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On 25 October, the army arrested Prime Minister Abdalla Hamdok and 
several civilian leaders. Al-Burhan announced a state of emergency and 
dissolved the two transitional government bodies – the Sovereign Council 
and the cabinet – citing in-fighting. He said his decision would prevent a 
civil war and committed to appointing a technocratic government to run the 
country until elections in 2023. The coup ends Sudan’s two-year transition 
process, shatters progress towards a civilian-led democratic government and 
jeopardises the 2023 polls.

Thousands of Sudanese have protested in response to calls by the civilian 
leadership, the Forces for Freedom and Change and Sudanese Professionals 
Association to defend the revolution. In the coming days, the streets of 
Khartoum, Omdurman and other cities will likely swell with protesters, 
heightening tensions between the army and pro-democracy campaigners 
who want the constitutional charter restored. 

Sudan’s coup plotters have miscalculated 
their options   

After months of mounting tension, the most feared scenario for 
Sudan is playing out – a rejection by the military of democratic 
civilian rule. General Abdel Fattah al-Burhan, army chief and 
leader of the Sovereign Council, had assured Sudanese that he 
would protect the people’s revolution. He broke that promise when 
he overthrew the government.
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The coup ends Sudan’s two-year transition process, 
shatters progress towards a civilian-led democratic 
government and jeopardises the 2023 polls

The more ungovernable the situation becomes, the greater the likelihood 
that Sudan will enter a political and economic tailspin, which could splinter 
the army and lead to a counter-coup. In the first 24 hours of the ouster, eight 
people were killed and more than 100 injured. If the military and civilians 
adopt entrenched positions, human rights abuses will probably escalate. 

Collapse of Sudan’s transition 

The signs that a coup was imminent were there for months. After an 
attempted take-over in late September, divisions between the civilian and 
military leadership intensified, revealing the extent of political contestations 
over Sudan’s future.

The military blamed the conflict on the country’s economic hardships. 
But pronouncements after the foiled September coup point to several 
other fault lines. First, the committee’s work to retrieve public funds from 
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al-Bashir loyalists and recent moves to send al-
Bashir to the International Criminal Court are seen 
as a witch-hunt and the targeting of pro-Bashir army 
stalwarts for prosecution.

Second, there is no indication that the army ever 
planned to hand over power to civilian leaders. This 
is evident from how the military negotiated itself into 
the transition process at the outset, rising tensions 
as the deadline for the military to hand control of the 
Sovereign Council to civilians approached, and the 
recent coup.

The civilian leadership is not however without blame. 
Due to deep-seated systemic problems and the slow 
onset of adequate international support, it has been 
slow to improve the economic situation. Several 
leaders have been sucked into self-defeating power 
struggles characteristic of the high-stakes nature of 
politics in Sudan.

The army’s wrong move 

None of these challenges are new and there are 
few choices left for either side beyond the existing 
framework of negotiations. The military’s decision to 
overthrow the constitutional charter could sink Sudan 
into further trouble. The army has gravely misread the 
political and security atmosphere in the country and 
the international community. Despite some pro-army 
protests and splits in the Forces for Freedom and 
Change, most Sudanese are opposed to any military 
involvement in their politics.

Sudan is also vulnerable economically and politically. 
The economy cannot survive without the technical 
expertise and support of development partners. This 
is a situation the army will struggle to change unless it 
can build the necessary external relationships. Sudan’s 
partners, notably the United States and European 
Union, have already hinted at withholding economic 
support. Given the current hardships facing the 
country, this would worsen the economic outlook with 
possible security consequences.

Options for the international community 

Before this week’s events, Sudan’s international 
partners made several attempts to mend relations 
after the failed September coup. Al-Burhan’s move 
shows that those attempts failed. International 

actors must push for restoring the constitutional 
charter and transitional institutions, and the transition 
process timelines. The constitutional charter must be 
maintained as the central framework to avoid going 
back to the negotiation table.

If the army rejects these calls, Sudan’s development 
partners will need to widen their interventions to 
withhold financial support and issue targeted sanctions 
against individuals and entities in the military whose 
actions are worsening the situation.

The army has gravely misread the political 
and security atmosphere in the country 
and the international community

Given the inability of Sudan’s leaders to agree 
before the 25 October coup, all sides in a revived 
transitional arrangement would need to commit 
to a robust reconciliation process. This will help 
avoid internal fighting, which could lead to more 
military interference.

The occurrence of yet another coup in Africa 
shows that the AU’s efforts to prevent overthrows 
aren’t working. The continental body was praised 
for overseeing a steep reduction in coups over the 
last decade, but the rising trend in 2021 puts that 
into question. 

Sudan’s coup is another opportunity for the AU to 
redeem itself and revisit leaders’ growing tendency 
to use unconstitutional changes of government as a 
means to secure power. The AU Peace and Security 
Council should immediately revise practices and 
policies on the issue, including the use of sanctions. 

The AU’s 27 October decision to suspend Sudan 
from AU activities and the body’s insistence that the 
transition and timelines be restored are a good call. It 
needs to promote dialogue among Sudan’s political 
stakeholders and lead efforts to uphold human rights. 

The AU must, however, brace itself to resist pressure 
from pro-army member states. Most important, 
it needs to back the will of the Sudanese people 
rather than the country’s leaders, as required by 
the declaration marking the 50th anniversary of the 
Organisation of African Unity/AU.
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This military intervention in Guinea’s politics signals a 
failure of the civilian-led transition initiated in 2010 to 
usher in a democratic dispensation. It also highlights 
the challenges facing regional and continental 
norms in eradicating military power grabs to access 
and preserve power. Various coups d’état in Africa 
continue to test normative provisions promoting 
good governance.

Shambolic 2010 transition 

The event of September 2021 ends attempts at 
democratic political transition in Guinea. In 2008, 
soldiers of Guinea’s army led by Captain Moussa 
Dadis Camara took advantage of the death of 
General Lansana Conte – in power since 1984 – to 
stage a coup. 

Guinea endured two years of difficult and violent 
transition. The electoral process that followed to 
return the country to political normalcy saw Alpha 
Conde, a veteran political opponent, voted to power 
and tasked with building democracy. As historical 
as it might have appeared, Conde’s rule and his 
contribution to democratisation did not meet 
citizens’ expectations. 

Guinea’s post-transition political institutions were 
evidently not infused with democratic norms such as 
the separation of powers, and respect for fundamental 
human rights and basic freedoms that shape a 
democracy. President Conde did all he could to craft 
the new political system to his advantage, a common 
practice in countries whose democratic trajectories 
have circumvented strong institutions and effective 
checks and balances. 

Conde’s rule has targeted and arrested opposition 
leaders, manipulated communities’ differences and 
banned protests, while developing a military repressive 
machinery as a base for his legitimacy. Citizens’ 
hopes for democratic governance were dashed when 

Guinea transition falls foul of Africa’s governance architecture 

 
On 5 September 2021, Guinea experienced another coup d’état, led by Mamady Doumbouya, 
head of the country’s special forces. This is the third since its independence in 1958 and the third 
successful power grab in West Africa in just over a year (after the double coups in Mali in August 
2020 and May 2021). 

Conde amended the 2010 constitution and stood for a 
controversial third term. This is something he said he was 
opposed to during his years as a political opponent to 
late presidents Sekou Touré (1958 to 1984) and Conte 
(1984 to 2008). 

Guinea effectively descended into authoritarianism 
with a series of violently repressed protests, corruption 
and the collapse of the political consensus that had 
guided its transition in 2010. Following the referendum 
on the amended constitution, the outcomes of the 
2020 presidential election were contested, tarnishing 
Conde’s legitimacy. 

International ambivalence 

Quite often, the fear of coups d’état forces leaders to 
neglect the army, create divisions or appoint influential 
military officers in foreign embassies. It has also led to 
decisions by governments to invest more in special units 
devoted to the protection of the president and his close 
allies than in the rank and file. There are two implications. 
Either they make the president vulnerable if there is no 
solid institutional and people-based legitimacy and could 
cause a palace coup, or coups could be mounted by the 
army lower echelon. 

Founded in 2018 and heavily equipped against 
potential threats of violent extremism, the special forces 
responsible for the coup also repressed protests against 
Conde’s third-term bid and against the presidential 
elections results. Yet, its loyalty to the regime was divided 
and influenced the decision to end Conde’s rule and 
respond to the legitimate aspirations of the citizens’. 

Contrasting with jubilation that welcomed the coup 
across the country and probably though the region and 
beyond was the response of Guinea’s external partners. 
The African Union (AU) and Economic Community 
of West African States (ECOWAS) offered principled, 
ceremonial reprimands of the coup’s failure to sanction 
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Conde’s own actions and decisions that derailed the 
democratic process. 

ECOWAS suspended Guinea from its structures and 
imposed sanctions on the military leaders – decisions 
endorsed by the AU, which insisted on Conde’s 
immediate release and a short transition to civilian rule. 
Neither demand was heeded by the junta.

The continental organisations’ reactions and decisions 
are derived from the existing normative frameworks to 
promote good governance as part of the peace and 
security architecture. However, the bodies’ lack of strong 
reactions against leaders’ abuses of power, manipulation 
of constitutions and electoral processes, and the lack of 
respect for African governance architecture, compromise 
their authority and credibility. 

The AU, strategically, did not suspend Chad following the 
coup earlier this year. This led many observers to allege 
preferential treatment that reinforced the perception of 
the organisation’s double standards. This ambivalence 
further feeds public discontent with regional and 
continental bodies criticised by citizens for their lack of 
consistency in political crises. 

organs, including the interim president, from standing in 
future elections. If this sheds some light on the intention 
of the military junta to transfer power, doubts remain on 
the transition’s duration. 

In principle, the AU and ECOWAS advocate a six-month 
transition. For Guinea’s new authorities, the length will be 
determined by national social and political forces, taking 
into consideration major tasks to be completed before 
the transfer of power. 

The overall aim of Guinea’s transition is what is called the 
‘refoundation of the state’, understood as a new political 
pact based on democratic norms and their protective 
mechanisms. There is a room for the AU and ECOWAS 
to travel the transition in Guinea, serving as guarantors of 
the electoral process.

Uncertain road ahead 

West Africa’s past has shown that post-coup 
political transitions are fraught with uncertainties as 
contradictions could emerge. Experience demonstrates 
that coups hardly ever lead to good governance. In 2008, 
Guinea’s transition nearly collapsed when Captain Dadis 
Camara’s aid shot him. Most army units have pledged 
allegiance to the September coup leaders, but divisions 
within the security apparatus must be closely monitored. 
Any further divergences among actors in the transition 
will need consultation. 

Guinea’s transition should focus on immediate and 
urgent tasks to refine the national democratic framework. 
Long-term substantial issues such as fighting corruption, 
improved security sector reform, justice and national 
reconciliation projects and socio-economic development 
projects should be left to future elected administrations. 
Such projects are often used as excuses to prolong 
transition, delaying the return to constitution-based 
political order. 

The process will allow the AU, ECOWAS and Guinea’s 
partners to revisit their approach to unconstitutional 
changes of government and factors causing military 
intrusion in politics. The continent’s last three coups 
should spark debate or a rethink about the role of 
the army and security agencies in political processes 
to ensure stability. Lessons from these experiences 
should steer the international response to coups and 
unconstitutional changes towards consistency and 
synergy in actions against leaders who violate national 
and continental norms.

ECOWAS suspended Guinea from its 
structures and imposed sanctions on 
the military leaders

Therefore, the challenges facing the international 
community and regional actors, and their inability to 
effectively deal with leaders who manipulate political 
processes undermine the authority and implementation 
of their decisions. There is little doubt that the AU’s 
position on Chad has implications for the ongoing 
transitions in Guinea and Mali.

Charter for uncharted waters

Guinea now has a new transition charter approved 
by the Conseil national pour le rassemblement et le 
developpement (National Committee of Reconciliation 
and Development) on 28 September. It provides for the 
Transitional National Council to serve as the legislative 
arm, the appointment of a civilian prime minister to lead 
the government and the drafting of a new constitution. 

The charter meets AU and ECOWAS requirements of 
engagement as it bans members of the transitional 
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AU ministers step in to try and fix the Pan-African Parliament  

The African Union (AU) Executive Council – constituted of AU ministers of foreign affairs – has strongly 
criticised the ‘lack of decorum’ shown by members of the Pan-African Parliament (PAP) and the 
physical and verbal violence ‘that have damaged the image of the AU’. It has asked the AU Commission 
to step in until PAP gets its house in order. 

This follows incidents in May and June this year when 
African parliamentarians wreaked havoc during a 
dispute over the election of a new PAP president. 
Accusations bordering on defamation were levelled at 
candidates from Mali and South Sudan and disputes 
between West- and Southern African delegates led 
to a fistfight. The PAP plenary was suspended until 
further notice. 

It remains to be seen, however, if this decision by 
the AU ministers will solve the deep-rooted issues at 
the heart of the PAP debacle, which include gross 
financial mismanagement. The way it is resolved 
could serve as a lesson to regional parliaments on the 
continent also struggling to assert their positions and 
show their relevance. 

While oversight of PAP may seem necessary given 
recent events, and longstanding accusations of 
financial and other mismanagement, some believe 
it contrary to the parliament’s original aims. It was 
intended to mirror the power separation of regular 
democracies and oversee AU decisions, rather 
than the other way around. That many of PAP’s 
235 parliamentarians are not products of free and 
fair elections further complicates relations among 
members of diverse political backgrounds and the 
quest for the body’s legitimacy. 

Support for the rotational route 

At its meeting earlier this month, the council discussed 
the ructions at PAP, which revolved around the 
modalities for the nomination of a parliamentary 
president for the next five years . Following its regular 
mid-year meeting, held on 14 and 15 October, the 
council noted that the election of the PAP president 
and four vice-presidents should follow the regional 
rotation principle. 

This was according to its 2001 protocol establishing 
PAP and to subsequent AU decisions and 

recommendations that give each of the five regions 
a chance to lead the institution. It has, therefore, 
instructed PAP to restrict presidential election 
candidates to regions that have not held the position. 
This supports the southern African caucus’s argument 
that neither it nor North Africa had presided over PAP 
and that candidates from West-, East- and Central 
Africa should be excluded this time. 

In its first term, from 2004 to 2009, PAP was led by 
former member of parliament Getrude Mongela from 
Tanzania in the eastern region. From 2009 to 2015, 
the task fell to Idriss Ndele Moussa from Chad in 
the central region. Between 2012 and 2015 former 
western region parliamentarian, Nigerian Bethel 
Nnaemeka Amadi took the helm. 

It remains to be seen if this decision by 
the AU ministers will solve the deep-rooted 
issues at the heart of the PAP debacle

In 2015, however, the leadership was, according to 
a statement by a PAP official, ‘hijacked’ by central 
region candidate, former PAP president Roger 
Nkodo Dang from Cameroon, who was re-elected 
in 2018. Chief FC Chirumbira from Zimbabwe in 
the southern region is acting president until the 
next elections and is also the region’s candidate to 
succeed Nkodo Dang. 

The council ordered that the forthcoming elections 
be run by the AU’s Office of the Legal Counsel, not 
by the legal counsel of the PAP secretariat, which 
had been the case previously. It has requested that 
both the AU Commission Chairperson, Moussa Faki 
Mahamat, and the Commissioner for Political Affairs, 
Peace and Security, Bankole Adeoye, be present at 
the elections. 
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Independent investigation urged

The council has called for an independent investigation into the 2021 
incidents and for those responsible to be punished. It has also asked 
that the AU legal counsel examine PAP rules of procedure – including 
the divisive issue of regional rotation – and align them with those of other 
AU organs.

Those who opposed the southern African stance on regional rotation 
of the PAP presidency argue that it was decided on in 2017 and is not 
retroactive. Therefore, all regions except Central Africa should be able to 
send candidates.

Deep, troubled waters

PAP’s problems flow much deeper than recent incidents, with ingrained 
challenges of corruption, nepotism and mismanagement, which were 
also noted by the ministers in their decision on PAP. The report of the 
AU Commission’s PAP fact-finding mission at the end of September 
notes that an earlier audit report pointed out these issues. The council 
subsequently asked that the irregularities be resolved and a report on 
corrective measures taken by PAP be tabled at the council meeting of 
July 2022. 

At the time, PAP host country, South Africa, was accused of not giving 
enough support to this body based in Midrand, Johannesburg. South 
African Minister of International Relations and Cooperation Naledi Pandor 
‘expressed displeasure’ to the fact-finding mission and said this was 
regrettable, given the huge resources South Africa spends on PAP. 

She stated that the country was planning to build new headquarters 
for all AU organs. This could resolve the recurring issue of host 
country agreements, which also affects the South African-hosted 
AU Development Agency-New Partnership for Africa’s Development 
(AUDA-Nepad) and the African Peer Review Mechanism. 

Legislative power would strengthen PAP

Beyond these management and operational issues lurks the reluctance 
of African states to transform PAP into a fully-fledged legislative body, 
which could vastly improve implementation of AU decision-making and 
strengthen continental integration. These issues are felt by other regional 
parliaments on the continent that are hamstrung by a lack of real power. If 
PAP is fortified and taken seriously as advisory body to the AU Assembly, 
it could set the tone for similar parliaments. 

In 2014, the Assembly adopted the so-called Malabo protocol, which 
gives PAP greater legislative powers. So far, only 12 AU member states 
have ratified the protocol, of the 28 ratifications needed for enforcement. 
In its recent decision, the council again asks member states to acquiesce. 
However, this might not happen as long as PAP is perceived as a 
struggling organisation that gobbles up funds but has very little to show 
for them. 

HAVE NOT HELD THE 
PAP-PRESIDENCY

Southern Africa
North Africa
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Will African Union and United Nations priorities align in 2022?    

The AU Peace and Security Council (PSC) and the United Nations (UN) Security Council (UNSC) will hold 
their 15th consultative meeting on 15 and 16 December 2021, which will determine the alignment of both 
councils in the next year. 

These annual meetings, ‘to enhance cooperation and 
collaboration of the two councils in peace and security in 
Africa’, have been held since 2007. This year’s meeting 
closes a series of UN-AU formal and informal engagements 
and was preceded by a UNSC high-level open debate 
on cooperation between the organisations. Held on 28 
October, it was chaired by Kenya as UNSC president. 

A UN-AU joint task force discussion on peace and security 
will follow on 5 November and a meeting between UN 
Secretary General, Antonio Guterres, and AU Commission, 
Moussa Faki Mahamat, on 1 December. 

As both institutions prepare their priority lists ahead of 
the mid-December discussions, it remains to be seen 
whether contentious issues such as the situation in 
Ethiopia will feature. However, it is likely that the sticky 
issues of financing AU-led peace operations, the future of 
the African Union Mission to Somalia (AMISOM) and the 
response to the growing terrorism threat on the continent 
will be on the agenda.

Aligning issues, avoiding duplication

The UN and AU are the two most important decision-
making institutions for crisis management in Africa, 
accounting for about 70% of the crises tabled for 
discussion by the former. Given the AU’s important role 
in this, duplication of efforts must be avoided. Alignment 
of priorities is, thus, central to the councils’ work, since 
it enhances synergy, planning and complementary 
implementation of interventions. 

In the past year, Sudan, South Sudan, Somalia, Central 
African Republic (CAR), Libya and Mali have been in their 
sights and each has implemented initiatives to address 
situations in those countries. 

In CAR, the UNSC this year focused on the work of the 
UN Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission and 
on continued fighting between government forces and 
armed opposition. The PSC undertook a field mission 
to CAR in June 2021 to monitor the 2019 Political 
Agreement for Peace and Reconciliation between the 

government and armed groups, and the formation of 
a new government. 

The UNSC has discussed Somalia,a few times, 
particularly al-Shabaab, the humanitarian situation and 
the ongoing political crisis resulting from the soured 
relationship between President Mohamed Abdullahi 
Mohamed (Farmajo) and Prime Minister Mohamed Roble. 
The PSC has been preoccupied with the political situation 
in the country and the implementation of AMISOM’s 
mandate, including the nature of the mission post-2021. 
The mission’s future and the AU’s engagement in Somalia 
will be tabled at the upcoming meetings. 

The implementation of transitional peace agreements 
in Sudan and South Sudan has also featured on the 
agenda of the two councils. The PSC undertook field 
missions to the countries in March and April. The UNSC 
and PSC also discussed the planned drawdown by the 
United Nations Organization Stabilization Mission in 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) and the 
implementation of the Peace, Security and Cooperation 
Framework for the DRC and the Great Lakes Region. 

On occasion, the councils have adopted different 
approaches. While the current situation in Ethiopia and 
the Tigray conflict have been debated by the UNSC 
often in the past year, the PSC has not tabled the matter 
for discussion. The turmoil in northern Mozambique has 
not received the attention of either body. 

The councils’ focuses point to the ease with which 
countries’ priorities can be easily aligned. Given the 
divergence on the Ethiopian crisis, the UNSC may want 
it on the December agenda, but the PSC is expected to 
reject the proposal. Ethiopia is a member of the PSC, 
and the latter tends not to table conflicts it defines as 
domestic concerns of member states. 

Coups, elections and arms likely 
discussion points

The rise in the number of military coups on the 
continent in 2021, notably in Mali, Chad, Guinea and 
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Sudan, and the attempted coups in Niger, are expected to be discussed at 
length in December. However, the absence of the coup in Guinea from the 
UNSC agenda has raised questions among experts. 

Election-related crises are set to be a talking point, given the high-stake, 
controversial elections scheduled for Libya, Mali and Somalia this year. Also 
important will be the proliferation of small arms and light weapons, climate-
change-induced insecurity and PSC calls for greater access to Covid-19 
vaccines for African countries.

Both councils recognise the continued continental threat of terrorism and violent 
extremism. While the UNSC conducted a field visit to Mali and Niger in October, 
the PSC has consistently called for a holistic response to the threat, including 
coordinated African-led military interventions that are co-funded through UN 
assessed contributions, which is not the UNSC position. 

Continued divergence in 2022

The AU’s ability to access UN-assessed contributions as predictable and 
sustainable funding to maintain such interventions remains a source of 
contention between the councils. The issue is likely to be a PSC priority but can 
be expected to remain a major stumbling block between the two. 

The UNSC and the PSC have diverged most noticeably on funding African-
led peace support operations. The former accepted a cost-sharing proposal 
in 2016, through which the AU would finance 25% of operations. This was, 
however, rejected by some AU members who opposed using the AU Peace 
Fund for AU deployments. UNSC permanent members again shunned the 
idea in 2018.

Experts caution the PSC against raising the issue in December, even if 
consensus is reached on AU Peace Fund priorities. Rather, they say, the PSC 
should achieve AU-wide agreement through further consultations and advance 
the matter at the AU Summit in February 2022.

Another sensitive issue will be the AU’s continued call for UN reform. During his 
speech at the UN General Assembly in September 2021, DRC President and 
AU Chairperson, Felix Tshisekedi, again promoted UN reform to bolster Africa’s 
status in global decision-making. He advocated two permanent seats with veto 
rights and two non-permanent seats in the UNSC for Africa. His call emphasises 
the issue’s importance to African states, but experts believe UNSC permanent 
members will not accept it as an agenda item.

Beyond rhetoric, action

The December meeting falls under the 2017 Joint UN-AU Framework for 
Enhanced Partnership in Peace and Security. Beyond intentions for cooperation, 
the meeting should aim for actionable outcomes, including jointly monitoring 
the implementation of previous decisions, and sharing planning and synergy 
in activities. It remains important that the AU develop its capacity to address 
matters essential to stability and development on the continent, recognising that 
not all of its priorities will align with those of UNSC permanent members. 

THE NEXT 
PSC-UNSC MEETING

15,16 
December
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What do you consider the most pressing humanitarian concerns in 
Africa and what has been the ICRC’s response? 

Unfortunately, we are witnessing the direct and indirect humanitarian 

impacts of armed conflicts and violence on communities in several 

countries and regions on the continent. The situation in the Sahel, the 

Horn, and central and southern regions is extremely challenging. The ICRC 

is confronted with an increasing fragmentation of armed actors on the 

battlefields, easy availability and use of weapons contrary to international 

humanitarian law (IHL) and the negative impact of national, regional and 

global power-dynamics in most of the protracted conflicts. Of particular 

concern are the longevity of conflicts and the negative impact on individuals 

and social systems.

What worries me the most today are the increasing number of attacks 

against communities, and intercommunity and criminal violence spreading 

in conflict settings. Many people are struggling to meet their basic needs 

because of fighting or lack of access to essentials such as water, food, 

health services, agricultural facilities and means to sustain their livelihoods. 

PSC interview: Navigating Africa’s 
humanitarian challenges   

The PSC Report spoke to the International Committee of the Red 
Cross (ICRC) President Peter Maurer about how to respond to 
the heavy pressure exacted on communities by armed conflict, 
climate change and COVID-19. 

What worries me the most today are the increasing 
number of attacks against communities, and 
intercommunity and criminal violence

Today, Africa is shouldering close to 85% of the global refugee and internally 
displaced population, a figure that is rising continuously. Furthermore, the 
48 000 cases of missing persons in Africa documented by the ICRC this year 
is only a fraction of the actual number. This is why I am so worried to see 
new frontlines emerge. We all know that conflicts and lack of stability severely 
affect lives and livelihoods of people. What makes things worse are the 
limited prospects for durable solutions. 

In addition, we should not underestimate the combined impact of climate 
shocks and conflict that continues to exacerbate existing vulnerabilities 
and inequalities. Without measures to help people adapt to climate 
change shocks, many are forced to move internally or across borders. The 
Covid-19 pandemic comes on top of the devastating humanitarian situation, 

IDPS, REFUGEES
ARE IN AFRICA

85%
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with far-reaching socio-economic impacts, especially in countries affected 
by armed conflicts. 

Africa is an important region for the ICRC, where it spends close to 45% 
of its field budget almost USD 900 million this year. We operate from 26 
delegations, covering 35 contexts, and currently employ about 8 000 national 
staff on the continent. 

The ICRC works throughout Africa to address protection concerns and assist 
people affected by armed conflicts or other situations of violence. Many 
suffer from the effects of climate-induced emergencies, extreme poverty, and 
limited access to resources and essential infrastructure. 

We have noted that Covid-19 is often not the key issue for affected 
communities, whose main concerns are ongoing violence and lack of access 
to clean water or food. The pandemic has, however, shed light on growing 
inequalities, the vulnerability of essential infrastructure and unstable access to 
healthcare in numerous fragile contexts.

The pandemic has shed light on growing inequalities, 
the vulnerability of essential infrastructure and unstable 
access to healthcare

Our goal is to respond to these complex and overlapping challenges on a 
systems level by rehabilitating essential infrastructure, strengthening local 
capacities and co-creating solutions with affected communities. We strive to 
adapt our response to the scope and scale of the long-term needs generated 
by protracted crises. Today, we have to be agile and combine emergency 
interventions with longer-term resilience-strengthening to help people to 
regain their livelihoods in a dignified way. We closely work with the National 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies to achieve this. 

What challenges do you foresee for humanitarian action on 
the continent?

Humanitarian actors face several critical challenges. First, it is becoming 
increasingly difficult to reach people in need, partially because of volatile 
security situations, but also because humanitarian space for impartial 
organisations is steadily shrinking. 

Threats to the humanitarian space include counter-terrorism measures and 
sanctions which do not have humanitarian exemption clauses, and thus 
exclude from the scope of application exclusively humanitarian activities 
of impartial humanitarian organisations such as the ICRC. Humanitarian 
exemption clauses aim at preserving the capacity of humanitarian 
organizations to work, as foreseen by IHL. Without them, the danger is that 
humanitarian organizations like the ICRC lose access to affected people. 
Such measures may, for instance, prevent us from visiting persons detained 
by parties to a conflict designated as terrorists treating the wounded and 
sick, or disseminating IHL to all parties involved in an armed conflict. 

THE ICRC BUDGET 
FOR AFRICA

US$900 
million
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Another big concern for us is the increasing violence against health 
facilities, ambulances, medical personnel and patients. This worrying trend 
undermines the ability of health systems to cope and prevents people from 
accessing care. 

How is the ICRC supporting the new African Humanitarian Agency? 

We welcome the establishment of the African Humanitarian Agency, 
especially as humanitarian effectiveness is at the top of its agenda. 
Today’s protracted conflicts are generating increased humanitarian needs 
that far outweigh the available resources and capacities to respond. 
Active participation and collaboration of governments, private sector 
and development actors are necessary for more sustainable impact 
for people struggling amid conflict and violence, often for decades and 
through generations. 

Today’s protracted conflicts are generating increased 
humanitarian needs that far outweigh the 
available resources 

The agency can bring an added value in advancing the continental agenda 

on humanitarian action. We also see potential for enhancing coordination, 

mobilisation and capacity building of African member states, especially in 

preparedness and early response. The successful response to Covid-19 

of the Africa Centres for Disease Control and Prevention shows how such 

models can build capacity and mobilise countries, while strengthening 

confidence in African institutions and increasing the potential to raise local 

funds to finance interventions and provide sustainable solutions. 

As one of the key partners to the African Union (AU), the ICRC has 

been involved in the consultation process to establish the agency, 

sharing its longstanding experience in emergency response. We look 

forward to collaboration with the agency to address humanitarian 

needs on the continent. 

What should be the role of AU-led peace support operations in 

humanitarian action? 

Humanitarian actors often share theatres of operations with peace support 

missions (PSMs). Since inception, the ICRC has worked closely with 

armed forces to enhance the protection of civilian population. We engage 

in dialogue with commanders to limit the impact of military operations on 

civilian population and civilian objects. 

Several members from troop-contributing countries participate in our annual 

senior workshops on international rules governing military operations. In 2021 

to date, we have engaged with over 3 000 AU Mission in Somalia personnel 

from Burundi, Ethiopia, Kenya and Uganda in pre-deployment events.

CAN ADVANCE THE 
CONTINENTAL AGENDA

The African 
Humanitarian 

Agency
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AU-led PSMs could play a strong role in enhancing respect for IHL, 
using their influence on parties to the conflict by virtue of their support 
of state authorities and security forces. I commend the AU Peace and 
Security Council decision of 2012 that AU PSMs must carry a mandate 
for protection of civilian population according to the principles of IHL and 
international human rights law. 

What has been the consequence of the politicisation of 
humanitarian interventions, especially the use of military forms of 
intervention to end humanitarian crises in Africa? 

Interventions in response to humanitarian crises do not take place in a 
political vacuum – in Africa or elsewhere. Regardless of the objectives 
pursued by such interventions – be they political, economic or military, 
they sometimes impact our ability to assist and protect people affected by 
armed conflict. 

Our first concern is the politicisation and manipulation of humanitarian aid, 
which leads to shrinking of the humanitarian space. It puts affected people 
and humanitarian workers at greater risk and dramatically reverses the 
impact achieved by aid actors for the affected communities. There is an 
urgent need for states to uphold humanitarian space by respecting IHL, a 
legal framework to which they agreed. 

SHOULD BE RESPECTED

International 
Humanitarian 

Law

Our first concern is the politicisation and manipulation 
of humanitarian aid, which leads to shrinking of the 
humanitarian space

Secondly, it is the negative impact of counter-terrorism measures and 
sanctions, to which I alluded earlier. Restrictive measures take a heavy toll 
on affected communities, often preventing them from receiving the aid and 
protection they most need. It is, therefore, urgent and essential for states to 
adopt humanitarian exemptions to such measures to limit their impact on 
humanitarian action. States’ concerted action to preserve humanitarian space 
for affected communities is required to demonstrate strong commitment and 
the needed political will to protect affected communities in fragile contexts.

Are there circumstances where humanitarian assistance undermines 
peace or prolongs conflicts?

The connection is complex between humanitarian action and broader 
objectives such as peace, development and human rights. Humanitarian 
actors are not peacebuilders: neutral, impartial, independent humanitarian 
action is distinct from political agendas and it must remain so. 

While others make peace, humanitarian action helps to make peace 
possible. IHL has a positive impact when it is respected. For example, 
when the principles of proportionality and distinction are applied, lives 
are saved, hospitals and schools remain open, markets can function and 
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reconciliation after the conflict becomes easier. Furthermore, principled 
frontline humanitarian action is a vital factor in fragmented environments 
and a building block towards greater stabilisation. It serves to protect 
against development reversals caused by armed conflict and divisions in 
communities.

Violence, the pandemic and climate change have brought disruptions on all 
levels: from global value chains to local community fabrics. Faced with the 
challenge of responding to multiple, complex needs of affected communities, 
the ICRC works towards designing ways out of dependency on humanitarian 
aid for affected people. 

Principled frontline humanitarian action is a vital factor 
in fragmented environments and a building block 
towards greater stabilisation

For example, in Niger, we support the creation of small businesses to lift 
affected people from poverty and contribute to socio-economic reintegration 
of communities. In the Democratic Republic of Congo, we partner with 
numerous actors to build sustainable access to safe drinking water for the 
population of Goma. 

Our work focuses on creating dignified solutions and sustainable 
humanitarian impact to respond to diverse needs and help mend 
communities, which I hope will help make peace possible in the longer term.
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