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The Ethiopian government accuses Sudan of invading Ethiopian territory, and 
its military of taking advantage of the security vacuum in the border area. 
This vacuum has been created by the government’s armed confrontation 
with the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) in the north of Ethiopia. 

Ethiopia also claims third parties are fuelling the dispute. This is a clear 
allusion to Egypt, with which Sudan has signed a military cooperation 
agreement that is said to include a common defence pact. 

Sudanese military representatives, on the other hand, claim Ethiopian 
farmers have been expanding their farmland into Sudan with the support 
of local militia, whom they accuse of killing civilians. Sudan also claims that 
Al-Fashaga has historically been Sudanese territory.

Danger of escalating tensions

A potential border war could destabilise not only the two countries but also 
the entire region. In addition, how the issue is handled and its outcome will 
have serious consequences for political transitions in both countries. 

So far, diplomatic attempts to defuse tensions have failed, and a strained 
status quo has been established around the border, with sporadic skirmishes. 
While both countries claim they want to resolve the issue peacefully, neither 
has shown signs of compromise in its conditions for starting negotiations.

Ethiopia insists on the status quo ante, which will require Sudan to withdraw 
from the area before it engages in negotiations. The Sudanese army, in turn, 
refuses to withdraw, on the grounds that Al-Fashaga is historically Sudanese 
territory. Sudanese politicians want negotiations to start as per the new status 
quo, and are apparently willing to accept third-party mediators. 

Sudan claims the border has been demarcated and only technical 
negotiations are needed to fix boundary markers. It holds that successive 
Ethiopian governments have recognised Al-Fashaga as Sudanese territory. 
According to Sudan, it only allowed Ethiopian farmers to cultivate the land to 
maintain good relations with the previous Ethiopian government. 

According to Ethiopian officials, however, the border is yet to be demarcated.

It has become clear that a political accord is needed to de-escalate the 
dispute. Beyond bilateral negotiations, both governments also have to 
engage their own constituencies, as de-escalation will not be possible 
without local buy-in.

A political solution needed for the 
Ethiopia–Sudan border dispute         

Since November 2020 tensions have escalated between Sudan 
and Ethiopia about a common border. The area in question is 
around Al-Fashaga, between Sudan’s eastern province of 
Al-Qadarif and Ethiopia’s Amhara regional state.
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Longstanding dispute

Most of the border area between Sudan and Ethiopia 
has been delimitated through various treaties between 
Ethiopian emperors and Britain, the colonial power in 
Sudan. However, there has been a lack of clarity in some 
parts, including the Al-Fashaga area. 

As a result, the Al-Fashaga area has been a bone of 
contention between the two countries for about a 
century. Recurring escalation and de-escalation of the 
border dispute have in the past been determined by the 
state of relations between the two countries.

Each country has also exploited the shifting geo-political 
context, its own internal strength and the stability of the 
other to extract concessions regarding the area. The 
border dispute therefore has become an indicator of the 
relative strength of one compared to the other, and the 
nature of their relationship. 

In this instance, soured relations between the two 
countries over the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance 
Dam (GERD) have reinforced their hard-line positions 
regarding the border.

High stakes on both sides of the border

Both Sudan and Ethiopia are trying to assert their 
sovereignty over Al-Fashaga. In Sudan, the issue has 
become a rallying cry for national unity. It has united 

different political actors and created a rare instance of 
agreement between political parties and the military. 

For Ethiopia, Al-Fashaga has political and economic 
significance. Al-Fashaga is fertile, with major rivers 
bordering the area. Politically, the border dispute has 
had (and may continue to have) a destabilising effect in 
the country. People living in the region have accused 
successive governments of failing to safeguard their 
livelihoods and historical land rights during negotiations 
over Al-Fashaga with Sudan.

The Amhara regional state government is therefore 
under immense pressure from locals to retain 
sovereignty over the area. It, in turn, is putting political 
pressure on the federal government, with the possibility 
of creating a serious fissure in the ruling party. 

With only months left until planned national 
elections in June 2021, the Ethiopian government 
has refrained from becoming involved in a military 
confrontation with Sudan. Experts differ over 
whether the two countries might engage in a 
direct military action in the foreseeable future. 
However, Ethiopia and Sudan have a long history of 
engaging in proxy wars and supporting each other’s 
armed opposition groups. If relations continue to 
deteriorate, there is no shortage of armed groups to 
support in both sides of the border.

Map 1: The border between Sudan and Ethiopia
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Without the express consent of the two countries the 
continental body will not be able to do much to 
resolve the dispute

Internal problems in both countries

Sudan is facing almost daily protests against the rising cost and shortage 
of bread and fuel. The alliance that allowed Sudanese to overcome their 
differences and form the transitional government is getting weaker each day. 
Similarly, Ethiopia is experiencing a level of internal instability it has not seen 
for decades. 

Continued escalation of the tension and worsening internal challenges on 
both sides will have direct consequences for both countries’ stability.

Resolving the dispute

Resolving the complex dispute will not be easy. However, it is crucial to de-
escalate the situation before beginning negotiations, and this should be a 
priority for both countries. 

There are various mechanisms Ethiopia and Sudan can use to resolve the 
border dispute without resorting to conflict or proxy war. They can continue 
with bilateral negotiations, involve third-party facilitators or mediators, or make 
use of international arbitration if all other avenues fail. 

The African Union (AU), through the AU Commission Chairperson’s Special 
Envoy to Sudan Mohamed Hassan Lebatt, who visited Khartoum in February 
2021, has called on the two countries to defuse tensions and find a political 
solution. However, the special envoy currently does not have a mandate to 
engage in mediation between the two countries. 

The High Level Implementation Panel for Sudan (AUHIP), led by former South 
African president Thabo Mbeki, does have the mandate to intervene in such 
a dispute. However, the AUHIP has lost support among political actors in 
Sudan, as demonstrated by its exclusion from the political transition process. 

Either way, without the express consent of the two countries the continental 
body will not be able to do much to resolve the dispute. 

Offer of mediation by other countries, including South Sudan, Turkey and the 
UAE has so far not garnered enough support in the two countries. 

Ultimately, it is up to Ethiopia and Sudan to reach a political accord that can 
pave the way for mediation at either the political or technical level. This will 
require gaining internal political support for the negotiations in both Ethiopia 
and Sudan, which may not be possible before elections take place, ushering 
in governments that have consolidated their power. 

In the short term, it might be enough to de-escalate the situation and prevent 
it from becoming another destabilising factor in either country. 

ELECTIONS IN ETHIOPIA

June 2021
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More specifically, it urges the AU’s Peace and Security 
Council (PSC) to hold an urgent session to discuss 
ways ‘to assist the government of Mozambique and the 
Southern African Development Community (SADC) to put 
a stop to the continued violations of international human 
rights and humanitarian law’. 

Similarly, regional non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) and faith-based organisations like the Fellowship 
of Christian Councils in Southern Africa have also called 
on SADC, the AU and the Mozambican government to 
respond urgently to save the lives of civilians and provide 
humanitarian aid to victims of the violence. 

However, apart from vague statements at summit 
meetings, the last of which was three months ago, 
SADC has not responded. None of the organisation’s 16 
member states has made any significant moves to help 
address the situation either.

The AU, while hampered by the principle of subsidiarity, 
which dictates deferral to SADC, does have a number 
of tools it can use as part of its mandate to maintain 
continental peace and security. 

Escalating crisis

The situation in Cabo Delgado has escalated dramatically 
since the beginning of 2020, with over 2 000 civilians 
killed and close to 700 000 people internally displaced. 
This is according to credible reports from the UN, NGOs 
such as Save the Children and the Armed Conflict & 
Location Event Data Project (ACLED). Increasingly, eye 
witness accounts are pointing to grave atrocities by the 
Islamic State-linked armed insurgents in Cabo Delgado. 

According to Amnesty International, the insurgents 
in Cabo Delgado ‘deliberately killed civilians, burned 
villages and towns, and committed heinous acts of 
violence with machetes, including numerous beheadings 
and desecration of corpses’. It blames the insurgents, 
the Mozambican security forces and private military 
operators for abuses against civilians. 

What can the AU do about the conflict in Mozambique? 
 

In its recent report detailing the atrocities committed by insurgents in the northern Mozambican 
province of Cabo Delgado, Amnesty International calls on the African Union (AU) to involve itself and 
help put an end to the human rights abuses. 

The UN had earlier urged Mozambique to investigate 
the attacks. 

The crisis has led multinational companies such as 
Total that are investing in massive gas projects in Cabo 
Delgado to temporarily withdraw staff from the area. 
Further investment in the gas projects and adjacent 
onshore infrastructure, which could benefit the entire 
Southern African region, has been put on hold due to the 
rising insecurity. 

At best, most of the gas projects will continue but will be 
moved offshore with very little job creation for the people 
of Cabo Delgado. 

Hampered by the principle of subsidiarity

The AU and its various organs are bound by the 
principle of subsidiarity, which compels the AU to defer 
to the eight regional economic communities (RECs) 
and regional mechanisms in responding to regional 
conflicts. While this has its advantages, it has been a 
major stumbling block to resolving some conflicts with 
continental efforts. This is especially the case when 
regions are hamstrung by their own internal dynamics or 
institutional paralysis. 

The AU has in various instances offered 
its assistance, but continues to defer 
to SADC

SADC has been insistent on upholding subsidiarity, 
notably when it comes to issues such as the crises in 
Lesotho, Zimbabwe and currently Mozambique. The 
AU has in various instances offered its assistance, but 
continues to defer to SADC. 

Apart from holding summit meetings of the Organ on 
Politics, Defence and Security in May, November and 
December 2020, SADC has refrained from taking any 
action to intervene in the situation. Another planned 
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summit that was to be held in South Africa in early 
2021 was postponed indefinitely. 

Meanwhile, Mozambique has accepted offers from the 
United States (US) and Portugal to help train troops to 
fight the insurgents.

On 11 March the US government also officially 
designated the insurgents, which it calls ISIS-
Mozambique, as belonging to a ‘Foreign Terrorist 
Organisation’. This controversial designation, which 
many analysts believe does not take the group’s local 
roots into account, could, in theory, help highlight the 
gravity of the situation and mobilise swift action in 
the region. 

Possible entry points for the AU

Despite the challenges posed by the principle of 
subsidiarity, the AU’s hands are not completely tied. 
It has various tools and frameworks, and has over the 
years established elaborate mechanisms to deal with 
grave peace and security threats on the continent. 

Going forward, the situation firstly has to be tabled 
for discussion at the level of the PSC, as noted by 
Amnesty International. The fact that Mozambique is a 
member of the council might be an obstacle, but the 
issue should be put on the agenda by the rotating chair 
of the month, given the gravity of the situation. 

The chair of the AU (currently the Democratic Republic 
of Congo) could also request such a tabling, supported 
by the new Commissioner for Political Affairs, Peace 
and Security, Bankole Adeoye. Such a PSC meeting 
should result in a strong statement commensurate with 
the gravity of the situation, with clarity on the steps to 
be taken by the AU Commission in managing it. 

Secondly, the PSC could conduct a fact-finding mission 
to Mozambique. This would highlight the issue and 
likely prompt reaction from AU member states. Even 
if SADC does not favour such a mission, there is a 
precedent since the PSC visited Lesotho at the end of 
2018 to review the situation there. 

Thirdly, the AU could appoint a special envoy for 
Mozambique, or mandate the AU special envoy on 
women, peace and security to investigate. The situation 
has had a disproportionate impact on women and 
vulnerable groups, and the envoy/s could use their 
good offices to mobilise an international response. 

Fourthly, the AU Commission on Human and Peoples’ 
Rights could be mandated to launch an investigation 
into the human rights abuses documented by Amnesty 
International and others. As happened with Burundi 
in 2015, the PSC could use the results of such an 
investigation to justify stronger action, despite the 
reluctance of SADC. This could include adopting punitive 
measures against perpetrators and facilitators of violence 
against women and children.

Fifthly, the AU could use its convening power and 
mandate to organise joint statements or summit 
meetings with partners such as the European Union 
(EU), the US and the UN to highlight the urgent need to 
take action. This would lend credibility to humanitarian 
and political interventions and promote greater African 
agency in relevant decisions.  

The AU can also prevail upon the government of 
Mozambique through dialogue and diplomatic channels 
to allow humanitarian organisations greater access to 
victims of the violence. 

Such a PSC meeting should result in a 
strong statement commensurate with 
the gravity of the situation

Finally, if Mozambique and its neighbours agree on a 
regional military intervention, the AU could be the lead 
organisation to coordinate such an action, together 
with its partners and the UN. 

The AU has spearheaded various military interventions, 
such as the Multi-National Joint Task Force against 
Boko Haram and the AU Mission in Somalia, and has 
supported initiatives such as the G5 Sahel. 

The threat of terrorism in Mozambique is fairly new 
and up to now there has been hesitation to label the 
insurgents as terrorists, even though other actors have 
clearly defined them as such. 

Any action by the AU, even if such an action does not 
demand any funding or organising, such as tabling 
the issue at the PSC for discussion, will send a signal 
to the people of Cabo Delgado that they have not 
been forgotten. 
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While initiatives such as the African Continental Free 
Trade Area are major milestones in Africa’s integration 
and development, they will be compromised if the AU 
does not fund its own initiatives and agendas. 

Despite progress, member states’ financial contribution 
to the AU’s initiatives is still negligible, with approximately 
75% of financing coming from external partners, 
particularly the European Union (EU) and individual 
European states. 

African member states need to address these shortfalls 
if the continent is to make any headway towards 
financial independence.

Plans not implemented

The quest to find alternative, adequate, predictable and 
sustainable funding has been on the AU’s agenda for 
a long time. Financing issues are routinely discussed 
at various meetings of ambassadors and ministers, as 
well as at the F15 of finance ministers created to tackle 
financing issues. 

At the June 2015 AU summit in Johannesburg, the 
Assembly decided that AU members would try to 
achieve the following financing targets: 100% of the 
operational budget, 75% of the programme budget and 
25% of the peace support operations budget. 

This was followed by the appointment of Dr Donald 
Kaberuka as AU High Representative for the Peace Fund 
in 2016. In 2014 Nigerian president Olusegun Obasanjo 
had also made proposals on alternative funding for the 
AU, but these were never adopted.

At the 27th AU Summit in Kigali in July 2016 it was 
decided to implement a 0.2% levy with effect from 2017 
on all eligible imported goods. This was meant to finance 
the AU’s operational projects, programmes and peace 
and security operations budget. 

However, the levy has not been universally implemented. 
As of June 2020 only 17 of the 55 AU member states 

Still a long way to go to financial independence for the AU  

As the new African Union (AU) Commission leadership takes over after the 34th AU Ordinary Summit 
on 6 February 2021, expectations are high that the continental body will perform better in coming 
years as a result of the ongoing AU reforms. 

have adopted the decision. And while these funds are 
being collected, they are not remitted in full by some 
member states. 

The biggest challenge with the implementation of 
the 0.2% levy is that it was mainly a political 
commitment with little guidance on its implement-
ation. However, most countries have agreed to pay 
their assessed contributions, regardless of the funding 
sources. The big question is whether these 
recommendations and decisions are being matched 
with faithful implementation.

The 2021 budget

According to the Executive Council Decisions of 
February 2021, the AU’s total approved budget for 2021 
is US$623 836 163, of which US$203 500 000 (32%) 
is to be financed by member state contributions, and 
US$406 194 344 (65%) by external partners. 

The biggest challenge with the 
implementation of the 0.2% levy is that it 
was mainly a political commitment

Out of this, US$359 097 502 is operating budget 
(with 93% to be funded by member states) and 
US$187 007 683 is programme budget (22.6% to be 
funded by member states). A total of US$264 738 661 
goes to the peace support operations budget, all of 
which is to be funded by external partners.

Although concerns were raised about the fact that 
more than half of the budget is being financed by 
external actors, this has been an ongoing trend 
for the past two decades. Figures show that fewer 
than 40% of AU member states actually pay their 
contributions to the institution. As long as these 
shortfalls persist, the AU’s financial independence will 
remain a pipe dream. 
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In its decision the Executive Council has recommended that the AU 
Commission reprioritise its activities, cancelling any that do not have a 
secured budget, which amounts to US$12 239 832. 

This is the first time the council has made such a proposal, and its 
implications are still unclear. Although this could be considered a move in 
the right direction, the implementation of key initiatives – particularly Agenda 
2063 – will now rely entirely on the ability of the AU to mobilise resources 
within the continent rather than externally. In the past this has proven to be 
an uphill battle, as most proposals are adopted in principle and no action is 
taken for their implementation.

Financing of peace support operations

The AU is becoming a stronger actor in peace operations and its coordination 
with the United Nations Security Council is increasing its prominence in this 
area. However, the financing of peace operations remains problematic. 

Despite the fact that the Peace Fund currently has about US$200 million, 
there is no clear decision on its apportioning. A target was set of 
US$400 million by 2020, which has been extended by another two years. 
Each region is to contribute US$80 million to the Peace Fund, but there is 
no clarity on its apportioning to the regions. 

Over-reliance on external partners in the funding of 
projects and initiatives ultimately undermines its 
decision-making capacity

Owing to this lack of consensus, it was suggested that regional consultations 
be held and a proper mechanism agreed upon. This mechanism was to be 
presented to the council in February 2020. Although there is money in the 
Peace Fund that can be used in the implementation of peace initiatives, there 
is no clear way forward.

On the other hand, there have been important changes to the way in which 
the EU finances peace and security initiatives on the continent. Initially, all 
funds were channelled through the African Peace Facility, which financed 
peace support operations and initiatives. 

The new shift allows the EU to bypass the AU and directly fund regional and 
national peace and security initiatives. The exact impact of this move on the 
AU is not clear yet.

Clearly the AU is realising that, to gain full financial independence, it must 
find a way to mobilise its own financing from within. Over-reliance on external 
partners in the funding of projects and initiatives ultimately undermines 
its decision-making capacity. It also compromises its response to armed 
conflicts and security situations in the continent. 

An implementable exit strategy from foreign aid and external financing is now 
more urgent than ever before.

THE AU PEACE FUND

US$200 
million



9ISSUE 133  |  MARCH 2021

Addis Ababa is preparing for its second filling of 
the dam when the rains come in June or July. 
Yet no resolution of the bitter dispute about the 
operation of the dam, being built to power a 6 450 
MW hydroelectric generator plant, is in sight. On 
the contrary, Sudan and Egypt have just proposed 
another significant change in their protracted 
negotiations about how to manage the water flows 
from the 74 billion cubic metre dam.

African Union involvement

From November 2019 until mid-2020, the United 
States and the World Bank were leading the 
mediation. But Ethiopia felt the Trump administration 
was partial to Egypt. When Egypt was about to move 
the issue to the United Nations (UN) Security Council, 
all three disputants were persuaded to instead hand 
it to the African Union (AU) – to ensure an ‘African 
solution for an African problem.’

As AU chair for 2020, South Africa effectively took 
over the mediation. It was more impartial than the US 
but in the end could not resolve the impasse either. 
And so earlier this year, Pretoria referred the dispute 
to the AU for a decision on the way forward.

Could new mediators resolve the GERD dispute?         

With the rainy season approaching, tensions are once again rising among Ethiopia, Egypt and Sudan 
over the giant Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD) that Ethiopia is building on the Blue Nile, just 
before it flows into Sudan. 

proposal to transfer mediation to the AU, the European 
Union, the UN and the US. The mediation would be 
under the auspices of DRC President Félix Tshisekedi as 
AU chairperson, Egyptian foreign ministry spokesman 
Ahmed Hafez said.

South African officials told the PSC Report that the 
quartet proposal had been under discussion and that 
they were surprised Shoukry had gone public with it. 
Ethiopia would have to approve the new arrangement 
since it needs to be agreed by consensus.

On 3 March Ethiopia’s foreign ministry spokesperson 
Dina Mufti told a press conference in Addis Ababa: 
‘Ethiopia believes the AU-led negotiation over the GERD 
will bring a win-win solution to all … The tendency to 
invite various parties as mediators to the issue while the 
AU-led negotiation has not been finalised is demeaning 
the efforts of the AU.’

A third mediator?

Whether a third mediator could resolve the protracted 
dispute is an open question. William Davison from the 
International Crisis Group doesn’t believe the new format 
proposed by Sudan and Egypt would much improve the 
prospects of an agreement. Especially not before the 
summer rains when Ethiopia would begin the second 
filling of the dam.

He noted that the EU and US were already observers 
to the AU-led mediation and would probably continue 
to defer to the AU if the continental organisation wanted 
to remain in the driving seat. Davison added that some 
EU officials were worried that if the mediation process 
changes significantly now, valuable time could be lost 
ahead of the second filling of the dam.

‘Realistically, given everything that’s gone before 
and the very significant deterioration in relations 
between Khartoum and Addis, we’re unlikely to see a 
comprehensive deal on GERD that includes its long-term 
operation before the second filling.’

The leaders of Ethiopia, Egypt and 
Sudan all wanted President Cyril 
Ramaphosa to continue as mediator 

South Africa’s International Relations and Cooperation 
Minister Naledi Pandor told Daily Maverick in an 
interview that the leaders of Ethiopia, Egypt and Sudan 
all wanted President Cyril Ramaphosa to continue as 
mediator even after he handed over the AU chair.

But clearly Egypt and Sudan had other ideas. Last 
month Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry 
told a visiting Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(DRC) official that his government supported Sudan’s 
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Davison said some observers had scaled back their ambitions. They would 
now consider it a success if the second stage of filling could be managed 
in a cooperative manner that did not cause damage downstream in Sudan, 
leading to diplomatic escalation or worse.

‘Whatever happens, the Ethiopians still do not look inclined to make any 
significant concessions, despite the increased international pressure on 
Addis Ababa – whether over the GERD, for their part in the Sudan border 
tensions or the conflict in Tigray,’ Davison said.

If the mediation process changes significantly now, 
valuable time could be lost ahead of the second 
filling of the dam

Pretoria has not yet reacted officially to the Egypt–Sudan proposal for a 
quartet to take over mediation from South Africa. However, some officials 
are believed to be quite well disposed to the idea – as long as the AU 
remains in charge of the process.

A new US stance

What they like about the proposal is that giving important roles to the 
powerful international players – the US, EU and UN – would enable them to 
exert leverage over the three disputants, which the AU hasn’t been able to 
do. Yet for that same reason, Ethiopia would probably prefer for the AU to 
remain in charge, as Mufti indicated.

Some in Pretoria also believe the US stance has changed significantly 
under Biden. Whereas Trump’s government was seen, by Ethiopia and 
others, to favour Egypt, the Biden administration has signaled it will be 
more even-handed. 

It has already resumed the financial aid to Ethiopia that Trump suspended 
after Addis Ababa declined to sign a proposed US deal in February last year 
that Egypt had signed.

It will clearly take much leverage from the three non-African forces in the 
quartet to shift these stalled negotiations. 

Egypt fears any significant loss of the waters on which it is almost entirely 
dependent, while Sudan fears potential damage from a release of too much 
water from the dam. Both seek a legally binding agreement that would 
control the release or retention of water in the GERD.

Ethiopia insists that the GERD is part of its sovereign domain. Since it 
needs the dam for the country’s development, it won’t be bound by external 
constraints that reduce the GERD’s benefits. 

A compromise between those two polar positions seems tricky to attain, 
but is essential to resolve this festering issue that has a high potential to 
spark conflict.

6 450 MW  
HYDROELECTRIC PLANT

GERD
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A successful withdrawal in December depends on 
political stability in Somalia, but can and should AMISOM 
play a role in this area? And whatever its mandate may 
be, the perennial problem of how to fund an extended 
mission remains unresolved.

AMISOM support

AMISOM has provided support to Somalia’s government 
since 2007, mainly in fighting al-Shabaab and other 
extremist groups. It has also helped build the capacity 
of Somalia’s security institutions, including the Somali 
National Army and the Somali Police Forces.

According to the 2017 Somalia Transitional Plan, 
endorsed by the African Union (AU) Peace and Security 
Council (PSC) and the UNSC, three types of priorities 
must be fulfilled before AMISOM’s departure. These 
are operational activities, institutional capacity building, 
and supporting activities – which include material and 
logistical support to Somalia’s security forces.

The exit plan’s implementation depends on certain 
assumptions, including an overall improvement in 
Somalia’s political and security environments. Somalia’s 
security institutions also need to be strengthened so that 
they can take over these responsibilities. And functional 
local administration must be established.

But it’s becoming clear that Somalia isn’t ready for 
AMISOM’s December exit plan. Primarily, the plan’s goals 
are too ambitious to achieve within the given time frame. 
On top of that, political instability and security threats 
have worsened over the past few months.

As James Swan, UN special envoy to Somalia reported, 
al-Shabaab remains a major threat in the country and 
beyond, and has increased its attacks, especially from 
August 2020. Similarly, the Special Representative of 
the AU Commission chairperson and head of AMISOM 
Francisco Madeira told the UNSC this month that the 
group was strategically positioning itself to maximise its 
terror attacks.

AMISOM should provide more than security in Somalia        

The African Union Mission to Somalia’s time is drawing to a close. It’s scheduled to exit in December 
2021, after the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) extended the 28 February mandate deadline. 
But instead of making preparations to leave, the growing political and security problems in Somalia 
have seen the focus shift to what AMISOM’s continued role in the country should be. 

Tensions due to postponed elections, 
border disputes

Politics in Somalia is highly strained, especially 
between the Somalia Federal Government and its 
Federal Member States. Failure to hold scheduled 
elections in 2020 and early 2021 has aggravated 
tensions. The two groupings can’t agree on the 
management of the elections, and this has increased 
instability and armed clashes in the country.

Besides the volatile internal climate, Somalia’s 
diplomatic rows with Kenya and Djibouti could affect 
AMISOM’s operational effectiveness, as both countries 
contribute police and/or soldiers to the mission. Last 
December Somalia accused Kenya of interfering in its 
internal affairs. Somalia also criticised a Djibouti-led 
fact-finding mission into a regional border dispute. 
Somalia said the results of the Intergovernmental 
Authority on Development exercise were biased 
towards Kenya.

Somalia’s security institutions need to be 
strengthened so that they can take over 
these responsibilities

Although the capabilities of Somalia’s security 
institutions have improved to some extent, AMISOM’s 
withdrawal also depends on the country’s political 
stability. Associate Professor at Stellenbosch University 
Thomas Mandrup says the problem is ‘seemingly no 
viable political projects for Somalia, and consequently 
no sustainable peace to be achieved.’ Mandrup says 
AMISOM is ‘caught in a situation of political and 
development failures.’

But the mission’s role in tackling Somalia’s political crisis 
has been minor compared to fighting al-Shabaab and 
supporting capacity building of the security forces. The 
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political mandate rests with the United Nations Assistance Mission in 
Somalia, and AMISOM’s role regarding this aspect is vague.

The political impasse in the country has made it difficult for AMISOM to 
implement its exit plan. But it seems the AU PSC wants AMISOM to deal 
with this issue in future. 

The council recently indicated that there would be changes in the 
mission’s mandate after 2021. It highlighted the ‘paramount importance 
of the role of the AU in supporting post-conflict reconstruction and 
development in Somalia as a key aspect of prevention of violence 
and relapse.’

Funding constraints

Two main problems remain for AMISOM. First, funding of the mission is 
dependent on partners such as the UN and European Union. Given that 
the PSC plans to change AMISOM’s role from 2022, these funding issues 
must be urgently clarified, including the possibility of tapping into the AU 
Peace Fund.

The mission should help undertake a coordinated and 
thorough assessment among key stakeholders and 
partners on AMISOM’s future

Second, if the mission is to get involved in post-conflict reconstruction and 
development, it requires strategic, operational and technical capabilities to 
coordinate all efforts in Somalia. This demands robust civilian engagement 
but currently AMISOM has only about 66 civilian experts on the ground. 
With this level of capacity, it will be hard for the mission to meaningfully 
support complex political processes.

Despite these challenges, AMISOM is likely to continue supporting 
Somalia under a renewed mandate. Dr Cedric de Coning, a Research 
Professor at the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs, anticipates 
that this may include ‘elements of helping to ensure stability of the country 
in the context of the current political uncertainty, in addition to the old 
mandate of protecting the state against al-Shabaab.’

Whatever the case, a mandate with political primacy matters for 
AMISOM’s success. Its new role should focus on preventing a relapse into 
violent conflict through politically led engagements. 

The mission should also help undertake a coordinated and thorough 
assessment among key stakeholders and partners on AMISOM’s 
future. This would help define the roles, capacities and exit time frame 
beyond 2021.

AMISOM can only support Somalia’s state-building project when the 
political standoff is addressed. Focusing on helping the country get its 
politics right should be one of the mission’s priorities.

CHANGES TO 
AMISOM’S MANDATE

2022
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Firstly, we asked what he thinks were Magufuli’s 
contributions to leadership on the continent. 

I believe John Magufuli came in with an agenda to really 
address the corruption in the governmental structures 
of Tanzania. He immediately began to root out so-called 
ghost workers in the system; these were people who 
were somehow receiving a salary from the state but in 
fact did not exist. 

There had been some corrupt practices taking place 
and he was very forthright in addressing that issue, so 
perhaps we can acknowledge his leadership role in 
addressing and tackling the issue of corruption head on. 

I also think he did find a level of governmental decay 
or gaps in terms of the functioning of systems or state 
systems, and I believe he did try to improve the level of 
professionalism and to increase the degree of efficiency 
and effectiveness of governmental structures. 

But that came at a price, with initially a very proactive, 
forthright and assertive approach that unfortunately 
degenerated into slightly more authoritarian and coercive 
type of leadership, which has somewhat tainted his 
legacy going forward. 

Would you agree that there are lessons that the 
continent can learn from his anti-corruption 
campaign?

Yes, I would definitely say so. I think efficiency in 
government systems, transparency and accountability 
are crucial for all African countries. In the absence of 
such an approach or an ideology or philosophy within 
governance, then the services that need to get to the 
people don’t actually get to them, which means that we 
perpetuate low levels of quality of life for citizens. 

This then undermines livelihoods, education, healthcare, 
infrastructure, communications, all of which don’t reach 
the people. All of this has an impact on the growth 

PSC Interview: ‘Magufuli’s passing could renew relationships 
in the East African Community’        

Tanzania has recently lost a sitting president, John Pombe Magufuli. The PSC Report asked 
Prof. Tim Murithi, head of peacebuilding interventions at the Institute of Justice and Reconciliation 
and extraordinary professor in African Studies at the University of the Free State, South Africa, about 
leadership on the continent. 

and eventual development of Africa along the lines of 
Agenda 2063, which the African Union has touted as the 
blueprint for the continent’s future. 

What are the implications of Magufuli’s 
death for dynamics within the East African 
Community (EAC)? 

Well, I think Magufuli’s passing will create an opening 
for renewing the relationship between Tanzania, which 
is the host country of the EAC (based in Arusha), and 
its neighbours. It will increase the possibility to, in fact, 
strengthen regional integration. The initial tensions 
between Tanzania and Kenya, as well as between 
Tanzania and Uganda, need to be addressed and 
improved upon. 

‘Of the 55 countries in Africa it’s very 
difficult to single out a single leader 
who is operating in a manner that lifts 
up his own people’

There is therefore an opening; one doesn’t really know 
though where the new president will take the country, 
in which direction she’s going to lead the country. 
But one hopes that she will use the processes of 
dialogue, problem solving and joint planning in terms 
of implementing some of the normative protocols that 
the EAC has set for itself. 

It is commonly said that Africa has a leadership 
problem. What do you think of that assertion, 
and what kind of leadership is needed in 
Africa today? 

Yes, I would agree that Africa has a leadership 
problem. Of the 55 countries it’s very difficult to single 
out a single leader who is operating in a manner that 
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lifts up his own people, that improves the well-being internally of citizens 
as well as governance and delivery of government services, and who does 
this consulting civil society and embracing social movements. 

Almost all the states across the continent have challenges in this regard, 
with a few exceptions that stand out, like the president of Ghana, for 
example. His recent pronouncements show a much more proactive 
and progressive way of dealing with issues, but he is also dealing with 
some internal issues around the bloated state and excessive government 
bureaucracy, so it’s not a clean bill of health. 

Ethical leadership is a solution going forward – ethical 
leadership is respectful; it is informed by morals, values 
and principles; it engages the citizenry widely; it works 
with citizens to build campaigns

It’s difficult to diagnose why we don’t have leaders that are ethical in their 
practice. Ethical leadership is a solution going forward – ethical leadership 
is respectful; it is informed by morals, values and principles; it engages the 
citizenry widely; it works with citizens to build campaigns. 

Leadership is bringing people together, which means you have to be 
prepared to deal with disagreements and criticism. 

The colonial state was premised on pulling people into submission, 
threatening them, extracting resources, and leaving – exactly the same 
model that we’ve adopted almost across the board in Africa. Only a few 
countries’ constitutions make it difficult for leaders to do that. 

This is the fundamental problem we have in Africa – ethical leadership 
– but it is also informed by a pan-African attitude so the small state 
constructs that we have are artificial in their very essence. 

How do we as an African collective work towards the betterment of all 
the people of Africa, not just the people in my village or in my little corner 
here? That means also calling out your fellow leaders in situations where 
they are misbehaving. 

In South Africa we have former president Jacob Zuma, we have 
Zimbabwe, we have the DRC [Democratic Republic of Congo], etc., with 
very few pockets of stability. So what we have are 1 billion people who 
must rise, otherwise there will be trouble. 

BASED IN ARUSHA, 
TANZANIA

EAC
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