry to also
develop https://bookaid.org/countries/ghana/

PART IlIl T Government, Literacy & Publishing

Il think Africa and African publishing

C

a strategic industry. | f i tds organi se

enrichmentlf | were somebody in power, my greatest challenge would be hoetto g
our people out of illiteracy.

Yes, you canot create wealth without |

The industry itself has a role to play. How does the industry interface with

government, and at which level? Fortunately for us in Ghana, the gap between

industry and governmerand ministries is not that widé.know in Nigeria, things

are different. | suggested to one of the delegates from Nigeria that it probably has to

do with the Federal system. From the Nigerian Publishers Association to Abuja is
quite a distance

So the Glana Book Publishers Association has a closer working relationship
with government?

Yes. | t 6 s vFerinstaneeate/o/wedk® ago |was.speaking to the Culture

Minister. We were talking about some of these issues and the fact that our industry

technically needs to be in Culture.
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Technically?

Yes, technically. The publishing sector is a cultural industry. Our direct link should
not be the Ministry of Education, but because we publish books, our link is more with
the Ministry of Education than withhé Ministry of Culture. We are trying to correct
that.

Very interesting. | was impressed by the number of Kenyan government
representatives at the seminar. The highest ranking government representatives
were here. That 6s so | mp siont neakets.so thely e y
needed to be present and very active in this kind of seminar. When we had the
Lagos seminar, the only government representatives there were Afam Ezekude
and John Asein from the Copyright Commission. | found that so discouraging.
Wecabt really move without government.

L-R:

Afam Ezekude, (Nigeria) Former Director General,
Nigeria Copyright Commission;
John Asein, (Nigeria), Incumbent Director General/Chief Executive,
Nigeria Copyright Commission.

It shows the priority the government gives the industry. | think that because of the
critical nature of the publishing industry and of literacy, this industry should have
support in the same way that we prioritise thelding of hard infrastructure. And

until government and people in position, the policy makers, realize the importance of
the publishing industry, it will not attract attention. Because for now, that kind of
enlightenment is not there.
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Theresponsibilityis up to us, the industry, and organisations like ADEA to reach out
to decision makers and development partners. And to sensitise them.

PART IV I Commonweath Book Publishers

Association
=
COMMONWEALTH
BOOK PUBLISHERS
ASSOCIATION
So | movedosm to
your role as the
President of the
Commonwealth Book
Publishers
Association. Very
quickly, tell us about
the genesis of the
association. Why we
need the
Commonwealth
Publishers
Association.
Welbpubl i shing flouri shes when t hereds

Commonwealth Book Publishers Association was actually set up to foster
relationships between publishers in the different Commonwealth countries. Because,
after all, we have a common lineatte@ough colonization by Britain. We meet in
London every year during the London Book Fair. Publishing is about markets.
Canada, the initiator of the group, found that Commonwealth countries were their
closest allies. And there are more Commonwealth casini Africa than anywhere

else in the world. We have common issues we can deal with. This can be aboeut cross
border relationships; we can buy and sell rights from each other. And there can be
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