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as a worrying trend. The erosion of term limits in several countries in 
Africa, including constitutional amendments in Côte d’Ivoire and Guinea, 
contested elections in Tanzania, and a military coup in Mali were all troubling 
developments. Along the same lines, another contributor examines Somalia’s 
upcoming presidential election and expresses concern regarding the potential 
for a non-peaceful transition of power. However, there were glimmers of 
hope amid this troubling democratic landscape. Almost a dozen African 
countries held presidential or general elections and took steps to consolidate 
democracy, as highlighted by peaceful transitions of power in Ghana and 
Niger, and the annulment of a �awed election in Malawi. The relationship 
between security forces and civilians in general or segments of societies came 
under intense scrutiny in 2020 as popular protests against police brutality and 
abuses emerged as a global issue. Africa was not spared, as highlighted by 
two authors who focus on the #EndSARS protests in Nigeria.  

On the economic development front, Africa’s debt crisis continued to escalate 
in 2020, made worse by the impacts of COVID-19. One author notes the 
disruption caused by the pandemic to Africa’s digital journey and progress, 
which also exposed and exacerbated the scale and scope of its digital divide. 
At the same time, and as noted by several authors, innovation gathered 
steam on the continent with plenty of potential for the digitization of African 
economies, which could be facilitated through an African digital game plan. 
Other contributors emphasize the need for strong leadership and innovation to 
avoid a potentially deep recession, the prioritization of agricultural productivity 
and resilience to spur Africa’s economic transformation, and purposeful 
adoption of sovereign wealth funds to foster sustainable development.  

Looking at Africa’s role in the global arena, one author focuses on how 
Africa, the host of many multinational corporations, could bene�t from the 
growing push in Europe to hold multinational corporations accountable 
for safeguarding human rights and protecting the environment as part of 
their corporate social responsibility. Another contributor explores Turkey’s 
engagement with Africa in the year of COVID-19. The contributor notes that 
while Turkey’s strategic goals in Africa have not changed, as exempli�ed by its 
continued engagement in Libya, the country’s engagement with the continent 
was characterized by COVID-diplomacy, aimed at entrenching its image as a 
reliable partner in Africa’s time of need. The �nal submission in this year’s 
edition focuses on the innovations that have emerged from the continent, 
especially youth, in response to COVID-19. It is a powerful reminder that 
Africa’s most important resource is her people.

We found this year’s special edition of Africa: Year in Review to be a 
particularly compelling read of perspectives and analyses, and thank all of 
the authors for their insightful contributions. As we approach 2021, we look 
forward to an Africa that successfully navigates COVID-19, establishes a 
sustainable “new normal” in the post-COVID-19 world, and addresses the 
governance, security, and development challenges raised in these essays 
while bolstering the security of its citizens and its role as a key player in the 
global arena.  

Dr. Monde Muyangwa
Director, Wilson Center Africa Program
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Time to Revamp—Not Revert—U.S. 
Diplomacy in Africa
Mr. Alan Boswell

The world is changing. As the new Biden Administration seeks to repair U.S. diplomacy 
in Africa, it needs to do much more than simply try to revert to the pre-Trump normal. 

During the Trump Administration, we’ve seen U.S. diplomacy several steps behind 
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Doomed Hope?
Mr. Nii Akuetteh

Joe Biden wins the U.S. presidency and taps terri�c John Kerry as climate envoy 
while UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres speaks climate truth to power. These             
developments constitute 2020’s best news for Africa. A trifecta of hope. But is it 
doomed hope?  

To answer, one must start by borrowing heavily from Guterres to assert this: 	
especially since the industrial revolution, today’s G8 countries have grown rich 
and powerful by waging war on nature. Unsurprisingly, she is pushing back. This is   
suicidal, endangering the only livable planet humans have. But a bitter irony lurks: 
those hit hardest by nature’s fury are indigenous peoples—the populations that are 
materially the poorest and most vulnerable precisely because they have respected 	
nature the most.

Here Africa is Exhibit A. The vast Sahara is spreading. Most of Lake Chad has 	
evaporated. Violent cyclones are battering southern Africa more frequently, bringing 
deadly �ooding and landslides. Huge locust clouds have brought food insecurity to the 
Horn. Somalis and other Africans are catching drastically fewer �sh. This results partly 
from criminal poaching by giant European and Chinese trawlers. But environmental 
factors are wreaking even greater havoc in African seas. Temperatures have risen while 
oxygen levels have plummeted. The rising seas problem is unmistakable; coastal West 
Africans observe that “the sea is swallowing West Africa.” Examples are in Côte 	
d’Ivoire and Ghana, where recently the Atlantic Ocean has quickly smashed two 	
signi�cant cities. Across Africa, wars, mass displacement of dozens of millions, and 
scary food insecurity are only three of the ways that climate crisis is devastating the 
continent.

The African theory of the case for climate justice is this: industrialized countries achieve 
and maintain wealth and dominance by abusing nature. In contrast, Africa and its 
less-developed peers have been injured the most by the climate crisis. The rich 	
perpetrators must therefore have an unshirkable responsibility to repair the injuries 
and reduce their abuses of nature suf�ciently. 

Unforgiving electoral calculus stopped Biden from endorsing the “Green New Deal.” 
Still, his climate policy—especially the intent to rejoin the Paris Accords on day one—
should prove kinder to climate justice than did President Trump’s.
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Africa and the Biden Administration’s 
Summit for Democracy
Mr. Judd Devermont

The incoming Biden Administration has an early opportunity to demonstrate its 	
commitment to Africa at the forthcoming Summit for Democracy. During his 2020 
presidential campaign, Biden committed to “renew the spirit and shared purpose of 
the nations of the free world” by hosting a global Summit for Democracy during his 
�rst year in of�ce. This not only is an important signal after four years of neglectful 
U.S. policy toward Africa, but also represents a moment to rede�ne U.S. engagement 
and reimagine its approach to democracy promotion. A new U.S. relationship with                        
Africa—de�ned by the region’s global sway and strategic importance—will �nd its 
roots in how this �rst Summit is conducted: which African countries receive invitations, 
what engagements are promoted, and how Africa features in the conference’s 	
commitments. 

Since this is a global summit, there almost certainly will be a food �ght over who 
receives an invitation. In determining which African countries to invite, the Biden 
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When Elephants Fight the Grass is 
Trampled
Ms. Vivian Lowery Derryck

A fraught planet has learned a chilling lesson: When U.S. attention is diverted from 
global issues and other countries are riveted by the U.S. domestic political spectacle, 
democracy across the globe is undermined. Tanzania is of special concern.  

Tanzania, an African icon of democratic stability largely shaped by legendary 	
nation-builder Julius Nyerere, is being systematically upended by President John 
Magufuli and the ruling Chama Cha Mapinduzi party (CCM).

The October 27-28, 2020 elections damaged Tanzanian democracy and gave license 
to other would-be autocrats on the continent. Most alarming is the ongoing descent 
of CCM into a political party increasingly viewed as repressive. Tanzania came 
to independence in 1961 with a single political party (TANU) that governed with 
transparency until the 1990s’global embrace of multi-party democracy. Tanzania’s 
Nyerere-guided transition to multi-party democracy involved consultations with every 
district on the mainland and in Zanzibar, as TANU and CCM merged to become the 
vibrant dominant party in the new political universe.  

Today’s CCM has degenerated into a party that has violated democratic 		
norms—muzzling the opposition, harassing the press and social media, expelling 
NGOs, threatening LGBTQ citizens, and eviscerating civil society. Political parties 
are the lifeblood of a democracy, regulating competing interests and organizing 
government. And democracies cannot thrive without a robust civil society to sT*
(sT/MCIDd or3oh
CID yeardber )/Mocracemocrcn turnd CID 4ang (en-Uwatchdog holdlatipan, h<</Lanithout a robust civil society to sT*
h )Tj
EMC 
/SacBDC 
ablinathout a robust civil society to sT*
7.
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The Erosion of Term Limits in Africa 
Re�ects Worrying Trend 
Dr. Joseph Siegle

Africa saw a precipitous decline in the upholding of term limits in 2020. Of the 12 	
presidential elections held on the continent, �ve had incumbents facing term limits. 
Yet, in only one case, Niger’s President Mahmadou Issoufou, did the incumbent abide 
by this limit. Conversely, Faure Gnassingbé (Togo), Alpha Condé (Guinea), and 	
Alassane Ouattara (Côte d’Ivoire) all remain in power. Pierre Nkurunziza, who bypassed 
Burundi’s two-term limit in 2015, died prior to this year’s election. 

This circumvention of term limits continues a recent trend. Since 2015, there have been 
13 cases of African leaders extending their time in power beyond their mandated two 
terms.

This is a problem for Africa’s governance, security, and development. Leaders in 	
countries where leaders have evaded term limits have been in power four times longer, 
on average, than leaders in countries upholding term limits. Countries where leaders 
have eluded term limits, moreover, are ranked as considerably more corrupt, according 
to Transparency International.  

Not coincidentally, 11 of the 14 African countries currently facing civil con�ict are those 
without effective term limits. These countries generate roughly 90 percent of the 	
continent’s record 30 million refugees and internally displaced populations. 

Citizens peacefully protested the lifting of term limits in each country in question this 
year. Yet, in every case, government crackdowns resulted in the loss of lives. Regional 
bodies and international actors, meanwhile, have remained largely silent.  

The deterioration in term limit norms is undercutting more than two decades of reform 
aimed at institutionalizing checks and balances on executive power in Africa. Some 45 
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New Horizons for Niger 
Dr. Sophia Moestrup

For the �rst time in its history, Niger is on the way to a peaceful transfer of executive 
power. This is all the more remarkable for a country that has experienced three coups 
d’état and a successful attempt at bypassing term limits since transitioning to 	
multi-party democracy in 1993. President Mahamadou Issoufou, by respecting the 
constitution and his promise to step down at the end of his second term this April, has 
made history and supported the consolidation of constitutional rule in Niger. 

The December 27, 2020 presidential poll was peaceful, and the winner of the February 
runoff between ruling party candidate Mohamed Bazoum and former President 	
Mahamane Ousmane will take over from President Issoufou when his mandate ends 
in April 2021. Niger’s democratic progress is particularly welcome as, in the past year, 
other West African countries experienced signi�cant democratic backsliding: for 	
example, a coup in Mali, and controversial third terms for incumbent presidents in 
Guinea and Côte d’Ivoire. Niger is an important partner in the �ght against violent 
extremism, and a smooth executive transition there will support efforts by the U.S. and 
other allies to help stabilize the Sahel. 

Despite this breakthrough on the political transfer of power, not all is well in Niger.   
Political tensions continue to fester between the ruling party and main opposition   
leader Hama Amadou, the runner-up in the 2016 presidential poll. Amadou served 
prison time for a human traf�cking case he claims was politically motivated, and his 
candidacy for the 2020 race was rejected by the constitutional court because of that 
prison sentence. Also, arrests of journalists and civil society activists have contributed 
to Niger’s “partly free” classi�cation by Freedom House. 

Niger’s new political leaders will have to renew political dialogue and strengthen 	
Nigeriens’ con�dence in their political institutions. A peaceful transition in April will 
be an important �rst step, as democratic power transfers through elections are a rare 
commodity in francophone Africa these days. Within political parties, leaders must 
establish orderly succession processes. Outgoing President Issoufou has managed 
tensions within the ruling party by starting early and personally tracking the cn and hisl track ghe ccrae6lBDCi oppositioind hisl trurcten . It92.5now 0 9>>BD2.5 
BT
109 >> 10e 2
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Somalia in 2020 and Beyond
Dr. Ladan Af�

2020 was a challenging year for Somalia, which faced security, economic, political, and 
social challenges. Although Somalia has largely escaped the effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic, it continues to battle drought, famine, �oods, and locusts, which have led to 
a humanitarian disaster in the country. This has been exacerbated by the global 	
economic fallout of the COVID-19 pandemic in that international partners are less 	
invested in what is taking place in Somalia.

The country faces a serious security threat, particularly in southern Somalia, from the 
Al-Shabaab terrorist group. Somalia’s insecurity will be worsened by the December 
2020 announcement of the withdrawal of American troops, as well as by the recent 
departure of Ethiopian troops that have returned home to deal with their own con�ict. 
In addition, Somalia’s strained relationship with Kenya has both security and economic 
implications.

In the upcoming elections, Somalia was to transition from an indirect electoral college 
model to a one-person, one-vote system. This has not happened; instead, an 	
expanded electoral college based on the 2016 model will be adopted. There is fear that 
the escalating disagreement between the federal government and federal 		
member states, particularly Puntland and Jubbaland, over the election process could 
lead to serious problems. Already, the parliamentary elections that were scheduled to 
take place on December 1 have yet to occur. 

Somali opposition parties and presidential candidates have criticized the federal 	
government’s handling of the election, fearing that the government is trying to 	
pre-determine its outcome. The capricious doubling of the candidate registration fee to 
USD$10,000 for the lower house and USD$20,000 for the upper house signals that only 
elites will be able to take part in this election. Most affected will be minority candidates 
and women, who were permitted to pay half of the registration fee in the 2016 election 
but will not receive such relief for the upcoming election.

For the past twenty years, Somalia’s elections have resulted in a new president being 
peacefully sworn in every four years. The upcoming election threatens to upend that, 
as Somali political actors seem unwilling to come to an agreement on how to hold the 
elections. An added complication is that the U.S., EU, and other international partners, 
who could pressure the government and opposition to defuse the brewing con�ict, are 
focused on their own priorities in dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Women Leaders Respond to 
COVID-19
Dr. Aili Tripp 

Although COVID-19 has had less impact in Africa than in other regions of the world, it 
has compounded existing problems faced by women and girls. COVID-19 forced many 
African women to leave their formal and informal work and do more care work in the 
home, tending to and schooling children where there were school closures. As seen 
elsewhere in the world during the pandemic, women in Africa became more exposed 
to sexual exploitation and domestic violence as rates increased in homes already under 
stress. These patterns were exacerbated in African countries af�icted by con�ict, 		
humanitarian crisis, and insecurity. Women with disabilities were particularly 	
vulnerable. 

Across the continent, South Africa, Ethiopia, Kenya, and North African countries have 
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Evaluating COVID-19 in Africa: 
Responses, Effects, and Future Risks
Ms. Fabiola Michele Lawson

Following the �rst COVID-19 cases reported in Wuhan, China in December 2019, Egypt 
was the �rst African country to register cases the following February. Although African 
states reacted proactively to the outbreak, the pandemic gravely tested the agility of 
their policy responses to natural disasters and health crises. The stringent 		
countermeasures implemented by many African countries strained the continent’s 
economy, and the challenge is unlikely to let up as a second COVID-19 wave washes 
over Africa.

Given Africa’s prior experience with viral outbreaks of Ebola, Lassa fever, and Dengue, 
its governments partnered with the World Health Organization to counter the COVID-19 
pandemic even before the discovery of the �rst case on the continent. Countries 		
including South Africa, Kenya, and Egypt addressed education and public health 	
management challenges by adopting education technology solutions. Ghana and 
Rwanda pioneered using zipline drones to deliver COVID-19 test samples. According to 
live updates on Worldometer, Seychelles is one of the few countries in the world that 
has yet to register any COVID-19 deaths. 

Despite Africa’s relatively low rates of COVID-related deaths and infections, many 	
African countries nonetheless implemented strict countermeasures such as 		
lockdowns, curfews, and social distancing. The downsides of these public health 	
measures included destabilizing trade and market opportunities, and further exposing 
some countries to instability and food insecurity, including Sudan and Zimbabwe. 	
African countries that had been projected to experience growth in 2020 are now on 
track to undergo a decline, including Tanzania, Kenya, Ethiopia, and Uganda. 	
Moreover, as South Africa surpasses a million registered cases, scientists there have 
found a new, faster-spreading coronavirus variant. Consequently, many observers fear 
the continent’s second wave of COVID-19 may worsen the destabilizing effects Africa is 
already experiencing.

Africa’s COVID-19 countermeasures, many of which are derived from its experience 
countering previous viral public health threats, can be replicated elsewhere in the 	
developing and developed world. At the same time, Africa’s struggles during the 	
pandemic highlight areas in which countries need to strengthen their resilience in order 
to alleviate economic instability and promote food security.
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Youth Riots in Nigeria: Was it 
Predictable? Who is Next?
Dr. Adesoji Adelaja

The #EndSARS youth protests across Nigeria in October 2020 began with calls to      
disband the Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS), a unit of the Nigerian Police well 
known for systemic brutality, extortion, illegal detentions, and extrajudicial killings. 
State governments responded by imposing curfews, and President Buhari ultimately 
announced the disbandment of the SARS. However, the protests nonetheless 	
continued, went viral, and garnered global support for Nigerian youth. The #EndSARS 
movement later escalated its demands into calls for major reform of the country’s 	
management. 

Police shootings of some youth at a toll gate in late October quickly turned the 	
previously peaceful protests into riots across Nigeria. Many homes, businesses, and 
government buildings were ransacked, looted, and in some cases burnt down. 	
Nigeria’s elites feared a major law and order meltdown of the type that toppled many 
long-term regimes in the Middle East during the 2011 Arab Spring.  

The outbreak of violence in Nigeria was attributable to the build-up of “latent anger,” 
as explained in “Grievances, Latent Anger and Unrest in Africa,” 3 my recent article 
with Justin George in �"�G�S�J�D�B�O���4�F�D�V�S�J�U�Z. The article showed the use of cross-country 
data to construct a latent anger index showing the culmination of grievances as the 
precursor to various forms of unrest. As was the case in the Middle East during the 
Arab Spring, unaddressed and deeply-rooted long-term grievances built into latent 

disblik
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#EndSARS and the Rise of Africa’s 
Activist Generation
Ms. K. Riva Levinson

On the morning of October 20, 2020, tens of thousands of young Nigerians camped at 
the Lekki Toll Gate in Lagos, Nigeria. The protestors were mobilized under the hashtag 
#EndSARS, a mass action campaign seeking to dismantle the Special Anti-Robbery 
Squad (SARS). 4 
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U.S. Army Remains Committed to 
African Security, Stability 
Major General Andrew Rohling

The year 2020 presented signi�cant changes and challenges for the world, for the 
continent, and for the U.S. Army in Africa.

The most substantial change for the latter was the consolidation of U.S. Army Europe 
and U.S. Army Africa headquarters into one command: U.S. Army Europe and Africa. 
U.S. Army Africa, based in Vicenza, Italy, was re-designated as U.S. Army Southern 
European Task Force, Africa (SETAF-AF) in October 2020. Although the name changed, 
the U.S. Army’s commitment to its African partners’ remains steadfast.

The consolidation allows greater access to and collaboration with land force 	
commanders and defense chiefs of NATO allies and partners, both in Africa and 
Europe. As the SETAF-AF commander, I remain committed to strengthening 	
partnerships across Africa and Southern Europe.

Despite COVID-19 challenges, the SETAF-AF team found innovative ways to strengthen 
partnerships with and improve the capacity of African land force militaries, completing 
85 security cooperation activities in 23 African countries during 2020. In February, 		
SETAF-AF co-hosted the African Land Forces Summit with the Ethiopian National 
Defense Force. The summit, held in Addis Ababa, gathered 42 African land component 
chiefs to discuss defense institutional development.

In another 2020 structural change, the Defense Department aligned a U.S. Army 	
Security Force Assistance Brigade (SFAB) with the U.S. Africa Command. Speci�cally 
designed to develop partner capacity across a wide range of specialties, SFAB teams 
advised and assisted African partners in Djibouti, Senegal, Somalia, and Tunisia during 
2020. The SFAB’s persistent engagement with these countries demonstrates the U.S. 
Army’s commitment to its African partners.

Many of the multinational exercises planned in 2020 were cancelled to prevent the 
spread of the COVID-19 virus and protect U.S. service members and their African 	
partners. Exercise African Lion, SETAF-AF’s �agship training event that involves 	
thousands of troops from African, European, and global partners, is on schedule to 
occur in Morocco, Senegal, and Tunisia in June 2021.

Looking forward to 2021, the SETAF-AF team of professionals is eager to forge ahead, 
with or without COVID-19, to �nd ways to work alongside African, European, and 	
interagency partners to build and maintain security and advance mutual interests in 
Africa.

24
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Strengthening Community-Centered 
Responses to Violent Extremism
Mr. Tony Carroll and Ms. Kristen O’Connell

Violent extremism has cost sixteen African nations an average of USD$97 billion 14 per 
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Bridges Over Troubled Waters: 
Women, Peacebuilding, and Water 
Diplomacy in the East African 
Community
Dr. Marisa O. Ensor

The East African Community (EAC—Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda, South Sudan, Tanzania, 
and Uganda) is home to some of the greatest water sources in the world. These include 
Lake Tanganyika, Lake Victoria, and the Nile River Basin. The distribution of water 
varies signi�cantly within the EAC; some areas often experience a rain surplus (e.g., 
Burundi, Rwanda, and parts of Uganda), while others usually suffer a considerable 	
water de�cit (e.g., central Tanzania and large parts of Kenya). This disparity contributes 
to regional tensions. Women and girls in the region are responsible for water 		
collection in eight out of ten households obtaining water off premises. Their 	
participation as water leaders is increasingly prominent, especially at the community 
level. Women’s leadership, often championing dialogue over dispute, has become even 
more critical given current water resource challenges. 

Water security in the EAC countries, destabilized in 2020 by COVID-19 and the worst 
devastation from locusts in half a century, was further compromised in 2020 by �oods 
that contaminated water sources across much of the region. This was triggered by 
torrential rains that started in March and intensi�ed again in August and September, 
leading to massive �ooding and landslides. This caused almost 500 deaths, mainly 
in Kenya and Rwanda, and vast population displacement. In South Sudan, months of 
�ooding and violence in 2020 forced an estimated 600,000 people to �ee their homes. 
Most of those displaced were women and children. 

Successfully resolving complex water management issues in the EAC would 	
substantially contribute to the region’s peace and security. Fostering water diplomacy 
is one promising avenue to attain this goal. Water diplomacy offers an entry point to 
strengthen domestic and regional water-management institutions and develop 	
mutually bene�cial policies on water and other issues. Empirical research has 	
demonstrated the positive effects of women’s participation in decision-making on 	
water cooperation and con�ict prevention. As proclaimed in the Water Vision for 	
Africa 2025, these objectives can only be achieved with “political will, public awareness 
and commitment among all for sustainable water-resources management, including 
the mainstreaming of gender issues and youth concerns and the use of participatory 
approaches.” This approach has the potential to reframe water management con�icts 
as opportunities for cooperation and joint decision-making. Given the compounding 
sources of uncertainty currently facing the African continent and the world, supporting 
EAC women’s role as water diplomats and peacebuilders has never been more critical.
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ECOWAS’ Peace and Security 
Shattered by Unconstitutional Coups
Ms. Kamissa Camara

As the world was staggered in 2020 by the coronavirus pandemic, West Africa was also 
dealing with a series of unconstitutional changes of power. This called into question 
the in�uence of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) in 	
promoting peace, security, stability, and good governance in the troubled region. 

On August 18, amid growing popular protest, a military coup deposed President 
Ibrahim Boubacar Keita in Mali. A few days later, Guinea’s ruling party con�rmed that 
82-year-old President Alpha Condé would seek a third term in of�ce. This 		
unpopular decision sparked mass protests in Guinea that left at least 30 people dead. 
Condé eventually won reelection in October with 59 percent of the vote. That same 
month in neighboring Côte d’Ivoire, President Alassane Ouattara, who was �nishing 
his second and constitutional �nal term in of�ce, also sought a controversial third term. 
The opposition boycotted the election, which Ouattara easily won with 94 percent of 
the vote and a body count of at least 30 people in pre-election violence. The casualties 
evoked memories of the country’s 2010-2011 crisis that left 3,000 dead.

In the recent past, ECOWAS had been more successful in preventing unconstitutional 
changes of power. For example, in 2017, the regional organization was the main actor 
making Gambian President Yaya Jammeh relinquish power after he had lost elections. 
This was a big win for ECOWAS. That same year, Morocco applied for ECOWAS 	
membership, and Mauritania signed a new associate-membership agreement 17 years 
after having left the organization. ECOWAS also led successful peacekeeping 	
operations in Liberia, Guinea Bissau, and Mali, and its mediation efforts led to peaceful 
elections in Mali (2013) and Nigeria (2015).

ECOWAS is home to 300 million people and covers about one-sixth of Africa. When 
the Treaty of Lagos established the organization in 1975, its main goal was to foster 
economic cooperation and promote intra-regional trade. However, due to chronic 
instability in the region, economic integration took a back seat while the promotion of 
peace and security became an urgent and vital mission. ECOWAS has since made great 
strides in strengthening its mediation and con�ict prevention capability, as 		
demonstrated in the months leading up to Mali’s August 2020 military coup. Still, a 
stark gap remains between the ECOWAS mandate and its capacity to consistently avert 
regional crises. For this reason, the African Union and the United Nations should 	
shoulder their original roles of “African and world police” and let ECOWAS revert back 
to its original focus on economics and trade. 

MS. KAMISSA CAMARA  is the founder of the Sahel Strategy Forum and former Foreign 

Minister of Mali.27
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The Coup in Mali and the Case for 
Privileging African Institutions
Ambassador J. Peter Pham

In the early morning of August 18, shots rang out at a military base nine miles 	
northwest of Bamako. For the second time in less than a decade, the overthrow of a 
democratically-elected Malian government was underway. Around midnight that day, 
President Keïta announced his resignation from the barracks where he had been taken 
by the mutineers. Within hours of the uprising, the Economic Community of West 		
African States (ECOWAS) called for a return to constitutional order and suspended 	
Mali’s membership, closed all borders between Mali and its ECOWAS neighbors, and, 
days later, added sweeping �nancial and trade restrictions on Mali that included the 
freezing of government accounts in regional banks. Before the week was out, 	
ECOWAS then sent a high-level delegation to Bamako. From then on, ECOWAS, with 
close support from the G5 Sahel—the security and development cooperation institution 
embracing the �ve countries in the Sahel—spearheaded international efforts to achieve 
a timely, civilian-led transition to return Mali to the rule of an elected government. Their 
efforts paid off. On October 5, with a largely technocratic transitional government in 
place and committed to holding elections after an 18-month transition period, ECOWAS 
lifted its sanctions.   

While Mali’s future stability is far from assured, ECOWAS’ role in the immediate 	
aftermath of the coup is a compelling case for working with, and through, African 	
institutions. Why? First, those directly affected by the coup were in the driver’s seat. 
ECOWAS’ speed and decisiveness—largely driven by then ECOWAS chair Nigerien 
President Issoufou—were likely motivated by self-interest in avoiding a collapse in 
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New Challenges to Thawing the 
Con�ict in Western Sahara
Ms. Hannah Akuiyibo

After holding for nearly 30 years, the cease�re between the Polisario Front and 	
Morocco over the contested territory of Western Sahara ended in November 2020. The 
con�ict—largely frozen since a 1991 UN-brokered cease�re—�ared in October 2020 
when Polisario announced it would no longer honor the agreement following clashes 
in the buffer zone and shortly after the United Nations Security Council had voted to 
renew the peacekeeping mission, MINURSO. Renewed peace talks that began in 2018 
have been stalled since the UN Secretary General’s Personal Envoy resigned in 2019 
citing health reasons. Morocco is still offering autonomy to Western Sahara under 
Moroccan rule, whereas Polisario is insisting on a national referendum to decide the 
territory’s future. 

The con�ict is occurring amid complex regional relationships. The African Union (AU) 
has supported the Saharawi’s claims to self-determination and recognized the 	
self-declared Saharawi Arab Democratic Republic as a full member state. Algeria and 
South Africa also back Polisario’s cause, with the South African president (who 	
currently chairs the AU) reiterating this support in February 2020. However, Morocco 
rejoined the AU in 2017 following a 33-year absence, which may lend it more leverage 
within the AU.  Another uncertainty in the region is Algeria’s ongoing political 	
transition following the downfall of its long-standing leader, Boute�ika, in 2019.

In a surprising development, the United States announced in December 2020 that it 	
recognized Morocco’s sovereignty over Western Sahara. This move accompanied 	
Morocco’s decision to recognize the state of Israel in a deal brokered by the Trump 
Administration. This recognition marked a signi�cant change from the United States’ 
historical stance of not explicitly taking sides. The Trump Administration had also 
broken with previous U.S. policy by threatening in 2018 to withdraw U.S. support from 
MINURSO to incentivize negotiations. 

Given bipartisan Congressional condemnation of Trump’s recognition announcement, 
the incoming Biden Administration could reverse course and revert to the earlier U.S. 
stance. This would mean taking its cue from the UN and supporting negotiations 
between the parties. Yet, with the greater Sahel region growing increasingly insecure 
over the last 30 years, countering violent extremism there has become a priority for the 
U.S. Government. Some in Washington are concerned that an independent Western 
Sahara could create a power vacuum that radical groups could exploit to gain territory 
and set up operations. If this view prevails, the new administration may opt against 
expending political capital on the Western Sahara sovereignty issue to avoid angering 
Morocco in the context of a deteriorating security environment in the greater Sahel.

MS. HANNAH AKUIYIBO  is the Program Associate with the Wilson Center Africa Program 
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What the Crisis in Ethiopia Entails for 
Bordering States
Ms. Monique Walker

Months of escalating tensions between Ethiopia’s government in Addis Ababa and 
leaders from the country’s northern Tigray region erupted into military con�ict in 
November 2020, threatening to tip the country into civil war. The effects of Ethiopia’s 
federal government declaring war on its northern Tigray state threatens the stability 
of one of the world’s most strategic regions: the Horn of Africa. Tigrayan forces and 
the Ethiopian national military have clashed, and Amnesty International has recorded 
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TRADE, INVESTMENT, AND 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT
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Africa’s Response in the Wake of 
the Pandemic: The Economy Versus 
Lockdown
Mr. George Boateng and Ms. Beatrice Dankyi

COVID-19 is testing health schemes and policy responses globally. The public 
health systems of Africa, with an average 1:5,000 physician-patient ratio, 20 are 
highly susceptible to a still evolving pandemic. The World Bank reported a decline 
in economic growth in Africa in 2020 due to the pandemic—leading to Africa’s �rst 
recession in 25 years. Additionally, the African Development Bank estimates 	
continent-wide losses of up to USD$100 billion due to falls in commodity prices.  

Since the pandemic’s inception, African countries have responded with some 
successes—Nigeria was the �rst African country to sequence the SARS-CoV-2 
genome, 21 while South Africa led the continent in testing per capita. About 42 
African countries applied various levels of lockdowns. To support pandemic-related 
countermeasures, Senegal created a Resilience Program to offset income losses and 
purchased food for one million poor households. Ghana launched a fund to support 
businesses, paid consumers’ utility bills, and offered food assistance. Angola, Egypt, 
Gabon, Kenya, and Rwanda, among others, adopted similar economic stimuli.
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African Countries Face a Debt Crisis  
Mr. Ian Gorecki

While concern over sovereign debts in Africa has been rising for years, the COVID-19 
pandemic has brought the issue to a head. The International Monetary Fund’s 
November 2020 debt stability assessments of low-income countries lists six 	
low-income African countries as currently in debt distress: the Republic of the Congo, 
Mozambique, São Tomé and Príncipe, Somalia, Sudan, and Zimbabwe—with another 
14 at high risk. The pandemic-driven global recession has aggravated this, with public 
debt in Sub-Saharan Africa rising from 56.4 percent to 65.6 percent of GDP according to 
the Financial Times. In November, Zambia became the �rst African country to default 
on its debt payments since the beginning of the pandemic.

To avoid a major crisis, the G-20 established the Debt Service Suspension Initiative 
(DSSI) last May, freezing bilateral debt service for some countries through mid-2021. 
However, the DSSI does not affect multilateral or private debts, and fails to address 
debt restructuring—which is made more complicated by the large roles of China and 
private lenders. While many African and international leaders have called for more 
comprehensive measures, the G-20 is divided: the U.S. opposes the use of special 
drawing rights, and China is skeptical of debt relief.

This debt crisis is not merely due to African governments spending more than their 
counterparts in other parts of the world. African countries generally have lower 	
debt-to-GDP rates than the U.S. or many European countries, but face greater �scal 
distress—in part due to the nature of their loans. The Inter Press Service reports that 
while the U.S. and European governments bene�t from interest rates around 0 percent, 
most African countries pay between 5-16 percent. This two-tiered system limits African 
governments’ ability to react to economic crisis—including the ongoing 		
COVID-19-induced recession—while saddling them with crippling debt. 

This is not to say that all of the African governments struggling with debt are entirely 
blameless. Many previously bene�ted from debt forgiveness, only to �nd themselves 
struggling again now. Some African countries have used loans to pay for infrastructure 
projects that have failed to generate enough income or economic growth to offset the 
cost of debt service, while others have completely misallocated their loan funds. In 
these cases, poor management of loan funds has eliminated any potential gain from 
these very expensive loans. 

How the debt crisis is addressed will shape Africa’s economic recovery from COVID-19. 
Comprehensive debt restructuring paired with improvements in accountability and 
public management of borrowed funds would give highly-indebted African countries 
breathing room to address the economic crisis and move forward in a more sustainable 
direction. Conversely, a failure to address unsustainable debt payments would have a 
dire impact on the continent’s ability to recover and prosper.
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Africa’s Digital Journey—Interrupted, 
Not Halted
Ms. Viola A. Llewellyn

Events in 2019 promised a coming burst of economic activity in Africa. Africans eagerly 
celebrated the African Continental Free Trade Agreement and took some steps on the 
journey toward Africa’s digital destination. Then along came COVID-19 in early 2020. 
Amongst its casualties was Africa’s digital journey, which had been taking Africans to 
the “land of �nancial and digital inclusion.” Whilst the COVID-19 pandemic forced the 
world to go on pause, digital innovators across industries jumped at the opportunity to 
capitalize on the new reality. �#�V�T�J�O�F�T�T���J�T���O�P�U���B�T���V�T�V�B�M�
���B�O�E���U�I�F���E�J�H�J�U�B�M���E�J�W�J�E�F���D�B�O�O�P�U���C�F��
�C�S�J�E�H�F�E��������

Africa’s previous narrative around internet penetration and access to �nance was 
already of concern, but in 2020 COVID-19 magni�ed this. Some informal sector and 
last-mile entrepreneurs had neither the digital literacy nor the incentive to jump 	
Africa’s digital divide and gain or provide access to services that were no longer 	
available in person. Stuck on the other side of the divide were regulators, who admired 
the academic elegance of digital currencies but failed both to address the policy and 
legal framework implications, and to develop a digital response to pandemic-driven 
economic instability.  

Addressing disaster planning and recovery with digital solutions has far-reaching 	
rami�cations that Africa’s regulators have struggled with. The big insight from 2020 is 
that economic stability in Africa requires a long-term blended view on policy 	
development and digital engagement, which in 2021 must include digital scenario 	
development—i.e., a sandbox in which to model economic outcomes.  

The existing model of governance and the regulatory posture in some African countries 
have not been effective in supporting SMEs during COVID-19. The pandemic presents 
an opportunity to drive forward digital adoption. Africa needs to diversify its response 
toolkit by mobilizing young, tech-savvy innovators to help bring regulators up to speed 
on technology development, which currently out-paces policy response. A digital game 
plan is essential for Africa to be a full global partner.

It would be a game-changer if Africa and the U.S. were to build upon the foundation of 
the African Growth and Opportunity Act and transition to a harmonized, digital 	
partnership enabling the exportation of African technological innovation and services. 
This would be a meaningful milestone on the way to Africa’s digital destination.

As the old saying goes: All journeys start with a single step, no matter how far the 
destination.  
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Sovereign Wealth Funds in Africa: 
Getting the Message and Aims Right
Mr. Munashe Matambo and Dr. Adam Dixon

Establishing a sovereign wealth fund (SWF) has become a common policy decision 
among African governments over the past decade, particularly as a tool to manage 
natural resource revenues. As of November 2020, 22 SWFs had been established 
in Africa, with another seven on the drawing board.  While there can be bene�ts to 
establishing a SWF, it is important to stress that successful SWFs such as Botswana’s 
Pula Fund are by-products of prudent resource revenue management frameworks 
and robust macroeconomic policies. A SWF only makes sense in countries that have 
robust mechanisms for capturing and accounting for resource rents, and a budgetary 
framework that channels those rents to broad-based and inclusive social and economic 
development. The bene�t of a SWF is that it can provide �nancial stability over time 
by taking in more resource rents than can be feasibly absorbed by the domestic 
economy during peaks in the commodity-price cycle, as well as by releasing cash to 
the government during economic downturns or shocks in order to mitigate the worst 
effects and retain existing development gains.  

The U.S. government has promoted the creation of SWFs in Africa, for example in 
Mozambique in 2020. In October, the central bank of Mozambique announced an 
ambitious plan to establish a SWF to manage the government’s projected USD$96 
billion revenue from new hydrocarbon projects and other extractive industries. 
The plan was supported by a USD$300,000 grant from the U.S. State Department’s 
Fiscal Transparency Fund to help �/���8�F�U�J, a non-profit NGO, lead a national dialogue 
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Making Multinational Corporations 
Respect Human Rights and the 
Environment in Africa
Mr. Yusuf Kenan Küçük

On November 29, 2020, Switzerland held a referendum on a popular initiative aimed 
at holding Swiss-based multinational companies accountable for their human rights 
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Turkey is Here to Stay Amid 
Challenges to its Ambitious Africa 
Strategy
Dr. Elem Eyrice Tepeciklioglu 

The third Turkey-Africa Summit was due to take place in April 2020, but was 	
postponed because of the global COVID-19 pandemic. Despite this setback, Turkey was 
quick to engage in coronavirus diplomacy in an effort to boost its reputation across the 
world. Although struggling with the outbreak’s domestic impact, Turkey was among 
the �rst countries to send medical supplies to African countries in order to help them 
�ght the coronavirus pandemic. Recipients included Somalia, Sudan, Niger, and Chad, 
all of which already received signi�cant amounts of Turkish humanitarian aid. Turkish 
medical equipment was also delivered to South Africa, one of Africa’s most heavily 
virus-affected countries. In short, Turkey’s coronavirus diplomacy aims at presenting 
itself as a rising and reliable donor country in the middle of the ongoing pandemic. 

Yet, the country’s engagement with Africa in 2020 went beyond COVID-19 diplomacy, 
and was marked mostly by its deep involvement in the ongoing Libyan civil con�ict. 
Ankara attaches utmost importance to the stability of oil-rich Libya, which has been 
divided by two rival groups: Khalifa Haftar’s Libyan National Army (LNA); and the 	
UN-backed Government of National Accord (GNA) led by Fayez al-Sarraj. Turkey has 
long been providing diplomatic, logistical, and military support to the latter, and its 
diplomatic interventions have been instrumental in the withdrawal of LNA forces from 
the capital of Tripoli. Also, in 2020 Libya was the �rst African country to receive Turkish 
medical aid. 

Ankara hopes not only to get a strong return on the billions invested in Libya’s 	
construction sector by Turkish companies during the Gadda�-era, but also to secure 
its maritime agenda in the Eastern Mediterranean. In pursuing these goals, however, 
Turkey �nds itself at odds with other external players, most notably Russia. In any case, 
with various political, geostrategic, and economic interests at stake, Turkey won’t be 
disengaging from Libya anytime soon.

Turkey’s increasing involvement in Libya came at a time when the Turkish economy 
was hit hard by the pandemic. Although Ankara has bene�ted from its coronavirus     
diplomacy, the pandemic has nonetheless revealed its own economic vulnerability. 
As a result, Turkey’s African engagement in the post-COVID-19 era can be expected to 
slow down, while at the same time Ankara will likely reiterate its commitment to 	
sustaining its relationship with the continent, particularly in terms of preserving 	
Turkish-African trade relations. 
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Africa and COVID-19: Re�ecting on 
Local African Knowledge and Agency
Mr. Gregory Gondwe and Mr. Lawrence Kamanga

Notwithstanding the global impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, little substantive 	
evidence is provided by Africans at the grassroots level about the actual effects of the 
pandemic. Most people in Africa have to rely on outside sources to provide them with 
information about the state of the pandemic in their local areas. This has led to 	
questions of whether we can truly know the real impact of the pandemic in Africa. The 
Africa Centers for Disease Control (Africa CDC) has a critical role to play in bringing 
African research and knowledge to the forefront to minimize this dependency.

The reality is that Africa suffers from the devaluation of its own knowledge, such that 
whatever information is African-sourced is perceived as either inept or having nothing 
to contribute to global epistemologies. Unfortunately, this situation is emblematic of 
the widespread perception of Africa: dependent on others and failing to harness its 
extraordinary untapped potential. This is demonstrated by the way most African 	
leaders, including in the Africa CDC, responded to claims by some Africans that they 
had found a cure for COVID-19. We are not suggesting the claims were true; however, 
we believe there was enough justi�cation for the Africa CDC, and the African Union, to 
explore these claims more expeditiously and in a way that demonstrated acceptance 
and value of African knowledge, and either con�rm or scienti�cally debunk them.  

Instead of continuing to be overly dependent on outside/Western solutions while 
neglecting its own knowledge and expertise, it is hoped that the lessons provided by 
COVID-19 will be built upon. COVID-19 has presented an opportunity to utilize African 
knowledge, including tapping into African traditional medicine and supporting 	
African-based research to address Africa’s development and health needs, including in 
�ghting future pandemics. Only Africans can make African knowledge impactful, and 
this can be done by promoting African research rather than downplaying local 	
knowledge.
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