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Years after the deployment of a number of counter-terrorism operations, 
including the AU Mission to Somalia (AMISOM), the Multinational Joint Task 
Force (MNJTF) against Boko Haram and a number of non-African forces 
in different regions, the continent is no closer to defeating or containing 
terrorism and violent extremism. 

On the contrary, the threat is now spreading to regions such as the Great 
Lakes and Southern Africa, and to countries such as Mozambique and 
coastal states in Western Africa that until recently had not experienced 
terrorist attacks. 

In order to scale up its responses to this threat, the Peace and Security 
Council (PSC) will discuss the possibility of forming a counter-terrorism unit 
under the African Standby Force (ASF) on 28 October 2020. 

Will Africa adapt its counter-terrorism 
operations to changing realities?        

According to the African Union (AU) Centre for the Study and 
Research on Terrorism (ACSRT), from January to August 2020 
Africa experienced 1 168 terrorist attacks. This is an 18% 
increase compared to 982 attacks in the same period in 2019.

Terrorist groups on the continent can sustain their 
operations and, in some cases, hold territories that 
often are already experiencing instability
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While such a unit could address some of the challenges currently faced by 
collective African actions against terrorism, it requires the AU to continue 
developing various multidimensional capacities in responding to terrorism. It 
is also crucial that the AU reaches an understanding with the United Nations 
Security Council (UNSC) that will enable AU counter-terrorism operations to 
access UN assessed contributions.

Increasingly, terrorist groups are able to launch and sustain military 
offensives, as witnessed in the modus operandi of Boko Haram, al-Shabaab 
and the Islamic State (IS) affiliates in Mozambique. They have also developed 
the capacity to finance their operations through multiple means, particularly 
international illicit financial networks and transnational crimes such as piracy 
and mercenaryism, as well as trafficking in people, counterfeit goods, drugs, 
firearms and natural resources. 

As a result, terrorist groups on the continent can sustain their operations and, 
in some cases, hold territories that often are already experiencing instability. 
This allows them to recruit members from aggrieved local communities and 
find a safe haven for their operations.  
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The issue is exacerbated by states that have weak 
security institutions, poor governance and large 
swathes of ungoverned spaces, as well as the return 
of foreign terrorist fighters following the fall of the IS in 
Iraq and Syria. These returnee terrorist fighters have 
contributed significantly to the spread of terrorism 
across the continent. 

This changing nature of the threat posed by terrorism 
and violent extremism in Africa underlines the need to 
revisit existing response mechanisms. This is to ensure 
that training for counter-terrorism operations, provision 
of force enablers and existing rules of engagement 
guiding deployed military responses are adaptable 
enough to address the evolving situation. 

The merits of a counter-terrorism unit

According to AU experts, the planned creation of 
a counter-terrorism unit under the ASF may help 
streamline the somewhat ad hoc nature of existing 
interventions, and the consequent emergence of 
multiple ad hoc deployments. These deployments, 
although useful in practice, have sometimes divided 
the focus of African states on finetuning a structured 
response to such threats. 

Others, however, argue that African counter-
terrorism units already exist, but are referred to as 
ad hoc security arrangements with ‘robust’ rules 
of engagement. Forces deployed to AMISOM, for 
example, are trained in counter-terrorist operations and 
equipped appropriately. 

Under the ASF, an integral component of the African 
Peace and Security Architecture (APSA), the AU’s 
counter-terrorism operations can be supported by 
the whole APSA architecture. This includes the early 
warning mechanism, which can help overcome the 
reactive nature of the African response to threats. 

Africa’s response to terrorism and violent 
extremism will also be able to expand from its 
current heavy military focus to include non-violent 
preventive measures that can help address some 
of the underlying conditions that drive radicalisation 
and violence. 

Some have argued that the merging of the peace 
and security and political affairs departments has the 
potential to offer such an opportunity and to align 
APSA with the African Governance Architecture (AGA). 

African counter-terrorism units already 
exist, but are referred to as ad hoc 
security arrangements with ‘robust’ 
rules of engagement

In addition, an amendment to the definition of peace 
support operations (PSOs) in the revised PSO 
Doctrine, which outlines the AU’s core principles, 
practices and approaches in mandating, deploying 
and managing multidimensional PSOs, is expected 
to be endorsed by the PSC before the February 2021 
AU summit. 

This policy document recognises that AU-authorised, 
-recognised or -endorsed multinational, multifunctional 
and multidimensional operations deployed to restore 
or maintain peace amount to PSOs. This definition 
will allow African-led counter-terrorism operations to 
access funding from the Peace Fund. It will also 
mean the AU’s PSO Conduct and Discipline Policy 
will guide African-led operations to address the threat 
of violent extremism. 

The formation of robust units under the ASF fit to 
counter violent extremism will also help to specify the 
types of assistance the AU can provide member states, 
beyond the information-sharing and capacity-building 
support that has been institutionalised so far. 

Challenges ahead

Deploying counter-terrorism operations as PSOs will 
face significant challenges. The most important is the 
difference between the AU’s definition and mandate 
of PSOs from that of the UN. While the UNSC is 
increasingly depending on the AU for deployments 
in response to terrorism in Africa, as in Somalia 
through AMISOM, the UN continues to insist that UN-
mandated PSOs cannot take part in military responses 
to terrorism. 

This is at variance with the AU’s hybrid and multifaceted 
definition of PSOs. 

As a result, except in obviously necessary cases like 
AMISOM, the AU has so far refrained from deploying 
PSOs for counter-terrorism purposes. Missions 
initiated by ad hoc coalitions such as the MNJTF and 
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the G5 Sahel have not been mandated by either the UNSC or the PSC 
for this reason. 

While the PSC has signed a Memorandum of Understating and Support 
Implementation Agreement with these missions, and provides political 
and financial assistance, they do not have access to funding from 
UN assessed contributions. This has led to the proliferation of ad hoc 
counter-terrorism missions on the continent, as well as a growing 
number of unilateral counter-terrorism operations in Africa by some 
UNSC members. 

THE PSC IS 
DISCUSSING NEW 

COUNTER-TERRORISM 
STRATEGIES

As experiences from around the world show, a 
militaristic response alone is not enough to overcome 
the threat posed by terrorism and violent extremism

The UNSC and PSC are also at loggerheads over the mandate of 
active missions such as AMISOM. While the AU, under the provisions of 
Chapter 8, has given AMISOM a political mandate, this is not recognised 
by the UNSC. The UN has instead mandated its Somalia Assistance 
Mission to support peacebuilding and governance processes. 

Currently, the AU’s ad hoc counter-terrorism missions focus more on 
militaristic approaches in responding to terrorism and violent extremism. 
Yet as experiences from around the world show, a militaristic response 
alone is not enough to overcome the threat posed by terrorism and 
violent extremism. 

Adopting a hybrid definition of PSOs would therefore help the AU address 
this problem. It is, however, unclear whether the UN will support the AU’s 
definition of PSOs, which adopts a hybrid, multifaceted approach in its 
counter-terror response. 

Consensus needed 

If the PSC endorses the proposal to form a counter-terrorism unit 
under the ASF, it will have to undertake extensive negotiations with 
the UNSC and resolve this significant doctrinal variance regarding the 
deployment of PSOs for counter-terrorism missions, so as to access 
UN assessed contributions. 

Internally, AU member states will have to reach consensus on a draft 
UN resolution regarding accessing UN assessed contributions. They 
also have to reach a common understanding on the type of missions 
and interventions that will be funded by the Peace Fund – currently at 
around $400 million – and conclude the Common African Position on 
Financing. This is expected to be reviewed at the next meeting of the 
African Chiefs of Defence Staff and Heads of Safety and Security, and 
the Specialised Technical Committee on Defence, Safety and Security 
in November 2020.
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Several of these polls are taking place in a highly 
contentious political atmosphere amid a narrowing 
political space. 

Yet in many countries the travel restrictions linked to 
COVID-19 are making it difficult for the AU and others to 
organise large-scale international election observation 
missions. This comes at a time when the usefulness 
and credibility of election observation is increasingly 
being questioned. 

Some opposition parties and civil society organisations 
(CSOs) say local observation teams are sufficient and 
that short-term missions that jet into the country for a 
few days to observe a small number of polling stations 
are essentially a waste of time. In addition, these 
missions often get it wrong and play into the hands of 
incumbent governments. 

Election experts, however, say international observer 
teams have produced a wealth of research on the 
management of elections. They play an important role 
in supporting democratic processes and should be 
seen as tools to improve the quality of Africa’s polls, 
rather than a stamp of approval from outside bodies on 
the fairness of the outcomes. 

For this to happen, they need to observe elections and 
the electoral playing field over a long period of time. 
Follow-up missions in-between elections are also crucial 
to make sure their recommendations are implemented. 

The question can be asked, however, why Africa is still 
struggling with flawed elections after several decades 
of election observation. In most cases, the problem lies 
with a lack of political will to implement reforms and 
ensure credible elections. 

Challenges posed by COVID-19 restrictions

While most countries in Africa have lifted COVID-19 
lockdowns, travel restrictions are still in place in several 

Election observation put to a test as African borders 
slowly re-open 

Africa is holding a number of important elections in the next few months. Presidential elections are 
scheduled in Seychelles (24 October), Tanzania (28 October), Côte d’Ivoire (31 October), Burkina Faso 
(22 November), Ghana (7 December), Niger (27 December) and the Central African Republic 
(27 December). Those in Guinea took place on 18 October. 

countries, hampering travel across the continent and 
further afield. 

The AU, which has a unit in the Political Affairs Department 
to deal with observation, has also been forced to move a 
lot of its activities online due to COVID-19. 

According to election specialists, it is unlikely that the 
continent will see any large AU observation missions in the 
coming months. However, smaller missions are envisaged 
by the AU and regional economic communities that will be 
scheduled on a case-by-case basis. These will be either 
smaller technical missions or political missions consisting 
of high-profile individuals. 

The Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS) has, for example, been active in the run-up to 
the polls in Guinea and Côte d’Ivoire. A joint AU–United 
Nations (UN) mission visited Côte d’Ivoire in early October 
and an ECOWAS–AU–UN team went on a solidarity 
mission to Guinea ahead of the polls. 

In both countries there has been political upheaval owing 
to the third-term bids of presidents Alassane Ouattara 
and Alpha Conde, respectively. The aim of the two 
missions was to try to prevent political violence ahead of 
and after these polls. According to ECOWAS, it hopes to 
ensure credible, transparent and inclusive elections by 
making recommendations in this regard to all the political 
actors involved. 

An AU team of 25 observers also arrived in Guinea the 
day before voting and was set to stay in the country until 
25 October, according to a statement by AU Commission 
Chairperson Moussa Faki Mahamat. 

In Côte d’Ivoire the opposition has called for a UN 
mission to certify the elections, as it did in the contested 
December 2011 polls, but it seems unlikely at this stage. 

While these high-level missions might play a significant 
role, the downside is that they rarely produce publicly 
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accessible reports and therefore the lessons learnt could 
go to waste. 

Innovative solutions to observe 
elections remotely

Meanwhile, restrictions on opposition political activity and 
CSOs in Tanzania have increased tensions ahead of the 
presidential polls at the end of October. 

President John Magufuli is attempting a second term, 
but critics say the political playing field is far from 
level. Legislation passed during Magufuli’s five years 
in office has made it difficult to ensure free political 
activity. Tanzania’s constitution also does not provide 
for legal challenges to the outcome of the presidential 
poll – one of several issues that have spurred a call for 
electoral reforms. 

Despite the narrowing of the political space, a number of 
smaller outside observer missions have been permitted 
in Tanzania. CSOs are also attempting alternative 
observation methods via social media. 

The Tanzania Election Watch, for example, led by an 
organisation based in Kenya, has drawn attention by 
nominating a team of ‘eminent persons’ from the region 
that has been very active online with statements and 
engagements on the political situation in the run-up to 
the polls. 

This is seen by traditional observer groups as something 
of an experiment, but could provide interesting lessons 
for future elections in Africa. Authoritarian regimes are, 
in the main, finding it more and more difficult to prevent 
opposition activity in a digital era. 

Is international observation key to 
democratic elections?

One of the main questions currently being asked is 
whether local observation does not suffice for a country 
to hold elections that live up to the standards of its 
citizens. The events in Kenya in 2017 and Malawi in 
2018 have led many critics to question the usefulness of 
electoral observer missions in Africa. In both cases the 
initial outcomes of the polls were approved by observers 
from the AU, and the European Union in the case of 
Malawi, but local courts then overturned the results, 
saying the polls were not free and fair. 

In Kenya the election of President Uhuru Kenyatta was 
confirmed by the second round of polls, two months 

after the courts threw out the results of the first elections 
on 8 August 2017. In Malawi, however, the second iteration 
of the presidential elections in early 2020 saw the win by 
the incumbent overturned and opposition leader Lazarus 
Chakwera elected. This has created some acrimony 
between local and international observers. 

International experts point out that the rerun of the Malawi 
polls did not necessarily confirm that the results in the 
first round were flawed. The second round was run on a 
different basis altogether. The fact that the first-past-the-
post system was scrapped in favour of a majority win in 
the presidential elections, as well as the large coalition 
around Chakwera, was actually the reason for his victory, 
not the rerun.  

Besides Kenya and Malawi, opposition members in many 
other countries complain that international observers 
tend to rubber-stamp flawed elections in favour of the 
incumbents. Yet experts say it is unrealistic to expect 
observer missions to judge the fairness of an election. 
Rather, they are meant to help improve electoral systems.  

International observers have the added advantage of having 
a continental or global perspective and can assist the 
country with lessons and comparisons with how elections 
are run elsewhere. COVID-19 travel restrictions to a large 
extent hamper this process. Clearly, these lessons are also 
only useful where there is political will to implement them. 

Important role for the AU

The large number of presidential polls in the next few 
months will certainly be a test for democratic systems. 
Whether large-scale election observation takes place or 
not, the AU and regional bodies such as ECOWAS will have 
to remain involved to ensure the polls are credible and to 
manage any political strife related to the elections. 

Going forward, the AU will also have to sharpen its 
observation missions to show their relevance. It will need 
to ensure that detailed reports on observations missions 
are published and in time to serve as learning tools for 
countries where there is genuine political will to hold free 
and fair elections. 

Where there is a deliberate attempt to sabotage the 
electoral process, democratic institutions and international 
observers have the duty to highlight these flaws in order 
to ensure credible and transparent polls. The AU’s Charter 
on Democracy, Elections and Governance is a good 
benchmark for use by both citizens and outside observers. 
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Several countries on the continent have elections scheduled for late 2020. 
The approaching polls have been accompanied by reports of government 
crackdowns on opposition activities, arrests and detention of opposition 
leaders, and strict control of media reporting. These moves are often geared 
to give an incumbent leader an advantage when voting starts.

Recent reports by Human Rights Watch and the Institute for Security Studies 
document increased restrictions on opposition activities in Tanzania, where 
President John Magufuli is seeking re-election on 28 October. In Ghana 
it is the norm that even development projects are appropriated to benefit 
incumbent leaders before elections.

Presidential power play undermines 
democracy in Africa        

African leaders seeking re-election often exploit access to 
government resources to boost their campaigns, creating an 
uneven electoral playing field that gives them an advantage over 
their political opponents.

The problem is not given due attention by the African 
Union and regional economic communities

This exploitation of political office to secure electoral advantage is widespread 
in Africa. But the problem is not given due attention by the African Union (AU) 
and regional economic communities, which generally don’t interfere in the 
democratic processes of member states.

This is despite the 2002 Organisation of African Unity Declaration on the 
Principles Governing Democratic Elections in Africa, in which member states 
committed to ensuring ‘adequate provision of funding for all registered 
political parties to enable them to organise their work, including participation 
in the electoral process.’ The African Charter on Democracy, Elections and 
Governance also includes commitments to electoral fairness.

Strengthening public trust

Public trust in democratic processes would be strengthened if presidents 
and other public officials stood down during elections. This would reduce the 
exploitation of their offices in political competitions that should take place on 
a level playing field. In the island nations of Madagascar and Cabo Verde, this 
practice has been shown to contribute to electoral fairness.

Public office gives incumbent leaders access to state security institutions 
and other government resources. These are often abused to intimidate 
voters, limit opposition influence, capture electoral institutions and rig polls. 
A sitting president can also boost his or her electoral chances by harnessing 

OFFICIALS SHOULD 
STEP DOWN 

DURING ELECTIONS
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government funds and facilities for political campaigns 
and limiting opposition access to the media.

Exploiting connections to state institutions at election 
time is a corruption of democracy. It aggravates power 
inequalities by limiting opposition access to equal 
resources, compromises the integrity of a poll, and 
reduces public trust in the legitimacy of the process 
and its outcomes.

But by vacating office before an election, the 
tendency of leaders to exploit their incumbency to 
their advantage may be significantly reduced. The 
temptation for a sitting president to cling to power after 
losing a national poll, as The Gambia’s Yahya Jammeh 
attempted in 2017, can also be managed. It is a model 
that has been shown to work.

Cabo Verde showing the way

Cabo Verde is a small island off the west coast 
of Africa, ranking among the world’s most stable 
democracies, with good governance and a functional 
and peaceful multi-party system. The country boosted 
its democratic profile when sitting President Jorge 
Carlos Fonseca suspended his own mandate about 
two months before the 2016 elections and handed 
power to the speaker of the national assembly.

This was in line with Cabo Verde’s constitution. It says 
no candidate may hold public office, nor the post of 
attorney general, or chief or vice-chief of the armed 
forces, from the announcement of their candidacy to 
the official declaration of the election results. While 
their duties are suspended, the candidate continues to 
receive their salary.

Fonseca was re-elected for a second term with 
74% of the votes in an election considered free, 
transparent and fair. Reports by observers suggest his 
resignation helped to strengthen the equal treatment 
of candidates.

A way out of Madagascar’s political crisis

Madagascar off the south-east African coast adopted 
this practice in its 2018 presidential elections. The 
country had suffered a protracted political and 
constitutional crisis caused by a power struggle 
between Marc Ravalomanana and Didier Ratsiraka 
after the 2001 presidential election.

Citizens took to the streets in support of both candidates 
and for the next 17 years, elections in Madagascar were 
volatile. Characterised by accusations of incumbent 
manipulation and electoral malpractice, the polls lead 
to political deadlock, international condemnation and 
economic sanctions.

Requiring incumbents to step aside 
in the run-up to elections has proven 
effective but requires political maturity 
and changes to electoral laws

Before the 2018 poll, sitting President Hery 
Rajaonarimampianina introduced new electoral laws 
to prevent his rivals from contesting the poll. The move 
was rejected by the country’s constitutional court, 
which ordered the formation of a coalition government 
to prevent a further political crisis.

Faced with strong opposition and pressure 
from the international community, the unpopular 
Rajaonarimampianina was obliged to resign in the run-
up to the election. This prevented him from exploiting 
his incumbency advantage and risking another 
destabilisation of democracy. The role of president 
was temporarily assumed by the Senate president, 
Rivo Rakotovao, who held the position until the 2019 
inauguration of Andry Rajoelina.

Requiring incumbents to step aside in the run-up to 
elections has proven effective but requires political 
maturity and changes to electoral laws. So it may 
be too late for countries with elections this year, 
including Burkina Faso, Guinea, Côte d’Ivoire, Egypt 
and Seychelles.

But it should be considered across the continent in 
future as an option to manage incumbents’ abuse 
of political office and the challenges associated with 
uneven electoral playing fields.

The AU and the continent’s regional bodies should 
consider adapting existing regional and continental 
governance and electoral frameworks. This may 
include providing principles to guide member states 
on adopting laws that limit the abuse of incumbency 
by ruling parties, and in doing so, build on Africa’s 
democratic gains.
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This is one of two or more separatist groups 
campaigning for the creation of a new nation from the 
boundaries of the former Trust Territory of Togoland 
under British administration, which has been part of 
Ghana since 1956. 

The armed men seized two police vehicles, injured a 
police officer on duty and made off with a number of 
weapons, including 10 AK-47 rifles and four pump-
action guns. 

Before the situation could be brought under control by 
a joint military–police response team, the attackers had 
blocked major roads leading to and from the area. They 
also hoisted their new ‘nation’s’ flags and demanded that 
Ghanaian security agencies leave ‘their territory’. 

Even though the Ghanaian authorities ultimately 
managed to step in and contain events, the group 
resurfaced four days later with an attack on a public bus 
station in Ho, the regional capital, where they set ablaze 
two vehicles. 

The emotive nature of the development, the history 
behind the group’s emergence and the broader 
ramifications of its actions in one of Africa’s most 
stable countries have raised questions not just about 
the threat to Ghana’s territorial integrity but also about 
the management of secessionist tendencies in post-
independence Africa.

Africa’s inviolable borders

Africa’s framework for the management of secessionist 
claims and demands for self-determination is 
anchored on the principles outlined in Article 2 of 
Resolution 16(1) of the 1964 Organization of African 
Unity’s Cairo Declaration. 

In the declaration, African states pledged ‘to respect 
the borders existing on their achievement of national 
independence’. This means all borders are held 
to be inviolable. Since independence, this is one 

Ghana’s Western Togoland crisis and Africa’s unanswered 
secession questions 

In the early hours of 25 September 2020, gunmen raided police stations in Mepe and Aveyime, two 
little-known towns in the Volta region of Ghana. The armed men were later reported to belong to the 
Western Togoland Restoration Front. 

of the few principles to which all African countries 

resolutely subscribe.

African leaders have condemned all secession 

attempts since 1964, including in Nigeria’s Biafra, 

Senegal’s Casamance, Angola’s Caprivi and northern 

Mali’s Azawad. 

They have also re-articulated their stance on the issue in 

Article 4(b) of the African Union’s (AU) Constitutive Act. 

The establishment of the AU’s border project is another 

indication of the seriousness with which African leaders 

view the issue. 

Africa’s tough stance against secession has ensured that 

state boundaries on the continent have remained more 

or less the same since the end of colonial rule, with the 

exception of Sudan and Ethiopia, despite the continent’s 

many internal diversity management challenges. 

Compared to other regions globally, therefore, Africa 

has experienced the fewest attempts at secession. In 

some of these instances, such as the Nigeria–Cameroon 

border dispute over Bakassi Peninsula and the Namibia–

Zambia dispute over Kasikili/Sedudu Island, the issues 

have been settled through international arbitration.

The neglect of reality

However, Africa’s assumption that ‘the borders of African 

States, on the day of their independence, constitute a 

tangible reality’ – key in the adoption of the inviolability 

principle – does not take into consideration that not all 

territorial borders are clearly demarcated. 

It also glosses over the reality that not all groups in 

African states accepted the territories in which they found 

themselves in at independence. 

The adoption of inviolability, although well intentioned, left 

no room for African groups to question colonial territorial 

allocations or to correct obvious demarcation mistakes. 
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Owing to this neglect of reality, pre-independence 
secessionist aspirations and self-determination demands 
were suppressed without finding lasting solutions. It has 
also made it difficult for AU member states to agree on 
situations such as Western Sahara and Somaliland.

In the case of the British Togoland crisis in Ghana, for 
example, irredentist demands by Ewe ethnic nationalists 
predate the country’s independence. Even though 
the United Nations (UN) General Assembly approved 
the union of the territory with the Gold Coast, based 
on the outcome of a 1956 UN plebiscite, successive 
governments in post-independence Ghana have had to 
deal with various shades of the same crisis. 

The resurgence of the same issue in 2020 and crises 
such as the Ambazonia conflict in Cameroon thus 
illustrate the failure of their management both at 
the national level and within the confines of Africa’s 
declaration of the inviolability of colonial borders. They 
also show that secessionist tendencies, unless properly 
addressed, cannot be swept under the carpet. 

Are African borders still sacrosanct?

The 2011 acceptance of self-determination in South 
Sudan, however, raises questions as to whether there are 
established exceptions to this principle. 

At its 16th ordinary session the AU Assembly stated 
that South Sudan was an exception and did not ‘call 
into question the sacrosanct principle of respect of 
borders inherited at the accession of African countries 
to independence’. 

However, the acceptance that there are exceptions, 
in and of itself, calls for a clear articulation of what the 
requirements are for such exceptions. This will give 
territories that are considering a peaceful breakaway a 
framework for informed engagement. In the absence of 
peaceful engagement by member states, secessions in 
Africa have usually been militarised, with dire implications 
for human security.

Governance matters 

Secessionist demands are testament to the fact that 
relations among groups in a particular state are unequal. 
The management of secessions in Africa is thus very 
much a governance issue. The rise of secessionist 
movements raises questions about an underlying 
crisis of legitimacy linked to governance deficits, 

equitable distribution of resources and equal political 
representation of marginalised groups. 

Good governance in such countries is, thus, a major 
preventive management option, rather than the use of 
the military. 

The lack of political consensus in emerging democracies 
about threats to territorial integrity complicates matters, 
heightening the politicisation and militarisation of 
situations that could otherwise be resolved peacefully. 

Continentally, the importance of border 
issues cannot be overemphasised

In fact, members of Ghana’s opposition have 
emphasised the political undertones of the secessionist 
flare-up ahead of preparations for the December 2020 
elections in the country. 

Currently, Ghana’s government has declared its intention 
to crush the separatist movement. It is, however, clear 
that this does not necessarily always work and, when it 
does, is only a temporary solution. The crisis can easily 
return in a more sophisticated form. States dealing with 
secessionist demands must therefore consider other 
options in the interest of lasting peace and stability.

Limited attention to border issues a concern

Continentally, the importance of border issues – which 
are usually integral to secessionist considerations – 
cannot be overemphasised. 

The AU’s border project, while strategic in maintaining 
the territorial integrity of member states, has not received 
the necessary level of attention in the ongoing reform 
process. It is not adequately provided for in the merger 
of the departments of political affairs and peace and 
security into the Department of Political Affairs, Peace 
and Security (PAPS). 

The border project should be considered an important 
part of the reformed structures at the AU Commission.

The AU largely considers situations such as the Western 
Togoland conflict a domestic issue and does not easily 
pronounce itself on it. However, the wider implications of 
such issues for the stability of member states mean that 
regional bodies and the AU should keep these matters 
on their radar from an early warning perspective.
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The postponement of the African Union (AU)–EU summit 
to 2021 gives African negotiators more time to prioritise 
Africa’s agenda and ensure that it is integrated into the 
strategy. Challenges persist, however, in harmonising 
the various positions of AU member states, regional 
economic communities (RECs) and the grouping of 
African, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) countries.  

For several decades, relationships between African 
countries and the EU were structured around the 
different iterations of what is now known as the 
Cotonou Agreement. It was only in 2000, amid 
major geopolitical changes, that the dynamic was 
set in motion that ushered in an overarching political 
framework aimed at driving the multi-layered continent-
to-continent relationship. 

The AU started preparations for the Africa–EU 
strategy negotiations in 2018 and took the lead in the 
negotiations. It did not quite succeed in its attempt to be 
the driving negotiator of the post-Cotonou agreement, 
which is yet to be finalised. In 2019 the AU Commission 
(AUC) presented the proposed AU strategy, which is yet 
to be published, for consideration ahead of the EU–AU 
summit initially scheduled for October 2020 but later 
postponed to 2021. 

These negotiations come at a time when the dynamics 
of the Africa–EU partnership are gradually changing, 
particularly with the lapse of existing partnership 
frameworks. These include the joint Africa–EU Strategy 
and its Abidjan Action Plan (2018–2020), the second 
Multi-annual Programme of the EU’s Pan-African 
Programme (2018–2020) and the Cotonou Agreement 
(2000–2020). 

Africa’s priorities

In March 2020 the European Commission and the High 
Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and 
Security Policy issued a joint communication outlining 
the key priority areas for consideration in the Africa–EU 
Strategy. This was adopted in June 2020 by the council 
of the EU. The priority areas include the green transition 
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and energy access; digital transformation; sustainable 
growth and jobs; peace and governance; and migration 
and mobility. 

While these may be areas for consideration between 
the two continents, it is the responsibility of African 
negotiators to ensure that continent’s priority areas 
are also integrated into the strategy. Importantly, these 
include poverty reduction, health, digital access, small 
and medium-sized enterprises, remittances, transport 
infrastructure, the blue economy, illicit financial flows, 
brain drain and debt cancellation. 

In determining and putting forward these priorities, the 
biggest challenge for Africa is balancing the interests of 
the various stakeholders involved in these negotiation 
processes, including member states, RECs, ACP 
countries and the AUC. 

The diversity of actors involved and the dynamic nature 
of interests from across the continent is a persistent 
challenge that prevents Africa from speaking with one 
voice when it comes to negotiating a Common African 
Position in this regard. 

Most of these divergences can be attributed to 
two factors:

• The EU’s fragmented approach to different 
partnerships – the ACP group, the AUC and RECs – on 
overlapping issues, as well as diverging approaches 
and perspectives on proposed priority areas 

• The AU’s lack of a comprehensive framework on 
the distribution of labour and shared responsibilities 
between member states, RECs, the AUC and 
diplomatic missions outside the continent 

Fragmented approach to partnerships 

The new EU–Africa strategy negotiations aim to ensure 
better cooperation in areas of common interest between 
the EU and Africa. However, the various groupings of 
European relations with African countries on political, 
economic and financial terms present acute challenges 
for the AU to speak with one voice in these negotiations. 
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This is particularly owing to the intensified bilateral 

agreements on trade, direct foreign investment and 

financial benefits, which have considerable political 

influence on the decisions made by individual AU 

member states. 

Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) with the 

RECs, such as the EU–East African Community EPA, 

the EU–Economic Community of West African States 

EPA and the EU–Southern African Development 

Community EPA, already have diverging priorities. 

These, in turn, influence the decisions countries make at 

the continental level.

Moreover, the fact that the AU has opted for a dual 

negotiating strategy with Europe going forward is 

problematic. A decision was taken that the AU will 

negotiate at the continental level on behalf of its 55 

member states. In addition, the African group of 

ambassadors in Brussels will negotiate the post-Cotonou 

agreement on behalf of the African members of the ACP 

group, which includes most of sub-Saharan Africa.  

Despite the fact that Africa and Europe have agreed on 

common areas of interest, there are disparities in terms 

of approach and perspective. For example, on the issue 

of migration, the EU is discussing the migration agenda 

from a security perspective despite the tremendous 

decline in the number of arrivals to Europe. It is focused 

on fighting irregular migration through increased border 

controls as well as pushing forward returns and re-

admission, despite knowing how politically explosive the 

subject is to Africa. 

On the other hand, Africa views migration from a 

developmental perspective. African countries have in 

the past few decades received more financing through 

remittances than through official development assistance 

and foreign direct investment. Thus, the lack of a 

common approach to such issues presents challenges 

moving forward.

Lack of a comprehensive framework on 
distribution of labour

The AU still lacks a comprehensive structure and 

framework of coordination between the AUC, RECs, 

Regional Mechanisms (RMs) and member states in 

terms of complementarity and distribution of labour. 

On 22 October 2020 the AU was scheduled to hold 
the second coordination meeting between the AU, 
RECs and RMs. Two key outcomes of the deliberations 
were that ‘the AUC [is] to establish the mechanisms for 
linkage between the RECs and the AU in the effective 
implementation of Agenda 2063’ and ‘to proceed with the 
implementation of the Division of Labour in the following 
sectors: Peace and Security, Political Affairs and Trade’. 

This is a step in the right direction, but there is no mention 
in the draft declaration of external relations outside the 
continent and how these actors should coordinate. 

In addition to internal coordination challenges, the AUC 
has no clear structure of operation with other diplomatic 
missions representing the continent, such as the ACP 
group in Brussels. There are ongoing challenges as to 
whether the AU Commission or the ACP secretariat is 
mandated to lead negotiations from the African side, 
particularly in the post-Cotonou negotiations. 

The position of the AUC has been that the AUC should 
take the lead in the negotiations and not the ACP 
Secretariat. In March 2018 the AU Executive Council 
adopted a Common African Position in which the AUC 
indicated its commitment to implement a new framework 
for cooperation with the EU outside the ACP context. Yet 
it was later agreed that the negotiations for the conclusion 
of the post-Cotonou agreement would be led by the ACP 
Secretariat, which points to a deficit in coordination and 
distribution of labour on the AU’s side.

The delay in publishing the AU’s Strategy is in itself a 
challenge. The priority areas between the two continents 
have been identified, but the AU’s strategy has not yet 
been made public. This hampers public participation 
and the inclusion of other actors in the strategy and 
negotiations, which in turn hinders ownership and the 
effective implementation of decisions. 

The question that lingers is how the AU should balance 
the needs and interests of all the parties involved in the 
negotiating process. Three key areas it should focus on 
are finalising and publicising the AU Strategy on Africa–EU 
negotiations and getting feedback from RECs, research 
institutions and Africa-based civil society organisations; 
developing a comprehensive structured distribution of 
labour between the AU, RECs, member states and AU 
diplomatic missions; and ensuring constant dialogue and 
engagements between relevant stakeholders.
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What are Africa’s priorities when engaging the EU?

The priorities of the AU with respect to our continental partnership with the 
EU are defined in the AU Summit Decision of November 2018. These are 
peace and security, development, the African Continental Free Trade Area 
[AfCFTA], migration and climate. You would notice that the decision has left 
an opening to include other topics as deemed necessary. That is important, 
especially as we deal with the aftermath of COVID-19.  

PSC Report interview: Letting go of old 
habits to create an equal partnership 
between Europe and Africa      

The future of Africa’s relationship with the European Union (EU) 
will be decided in the coming months ahead of the African Union 
(AU) – EU Summit in 2021. The summit had been postponed due 
to COVID-19. The PSC Report spoke to Carlos Lopes, special 
high representative of the AU in its negotiations with the EU 
post-2020. 

Our partnerships need to be reimagined so that they 
support our structural transformation

2021
THE NEXT AU–EU SUMMIT

COVID-19 has exposed our structural vulnerabilities as a continent. Our 
partnerships need to be reimagined so that they support our structural 
transformation. We will therefore use that space provided by the heads of 
state and government to incorporate areas that will allow us to address 
structural issues rather than provide short-term responses. 

How will the AU ensure these priorities are taken into account 
during the joint ministerial meeting and the summit? 

There are two statutory meetings that can decide on the future of 
the partnership. This is a partnership that should involve a dialogue 
process that will have to ensure that AU priorities are as much part of 
the final outcome as our partner’s views. At the AU level there has been 
several intensive sessions reflecting on its priorities and ambitions for 
the partnership. 

Africans will naturally negotiate based on their priorities but cognizant of the 
fact that the outcome is eventually a product that satisfies all parties.

What have been the achievements of AU–EU collaboration so far?

I can only speak from my perspective, which encapsulates the African 
perception. There is no joint assessment with the EU that would allow 
us to appreciate the opportunities offered by and the limits of the 
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partnership. But from the AU perspective, cooperation in the area of peace 
and security has been an important learning curve and key contributor 
to the partnership. We need to build on such experience with the African 
Peace and Security Architecture (APSA) as an interface. 

The humanitarian efforts being undertaken in the framework of the AU–
EU–UN Tripartite Taskforce on the Situation of Stranded Migrants and 
Refugees in Libya also show that pragmatic solutions can be found for 
pressing issues when there is enough will. 

But this is timid. There is an urge to go further. Providing opportunities to the 
youngest population in the world starts with structural transformation that 
will allow the creation of jobs for the youth. Jobs to enable them to become 
actors in their development. 

Rethinking the framework of our cooperation and 
how we implement our agreements is a priority 
for Africa

Supporting the economic integration of Africa requires support to the AfCFTA 
in its own right. We can support multilateralism holistically and not selectively; 
for instance on migration. 

Rethinking the framework of our cooperation and how we implement our 
agreements is a priority for Africa. Most players, not to mention public opinion 
on both continents, are tired of proclamations about ambition, paradigm shift 
and the like; they want real and tangible change.

How can the two organisations create a more equal partnership in 

the future?

First, I think it is important to recognise the position of Africa. Admit Africa 
has views and wants agency. To name but two examples: we often forget 
that Africa is Europe’s third-largest trading partner, after the United States 
and China. Geopolitically, Africa is also not insignificant, as noted by several 
EU officials themselves.  

Second, a relationship between equals recognises that both partners have 
priorities. I remember endless discussions about ownership which were 
about ‘here are the priorities that are needed to improve your lot’. We have 
all evolved. We admit the need for listening, negotiating and co-developing 
a partnership. 

Today, it should no longer be about the centrality of aid. Our partnership 
should focus on addressing the challenges we face, demographically, 
technologically and environmentally. 

We need complementary and supportive responses that are good for both 
continents. The potential of the partnership is significant. We need courage to 
let go of old habits. 

AFRICA IS EUROPE’S 
THIRD-LARGEST 

TRADING PARTNER
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