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White	 settlers	 began	 arriving	 in	 the	 1880s	 in	 the	
southern	African	kingdom	called	Zimbabwe	and	inhabited	by	
the	Shona	people,	part	of	 the	great	wave	of	European	 settle-
ment	 and	 domination	 of	 that	 time.	 Colonizers	 renamed	 the	
territory	Rhodesia	after	Cecil	Rhodes,	who	dreamed	of	uniting	
the	whole	world	under	white	British	rule	and	made	a	fortune	
in	diamond,	gold,	and	copper.	Opening	the	way	for	British	set-
tlers,	he	and	his	company,	the	British	South	African	Company,	
dominated	a	vast	territory,	extracting	minerals	and	using	the	
labor	 of	 black	 Africans	 whom	 they	 pushed	 off	 the	 land	 and	
controlled	by	force.	Later,	 the	settlers	turned	toward	farming	
as	 their	 main	 source	 of	 livelihood,	 seizing	 most	 of	 the	 good	
farmland	and	pushing	African	farmers	into	ever	smaller	areas	
or	off	the	land	entirely.	

Trouble in 
Zimbabwe/
Rhodesia 
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By the 1960s, the call for independence of African coun-
tries was sweeping the continent. Africans, many of whom 
had fought with the European Allies against Nazism and the 
Axis powers in World War II, believed that they deserved 
respect and independence after the war, especially since 
American and British war leaders had been calling for free-
dom for all. The European powers, depleted after the war and 
having to rebuild their bombed-out countries, were finding it 
more difficult and expensive to hold on to colonies. Britain 
had decided it would only hand over its African colonies to 
black majority governments. No Independence Before Black 
African Rule was its policy. 

White Rhodesians were outraged that the British were 
going to take away their power. Instead of cooperating with the 
British, in 1965 they unilaterally declared independence (UDI) 
from Britain on the basis of white-only rule. Their prime min-
ister, Ian Smith, insisted that he was protecting justice, civiliza-
tion, and Christianity and that he was holding the line against 
the expansion of Communism across Africa. 

Black Rhodesians rebelled, eventually using weapons. A 
group called ZANU (Zimbabwe African National Union) 
was led by Robert Mugabe and received some assistance from 
China. Another group, ZAPU (Patriotic Front-Zimbabwe 
African People’s Union), was supported by the Soviet Union. 
Together they represented much of the black population. The 
white government struck back, organizing the white settlers 
for war, killing black independence leaders, even resorting 
to biological warfare, spreading anthrax and other poisons. 
There were thousands of deaths—as many as 30,000 fighters 
and civilians, mainly black—and vast population migrations. 

In 1963, African countries had formed the Organization 
of African Unity (OAU) to unite the African continent and to 
help end colonialism and apartheid, or official racial separa-
tion, in South Africa. The OAU had a committee to channel 
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money and military aid to liberation movements. Because 
Britain failed to forcefully oppose the defiant, unilateral decla-
ration of independence (UDI) by the white settlers, the OAU 
recommended that African countries break their diplomatic 
relations with Britain. This helped ensure that no other coun-
tries would recognize Rhodesia as a legitimate government and 
that the United Nations would call for economic sanctions. In 
December 1966, Time magazine reported:

When British colonial rule ended and the struggle for power of 
Rhodesia began, Robert Mugabe was on the frontlines of the battle 
between black and white. His organization, the Zimbabwean African 
National Union, fought against the white minority in order to return 
the black majority to power in Africa.

the African Union
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The United Nations Security Council last week took a 
historic step, of sorts. For the first time in its 21 years 
of existence it resorted to mandatory sanctions to bring 
down a government. Object of the sanctions was Ian 
Smith’s white supremacist regime in Rhodesia. . . By 
a vote of 11 to 0—with four abstentions—the Council 
declared an international embargo on 90% of Rhodesia’s 
exports, forbade the U.N.’s 122-member nation’s to sell 
oil, arms, motor vehicles or airplanes or provide any 
form of “financial or other economic aid.”1

In the late 1970s, the United States and the United Kingdom 
and various groups of Rhodesians held a conference aimed at cre-
ating a peaceful settlement. The Lancaster House agreement they 
signed put in place a democratic system for Rhodesia, but it con-
tained special protection for the white settlers. They automatically 
got a number of seats in the Parliament, the representative body, 
and white-owned land, originally seized from black farmers, was 
protected as private property. However, the agreement stipulated 
that land could be transferred from white farmers to blacks on a 
willing buyer, willing seller basis and raised the expectation that 
there would be considerable land redistribution. 

On April 18, 1980, the country became independent as the 
Republic of Zimbabwe, with a capital at Harare, and Mugabe’s 
party was in power as the result of an election supervised by 
international bodies. To keep white Rhodesians from leaving in 
the new situation of black rule, Mugabe promised that changes 
would be made gradually and according to law. At first the 
country was stable and prosperous, but white farmers resisted 
sale of their land. Britain and the international community did 
little to lessen this resistance. Yet expectations of a return of 
the land to its original black farmers had been high, especially 
among war veterans. 

Twenty-five years later Mugabe is still in power but the 
promise of independence has been tarnished, and Zimbabwe 
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is collapsing economically and politically. Because the small 
white population continued to own most of the farming land, 
a legacy of colonialism, Mugabe’s government tried to carry 
out a change in land ownership. But some of these transfers of 
land involved violence, and many people claim that the land 
went primarily to Mugabe’s friends and allies. The chaos in the 
countryside led to a decline in food production and a decrease 
in the export of agricultural goods.

In 2005, the government demolished the homes of about 
700,000 city dwellers. Mugabe said that “Operation Drive Out 
Rubbish” was necessary to “restore sanity” to Zimbabwe’s cit-
ies, which he said were full of criminals, dirty, and dangerous. 
Opposition leaders said Mugabe was harassing city dwellers, 
who generally supported them instead of the ruling party. 
Human rights supporters said the government had denied basic 
rights to safety, homes, and health care. In general, say human 
rights organizations, police in Zimbabwe arbitrarily arrest and 
beat activists, use unnecessary force to disrupt peaceful dem-
onstrations, and possibly torture those they have arrested. Laws 
prevent criticism of the government. 

With little food, little fuel, little work, and little basic secu-
rity, people have fled the cities and countryside. Refugees are 
streaming into neighboring countries, including South Africa. 
There are many displaced people within the country. The health 
system has collapsed, and women are expected to live only 34 
years, and men 37. The value of money is so low that it takes 
huge amounts to buy anything. The price of gas, for instance, is 
85,000 Zimbabwean dollars per liter and rising.

The OAU has been replaced by a new organization of the 
continent, the African Union (AU). Now that colonialism and 
South African apartheid have ended, it intends to empha-
size good government, democracy and rule of law, economic 
growth, and social progress. What will or can the AU do about 
Zimbabwe? Can it live up to its new promise of enforcing 
human rights and good government and find a constructive 
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solution that would be an African solution to African prob-
lems, one of the main goals of the AU? 

Leaders in the AU and the South African Development 
Community have said that the people of Zimbabwe should be 
allowed to elect the leaders of their choice in an atmosphere of 
peace, and they have praised South African President Thabo 
Mbeki’s efforts to help Mugabe and his opposition talk with 
one another. The African Commission on Human and Peoples’ 
Rights, a special body in the African Union, has condemned 
Zimbabwe’s human rights practices. In 2005, they sent an 
observer to undertake a fact-finding mission, but he was not 
allowed into the country. The current Nigerian president, 
Umaru Musa Yar’Adua, has strongly said that Mugabe’s gov-
ernment has failed to respect the rule of law. Others in the 
AU claim that Mugabe is a hero of African independence, or 
say that the West should focus on other problems in Africa. In 
these difficult circumstances, the AU is trying to develop an 
effective course of action. 

Introduction
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Introduction to 
the African Union

The	 African	 Union	 (AU),	 founded	 in	 2002,	 represents	
the	fifty-three	nations	on	the	African	continent.	It	is	the	suc-
cessor	 to	 the	 Organization	 of	 African	 Unity	 (OAU),	 which	
was	 founded	 in	 1963	 and	 worked	 to	 bring	 African	 nations	
together	to	gain	and	strengthen	their	independence	from	the	
European	 nations	 that	 had	 ruled	 over	 them,	 often	 by	 force,	
for	many	decades.

While	 the	 OAU	 stood	 against	 colonialism,	 apartheid,	
and	 dependence	 on	 foreign	 countries,	 the	 AU	 emphasizes	
democracy,	 human	 rights,	 and	 economic	 development.	 The	
key	mission	of	the	relatively	new	AU	is	to	create	greater	unity	
and	cooperation	among	the	member	countries	and	among	the	
peoples	of	Africa	in	order	to	improve	living	conditions	on	the	
continent.	The	53	member	nations	hope	that	the	organization	
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will make it possible for African countries to be heard in global 
discussions and negotiations.

Admission to membership in the AU is open to any African 
state that accepts its founding treaty and expresses the desire to 
become a member. Membership is refused to governments that 
come to power through “unconstitutional means,” such as mili-
tary coups, overthrowing of civilian governments, or corrupt 
elections. Under the OAU, no such provision existed. An article 
in the AU treaty also provides for the suspension of existing 
member states that fall to unconstitutional governments. 

The main bodies of the AU include an Assembly of 
the Heads of State and Government of the member states, 
an Executive Council, a Pan-African Parliament, and a 
Commission. The AU works with governments of the mem-
ber states and with other international organizations such as 
the European Union and the United Nations. Sometimes it has 
projects with nongovernmental organizations such as Doctors 
Without Borders and the International Red Cross. AU mem-
ber states are also members of the United Nations and other 
international organizations. 

An Organization on  
the Continent of Africa
The AU is composed of countries on the continent of Africa, 
the second largest land mass on Earth with more than 20 
percent of the human population, about 770 million people. 
Africa is spread across all four hemispheres—Eastern, North-
ern, Western, and Southern—and includes both tropical and 
subtropical climate zones. The continent is so large that the 
United States, China, India, and Australia could fit inside of 
it. Four of the world’s longest rivers—the Nile, the Niger, the 
Zaire, and the Zambesi—traverse Africa.

Human culture on the African continent is both old and 
richly diverse. Paleoanthropologists such as the Leakey family, 
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Kamoya Kimeu, Donald Johanson, and Owen Lovejoy, among 
others, have uncovered rich traces of the earliest humans 
throughout the continent. Africa has been home to many civi-
lizations and cultures, with early-recorded civilization devel-
oping around the Nile River and giving rise to dynastic Egypt 
from about 3100 b.c. to 332 b.c. Other kingdoms and cultures 
developed along the lower Nile, the Niger River, and on the 

Although Morocco is not a member of the AU (it opposes the mem-
bership of Western Sahara), it has special status within the AU and 
benefits from the services available to the other 53 member nations.

ZIMBABWE

BOTSWANA

ERITREA

UGANDA
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eastern coast of the continent on the Indian Ocean. Arabic-
speaking Muslims entered northern Africa in the seventh cen-
tury and have been an important influence on the continent, 
especially in the north and east. Africa has more than 2,000 
ethno-linguistic cultures.

The African continent is divided into six ecosystems or 
vegetation zones that straddle several countries and, as in the 
case of the Nile River, contribute to Africa’s beauty but also 
to its regional tensions and conflicts. Its ecosystems include 
the Mediterranean, tropical grassland, hot desert, mountain 
region, dry grassland, and tropical rain forest. Africa includes 
five major deserts including the world’s largest, the Sahara, and 
its oldest, the Namib. Only 6 percent of the continent is arable, 
or usable for growing food crops. Both the age of the continent 
and the relative inactivity of most of its volcanoes contribute to 
the lack of fertility in many parts of Africa. Twenty-five percent 
of the continent is made up of forest and another 25 percent of 
pasture and long-distance grazing land. 

The shifting patterns of Africa’s ecosystems, growing popu-
lations, political upheavals, and now global warming and cli-
mate change have contributed to many centuries of migration 
throughout and beyond the continent. Such migrations place 
additional burdens on the neighboring countries, many of 
which are themselves faced with limited internal resources for 
their own populations. This is currently the case in Chad and 
Uganda in eastern Africa. As the population grows and more 
people move from rural to urban areas, African leaders and 
nations must deal with increasing challenges from food crises, 
soil erosion and deforestation, drought, famine, and disease.

The Impact of Colonialism  
and Apartheid in Africa
Africa’s modern history is indelibly marked by modern Euro-
pean colonialism. Although colonialism came later to Africa 
than to other areas such as Latin America, and it was relatively 
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brief, it had a serious, and even devastating, impact. European 
powers conquered Africa in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries. By the 1960s, most African countries were win-
ning their independence, their right to govern themselves. 

The European Scramble for Africa at the end of the 1800s 
is probably the best-known part of this colonial history. 
Britain, France, and Portugal had economic interests in Africa’s 
resources and had already established outposts on the coasts. 
Germany, Italy, and Belgium under King Leopold also became 
involved in the struggle for Africa’s riches. These European 
countries sometimes worked together and sometimes fought 
each other in Africa for control of territory. On occasion, 
African rulers and local leaders negotiated and agreed to be 
ruled from outside. In the cases where the Africans fought 
back fiercely, they had to battle the Europeans’ superior indus-
trial and military technology and even the Africans the colo-
nial rulers recruited from different regions to fight on their 
side. The Europeans generally defeated any African peoples 
who resisted.

Europeans carved up Africa to suit their interests, often 
dividing groups of people with a shared culture, throwing 
together other groups whose cultures were very different. Some 
countries, especially France, dismantled the ruling structures 
that Africans themselves had built, declaring Africans subjects 
of France but ruling the African colonies according to harsh 
laws that were not in effect in France. The British tended to use 
existing rulers, like the emirs in northern Nigeria. Europeans 
told themselves and Africans that Africans were too backward 
and primitive to govern themselves. 

European colonialism in Africa meant the exploitation of 
Africa’s natural and human resources for the benefit of the colo-
nial governments rather than the African population. For exam-
ple, European manufacturers processed the oil from African 
palm trees to make soaps and cooking oils. Although Africans 
use palm oil for cooking and other domestic purposes, the 
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colonial governments determined how much they could keep 
for their own use, how much they could sell it for, and to whom 
they could sell it. During the colonial era, many West African 
farmers were forced to plant cacao trees, which are a source of 
cosmetics, soaps, cocoa butter, and chocolate. Most of the cacao 
was exported, since few Africans eat chocolate or drink cocoa. 
Colonial demand forced African farmers to use much of their 
limited arable land for what were known as cash crops, such as 
cacao, for export to foreign powers. The colonial demand for 
cash crops and other raw materials left little land for domestic 
crops and changed the ways that Africans used their farmland. 
Moreover, African women have always played an important role 
in farming, providing for their families and communities, and 
the colonial demands forced changes in the ways they and other 
members of their communities functioned.

European colonialism also prevented the development of 
other industries by restricting what people produced and how 
they traded. For example, African people are known for their 
beautiful clothing and creative styles as well as their weaving. 
During the colonial era, they were often required to abandon 
their own clothing materials and styles and adopt Western 
dress. They were made to purchase clothing manufactured 
in foreign countries and to pay for it in colonial currencies. 
Many people abandoned their way of life to pursue work in the 
colonial administration or in foreign labor markets that paid 
them in wages they could use to pay colonial taxes and later to 
exchange for the newly imported food and clothing. 

For centuries African societies had been known for their 
long-distance trade and regional trading centers. Many king-
doms expanded their trade across regions and reached des-
tinations in southern Europe, Asia, and northeastern Africa. 
The introduction of colonial domination interrupted these 
large-scale trade routes and kingdoms. Nonetheless, Africans 
found many ways to resist this European domination and 
fight for national independence. After fighting with the Allies 
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in World War II, Africans were inspired to fight to regain 
their own independence, and they were encouraged by talk of 
democratic values during the war. African soldiers who fought 
with British armies had been told that they were fighting 
against fascist and Nazi regimes, which were undemocratic and 
wanted to expand beyond their borders to rule other peoples. 
In the Atlantic Charter issued in 1941, British Prime Minister 
Winston Churchill and U.S. President Franklin Roosevelt 
stated that the Allies “respect the right of all peoples to choose 
the form of government under which they will live; and they 
will wish to see sovereign rights of self-government restored to 
those who have been forcibly deprived of them.”2 World War 
II also weakened the major colonial powers—Britain, France, 
and Germany—and the United States and the Soviet Union 
emerged as superpowers. 

As Africans won their independence in the 1960s and 
1970s, they were faced with many challenges. The way Africans 
had governed themselves was distorted by colonial rule, and 
their new states were artificial creations of the Europeans. They 
had few resources to support their states, and few Africans had 
received training in the ways of modern statecraft, business, 
and economics. In addition, their economies had been ori-
ented toward trade with Europe, often depending upon a few 
resources or crops. In Africa the desire for political indepen-
dence was always tied to the desire for economic independence 
and development. The people of Africa wanted to be able to 
shape their own economies and create more wealth for the 
development of their societies. 

South Africa did not remain a formal colony for long. In 
1910, it became an independent republic, yet until 1994 it 
remained under the control of white European settlers. The 
white settlers, descendants of both the original Dutch and 
British settlers, were a small minority of the population of 
the territory. The Dutch, called Afrikaners, were the major-
ity of the whites.   In 1948, the South African government, 
controlled by an Afrikaner political party, created a system of 
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In the late nineteenth century, European imperial powers engaged in 
a major territorial scramble, called the Scramble for Africa. European 
rule over African nations continued until the end of World War II, 
when all colonial states gradually obtained formal independence.
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brutal legal segregation in every sphere of life. The system of 
apartheid stripped the majority indigenous African popula-
tion of its human rights and used violence to enforce seg-
regation, transfer of land, and to suppress opposition. Only 
whites could vote and they reserved the best jobs and places 
to live for themselves. Black Africans had no rights and were 
not regarded as citizens of South Africa. They were forcibly 
moved out of reserved white areas and dumped into dusty, 

Apartheid became a system of racial divide in South Africa, with the 
government assigning each citizen into one of three categories: white, 
black, or colored (of mixed descent). This system blocked black Africans 
from opportunities to improve their social and economic status, forcing 
them to endure a lower standard of living. For example, shops like this 
would often advertise cheaper, second-grade meat for black Africans 
and servants.
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infertile lands or packed into poor townships near cities, 
used as cheap labor on farms and in mines, often separated 
from their families and required to have written permission, 
or passes, to travel to see them. Partly on the backs of black 
labor, South Africa built a diversified, relatively industrial 
economy, the largest in Africa. Apartheid only ended in 1994, 
as the white Afrikaners and the anti-apartheid forces led by 
Nelson Mandela of the African National Congress (ANC) 
negotiated a peaceful transition to a democracy where race 
could not be used to determine rights.

African Politics and Economies Today 
Among the 53 member nations of Africa today, the political 
systems range from democracy to authoritarian rule to plain 
misgovernment, and sometimes a mixture of all three. In many 
countries, the idealism that led to independence gave way to 
authoritarianism, bitter civil conflict, and widespread viola-
tions of human rights. Many countries came to be ruled by one 
party that refused to allow for an opposition and democratic 
competition. There were also many civil wars, wars within the 
countries. In some instances there were clashes between ethnic 
groups that had been defined and set against each other by the 
colonial powers or that had become rivals after independence. 
Other civil wars were set in motion by the Cold War, in which 
African countries became pawns of the superpowers, the 
United States and the Soviet Union. 

Since 1990, there has been a widespread but fragile push 
toward democracy. The most remarkable transition has been in 
South Africa, but many other countries have tentatively moved 
in the direction of democracy: free elections, free speech, basic 
human rights. The Gambia, Senegal, Botswana, and Mauritius 
have long been democratic, but since 1990 more than 20 addi-
tional countries in Africa have had credible elections and ruling 
parties have left office as a result of defeat at the polls. Other 
countries, however, have maintained or moved back toward 
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authoritarian rule—Zimbabwe, for example. And in some coun-
tries where democracy has been instituted, social and economic 
progress has been challenging.

African countries stand lowest in the world in the United 
Nations’ ranking of countries by their populations’ quality of 
life. The average resources per person in sub-Saharan Africa 
is equal to about $840 a year, life expectancy on average is 47 
years, and overall enrollment in school is about 95 percent 

Article 3 of the Constitutive 
Act of the African Union

Article 3 of the Constitutive Act, the founding document of the 
AU, states that the purposes of the African Union are to: 

achieve great unity and solidarity between the African  
	 countries and peoples of Africa; 

defend the sovereignty, territorial integrity, and indepen-	
	 dence of its Member States;

accelerate the political and socio-economic integration 	
	 of the continent;

promote and defend African common positions on 	
	 issues of interest to the continent and its peoples;

encourage international cooperation, taking due account 	
	 of the Charter of the United Nations and the Universal 	
	 Declaration of Human Rights;

promote peace, security, and stability on the continent;
promote democratic principles and institutions, popular 	

	 participation, and good governance;
promote and protect human and peoples’ rights in accor-	

	 dance with the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ 	
	 Rights and other relevant human rights instruments;

a)

b)

c)

d)

e)

f)
g)

h)

establish the necessary conditions which enable the con-	
	 tinent to play its rightful role in the global economy and 	
	 in international negotiations;

promote sustainable development at the economic, social, 	
	 and cultural levels as well as the integration of African 	
	 economies;

promote cooperation in all fields of human activity to 	
	 raise the living standards of African peoples;

coordinate and harmonize the policies between the 	
	 existing and future Regional Economic Communities for 	
	 the gradual attainment of the objectives of the Union;

advance the development of the continent by promoting 	
	 research in all fields, in particular in science and technol	
	 ogy; and

work with relevant international partners in the eradi	
	 cation of preventable diseases and the promotion of 	
	 good health on the continent.* 

	 *	African Union, “The Constitutive Act.”  
Available online at http://www.africa-union.org.

i)

j)

k)

l)

m)

n)
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in primary school but only 31 percent in secondary school, 
according to the World Bank.3 Many Africans have no food 
security, but go hungry or are malnourished. Despite Africa’s 
multitude of great rivers and lakes, much of the population 
lacks clean drinking water, due partly to drought and prob-
lems of transporting water to those who need it. Some foreign 
assistance to Africa has had good effects, but many grants and 
loans have been used with little effect.  African countries have 

Article 3 of the Constitutive 
Act of the African Union

Article 3 of the Constitutive Act, the founding document of the 
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	 and cultural levels as well as the integration of African 	
	 economies;

promote cooperation in all fields of human activity to 	
	 raise the living standards of African peoples;

coordinate and harmonize the policies between the 	
	 existing and future Regional Economic Communities for 	
	 the gradual attainment of the objectives of the Union;

advance the development of the continent by promoting 	
	 research in all fields, in particular in science and technol	
	 ogy; and
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	 good health on the continent.* 

	 *	African Union, “The Constitutive Act.”  
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i)

j)

k)

l)

m)

n)
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large debts to the richer countries that have lent it money, often 
for failed development projects and arms. Africa lacks strong 
transportation networks, such as railroads, paved roadways, 
and modern ports, as a result of the failure of colonial rule. 
Many African economies have been growing but are still far 
below those in other areas of the world. 

Against this background, the Organization of African 
Unity, and later the African Union, developed plans to recap-
ture political control of the continent and focus on good gov-
ernance and economic development. As the successor to the 
OAU, the AU is acting to improve governments—increasing 
expertise, reducing corruption, and strengthening democratic 
ideas and practices—and to regain control over the African 
economies, resources, and trade. To make better use of its 
resources, African leaders are intensifying their planning to 
focus the education of their young people on the needs of the 
African regions and governments. It is not surprising that the 
AU has made economic development—diversified, growing 
economies based upon better trained and educated workers—a 
high priority. 
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Beginnings of 
the African Union

Founded	 by	 32	 leaders	 of	 independent	 African	 states	
on	 May	 25,	 1963,	 the	 mandate	 of	 the	 OAU	 was	 to	 promote	
the	unity	of	 the	new	African	states,	 to	eliminate	all	 forms	of	
colonialism	 in	 Africa,	 to	 encourage	 cooperation	 across	 the	
continent,	and	to	defend	the	sovereignty	and	territory	of	each	
individual	African	state.	Its	purpose	was	to	help	complete	the	
decolonization	of	the	continent,	but	its	formation	was	depen-
dent	upon	the	beginning	success	of	African	independence.	Its	
founders	 were	 many	 of	 the	 political	 giants	 on	 the	 continent,	
including	Dr.	Kwame	Nkrumah	of	Ghana,	Léopold	Sédar	Sen-
ghor	of	Senegal,	and	Haile	Selassie	of	Ethiopia.

In	 the	 late	 1940s	 and	 early	 1950s,	 new	 political	 parties	
in	 African	 countries	 demanded	 political	 freedom	 and	 an	
end	 to	 colonial	 rule.	 The	 intensifying	 of	 these	 demands	 took	

2
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Kwame Nkrumah, one of Africa’s most famous leaders, became 
the prime minister of Africa’s first country to gain independence 
from its colonizers. His work to free Ghana from British rule set 
the stage for other African countries to fight for their right to 
become independent countries. He was also one of the founding 
members of the OAU.
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European colonial powers by surprise. The Italians and the 
British, followed by the French and the reluctant Belgians, 
eventually responded to the calls for independence. Libya 
gained independence from Italy in 1951. Egypt had received 
formal independence in 1922, but British troops remained 
there until 1954. The British also ruled Ghana (formerly called 
the Gold Coast), which in 1957 was the first country south of 
the Sahara to become independent. Kwame Nkrumah, who led 
the independence movement there and began to speak about 
cooperation among independent African countries, became 
Ghana’s first president. 1960 was the big year for African inde-
pendence: 14 African countries gained their independence. By 
1963, that number had grown to 35.  

Some blacks, including W.E.B. Dubois (1868–1963), a 
famous African American thinker, had begun already in the 
1930s to write about Pan-Africanism, an idea that the continent 
of Africa should be considered an independent homeland for 
blacks throughout the world, including the United States. Pan-
Africanism was believed to be a way to end colonial rule and 
the arbitrary division of Africa by the colonial powers. African 
post-colonial leaders such as Ghana’s Nkrumah continued to 
think along these lines. To strengthen the continent of Africa 
and to make it less vulnerable to outside influence, Nkrumah 
strongly believed that the continent should be united. He had 
been the organizing secretary of the Fifth Pan-African Congress 
held in Manchester, England, in 1945, and while in London he 
worked with student groups that were ultimately interested in 
a United States of Africa. In 1958 Nkrumah organized the first 
Conference of Independent African States and an All-African 
People’s Conference. 

When Nkrumah introduced the concept of African unity 
to the continent, newly independent African states divided 
into two groups. Some countries and their leaders, including 
Nkrumah, Sekou Toure of Guinea, and Modibo Keita of Mali 
preferred immediate and complete unity, even with a unified 

(continues on page 30)
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Kwame Nkrumah   
and Pan-Africanism

When he wrote his book, I Speak of Freedom, in 1961, Kwame 
Nkrumah was president of a new country in West Africa, Ghana, 
which had finally won its independence from British control in 
1957. He wrote:

For centuries, Europeans dominated the African continent. 
The white man arrogated to himself the right to rule and 
be obeyed by the non-white. . . . Europeans robbed the con-
tinent of vast riches and inflicted unimaginable suffering on 
the African people. . . . All this makes a sad story, but now 
we must be prepared to bury the past with its unpleasant 
memories and look to the future. . . . It is clear that we must 
find an African solution to our problems and that this can 
only be found in African unity. Divided we are weak; united, 
Africa could become one of the greatest forces for good in 
the world. Never before have a people had within their grasp 
so great an opportunity for developing a continent endowed 
with so much wealth. Individually, the independent states of 
Africa, some potentially rich, others poor, can do little for 
their people. Together, by mutual help, they can achieve much. 
But the economic development of the continent must be 
planned and pursued as a whole. . . . Only a strong political 
union can bring about full and effective development of our 
natural resources for the benefit of the people.* 

Nkrumah was a Pan-Africanist. He had been inspired by ear-
lier thinkers who believed that Africans and African descendants 
abroad were equally African and one people and that through unity 
Africa could become prosperous and dynamic.  At the Pan-African 
Congress in Manchester, people began to think that the Africans 
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on the continent of Africa should take the lead to demand their 
freedom and work to unify Africa.

In Ghana, then called the Gold Coast, Nkrumah helped organize 
workers, farmers, and young people, men and women, into a political 
group, the Convention People’s Party (CCP), to demand indepen-
dence. The British arrested Nkrumah after he led protests, but finally 
they decided to leave and helped to organize an election in the coun-
try. Even though he was in prison, Nkrumah and his party won by a 
landslide. In March 1957, Ghana became the first country in Africa 
to win its independence, and Nkrumah was hailed as “the victorious 
one.” The 1960 Ghana Constitution included plans for an eventual 
incorporation of Ghana into an African union. Nkrumah was one of 
the founders of the Organization of African Unity in 1963. 

Once in power, Nkrumah lost some support. He suspected for-
eign intervention in his government and plans for Ghana. He made 
strikes illegal, and he introduced a law that made it possible to arrest 
people without going through the regular courts. He was interested 
in building industry to reduce Ghana’s dependence on foreign trade, 
but in doing this he hurt many cocoa farmers, whose business was 
one of Ghana’s most lucrative. Nkrumah worked with Ghanaian and 
international unions, was supported by the Soviet Union, and was 
interested in the civil rights movement for equality in the United 
States. Many believe that, in part because of these activities, his gov-
ernment was overthrown in 1966 in a coup by soldiers who seemed 
to have ties to the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency. 

In 1999, people in Africa who listened to the British Broadcasting 
Corporation (BBC) voted Nkrumah “Man of the Millennium.” 

	 *	Kwame Nkrumah, “I Speak of Freedom,” 1961, in Modern History 
Sourcebook. Available online at http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/mod/
1961nkrumah.html.
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African military. Later on, Egypt, the transitional government of 
Algeria, and Morocco joined the Ghana-Guinea-Mali Union to 
form the Casablanca Group. 

The other group, called the Monrovia Group, made up of 
24 countries including Nigeria, Liberia, Senegal, Ivory Coast, 
Cameroon, and Togo, believed in a more gradual approach to 
African unity, combining economies across borders as a first 
step. Many believed that the rift between the two groups would 
become permanent and that the hopes for African unity would 
be dashed.

Yet, in May 1963, these two opposing groups were able to 
form the OAU. Many have speculated about how agreement 
grew despite such a sharp division in approach. It appears that 
all the independent states that came together in Addis Ababa 
to establish the OAU did so partly because of Emperor Haile 
Selassie of Ethiopia, who urged unity. He had his reasons. 
In 1935, Italy was looking for a piece of empire and invaded 
Ethiopia. Although both Italy and Ethiopia were members of 
the League of Nations, which was supposed to keep the peace 
and act against aggression, the league was unable to control 
Italy or protect Ethiopia. In 1963, Haile Selassie may have 
thought that an alignment of African countries would protect 
them from invasion by countries outside the continent. In 
addition, Ethiopia had recently taken over part of Somalia as 
well as Eritrea. Inside the OAU, with its principle of noninter-
vention in each other’s affairs, Ethiopia probably felt that these 
annexations would not be challenged and that their territory 
was secure. Ethiopia had never been colonized and had no ties 
to either Britain, which had been dominant in East Africa, or 
France, which had dominated West Africa, so other African 
countries might have seen Selassie as a neutral party. 

Thus, the OAU was officially established in May 1963 
in Addis Ababa, the Ethiopian capital. It was heralded as 
an organization that would continue to fight colonialism 

(continued from page 27)
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and represent African interests on a global scale. Kwamina 
Panford remembers: 

My own first personal encounter with the OAU 
occurred in Ghana in 1965. I can still vividly recall 
television scenes from the Second Ordinary Summit 
of African Heads of State/Government hosted by 
President Kwame Nkrumah. Like most youth in Ghana 
or elsewhere in Africa, I also had the expectation 
that both political independence and the OAU would 
change Africa’s role in the global community. We 
expected that the OAU—in Nkrumah’s words—“would 

In May 1963, the OAU held their first conference in Addis Ababa, 
Ethiopia. Thirty African nations gathered to make a collective effort 
toward economic development and the end of colonialism in Africa.

Beginnings of the African Union
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not only ensure the total liberation of Africa but also at 
the speed of a jet-propelled plane assist the continent 
in catching up with the developed world in terms of 
economic development. 4 

The OAU was troubled by two main problems throughout 
its history. The first was that the Cold War tended to divide 
African countries, and this division showed up within the orga-
nization. The Cold War was the intense rivalry that emerged 
after World War II between the United States and its allies and 
the Soviet Union and its allies. The two superpowers competed 
in political and economic ideas, raced to accumulate more 
conventional and nuclear weapons, and fought over territory 
in Africa and Asia, often through local armies. There are some 
reports that the French used to brief leaders on their way to 
summits, meetings of the heads of states, urging policies that 
the West thought were in its interest. The CIA was involved in 
some of the military coups and the murder of the Congolese 
prime minister Patrice Lumumba. Pro-U.S. military dictators 
were supported in Somalia and Kenya. The Soviet Union also 
had its puppet governments in Ethiopia and elsewhere. 

The OAU became divided over which side to support in 
the Angolan civil war. In this conflict, rival groups fought for 
control of Angola, which had won independence from Portugal 
in 1974. One group, the Popular Movement for the Liberation 
of Angola (Portuguese: Movimento Popular de Libertação de 
Angola, or MPLA), was backed by Cuba and the Soviet Union. 
The National Front for the Liberation of Angola (Portuguese: 
Frente Nacional de Libertação de Angola, or FNLA) was sup-
ported by the United States and China. The National Union 
for the Total Independence of Angola (Portuguese: União 
Nacional para a Independência Total de Angola, or UNITA) 
was supported by the United States, U.S. allies, and apartheid 
South Africa. In December 1975, half the OAU chose one side 
and half chose the other. This split continued through conflicts 
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in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, during Somalia’s 
invasion of Ethiopia in 1978, and during a conflict between 
Uganda and Tanzania in 1978 and 1979. 

A second problem was related to the instability of African 
states and the weak norms of democracy. The OAU had been 
forced into a compromise at its founding: It would not inter-
fere in the internal affairs of other member states. This was 
partly a condition that grew out of the colonial legacy and 
partly the way rulers tried to safeguard their own countries 
against outside interference. The OAU also felt bound by the 
UN Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial 
Peoples and Countries, which stated: “All States shall observe 
faithfully and strictly the provisions of the Charter of the 
United Nations, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
and the present Declaration on the basis of equality, non-inter-
ference in the internal affairs of all States, and respect for the 
sovereign rights of all peoples and their territorial integrity.”5 
The OAU had no authority to punish illegal governments or 
intervene in civil strife and genocide. The inability of the OAU 
to act against authoritarian rulers, those who ruled without 
the participation of their populations and violated the rule 
of law, within its own organization earned it the name “the 
dictator’s club.” 

Despite these splits and weaknesses, the OAU was able to 
mediate some border disputes in Africa. It helped resolve con-
flicts between Algeria and Morocco in 1964 and 1965. Conflicts 
over borders between Somalia and both Ethiopia and Kenya 
were resolved with the OAU’s help. The organization formed 
an African Liberation Committee in 1963 to channel financial 
support to movements trying to defeat Portuguese colonial rule 
in Guinea Bissau, Angola, and Mozambique. These movements 
were victorious in 1974. It supported movements against white 
minority rule in South Africa, Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe), and 
Namibia. It helped bar apartheid South Africa from the UN 
General Assembly and other UN agencies. 

Beginnings of the African Union
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Yet, 30 years after its founding and with the Cold War 
over, Africa continued to be marginalized in world politics and 
struggled to find its place in the global economy. Few of Africa’s 
problems had been successfully addressed. The superpowers 
seemed to be withdrawing from the region, which created a 
greater possibility of unity on the continent but also meant 
they were distancing themselves from responsibility for Africa. 
Several important African leaders believed it was necessary to 
revive the continent and that African countries needed to prac-
tice good government and free-market economics to attract 
foreign investment. 

From OAU to AU 
The OAU had actually begun to work on furthering the pur-
poses of good government, economic development, and social 
progress that would become the objectives of the AU. It took 
action to support self-reliance, cooperation, coordination, and 
development among economies. It made efforts to support 
human rights, root out corruption, insist upon constitutional 
governments, encourage popular participation in politics, and 
link and support economies.

It also began to think about how to integrate African 
nations into a more powerful, cohesive intracontinental orga-
nization. Then in Sirte, Libya, in July 1999, the Assembly of 
Heads of State and Government of the Organization of African 
Unity came together for an “extraordinary session,” only the 
fourth such session in the OAU’s history. African leaders 
adopted the Sirte Declaration. In it, the heads of government 
said they wanted to establish a new African union and acceler-
ate the building of new institutions with the African Economic 
Community as part of a new African union.

This meeting was hosted enthusiastically by the Libyan 
head of state since 1969, Muammar Qaddafi, who had become 
a strong supporter of the idea of African unity. Qaddafi is a 
long-surviving and extremely controversial post-colonial leader 
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in Africa. His political support for the Arab bloc of countries in 
Africa during the early years of the OAU seemed to contribute 
to a split along Muslim and non-Muslim lines. Qaddafi is now 
an ardent supporter of the AU. With surprising speed, within 
one year of the Sirte Declaration, the founding document of 
the African Union, called the Constitutive Act, was drafted 
and circulated to all the member governments. In 2000, in 
Lome, the capital of Togo, heads of government approved the 
African Union Constitutive Act, which established and defined 
the purpose of the new AU and created new organs and bod-
ies, including a council of government ministers, a parliament, 
and a court. 

The Constitutive Act defines the objectives and purposes 
of the new AU: economic development that can be sustained 
over time, good governance, social justice, gender equality, 
youth development, and good health. The African Union 
Constitutive Act reaffirms the principles of domestic sover-
eignty and nonintervention. It states that all members recog-
nize the sovereignty of member countries, their right to have 
their borders respected, and their independence. However, it 
allows intervention by the AU as a body concerned with peace, 
security, and stability in the region, in the event of internal con-
flict in a country. Article 4 of the founding Act provides for “the 
right of the Union to intervene in a Member State [following] 
a decision of the Assembly in respect of grave circumstances, 
namely: war crimes, genocide, and crimes against humanity.”6 
The other possibilities for intervention require a decision of the 
Union’s heads of governments. The founding act of the African 
Union makes it likely that the Union can provide leadership 
in certain conflicts and in situations where human rights are 
being violated.

There are also provisions for how the Union will work 
and what organs will move its goals forward. The main bodies 
include the Assembly of the Heads of State and Government; an 
executive council; a Pan-African Parliament; a court of justice; 
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a commission; a permanent representatives’ committee; special 
technical committees; an economic, social and cultural council; 
and several special banks. 

In 2002, the heads of states of the AU convened in Durban, 
South Africa, for back-to-back meetings. At first they met as 
the OAU. United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan, him-
self born and raised in Ghana, spoke to the OAU on the eve of 
its reorganization as the AU. He warned that it would not be 
easy to achieve the AU goals of economic progress and good 
governance. He promoted economic integration, or combining 
the African economies, as the way forward for the continent 
but conceded that the poor infrastructure, burden of debt, and 
political conflicts on the continent presented huge challenges 
to social and economic progress. “To build a successful union 
in such conditions will require great stamina and iron politi-
cal will,” he said. But he also maintained that such work on 
the continent was essential if Africa wanted other countries 
to forgive some of their debt or for wealthier countries to give 
aid. “They will respect us even more when they actually see 
us resolve the conflicts that disfigure our continent. And I do 
mean resolve them. Managing them is not enough.”7

On Tuesday, July 9, 2002, the AU was re-launched under 
new rules and with new objectives. Thabo Mbeki of South 
Africa was its first chair. Mbeki, who succeeded Nelson 
Mandela as president of South Africa, has been a powerful 
figure in African politics. He believes that African political 
conflicts should be resolved primarily by Africans rather than 
outsiders and that the AU and its economic partnerships are 
important to the processes that will make Africa more self-
reliant. The first decision of the new AU was to uphold a con-
troversial decision of the OAU not to recognize Madagascar’s 
Marc Ravalomanana as the country’s new president, saying 
he had taken power unconstitutionally. The AU insisted that 
Madagascar would have to hold a new, fair presidential election 
before the country could join it.
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Many African political leaders have thought of the new 
AU as similar to the European Union (EU), which now has 
27 member states that have delegated significant law-making 

As international influences withdrew from Africa’s political arena, 
African leaders realized the OAU must also evolve with the changing 
needs of the entire continent. Working together, these leaders revised 
the goals and methods of the OAU and transitioned this organiza-
tion into the African Union. Here, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan 
(left) greets Zambian President Levy Mwanawasa (rear), South African 
President Thabo Mbeki, and OAU Secretary-General Amar Essy (right) 
as they arrive for the 38th OAU Summit in Durban, South Africa.

Beginnings of the African Union
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powers to the EU institutions. These bodies are empowered to 
regulate what is now a Europe-wide economy in many respects, 
with no tariffs or taxes on imports between European countries, 
with a common policy toward agricultural goods and prices, a 
single currency (the euro), EU-wide regulations for product 
safety and quality, and other common economic rules. The EU 
is comprised of relatively wealthy countries, all of which, if they 
are to belong, must be democracies respecting human rights.

The AU has moved the work of the OAU forward and rec-
ognizes the great challenges ahead for Africa in the twenty-first 
century. Its organizational structure; mechanisms for conflict 
resolution; and attention to economic, political, social, and 
cultural justice show that the AU upholds a broad vision of 
progress for the African continent. 
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How the AU Works
The	53	African	nations	in	the	AU	operate	the	organi-
zation	through	a	structure	established	in	the	Constitutive	Act	
adopted	 in	 July	 2000.	 The	 responsibilities,	 powers,	 and	 rules	
of	the	various	parts	of	the	AU	are	specified	in	that	act,	though	
debates	about	the	interpretation	of	certain	parts	of	the	act	con-
tinue.	 The	 AU	 carries	 out	 its	 business	 through	 many	 organs,	
agencies,	and	nongovernmental	organizations.	The	institutions	
are	supported	by	an	AU	budget	of	about	$43	million	dollars.	

There	are	two	major	changes	in	how	the	organization	works	
now	as	the	AU	as	compared	with	the	OAU.	There	is	more	scope	
for	 Union	 intervention,	 and	 several	 new	 bodies	 have	 been	
formed	 to	 ensure	 a	 greater	 degree	 of	 awareness	 and	 enforce-
ment	 of	 the	 decisions	 of	 the	 main	 bodies	 of	 the	organization,	
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the General Assembly of Heads of State and Government and 
the Executive Council of Ministers. 

The Assembly, Executive Council  
of Ministers, and the Commission 
The General Assembly is the supreme operating unit or organ 
of the AU. It consists of the African heads of state and govern-
ment or their representatives meeting together to debate and 
pass resolutions. Most of these resolutions originate in other 
agencies and committees and come to the assembly from the 
Executive Council of Ministers. The council, which deter-
mines the common policies of the AU, has a system of demo-
cratic voting, with one vote granted to each member state. 

The Executive Council is made up of the ministers of for-
eign affairs from the member countries. Ministers of foreign 
affairs, similar to the secretary of state in the United States, are 
top government officials responsible for conducting relation-
ships with other countries and international organizations. 
These ministers are appointed by their countries and carry out 
the directions of their governments. The Executive Council of 
Foreign Ministers meets at least twice a year, sometimes more 
often. The ministers must act on items sent to them by the 
General Assembly, and work to carry out those decisions. They 
aim for consensus or agreement and, if that fails, they decide 
based on a majority vote. The decisions of the council must go 
to the General Assembly for discussion and a final vote, mean-
ing the resolutions are passed twice, once by the council and 
once by the assembly. Because there is a great deal of work to do 
and complex information to keep up with and because foreign 
ministers do many things in addition to participating in the 
AU, a Permanent Representatives’ Committee (PRC) prepares 
the agenda and information for the council and works to carry 
out its decisions. 

The African Union Commission is sometimes called the 
administrative branch of the AU. There are 10 commission-
ers, each with responsibility for a particular topic or topics of 
policy—peace and security; politics and government; energy; 
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social affairs; science and technology; agriculture; industry 
and trade; economy; women, gender, and development; bud-
geting; human resources; and law. The assembly appoints the 
chair of the commission. The commission is responsible for 
carrying out the AU’s decisions and also coordinates the AU 
as a whole. 

How Decisions Are Made:  
The Importance of Summits
The African Union often works through summits, intense 
meetings of high-level institutions culminating in a meeting of 
the heads of state and government. First the Permanent Rep-
resentatives’ Committee meets, then the Executive Council 
meets, and finally the Assembly of Heads of State and Govern-
ment meets. Like most international and intergovernmental 
organizations, many lower-level representatives prepare the 
groundwork for the negotiators and decision-makers. These 
institutions work together to ensure that perspectives and 
issues are communicated at each level of authority and that 
the Assembly of Heads of States and Government receive the 
most-well-prepared documents possible so that it can make 
the best decisions.

So, for example, the Eighth African Union Summit 
occurred between January 22 and January 30, 2007. The PRC 
met from January 22–23, the Executive Council met from 
January 25–26, and the AU Assembly, from January 29–30. 
This round of meetings considered two main, important 
themes for the African continent: climate change in Africa 
and science and technology.

While Africa has contributed less to global warming 
than other continents, it is probably the most vulnerable to 
the effects of climate change. The Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change warns that climate change puts African 
water resources, food supplies, and natural resources at risk. 
It also may increase water- and insect-borne diseases, make 
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coastal areas more vulnerable to rises in sea level and “extreme 
events,” and spread deserts over greater areas. After hearing 
some speeches about these problems from a UN body, the 
Assembly of Heads of State and Government endorsed sev-
eral decisions and declarations from the Executive Council of 
Ministers and adopted many decisions oriented toward helping 
African countries manage the impact of climate change. The 
leaders noted the new reports being issued on climate change 
and development in Africa, expressed grave concern about the 
vulnerability of Africa’s economies and the limited science and 
technology they had available to help manage change. They 
endorsed an action plan, urged member states and all partner 	

How the AU Works

Despite contributing less to global warming than other, more-developed 
countries, Africa seems to be feeling the effects of climate change more 
heavily than other continents. Deserts are growing, droughts are lasting 
longer, and rising seawater is taking over coastal areas like this one in 
Alexandria, Egypt.
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organizations to integrate climate-change considerations into 
all their programs for development, and requested that the 
commission and other AU bodies continue to report on 
progress. The assembly was unable to agree on developing an 
Africa-wide science fund or an Africa-wide strategy on safety 
related to biological materials.8

One of the key debates among leaders at the Ninth African 
Union Summit in July 2007 was the idea of a Pan-African gov-
ernment, a government that would make policies for all African 
countries. Many leaders raised their voices calling for stronger 
powers of governing and building a continental government 
for Africa. “The slow approach toward the formation of the 
African Union government is a fallacious argument intended 
to slow down the process,” Senegalese President Abdoulaye 
Wade said at the Ninth Summit of the African heads of state in 
Accra, Ghana. “Those who support this gradual or step-by-step 
approach are only delaying the political integration process of 
the continent.”9 Muammar Qaddafi of Libya also argued that 
Africa needs “one sole African government, one sole African 
army to defend Africa with a force of two million soldiers. One 
currency, one passport. . . . Africa must forbid all war, civil, 
tribal, or over borders. The youth of Africa is drowning in the 
Mediterranean to cross the channel to Europe, leaving behind 
it the paradise which is Africa. No more emigration, no more 
emigration.”10 The head of the African Union Commission said 
that Africans need “to take the bull by the horns” and move 
forward toward a new, united Africa.11

Others urged a cautious and careful pace of integration. 
The president of Uganda, Yoweri Museveni, said that he was 
against an African continental government because it would 
create tension, not cohesion, and would force countries to 
give up their national identity. He preferred strengthening 
bonds between countries within regions of Africa that may 
share cultural and economic ties. At the same time, Africa 
could address certain functions at the continental level: 
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environment, trade, and defense. Several leaders were also 
concerned that talking so much about future governing 
structures in Africa was distracting the attention of leaders 
from crises in Zimbabwe, Somalia, and Darfur. The African 
heads of state decided to work toward a government for the 
entire African continent but set no timetable.12

The Pan-African Parliament  
and Other Bodies 
In 2004, the AU introduced a new, but important organ called 
the Pan-African Parliament. This body is a critical part of the 
plan to connect the AU more closely to the peoples of Africa. 
Right now, the Parliament only consults and advises, but the 
AU hopes that this organ will eventually become a full partner 
in decision making with the other major bodies. Currently the 
members are elected or appointed by the legislatures of their 
countries, but the AU plans for it to become a body elected 
directly by citizens of the member countries on a one-person, 
one-vote basis. There are now 202 members of the Parliament 
from 41 of the 53 member states; each country has five sitting 
members. Initially the Parliament was located in Addis Ababa, 
Ethiopia, but it later moved to Midrand, South Africa.

The Parliament has 10 permanent committees that focus 
on different themes: rural economies, the environment, and 
resources; money and finance; trade, customs, and immi-
gration; cooperation and conflict; transportation, industry, 
energy, and science; health, labor, and social affairs; education, 
culture, and tourism; gender, family, and youth; justice and 
human rights; and rules, privileges, and discipline within the 
Parliament itself.

Like the OAU before it, the AU has its own Peace and 
Security Council to prevent, manage, and resolve conflicts. 
The powers of the Peace and Security Council exercised in 
conjunction with the commission are to authorize peace-
keeping missions on the continent; recommend intervention 
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in a member state if the circumstances are grave, involving 
war crimes, genocide, and crimes against humanity; initiate 
sanctions if there is an unconstitutional change in govern-
ment, such as a military coup; follow up progress toward 
good democratic practices and respect for human rights; 
and support humanitarian actions during armed conflict or 
natural disasters. African ministers of foreign affairs will elect 
to the council 15 countries, three from each of Africa’s five 
geographic regions (Western Africa, Central Africa, Eastern 
Africa, Northern Africa, and Southern Africa). Not only must 
the members be elected, but the countries serving on this 
important peacekeeping body will have to meet certain other 
tests: They must have contributed to recent peacekeeping 

Because African countries are prone to shifting governments and 
political upheaval, preventing, managing, and resolving conflict 
became an important aspect of the AU. Much like the peacekeepers, 
soldiers from member countries are gathered together to create the 
AU peacekeeping forces to help maintain order in places like Somalia 
and Darfur.
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efforts; made financial contributions to the AU and the Peace 
Fund; and shown their respect for constitutional government, 
rule of law, and human rights. The council, collaborating 
with the UN and other relevant groups, is developing an early 
warning system, a sort of situation room that will monitor 
what is happening in the member states and look for warning 
signs of conflict. Whether this body can be effective remains 
to be seen, but many people and leaders hope that it will play 
a constructive role. It has recommended action in Sudan, 
Liberia, Sierra Leone, and other trouble spots. 

The African Court on Human and Peoples’ Rights has a 
potential to make the AU relevant to the way African states 
treat their populations. The court will only hear cases from 
the 15 states that have signed the document setting it up, 
and it should help make up for some of the shortcomings 
of the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights. 
Under the OAU, it was not only always underfunded, but also 
unknown to most Africans and unable to take action on human 
rights abuses. The findings of the new human rights court will 
be binding and final. Currently, only governments and certain 
intergovernmental organizations can bring cases to the court, 
even though the first draft of its powers allowed individuals 
working with nongovernmental organizations, such as human 
rights groups, to bring cases. 

The Economic, Social and Cultural Council (ECOSOCC) 
is an advisory body that provides an opportunity for organiza-
tions to which ordinary people in Africa might belong—such 
as youth organizations, women’s groups, environmental orga-
nizations, health organizations—to contribute to discussions 
and actions in the AU. Of the 150 groups that have a place 
in this council, two must come from each member state; 24 
come from groups that work in more than one country; and 
20 groups must represent the African diaspora—Africans 
living outside the continent because of the slave trade and 
forced labor, their fear of remaining in Africa due to perse-

How the AU Works
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cution or political violence, or voluntary migration. Half the 
members of the council must be women and half must be 
youth between the ages of 18 and 35. Like the parliament, this 
council tries to connect ordinary people and everyday lives to 
the AU decision-making structure. 

Technical Committees  
and Financial Institutions
Other AU bodies include specialized technical committees 
and the financial institutions such as the African Central 
Bank and the African Monetary Fund. The AU Constitu-
tive Act defines how each of these units will function and 
what duties each will be assigned. The technical committees 
include the Committee on Rural Economy and Agricultural 
Matters; the Committee on Monetary and Financial Affairs; 
the Committee on Trade, Customs and Immigration Mat-
ters; the Committee on Industry, Science and Technology, 
Energy, Natural Resources and Environment; the Committee 
on Transport, Communications and Tourism; the Commit-
tee on Health, Labor and Social Affairs; and the Committee 
on Education, Culture and Human Resources. The Natural 
Resources Committee, for example, might work on issues of 
water, a resource that is unevenly distributed throughout the 
continent and contributes to the patterns of drought and refu-
gee problems in various regions. The committees are charged 
with exploring these problems, seeking approaches that may 
involve compromises, and forming resolutions.

The African Central Bank is intended to strengthen the 
economies and trade of the member states. Over time, it may 
create a single African currency that would facilitate trade and 
travel across borders. Among its many responsibilities and 
objectives will be establishing rules and processes for regulat-
ing interest and exchange rates and public and private invest-
ments, as well as regulating Africa’s banking industry. 
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4
Politics 

and Security: 
The Trouble 
with Borders

One	 of	 the	 most	 troubling	 effects	 of	 colonialism	
resulted	 from	 the	 arbitrary	 way	 in	 which	 the	 colonial	 pow-
ers	 divided	 Africa	 amongst	 themselves	 and	 set	 borders	 to	
serve	 their	 own	 interests.	 In	 Berlin,	 Germany,	 in	 1884–1885,	
the	 major	 European	 powers,	 without	 the	 knowledge	 or	 par-
ticipation	of	the	African	leaders	or	peoples,	carved	up	African	
empires,	kingdoms,	and	other	political	communities	into	sepa-
rate	entities	under	European	flags,	sometimes	dividing	peoples	
that	were	ethnically	and	culturally	united,	 sometimes	uniting	
people	who	were	historic	rivals,	and	sometimes	dividing	larger	
political	 units	 that	 controlled	 routes	 and	 various	 resources.	
When	Africans	fought	to	keep	their	territories	intact,	wars	fol-
lowed,	and	many	people	were	killed.	At	independence,	colonies	
became	states	within	the	borders	the	colonizers	had	created.
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Realizing that these artificial borders would create future 
problems for the newly independent states,  President Nkrumah 
of Ghana and President Sekou Toure of Guinea became co-
presidents of their respective countries in 1959 in a unique 
attempt to lessen the tension over European-imposed borders. 
Their agreement was also unique because Ghana had been a 
British colony and Guinea a French colony—the two had been 
kept separate prior to independence. The co-presidency ended 
with the overthrow of Nkrumah in a military coup in 1966. 
Julius Nyerere took a different approach to the border prob-
lem. He had taught biology and English in the British colony of 
Tanganyika and became active in the struggle against colonial 
rule. After Tanganyika gained independence in 1961, Nyerere 
was elected president. In 1964, he formed a union with the 
island country of Zanzibar and created the country now known 
as Tanzania.

One of the main themes of the OAU’s Charter concerned 
the territorial integrity of national frontiers. The OAU found-
ers vowed to respect the boundaries of existing states; they 
believed the Europeans had meddled with pre-existing bound-
aries and arrangements and were determined not to act in the 
same overbearing way the colonialists had. Nor did the OAU 
want to encourage the breakup of the new and fragile states. 

Creating Democracy 
The early days of independence were full of hope and opti-
mism in most African countries, but internal divisions were 
obvious even among the groups that had fought for their 
freedom. There were also great needs and demands from the 
expectant populations. New leaders tended to respond by 
centralizing political power and limiting opposition parties. 
They tried to expand the state organizations they had inher-
ited from the colonizers, and they built large armies. By the 
late 1960s, many African states were ruled by one party, which 
rewarded its supporters and suppressed competition. As the 
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armed forces became more powerful, though, many countries 
experienced military coups in which officers overthrew civil-
ian governments. A few regimes engaged in brutal human 
rights abuses. There was limited investment in basic services 
or new industry.

The OAU Charter had included a principle of noninterven-
tion in the member states’ internal affairs—in other words, the 
organization would not tell members what they should do in 
terms of politics or economics. In the OAU’s early years, leaders 
debated about whether they should allow military leaders who 
had overthrown civilian governments to join the organization. 
They decided to recognize whoever held power. The OAU was 
also ineffective in addressing human rights abuses. For exam-
ple, during Idi Amin’s reign of terror in Uganda, the OAU was 
not only silent about the abuse but elected the dictator chair of 
the organization. 

Nevertheless, governments did take an interest in politics 
beyond their own borders. In the 1960s, decolonization was 
not yet complete and wars of liberation were being waged. 
The first generation of post-independence leaders supported 
liberation movements. As civil wars occurred within countries 
and weakened states, it was tempting for rulers in neighboring 
states to become involved. Border wars between Ivory Coast 
and Ghana, Nigeria and Cameroon, the Congo and its neigh-
bors were frequently rooted in competition for resources and 
international trade. Many border wars erupted between nations 
that had been divided by the colonizers.

Since its founding, the AU has tried to insist upon consti-
tutional government—governments that follow laws written 
in their constitutions—for its members. The AU has also sup-
ported democracy, a form of constitutional government that 
gives power to a freely and fairly elected representative body. 
The case of Togo is a good example. In early 2005, the AU took 
action to support democracy in Togo after the death of Africa’s 
longest-ruling dictator, Gnassingbe Eyadema. 
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Togo formed part of the Slave Coast, from which captives 
were shipped to the Americas by European slavers in the sev-
enteenth century. In the 1880s, this area became a German 
colony, and it was later seized by Britain and France. France 
granted it independence in 1960, and Togo’s first president 
was assassinated in a military coup three years later. The head 
of the armed forces, Gnassingbe Eyadema, seized power in 
a military coup in 1967 and dissolved all rival political par-
ties. Even though political parties were technically allowed 
again in 1991, harassment of the opposition continued. When 
Gnassingbe Eyadema died in 2005 after 38 years in power, the 
military made his son, Faure Gnassingbe, president, instead 
of following the country’s written constitution. It also sealed 
the borders to prevent the person who was meant to become 
the temporary president from returning to the country. 
Opposition leaders called on France and others to bring pres-
sure on the government. 

AU leaders condemned Togo’s rulers. The Peace and 
Security Council voted to suspend Togo and called for the AU, 
Europe, and the UN immediately to ban travel for Togo’s lead-
ers, stop shipping arms there, and expel the country from the 
West African regional economic organization that is closely 
tied to the AU. They called what happened “a blatant and unac-
ceptable violation of the Togolese Constitution.” Fifteen thou-
sand people stormed Lome, Togo’s capital city, dancing, singing 
and playing drums.13

Three weeks after the violation of the Togolese Constitution, 
Faure Gnassingbe stepped down and Togo agreed to return 
to constitutional rule. Most observers said that the AU had 
played a critical role. The head of the Economic Community 
of West African States (ECOWAS) said, “We have demon-
strated a capacity to solve our own problems. . . . Today we 
have made one step. We hope that we will continue to move 
forward in our efforts to bring democracy to our region.” 
Olusegun Obasanjo, the former president of Nigeria, the most 
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powerful country in West Africa, also personally played an 
important role.14

The Togolese people continued to struggle for democracy. 
Presidential elections in April 2005 were marked by violence. 
According to official results, Gnassingbe was elected with 60 
percent of the vote. In October 2007, his ruling party won 
the elections to the country’s Parliament, the legislative body. 
ECOWAS sent 100 election monitors, who said the elections 
were free, fair, and transparent. But the main opposition party 
claimed that fake election identification cards had been made 
and ballot boxes tampered with.15

Politics and Security

When the long-serving dictator of Togo died, the military overtook the 
government and installed their own leaders instead of following their 
country’s constitution, leading to protests and demonstrations. Fulfilling 
one of its main goals, the AU successfully pressured the Togolese mili-
tary in 2005 to allow elections for a democratic government.
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Peacekeeping and Peacemaking 
From its founding, the OAU had as a guiding principle the peace-
ful settlement of all disputes by negotiation, mediation, concili-
ation, or arbitration. Yet given its respect for territorial integrity 
and noninterference in countries’ internal affairs, the organiza-
tion had difficulty helping to resolve problems inside countries 
or between two member states. For example, during the terrible 
civil war in Nigeria between 1967 and 1970, the OAU felt unable 
to intervene to protect the Igbo in eastern Nigeria, who were try-
ing to establish their own state. The organization also was unable 
to resolve the wars between Ethiopia and Somalia. The issues in 
these countries defied peaceful solutions proposed by the OAU, 
which never had its own military force in any case.

Because the OAU was unable to intervene to settle conflicts 
in Africa, other organizations did so instead. Between 1960 and 
1964, for example, the UN tried to make peace in the Congo, 
and it was involved in Somalia. Sometimes individual African 
countries acted on their own in trying to restore ousted govern-
ments or calm conflict.

In its brief six-year existence, the AU has had some suc-
cesses in conflict resolution. In 2003, it deployed peacekeeping 
troops in Burundi and later successfully handed over the mis-
sion to the UN. The AU observed the cease-fire talks in Chad 
and participated in nation building in Somalia and in conflict 
resolution in Ivory Coast, the latter two countries in various 
stages of civil war. 

The AU’s response to the crisis in Darfur highlights its 
commitment to conflict resolution but also represents a daunt-
ing challenge. In 2003, terrible fighting erupted in Darfur in 
the western region of Sudan. The fighting was mainly between 
the government and government-backed Arab groups and 
non-Arab groups trying to hold on to their land and gain 
a voice in national politics. More recently the fighting has 
become a chaotic, confusing power struggle with dozens of 	

(continues on page 59)
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Joined by UN peacekeeping forces in an effort to help maintain order 
and encourage peace in the region, the AU’s peacekeepers in Darfur 
have received much-needed help and direction from their initial mis-
sion in the region. Since the AU started its operation in Darfur in 
2004, rules and regulations have prevented their effectiveness, while 
also leading to the deaths of AU peacekeepers.
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Ishmael Beah, a child soldier

Ishmael Beah was born November 23, 1980, in Sierra Leone. He 
was one of the astounding numbers of African children forced into 
armed service. Several fighting factions in Africa have kidnapped or 
recruited children as soldiers over the past half century. 

In January 1993, when Ishmael was 12, he set out from his 
town of Mogbwemo with his older brother and his friend Talloi 
for the town of Mattru Jong, where they planned to participate in 
a talent show.  After the 16-mile walk, they arrived in Mattru Jong 
and met up with their friends, Gibrilla, Kaloko, and Khalilou.

The next day, the three friends whom Ishmael had met went 
to school but returned early. They reported that school had been 
canceled because rebels fighting against the government of Sierra 
Leone were probably coming to Mattru Jong, after already having 
attacked Ishmael’s hometown nearby. Ishmael, his brother, and Talloi 
decided to return to their town to try to find their families. They 
passed parents screaming for their children and children crying for 
their parents traveling in opposite directions. Ishmael was warned 
against going back to town, but the three kept heading toward 
Mogbwemo. As they approached their home, Ishmael, his brother, 
and Talloi saw terrifying scenes. Parents were carrying their chil-
dren, who had been shot dead by rebels. The parents were so 
grief-stricken and disoriented that they thought their children 
were still alive. Ishmael and his companions decided to return to 
Mattru Jong, because they realized that if their families were still in 
Mogbwemo they would be dead.

Ishmael, his brother, and Talloi began traveling with other 
refugees. They tried to avoid the rebels, but eventually they were 
captured. When the rebels attacked, the boys managed to escape 
in the confusion. They became separated, and Ishmael traveled by 

himself for days until eventually he joined another small group of 
boys. The new group continued to travel, avoiding the rebels and 
searching for their families. During the journey, Ishmael learned 
that his parents had been killed. Several of the boys died from ill-
ness during the trek. They were walking through the forest one day 
when they encountered a group of government soldiers fighting 

(continues)

Child soldiers have been used in wars and rebel groups in several 
African countries. Ishmael Beah, a former child soldier in Sierra 
Leone, was forced to fight and kill others until he was rescued by 
UNICEF. Here, Beah is holding the book he wrote about his life, A 
Long Way Gone: Memoirs of a Boy Soldier.
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(continued)

rebels. The government soldiers gave them guns and made them 
fight, even though they were young children. 

Ishmael has since said that during his time with the gov-
ernment soldiers, starting at the age of 13, he had killed more 
people than he could count. The child soldiers, including Ishmael, 
were kept high on marijuana and cocaine to numb them to killing. 
After three years of this hell, the United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF) rescued Ishmael. While he was at a UNICEF center 
for child soldiers, he struggled with depression and other mental 
problems, resulting from all the brutalities he had witnessed and 
performed. Ishmael had been conditioned to feel that violence 
and brutality were normal and that people on the other side of 
the conflict were enemies to be hated and killed. Counselors 
helped him deal with these feelings. After showing progress, 
Ishmael went to live with his uncle in Freetown, the capital of 
Sierra Leone.

When rebels captured Freetown, Ishmael went to New York, 
where he met Laura Simms at a UN event for child soldiers and 
began to live with her. He finished high school in the United 
States and then studied at Oberlin College in Ohio. He became a 
prominent speaker at UN gatherings, and he currently works for 
the Children’s Rights Division of Human Rights Watch. He also 
recently wrote a book about his life entitled A Long Way Gone. 
Hard as it is to believe, Ishmael Beah’s story is similar to that of 
thousands of other young children caught up in African civil wars 
in such countries as Sudan, Liberia, Angola, Chad, the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, Ivory Coast, Rwanda, Somalia, Uganda, 
Tanzania, and Sierra Leone.

—Written by Jonathan Bix, 15



59

armed groups, an increase in banditry and violence, and even 
killing of peacekeepers. Since the outbreak of violence in 2003, 
about 200,000 people have been killed and 2.5 million people 
have been displaced. One of the key challenges to peace in the 
region concerns control of the abundant oil reserves in the 
southern region of Darfur and the area surrounding them. Like 
many of Africa’s natural resources, oil reserves in Sudan, Nigeria, 
Guinea Bissau, and now Ghana are sparking civil wars and mag-
nifying many humanitarian crises. After an April 2004 cease-fire 
agreement in Darfur, the AU took a leading role in observing 
the situation, but both the fighting and humanitarian problems 
continued. The AU expanded its mission to about 3,300 soldiers 
who would protect civilians and monitor the cease-fire. In 2005, 
it expanded its force to about 7,000, but this number was insuf-
ficient to maintain the cease-fire and protect civilians.

In August 2007, UN Resolution 1769 authorized for Darfur 
the world’s largest peacekeeping operation costing about $2 
billion in its first year and drawing upon about 26,000 military 
and police forces from both the AU and the UN. The chair 
of the African Union Commission held talks with Sudanese 
President Omar al-Bashir and said that the force would be 
drawn from African countries and under African command. 
This was partly a way to reassure the Sudanese president that 
African authority would remain strong and the area would 
not be overrun by foreign troops, and it was in keeping with 
the AU’s interest in Africans resolving problems on their own 
continent. The commander appointed by the AU is General 
Martin Agwai. Sudan agreed to accept the force, and troops, 
mainly from African countries, were deployed without further 
restrictions from the Sudanese government.

At the beginning of October 2007, rebels attacked a small 
peacekeeping base in Darfur, killing 10 peacekeepers from three 
African countries, making it more difficult to raise the new 
peacekeeping troops. The AU force had already suffered deaths, 
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and President Abdoulaye of Senegal threatened to pull out his 
538 troops unless they were adequately equipped to defend 
themselves. Senegal had pledged to increase its commitment to 
1,600 troops. Nigeria had the largest number of troops in Darfur 
and was also concerned.16 

In October 2007, the Sudanese government declared a 
unilateral cease-fire, but key rebel leaders boycotted the peace 
talks. This terrible conflict remains unresolved, in military, 
political, and humanitarian terms, but the AU, the UN, and 
many world leaders are working toward a solution.17

Another example of the African Union’s active involve-
ment in the political affairs of member states occurred during 
the Liberian crisis. The AU spent many months negotiating 
the end of President Charles Taylor’s rule after he was indicted 
for war crimes by a UN court in Sierra Leone, a country that 
borders Liberia. Taylor was accused of selling arms for dia-
monds to Liberian rebels and of fueling a brutal fourteen-year 
civil war in his own country as well. He was charged with forc-
ing children to fight as soldiers in the civil war. In all, more 
than 300,000 people died as a result of these actions.18 Taylor 
currently awaits trial at the International Court of Justice in 
The Hague, Netherlands. In 2005, Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf was 
elected President of Liberia, the first female president of an 
African nation. 
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The AU and 
African Economies

European	 colonialism	 disrupted	 traditional	 African	
economies,	 and	 as	 colonies	 began	 to	 assert	 their	 desire	 for	
independence,	 they	 prepared	 long-term	 economic	 develop-
ment	 plans	 and	 were	 optimistic	 that	 they	 could	 achieve	 rapid	
economic	growth.	But	this	did	not	happen.	The	physical	infra-
structure—such	as	railways,	roads,	and	electricity	and	telephone	
lines—was	poor	and	had	been	created	to	benefit	the	colonizers’	
economies.	It	needed	to	be	re-created	almost	from	scratch.	There	
were	few	universal	educational	systems,	and	the	number	of		Afri-
cans	training	in	technology,	business,	or	public	management	was	
insufficient.	African	economies	continued	to	be	dependent	upon	
exports	of	 single	crops	or	minerals,	 leaving	 them	at	 the	mercy	
of	global	demand	and	prices	for	those	goods,	and	large	foreign	
companies	dominated	production	in	many	countries.	
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There was some overall growth in African economies after 
1960, but the growth has varied by country and did not always 
mean that people were doing well. If the wealthy few con-
trol the resources and reap the benefits of economic growth, 
the poor see little or no benefit. Economic growth must also 
be understood in relation to population growth; there were 
countries in Africa where the populations grew faster than the 
economies. Also, growth often came at the expense of signifi-
cant environmental degradation—polluted water and soil and 
disfigured land—due to lack of government regulation. This is 
one of the problems with oil production in the Niger Delta in 
Nigeria, where environmental degradation threatens the liveli-
hoods of people who have lived there for thousands of years. 
Other development burdens included natural disasters and 
tropical diseases. 

Today, most observers would say, sub-Saharan Africa is in 
an economic crisis involving weak agriculture, little industry, 
lack of control over export prices, high levels of debt to other 
countries, poor conditions of life for ordinary people, environ-
mental destruction, and the HIV/AIDS pandemic and other ill-
nesses. Poverty is wide and very deep. According to the World 
Bank, a greater proportion of people in Africa than anywhere 
else (46 percent) live in poverty, and the total number of people 
living on less than one dollar per day is about 291 million.19

The AU aims to improve African economies and recapture 
the continent’s economic position in the world trading system 
for the benefit of its people. It goes about this in several ways. 
As the OAU, it had tried to encourage economic integration 
(creating closer economic ties and lowering barriers to trading 
and movement across state borders) of the sub-Saharan regions 
and the continent as a whole. More recently, as the AU, it has 
been closely associated with an economic plan called the New 
Partnership for Africa’s Development, or NEPAD. In addition, 
it focuses on the basic things all economies need to thrive, such 
as an educated population.
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Economic Integration 
The AU believes that the economic integration of its member 
states—efforts by separate countries to unify their econo-
mies—gives the continent the ability to grow, modernize, and 
trade. Such efforts include lowering tariffs, taxes on goods 
coming in from other countries; creating common standards 
for what can be traded (for example, requiring food to be free 
of certain pesticides); coordinating and linking their transpor-
tation systems; and perhaps creating a single currency, like the 
euro, to be used in more than one country. 

There are many arguments for economic integration, espe-
cially in Africa. Working together on railways, roadways, and 

Because 46 percent of Africa’s population live in poverty, many of them 
cannot afford adequate housing or basic services. The continent’s larg-
est slum, Kibera (above), is estimated to house 600,000 Kenyans in tin-
roof shacks without running water, waste management, or health care. 
The government claims they are unable to help due to the enormous 
debts they owe to foreign countries.
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other transportation structures uses scarce resources for the 
benefit of several economies. Investing together in training and 
education raises the level of the workforce. In countries with 
small economies, integration makes a wider range of goods 
and materials available to meet the populations’ needs and for 
manufacturing. African companies, especially in cases where 
it is difficult to compete in global trade and sell agricultural 
goods on other continents, can find markets on their own huge 
continent. With bigger markets, companies can grow larger 
and more competitive. Integrated economies might also be 
more attractive to foreign investors and be able to speak with 
one voice in international trade negotiations. 

Like leaders in other regions of the world, some African lead-
ers believe that to help economies grow, it is better to lower bar-
riers to trade between countries than put tariffs on exports and 
imports between them. Countries have different natural, human, 
and capital resources and ways of combining these. When regions 
and countries specialize in what they can produce at the lowest 
cost and then trade, everyone’s production and consumption of 
goods will increase. Also, when countries cooperate and are inter-
dependent economically, they may be less likely to go to war.

The drive toward economic integration on the continent 
began under the OAU. Although the OAU focused mainly on 
political unity, it also helped develop regional economic com-
munities beginning in the 1960s. In 1991 it established the 
African Economic Community to unify the regional economic 
communities such as the Economic Community of West African 
States (ECOWAS) and the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC), so that they could negotiate international 
trade and development agreements. This strategy called for cre-
ating an economically unified continent built on the economic 
integration that was already underway in the regions.

The African Economic Community unites about 14 eco-
nomic communities, corresponding to the geographic regions 
of Africa, with different kinds of economic cooperation in 
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place. Some countries belong to more than one of these groups. 
Leaders of the regional economic communities are generally 
highly knowledgeable about their regions. They are economists, 
entrepreneurs, trade union representatives, researchers, educa-
tors, and others. They focus on expanding trade among the 
member states of each particular region and between regions 
of Africa. A large part of their mission is the coordination of 
natural and human resources. They are intent on improving 
the educational level of their most vulnerable and uneducated 
citizens, and they try to match training and education to the 
specific needs of the economy.

One of the strongest regional communities is ECOWAS, 
established in 1975. In their treaty, 15 West African states 

The Main Regional Economic  
Communities in Africa

The Economic Community 

of West African States 

(ECOWAS) 

Benin, Burkina Faso, Cape Verde, Ivory Coast, 

the Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea Bissau, 

Liberia, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra 

Leone, and Togo

The Southern African 

Development Community 

(SADC) 

Angola, Botswana, Democratic Republic 

of the Congo, Lesotho, Malawi, Mauritius, 

Mozambique, Namibia, Seychelles, South Africa, 

Swaziland, Tanzania, Zambia, Zimbabwe.

The Common Market for 

Eastern and Southern Africa 

(COMESA) 

Burundi, Comoros, DR Congo, Djibouti, Egypt, 

Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya, Madagascar, Malawi, 

Mauritius, Rwanda, Seychelles, Swaziland, Sudan, 

Uganda, Zambia, Zimbabwe

The Economic Community 

of Central African States  

(ECCAS) 

Angola, Burundi, Cameroon, Central African 

Republic, Chad, DR Congo, Guinea, Gabon, 

Rwanda, Sao Tome, and Principe

The Arab Mahgreb Union 

(UMA)

Algeria, Libya, Morocco, Mauritania, Tunisia 
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agreed to try to increase trade among them and to estab-
lish a special bank for the region. In the 1970s and 1980s, 
ECOWAS countries also agreed to support each other if 
there were threats from the outside and to take action if 
there were serious internal conflicts threatening the region’s 
stability. They pledged to uphold democracy and the rule of 
law. ECOWAS has a peacekeeping force and has been active 
in trying to resolve conflicts in Sierra Leone, Guinea Bissau, 
and Liberia. 

There are different opinions as to how well these regional 
economic communities have been working, what more they 
might do, and how they can lead to more continent-wide eco-
nomic integration. Many commentators contend that there are 
too many groups and that conflicts multiply when countries 
belong to more than one. Others worry that creating trade 
without tariffs in these groups eliminates import taxes and 
so depletes the revenue available to governments to provide 
services to their populations. Still others want the African 
Economic Community to encourage these regional groups to 
set the same priorities and rules. Whatever their promise of 
advancement, some economists say, the level of trade within 
these smaller communities remains disappointingly uneven. 

NEPAD
African leaders have been exploring how to solve the problem 
of Africa’s low level of economic wealth and ability to meet its 
population’s needs since independence. In 2001, at the final 
OAU summit, leaders introduced a plan that is now referred 
to as the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD). 
NEPAD’s official main objectives are to eliminate poverty in 
Africa, put African countries on a path to continuing eco-
nomic development, bring Africa into the global economy in a 
positive way, and empower women in African societies. 

NEPAD believes that the reasons Africa has failed to 
grow economically are its lack of sound democracy, peace 	
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and security, and honest and strong governments. Leaders con-
sider it essential that Africa attract investment from overseas 
partners, both governments and companies, but it is difficult to 
do this where there is corruption, civil war, and military rule. 
NEPAD suggests the necessity of good government and democ-
racy as a condition for economic growth. At the Durban Summit 
in July 2002, the Assembly of Heads of State and Government 
issued a Declaration on Democracy, Political, Economic and 
Corporate Governance. According to this declaration, states 
participating in NEPAD “believe in just, honest, transparent, 
accountable, and participatory government and probity in public 
life.”20 Member countries are expected to enforce the rule of law, 
equality before the law, individual and collective freedoms, the 
right to participate in the democratic process, and separation of 
powers of the executive, the legislature, and an independent judi-
ciary. The AU set up a procedure, called the African Peer Review 
Mechanism, where countries would check on each other’s com-
pliance with these standards, using peer pressure to get countries 
to improve their institutions and behaviors. 

Building on the work of other groups, NEPAD argues that 
the debt that African countries owe should be reduced or entirely 
forgiven. African debt amounts to about $200 billion, and Africa 
spends $14 billion paying back each year. This diverts money 
from basic human needs and services, such as health care and 
education, and makes it difficult for Africa to promote economic 
development. NEPAD has drawn up a process for reviewing 
whether countries’ debts can be forgiven, erased completely, or 
changed to make them less of a burden. But if a debt is modified, 
the benefits must go to education, health, and training.

Because NEPAD recognizes the problem of lack of infra-
structure—roadways, railroads, ports, power generators, and 
water—it emphasizes the importance of focusing on these 
projects. And because these projects are expensive, it seeks 
commitments from outside.

(continues on page 70)
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Can soccer help  
African economies?

“A food pot is symbolic in Africa,” Danny Jordan, a World Cup 
organizer explained. “It’s about sharing; everybody eating together 
out of the same pot.”* He was discussing the design of one of the 
new soccer stadiums, resembling an earthenware food pot, being 
built near Johannesburg for the 2010 World Cup. The matches will 
be played at 10 stadiums across nine South African cities, includ-
ing Johannesburg, the wealthiest province in South Africa, and 
Capetown, the law-making capital of South Africa. Five of the sta-
diums are being improved, and five stadiums are being constructed 
from scratch. Each stadium will have the capacity to seat 40,000 to 
70,000 people. 

Not only stadiums but also public transportation needs to 
be boosted in the run-up to the tournament. The government of 
South Africa has said that it will fund most of the major building 
related to the tournament, but one study calculated that the event 
would contribute about 21 billion rand, the South African currency, 
to the economy as a whole, create more tax income for the gov-
ernment, and create about 150,000 jobs, leaving behind much bet-
ter tourist, communications, and transportation structures.** 

Football, as soccer is called in Africa, is the continent’s lead-
ing sport, played by professionals and amateurs, by young people 
and adults, on dirt lots, on soccer fields, and in modern stadiums. 
Fans watch games on televisions in homes, bars and restaurants, 
public squares in the middle of big cities, and even hospitals. Skilled 
African teams are a great source of national pride and passion, and 
are organized within the Confederation of African Football. One of 
Africa’s most famous exports is soccer stars—Samuel Eto’o from 
Cameroon who plays for Barcelona, Liberia’s George Weah who 
played for Chelsea and AC Milan, Didier Drogba from Ivory Coast 
who played for Chelsea. George Weah is a devoted humanitarian, a 
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founder of a youth football team in Monrovia that emphasizes the 
importance of school and sports, and a former candidate for the 
presidency of Liberia in 2005.

FIFA (Federation Internationale de Football Association), the 
international association that organizes world soccer, accepted South 
Africa’s bid to host the 2010 World Cup, after South Africa showed 
that it had the ability to host the games and accommodate players, 
spectators, and world media. It will be the first time this major tour-
nament between the world’s top 32 national soccer teams will be 
played on the continent of Africa. While the 2010 World Cup will be 
in South Africa, President Thabo Mbeki has declared the 2010 World 
Cup an African, not just a South African, event. Even more, he has 
declared it an event for Africans living all around the world. 

In the run-up to the 2010 World Cup, the AU declared 2007 
The International Year of African Football. This special year was 
launched at the 8th African Union Summit. Fifteen-year-old play-
ers from Ethiopia and South Africa and African soccer stars Lausha 
Bwalya and Abed Pele of Ghana participated in the launch. 

The AU celebrates the sport as a way of improving health, 
focusing on young people, reducing poverty, creating jobs, and 
getting all levels of society to work together—families, com-
munities, clubs, leagues, youth sports associations, professional 
soccer teams, private businesses, and political leaders. It is seen 
as having an important role in achieving NEPAD economic devel-
opment objectives. 

	 *	Xan Rice, “Ready or Not,” Observer, June 3, 2007.  Available online at 
http://football.guardian.co.uk/print/0,,329948830-103,00.html.

	 **	T.T. Mboweni, “The Benefits of Being a Good Host: The FIFA World Cup 
and the South African Economy,” 20 March 2007.  Available online at  
www.reservebank.co.za/internet/publication.nsf.
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How Natural Resources  
Affect Africa’s Economies
Natural resources are elements that are considered useful or 
valuable in their naturally occurring form. These include such 
basic things as water and sunlight, but also materials that need 
to be extracted from the ground and/or purified, like oil, dia-
monds, or copper. Natural resources are critical components 
of all economies and the countries of Africa are rich in them. 
Whether a society benefits from such resources depends 
not upon how much of a resource exists but upon how that 
resource is managed and extracted, and who benefits from its 
use or sale. In the colonial period, the presence of resources 
created little prosperity and development for Africans but con-
tributed to the profits of large European mining companies, 
manufacturers, and merchants. The leadership of the AU, with 
its focus upon good governance and economic development, is 
aware of the complexities of the extraction and use of natural 
resources, and it seeks to establish new ways of working with 
those who want and need the continent’s riches. 

Water
Water is not only essential to human life and health but also to 
sustainable agriculture and other industrial processes. Africa 
has only nine percent of the world’s fresh water but about 20 
percent of the world’s population. And the water resources 
it has are distributed unevenly across the continent. Only 64 
percent of the population has access to treated water, and less 
than half of people living in cities have clean water. In Africa, 
extreme drought and other disasters create water emergencies. 
Agriculture uses 88 percent of the water in Africa, making irri-
gation a high priority for many African countries. The World 
Watch Institute says that it takes 1,000 tons of water to produce 
a ton of grain, which makes importing grain to Africa more 
effective than importing water—not that this option is avail-
able to poor countries, even though few of them can afford to 

(continued from page 67)
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invest in working irrigation systems or even to repair leaky 
pipes that carry water to families. Large dams that generate 
electricity can be counterproductive—they keep water out of 
circulation downstream from the dam, and deprive down-
stream farmers, households, and fisheries of water and liveli-
hoods. Water experts predict that the main conflicts in Africa 
over the next 25 years could be over rights to water, especially 
where rivers and lakes are shared by more than one country—
around the Nile, Niger, Volta, and Zambezi river basins.21

Water scarcity in apartheid South Africa, for example, was 
aggravated by political decisions that affected the majority 

Lack of water has been a reason to start conflict in the past, and 
African countries, as well as the AU, have made efforts to improve 
water management and distribute resources throughout the conti-
nent to both ordinary people and farmers. South Africa, for example, 
has greatly increased distribution to black townships and is trying to 
create more accessible water resources for the remaining 7 million 
South Africans who need this basic service.
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black population, leaving about one-third of the population 
living in the segregated black communities without access to 
safe water. When the African National Congress came to power 
in 1994, access to water was declared a basic human right. 
Since then, South Africa has achieved remarkable progress in 
expanding access to clean water—it took 10 years, but by 2004, 
about 88 percent of the population had access to clean water. 
However, problems remain. In South Africa after apartheid, 
private water companies may charge even the very poor for 
water and sometimes require people to pre-pay before giving 
them access to safe drinking water. In some places, companies 
also installed special devices called tricklers to slow the flow of 
water through delivery pipes.

Avoiding conflict over water resources and distributing 
adequate water to both households and farmers is a major con-
cern of the AU, which has established an African Ministerial 
Council on Water (AMCOW), described as “the highest level 
water policy-making body on the continent” to address water 
problems before they reach a crisis point. All African ministers 
with responsibility for water resources belong to the council. 
The mission of AMCOW is to provide political leadership, pol-
icy direction, and government cooperation, as well as financ-
ing the development of interconnected water supplies, which 
is a serious economic problem because it requires materials 
and skilled technicians. Financing the distribution of fresh-
water facilities is very costly, according to Peter Akari, chief 
water policy officer of the African Water Facility at the African 
Development Bank. It requires financial assistance from a vari-
ety of partners in building infrastructure.22

Oil 
While many people are aware that the Middle Eastern coun-
tries of Saudi Arabia, Iran, and Iraq have large quantities of 
oil, the African continent holds 10 percent to 12 percent of the 
world’s known oil reserves. Oil is found mainly in Nigeria, the 
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world’s eleventh largest producer, at about 2.5 billion barrels a 
day. Other countries with oil reserves include Angola, Sudan, 
Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, and the Congo. Nigeria is the fifth 
largest supplier of oil to the United States, and Sudan supplies 
an increasing percentage of China’s imported oil.23 

Most of Nigeria’s oil reserves are in the Niger Delta. A jour-
nalist who has studied the delta says, “People there live almost 
as if it’s the Stone Age. They live in stick huts on little islands 
in the mangrove swamps. Many of the villages are accessible 
only by boat. Nearby, you will have these multi-billion-dollar 
oil facilities, with executives being dropped in by helicopter. 
A thousand people a year are killed in small-scale guerilla 
warfare in the [d]elta. Boys drill holes in the pipelines at night 
and suck out the oil. . . . The money is siphoned off to arm the 
guerilla groups.”24 Offshore oil refineries also create problems 
for the fishing communities that live along the Western Africa 
shoreline. While the Nigerian state gets about 70 percent of its 
revenues from oil, poverty in Nigeria remains. 

Is oil a blessing or a curse in Africa? According to many 
commentators, oil is often a curse. If a country discovers oil, 
the value of its currency goes up, making its other exports more 
expensive and harder to sell. Moreover, workers may migrate 
to booming oil areas, leaving behind farms and other indus-
tries. After oil was discovered in Nigeria in 1957, the country 
changed from an agricultural to an oil-dependent economy 
and now has to import its food. Because the government gets 
a great deal of income from oil, it may not work as hard to 
diversify the economy by creating new industries or to educate 
its population. The oil money seldom gets to the people, but 
it lines the pockets of the powerful and the already rich. The 
oil companies themselves put their profits first and tend to 
develop close relationships with authoritarian rulers who will 
do their bidding. 

The AU does not govern the oil industry directly or set rules 
about how states should relate to large private oil companies. In 
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One of the growing concerns of the AU stems from the 
involvement of the large, international oil companies in 
Africa. Because of the continent’s oil reserves, the people 
who run the oil companies are profiting from the oil sales, 
while bribing leaders and governments to act in their favor. 
Oil facilities, like this Nigerian one, rarely benefit African 
citizens or local economies.
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fact, different countries in Africa have different relationships 
with oil companies and different ways of claiming revenues 
from oil discovered on their lands or in their waters. However, 
the AU is concerned with issues related both directly and indi-
rectly to oil: agricultural sustainability, transparent government, 
education and training of the population, democratic practices 
and human rights, and an end to civil violence. Also, if African 
countries, including the non-oil producers, are going to develop, 
they need access to oil, an expensive commodity. The AU is 
trying to arrange for help from oil producers for non-produc-
ers so that all countries in Africa have access to this important 
resource. At the same time, the AU views solar, wind, and 
hydroelectric power as alternative energy resources that offer 
promise, especially for rural communities.

Global Trade 
Since independence African countries have been struggling to 
gain benefits from a global trading and economic system that 
stacks the odds against it. Africa’s share of world trade actually 
fell from 6 percent in 1980 to about 2 percent ten years later. In 
2005, most of sub-Saharan Africa’s exports went to European 
countries (34.4%), the United States (29.6%), and China (10.9%). 
Imports include 31.3 percent from Europe and 5.9 percent from 
the United States. African countries still export mainly raw 
commodities—fruit, vegetables, flowers, oil, diamonds, gold, 
and copper.25 Many political leaders in Africa believe that an 
increase in exports would help African economies grow, and for 
this, cooperation with wealthier countries remains urgent. 

African leaders have been arguing for many years that new 
rules set by the World Trade Organization (WTO) and their 
enforcement must be fair, if African countries are to develop. 
While on the whole NEPAD and the ministers of trade favor an 
open trading approach, they insist on having some control over 
their fragile economies. 

(continues on page 78)
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Fair Trade for African  
Cotton Growers

In Koulikoro, Mali, in West Africa, Seydou Coulibaly used to be 
able to support his family—a wife, six children, and two broth-
ers—by growing cotton. For the past six years, though, he has 
had trouble. “I have struggled to make enough money to feed and 
clothe my family because of the price of cotton on the world 
market. Agricultural policies developed for farmers in the [United 
States] hurt us on the other side of the globe. In my village, we 
have difficulties paying for the costs of basic education, health care, 
and even drinkable water. We used to have six teachers in the vil-
lage . . . [but] we had to let three go. We never had a doctor in the 
village, but we used to have a nurse and a midwife. We could only 
afford to pay one, so we had to let the nurse go. There are five 
water pumps, but three of them are broken and we do not have 
the means to fix them. So we are left to share two in the whole 
village, among people and animals.”* 

When AU leaders demand fair trade for Africa, they usu-
ally mean creating and enforcing world trade rules (set by the 
WTO) that allow Africa to do more to ensure its own success 
and rely less on aid from wealthy countries. They point to United 
States and European government subsidies to crops like cotton 
as examples of unfair trade. Giving subsidies to cotton farmers 
in the United States allows them to produce more. Then they 
sell what is not bought in the United States at low prices abroad. 
This lowers the price of cotton around the world and thus the 
income for cotton producers in poorer African countries, which 
cannot afford to give their farmers subsidies. “There is no point 
in giving with one hand and taking with the other,” then-UN 
Secretary-General Kofi Annan told the World Food Summit in 
June 2002, commenting on the impact of subsidies on agricultural 
products in the rich world. “You put yourself in the shoes of a 
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small developing country which cannot export its agricultural 
products because of restrictions and tariffs, a small developing 
country cannot compete on the world market.”** 

More than 10 million people in West and Central Africa rely 
upon exported cotton for their livelihoods. Many of these coun-
tries are mono-crop economies, depending upon one crop for 
earnings. But experts say that U.S. cotton subsidies have pushed 
down prices of cotton around the world so that growers in Africa 
earn less than they could if there were no subsidies. Studies show 

(continues)

Put in place to benefit farmers in the United States, American 
subsidies place another obstacle in the path of economic and agri-
cultural development in Africa, as climate change and corruption 
threatens the livelihood of cotton growers and pickers throughout 
the continent.
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The rules about agriculture are especially important, given 
the fact that so much of Africa and so many of its poorest 
people produce agricultural products. African leaders feel 
that rich countries follow a double standard: They tell African 
countries they cannot subsidize their farmers or industries, 
but the rich countries themselves, including those in Europe 

(continued)

that between 2001 and 2005, cotton growers in the African coun-
tries of Benin, Burkina Faso, Chad, and Mali have lost about $328 
million because of U.S. subsidies. 

Countries in Latin America and Africa have been protest-
ing these subsidies, and the WTO ruled in 2007 that U.S. cotton 
subsidies were illegal. In October 2007, cotton-industry officials in 
Burkina Faso, Africa’s largest cotton producer, expressed hope that 
their dire situation would improve: “I am hopeful that the situa-
tion here will get better,” said the president of the African Cotton 
Producers Association, Francois Traore. “It tells the truth that there 
are distortions against Africa’s development interest. Subsidies are 
preventing us from living,” he added. “If nothing is done, we can say 
that nobody wants us to develop.”***

	 * 	“Fields of Hope: African Farmers Tell Their Stories.” Available online at 
http://www.oxfam.america.org/whatwedo/campaigns/agriculture/news_publica-
tions/fields_of_hope/index_html.

	 ** 	Gumisai Mutume, “Mounting Opposition to Northern Farm Subsidies,” 
Africa Recovery, Vol. 17, No. 1, May 2003. Available online at  
http:// www.un.org/ecosocdev/geninfo/afrec/vol17no1/171agri4.htm.

	 *** 	“Burkina Faso: Cotton Producers Celebrate WTO Ruling Against U.S. 
Subsidies.” Available online at http://www.irnnews.org.

(continued from page 75)
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and the United States, have subsidies. In particular, the United 
States and European countries subsidize their agriculture in a 
way that destroys the livelihoods of some African producers. 
African trade ministers have opposed the U.S. payments of 
subsidies to American cotton farmers, lowering the world price 
of cotton and driving African cotton farmers out of business. 
Similarly the EU subsidizes sugar-beet farmers, even though 
it would be cheaper to make sugar from African sugarcane. 
African leaders have asked the WTO to rule that these are 
unfair subsidies, according to its own rules. 

African Union ministers also oppose rules that would force 
them to cut all their tariffs on imports, since many of their 
industries, in clothing and fishing, for example, are vulnerable. 
Finally, they oppose a world body telling them how they should 
deliver services, including health care, to their populations—an 
area covered by ongoing WTO negotiations. They have benefited 
from preferences extended to their economies by some coun-
tries, including the EU and the United States, and worry that 
new WTO rules might remove these. 

In February 1999, the United States passed a law called 
the African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA) that the 
U.S. government said would help African trade. The basic idea 
behind the act was that if African countries took down some of 
their barriers to U.S. businesses and U.S. exports entering their 
countries, the United States would make it easier for African 
goods to enter the large U.S. market. The act stated that the 
United States would extend duty-free (no tariff) treatment to 
many sub-Saharan African countries and eliminate existing 
quotas (limits on imports) on textile and clothing imports from 
Kenya and Mauritius under certain conditions. While many 
people welcomed this act, others said that it emphasized trade 
at the expense of development assistance to Africa and denied 
power to African leaders to control their own economies.

When the U.S. government reported on the results of the 
AGOA in 2007, they said that trade between the United States 
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and sub-Saharan African countries increased 17 percent in 
2006 over 2005, reaching almost $71.3 billion, with both U.S. 
exports to and U.S. imports from the region growing. “The 
[a]dministration is proud of its efforts to bring sub-Saharan 
Africa more fully into the community of trading nations. Trade 
is the best tool we have to alleviate poverty and spur economic 
development, and AGOA is a key element in America’s effort,” 
said U.S. Trade Representative Susan C. Schwab. “Since AGOA’s 
launch in 2000, two-way trade between the United States and 
sub-Saharan African countries has increased 143 percent.”26
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The AU and Society 
The	 AU	 is	 an	 organization	 of	 governments,	 but	 one	
that	aspires	to	understand	and	value	the	everyday	life	of	people	
on	the	continent	and	to	draw	ordinary	people	and	their	civil	
society	 organizations	 into	 the	 life	 of	 the	 AU.	 The	 AU	 has	
numerous	ways	to	find	out	about	people’s	needs,	and	it	works	
on	many	areas	of	 social	needs	and	culture.	 It	has	also	set	up	
a	 special	 organ,	 the	 Economic,	 Social	 and	 Cultural	 Council	
(ECOSOCC),	 in	 which	 civil	 society	 organizations—groups	
that	work	on	matters	of	urgent	and	everyday	public	concern	
but	are	not	part	of	governments—are	directly	represented.

The	 AU	 is	 interested	 not	 only	 in	 unifying	 the	 political	
leaders	and	economies	of	Africa,	 it	 is	 also	 interested	 in	cre-
ating	 links	 across	 national	 boundaries	 to	 unify	 the	 African	
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continent at the grassroots level. The AU civil society orga-
nizations focus on young people hoping for a good future; 
activists fighting to protect the environment; doctors, nurses, 
and others wanting to improve health care for all; and teach-
ers who think that adults as well as children should have a 
chance to get an education. It is also interested in strengthen-
ing a culture of participation. 

The ECOSOCC
The Economic, Social and Cultural Council was created as 
a people-centered rather than government-centered organ 
of the AU, whose task it is to coordinate and encourage the 
efforts of civil society in Africa. Wangari Maathai, professor, 
2004 Nobel Peace Prize winner, and president of ECOSOCC, 
explains, “The distinctive character of the African Union’s 
ECOSOCC is that it is an opportunity for African civil society 
to play an active role in charting the future of the continent, 
organizing itself in partnership with African governments 
to contribute to the principles, policies, and programs of 	
the Union.”27 

Civil society organizations (CSOs) work directly with 
people and often aim to influence public policies, opening up 
new forms of participation for citizens. In the United States, 
parent-teacher organizations, ecology centers, labor unions, 
the NAACP, and the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) 
are examples of civil society organizations. The CSOs that 
operate throughout Africa also help create or strengthen 
civic participation. The Treatment Action Campaign in 
South Africa, for example, is a civil society organization that 
campaigns for treatment of people with HIV and to reduce 
new infections. The Pan-African Association for Literacy 
and Adult Education argues that people should have access 
to learning to read and basic education across their lifetimes, 
even when they are adults. The Green Belt Movement of 
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Kenya works on protecting the environment and planting 
trees to improve the ecology of Kenya, as well as on the rights 
of women and girls.

Civil society organizations are especially important in 
Africa, given the low levels of people’s participation in their 
governments in some countries and the important roles 
such organizations play in promoting democratic govern-
ment, human rights, peace, and social progress. Through 
ECOSOCC, people can be closer to the center of what the 
AU is doing and so make the AU itself more accountable. 

Many civil society organizations are involved in grassroots campaigns 
to help African citizens feel more involved with their government, 
as well as helping them gain control of their local environment 
and rights. The ECOSOCC helps connect the participants in civil 
society organizations with the operations of the AU, making both 
parties more accountable for their activities and more accessible 
for advice.



84 the African Union

Colonialism exaggerated the breach between various groups 
within Africa, such as the Western- and non-Western edu-
cated, literate and illiterate, men and women, and others. 
ECOSOCC is a way in which people can overcome these divi-
sions by uniting behind common goals and strategies. 

The ECOSOCC advises other bodies of the AU but is most 
closely linked to the commission. It is also designed to promote 
a common AU vision and build bridges between governments 
and civil society. Its membership is particularly focused on 
women, youth, civic organizations, and the private sector. It 
seeks the participation and expertise of the African diaspora in 
strengthening the AU mission, goals, and civil organizations. 
According to its statutes, or governing policies, ECOSOCC has 
the authority to put AU programs and policies into practice. 
Civil society organizations that become certified members 
must actively promote peace, security, and stability in Africa. 
They must engage in the creation of a culture of good gover-
nance among its citizens. 

The ECOSOCC is structured to cover a range of important 
issues where civil society organizations are active. There are 10 
cluster committees, each focused on one theme. 

Who are the members of the ECOSOCC? There are 150 
representatives of civil society organizations, including differ-
ent social and professional groups in member states and in the 
diaspora. Two CSOs from each member country have seats. 
Ten regional and eight continent-wide CSOs are represented. 
Twenty CSOs from the African diaspora outside the conti-
nent have seats. According to Article Four of the ECOSOCC’s 
statute, 50 percent of the council’s representatives must be 
women and 50 percent must be between the ages of 18 and 35. 
ECOSOCC also promotes membership among the disabled, 
senior citizens, labor unions, nongovernmental organizations 
such as professional organizations, cultural organizations, and 
organizations for people with special needs. 

(continues on page 88)
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The Ten Sectoral Cluster  
Committees of ECOSOCC

ESTABLISHED TO FORMULATE OPINIONS AND PROVIDE INPUT  
INTO THE POLICIES AND PROGRAMS OF THE AFRICAN UNION28

Peace and Security conflict anticipation; prevention; management and reso-

lution; post-conflict reconstruction and peace building; 

prevention and combating of terrorism; use of child 

soldiers; drug trafficking; illicit proliferation of small arms 

and light weapons; and security reforms, etc.

Political Affairs human rights; rule of law; democratic and constitutional 

rule; good governance; power-sharing; electoral institu-

tions; humanitarian affairs and assistance, etc.

Infrastructure and 

Energy 

energy; transport; communications; infrastructure; and 

tourism, etc.

Social Affairs and 

Health 

health; children; drug control; population; migration; 

labor and employment; family; aging; the physically chal-

lenged; sports; culture; youth; and protection and social 

integration, etc.

Human Resources, 

Science and 

Technology 

education; illiteracy; information technology; communica-

tion; human resources; science and technology, etc.

Trade and Industry trade; industry; handicrafts; customs and immigration 

matters, etc.

Rural Economy and 

Agriculture 

rural economy; agriculture and food security; livestock; 

environment; water and natural resources; and deserti-

fication, etc.

Economic Affairs economic integration; monetary and financial affairs; pri-

vate-sector development, including the informal sector; 

and resource mobilization, etc.

Women and 

Gender 

women; gender and development as a crosscutting  

issue, etc.

Cross-Cutting 

Programs 

all other cross-cutting issues that are not covered in 

above clusters, including HIV/AIDS, international coop-

eration, coordination with institutions and organs of 

the Union
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Wangari Maathai and  
the Green Belt Movement

Forests all over Africa are at risk. In Africa as a whole, half of all for-
ests have been cut within the past hundred years. In Kenya, the tree 
cover is only 30 percent of what it once was—only 2 percent of 
land is forested.* The loss of forests in Kenya has occurred for many 
reasons. Some cut trees to grow coffee and tea profitably. Others 
logged for the timber. Still others cleared forests for human settle-
ment and agriculture, especially as Kenya’s population grew. And 
people with no other source of fuel cut firewood for energy.

The destruction of forests have devastating consequences. The 
removal of trees leads to loss of topsoil, making land less useful for 
growing food as well as prone to flooding. “Losing topsoil should 
be compared to losing territories to an invading enemy,” Wangari 
Maathai says. If African countries were so threatened they would 
mobilize their armies, the police, the reserves—even citizens would 
be called to fight.”** In partnership with the National Council of 
Women of Kenya, Maathai organized the Green Belt Movement 
(GBM) to reduce the effects of deforestation and provide a way for 
women to be effective leaders, while raising public awareness of the 
ecological crisis. The project started by planting trees on private 
lands when owners are willing. Now the Green Belt Movement 
monitors the grabbing of public land, destruction of forests, poor 
governance, and abuse of people’s rights. It also plants trees on pub-
lic lands. At the same time, the project educates children and adults 
about the importance of trees and soil conservation.

Women collect seeds from the existing forest and plant them 
in nurseries, sometimes supplementing them with seeds supplied 
by various organizations. Once trees begin to grow from the seed-
lings, they are transplanted into individual containers or plastic bags. 
When these young plants are ready to be distributed, the groups 
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tell their communities and ask those interested to dig and prepare 
the holes, or they plant on public lands to reforest and preserve 
biological diversity. Group members check the holes to make sure 
they are dug correctly, distribute and plant the seedlings, and check 
on growing trees. Women receive some pay for their work.

Born in Nyeri, Kenya, in 1940, the daughter of farmers in the 
highlands of Mount Kenya, Wangari Maathai won the 2004 Nobel 
Peace Prize “for her contribution to sustainable development, 
democracy, and peace.” She went to school in Kansas, earned 

(continues)

Through her work 
with the Green Belt 
Movement, activist 
Wangari Maathai 
(left) has developed 
an organization 
that encourages 
Africans to main-
tain peace, respon-
sible governments, 
and environmental 
protection through 
the planting of 
trees. For her work, 
Maathai won the 
Nobel Peace Prize  
in 2004.
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Focus on Women 
Gender equality—basic equality between women and men—is 
a major goal of the AU, as enshrined in its Constitutive Act. 
In 2004, the Assembly of Heads of State and Government 
made a Solemn Declaration of Gender Equality in Africa. 
The ultimate responsibility for gender awareness and equality 
rests with the AU Commission and especially a special group 
within it called the Women, Gender and Development Direc-
torate. The Directorate states:

To date the women of Africa, like women elsewhere, 
have not been included as full, equal, and effective 

(continued)

a master’s degree in Pennsylvania, and pursued a doctorate in 
Germany, earning her Ph.D. from the University of Nairobi, where 
she taught veterinary anatomy. When serving on the National 
Council of Women in Kenya, she introduced her tree-planting idea 
and went on to develop it into the GBM. She estimates that her 
movement has planted 30 million trees. The Kenyan GBM has been 
a model for other African countries. She is internationally regarded 
as an eco-hero. She tells her story in Unbowed: A Memoir (2006). 

Maathai is the first president of the African Union’s ECOSOCC. 
The Kenyan National Council of Women and the GBM are two 
important civil society organizations in Africa. 

	 * 	GBM Kenya, “Environmental Conservation/Tree Planting.” Available online 
at http://www.gbmna.org/w.php?id=13.

	 ** 	Quoted in Eco-Justice Ministries, “Eco-Justice Notes,” October 15, 2004. 
Available online at http://www.eco-justice.org/E041015.asp.

(continued from page 84)
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stakeholders in processes that determine their lives. For 
example, women continue to have less access to edu-
cation than men; they continue to have less employ-
ment and advancement opportunities; their role and 
contribution to national and continental development 
processes are neither recognized nor rewarded; they 
continue to be absent from decision-making; and, 
although they bear the brunt of conflicts, women are 
generally not included in peace negotiations or other 
initiatives in this regard.29

This comment echoes what many others have discovered. 
Although women are often the mainstays of families, the 
backbone of rural economies in sub-Saharan Africa, and the 
center of many civil society organizations, many lack access to 
land, formal employment, education, protection from family 
and civil violence, and reproductive and other forms of health 
care. Policymakers rarely think about women’s needs and their 
important roles in developing African economies and society, 
but many groups have argued that it is imperative that they 
listen to and work with women. 

The AU gives primary responsibility for including wom-
en’s perspectives and needs in policy making to the commis-
sion, as well as guaranteeing a certain number of seats in the 
ECOSOCC to women. Recognizing that women are starting 
with many disadvantages, the AU intends to create certain 
areas of work that directly build women’s empowerment, for 
example, encouraging special programs for women in sci-
ence and technology. The Women, Gender and Development 
Directorate also ensures that the commission take gender 
equality into account in all its work, not just in special pro-
grams for women. When the AU is working on water prob-
lems, it is expected to consider the needs of women farmers 
and heads of household, and when it is working on resolving 
civil conflict, it must pay attention to the specific ways that 
women suffer from such violence, for example. 

The AU and Society 
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Female leaders like South Africa’s deputy president Phumzile 
Mlambo-Ngcuka have fought for their right to be involved 
with the political affairs concerning their own countries and 
the AU. In order to minimize gender inequalities in Africa, 
the Women, Gender, and Development Directorate within 
the AU requires the consideration of female perspectives 
on all matters concerning the continent.
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In August 2007, the AU held a special three-day conference 
on Women in Science and Technology, which brought together 
leading female scientists to discuss their role in science, technol-
ogy, and African development. Botlhale Pema, from the South 
African Department of Science and Technology, explained:

Last January, we had a summit of heads of state and 
government and they had the theme of science and 
technology for Africa’s development, and one of the 
decisions that was taken was that we need to grow 
the constituency for science and technology to have 
more women and youth participating. . . . And this 
conference is a follow-up. We have now called on, 
under the umbrella of the African Union, all African 
women representatives and scientists from different 
member states to come and discuss this matter. . . . The 
African Union is determined to see to Africa’s devel-
opment, and they look at all aspects of development 
and women happen to be an important element in the 
development of Africa.30

One objective of the conference was to get some better 
statistics on how many women were participating in these 
fields; the estimate in South Africa is that women comprise 
about 36 percent of science and technology workers. A 
second objective was to identify what seem to be obstacles 
to women working in scientific fields. A third was to find 
solutions, including providing role models and supporting 
national groups of women in science in the African nations 
to which the AU could offer support. 

Health Care in Africa
Geography, history, and economics have contributed to the 
continent’s exceptionally high vulnerability to and enor-
mous burden of disease. A high proportion of mothers die 

The AU and Society 
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in childbirth and of newborns die within their first year of 
life. Infection with HIV, the virus that destroys the human 
immune system and eventually leads to death, is widespread. 
Africans also suffer from other infectious diseases such as 
tuberculosis and malaria, deal with the consequences of 
pollution and lack of sanitation, and are increasingly strug-
gling with chronic diseases like diabetes and heart disease. 
They suffer from malnutrition and experience injuries and 
diseases related to violence. It is difficult for African coun-
tries, with their limited resources and complex societies, 
to mount adequate responses. Most public-health experts 
say that millions of African deaths are needless, because 
although the diseases or conditions are preventable and/or 
treatable, the African states cannot make medical advances 
available to their populations. Often, African states part-
ner with others—the World Health Organization (WHO), 
wealthy countries, international banks, nongovernmental 
organizations—to help deliver health care. African countries 
will be unable to develop economically and socially without 
substantial improvements in their peoples’ health.

The AU Commission has fully endorsed the idea of the 
WHO that “African governments and their partners need to 
do more to build and reinforce health systems to deliver essen-
tial health care interventions to people living on this conti-
nent.”31 Its Council of Health Ministers has tried to coordinate 
national action and has produced an Africa Health Strategy for 
2007–2015. The strategy focuses on building more effective 
health-care systems, increasing efforts to improve health, and 
developing stronger communities to decrease the disease bur-
den. NEPAD (the New Partnership for Africa’s Development) 
is urging governments to raise the amount they spend on 
health to 15 percent of their entire budget. These funds could 
be available if wealthier countries would consider debt reduc-
tion or forgiveness, freeing up the money that would otherwise 
go to repayment of loans for health care. Africa’s special bank, 
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the African Development Bank, is also searching for ways of 
making money available to combat HIV/AIDS (the full-blown 
result of the virus), tuberculosis, and malaria.

The WHO and the AU met in 2004 to address the epi-
demic of disease and death among mothers and infants, 
seeking to reduce the high percentage of women who die 
during the delivery process and babies who die prematurely. 
Dr. Ebrahim Samba, the WHO regional director for Africa, 
informed the gathering of experts that the maternal mortal-
ity rate had risen since 1990 and that the death of African 
women in the child-bearing years is among the highest in the 
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Due to their lack of economic development and large amounts of 
foreign debt, African countries are often unable to dedicate large 
amounts of their national budget to health care. The AU believes that 
spending 15 percent of a country’s budget on health care could pro-
vide services to combat diseases and administer vaccines, as well as 
lower mother and infant mortality rates.
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world. Infant mortality is even more dramatic. In Africa, 45 
newborns die per 1,000 births as compared to 34 in Asia, 17 
in Latin America, and just 5 in developed countries like the 
United States, the United Kingdom, France, and Germany.32 

HIV/AIDS is the other terrible epidemic killing millions 
in Africa. Sub-Saharan Africa has 11 percent of the world’s 
population but 60 percent of its AIDS (the full-blown disease) 
cases. In 2005, 25.8 million people in sub-Saharan Africa were 
living with AIDS, 3.2 million became newly infected, and 2.4 
million died. In 16 countries, one out of 10 people is infected. 
More than half of the adults with AIDS in Africa are women; 
three-quarters of children with the disease are girls.33

HIV/AIDS has also increased the number of orphaned 
children in Africa; many parents die of it or of related diseases 
or become too incapacitated to care for them. Many children 
grow up in orphanages; some are adopted by relatives, others by 
foreigners and strangers. In many areas, such as the poor black 
townships of South Africa, school principals say that many of 
their pupils live in child-headed households. With no parent at 
home, usually because of AIDS deaths, the older children are 
helping younger ones survive. 

Since the year 2000, AU leaders have been trying to make 
HIV/AIDS a top priority and to find a way for all Africans 
suffering from AIDS to get medical services, at the same time 
stepping up prevention and education efforts. In some coun-
tries, the efforts against this disease were lagging, often because 
their leaders were embarrassed to talk about AIDS, a disease 
transmitted sexually or by contaminated blood, generally in 
needles reused by some hospitals and used by addicts. And in 
South Africa there seemed to be a special problem within the 
political leadership.

Thabo Mbeki, while president of South Africa, had for 
many years been saying that AIDS was caused not by a virus, but 
by poverty. His view was contrary to that of nearly all scientists 
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and public health officials around the world. Many people hold 
him largely responsible for South Africa’s slow response to the 
epidemic and partly responsible for South Africa’s high rate of 
HIV infection. His health minister recommended that people 
with AIDS eat beetroot and garlic as a cure for AIDS, and Mbeki 
fired the deputy health minister who was trying to develop a 
strong and scientifically based campaign against AIDS. Unlike 
South Africa, Uganda had a strong campaign and has cut the 
prevalence of the disease. Many HIV/AIDS activists have seen 
the AU as one force for bringing pressure on Mbeki and others 
who are lagging in leadership against the disease.

After facing pressure from African governments and inter-
national organizations, some Western drug companies have 
agreed to make life-prolonging AIDS drugs available at lower 
cost.  Other international organizations and countries are also 
providing funding and expertise for fighting the epidemic.

Malaria, which kills about 200 children in Africa every day, 
is another major health challenge for most African countries. 
The disease is caused by the bite of female mosquitoes that carry 
the parasitic red blood cells from one person to another. Malaria 
is more widespread than HIV/AIDS, and it weakens the abil-
ity of an infected person to perform his or her daily functions. 
Although malaria can be controlled through medication and 
plenty of fluids, it can also cause prolonged periods of illness 
and death. Africans who live in areas where malaria-infested 
mosquitoes breed often use quinine as a preventative medicine 
against the disease. A genetic side effect of malaria is sickle cell 
anemia, which affects Africans and people of African descent 
in the Americas. Sickle cell anemia is a very painful and life-
threatening disease which, ironically, protects against malaria by 
causing a mutation of the red blood cells. Adults with sickle cell 
anemia can become weakened by the disease when the mutated 
cells become stuck or cluster together in the bloodstream; chil-
dren with the disease sometimes die prematurely as well. 

The AU and Society 
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Preserving African Culture 
The AU views the preservation of African cultural heritage as 
a vital part of its own revitalization. It sees the distinct African 
heritage as a source not only of meaning and pride for Africans, 
but also of business enterprise and economic development. 
Thabo Mbeki sees the culture as part of an African renaissance, 
or rebirth. This cultural heritage includes, among other things, 
the great historical monuments and sites of human history, liv-
ing traditions of performing, the making of beautiful everyday 
objects, and the rich diversity of African languages. 

Many of the official United Nations Economic, Social 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) World Heritage sites 
are in Africa. These are places of immense natural or cultural 
importance in the story of a common human heritage. They 
have been chosen after a long process of consideration. In 
South Africa alone there are eight such special places, ranging 
from the Cradle of Humankind area to Robben Island, where 
Nelson Mandela and other anti-apartheid activists were impris-
oned. Robben Island, 6.8 miles (11 kilometers) offshore from 
Capetown, South Africa, is now somber testimony both to the 
cruelty of the apartheid system and to the triumph of the human 
spirit and the possibilities of democracy and peace. Ferries regu-
larly take tourists to the island, and there are long waiting lines 
in most seasons of the year. The Cradle of Humankind area has 
one of the richest concentrations of hominid fossils, evidence of 
human evolution over the past 3.5 million years. The University 
of Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, South Africa, has helped 
research the area and has created a museum about the origins of 
humankind and early humans in the South Africa area.

Language traditions are sometimes referred to as Africa’s 
intangible culture and an umbilical cord between Africa’s past, 
present, and future generations. There are about 2,000 different 
languages used in Africa, a sign of the continent’s long and com-
plex history. Many of these languages are in danger of extinc-
tion, but programs like UNESCO’s World Heritage Program are 
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encouraging university students and scholars to use technology 
to document this vast linguistic resource for Africa and for 
the world. Language preservation and usage are also central to 
the AU, and its development agenda. The AU declared 2006 as 
the Year of African Languages, and it encourages education in 
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A guide shows (left to right) South African deputy president Jacob Zuma, 
United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan, British anthropologist 
Jane Goodall, Kofi Annan’s wife Nane, South African President Thabo 
Mbeki and First Lady Zanele Mbeki fossils on a visit to the Sterkfontein 
Caves in September 2002. These caves, which are a Cradle of Humankind 
World Heritage Site, hold some of the most significant fossils of our ear-
liest human ancestors, including the remains of “Littlefoot,” an almost 
complete hominid skeleton believed to be about 3.3 million years old.
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indigenous languages in both schools and community settings. 
All languages spoken in Africa have been declared official lan-
guages of the Union, but the AU uses English, French, Arabic, 
and Portuguese as its basic working languages; Swahili is also 
sometimes treated as a working language. On the top of most 
documents, African Union is written in English, Arabic, French, 
and Portuguese. Because of the existence of multiple languages 
in most African countries, most member states of the AU have 
policies of multi-lingualism—that is, policies that recognize 
more than one language, try to conduct public business in more 
than one language, and encourage learning and preservation of 
each country’s languages.
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The Future 
of the AU

The	 journey	 from	 the	 Organization	 of	 African	 Unity	
to	the	African	Union	took	four	decades.	As	a	twenty-first	cen-
tury	organization,	the	AU	hopes	for	a	renaissance	that	includes	
improvement	in	the	wealth,	health,	education,	prosperity,	and	
democracy	 across	 its	 member	 states	 and	 closer	 cooperation	
among	 all	 the	 countries	 on	 the	 African	 continent.	 The	 AU	
also	aims	 for	a	 strengthened	 role	 for	Africa	 in	 the	world.	 Its	
organizing	 body,	 the	 African	 Union	 Commission,	 has	 an	
enormous	task	ahead	of	it	because	it	must	find	ways	to	achieve	
both	African	and	global	goals.	The	commission	must	interact	
with	 African	 populations	 and	 organizations	 and	 work	 with	
global	 and	 other	 region-wide	 organizations.	 A	 complicated	
history	 and	 differences	 among	 the	 member	 states	 make	 this	
work	difficult	but	not	impossible.
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Success of the AU
The continent-wide organization in Africa has clearly moved 
with history, changing its objective from an end to colonialism 
under the OAU to African development and progress under the 
AU.  It has redesigned its institutions so that the organization 
is not just a lot of important people talking to each other but 
also includes representatives of the people, in the Parliament 
and the ECOSOCC. The AU also has added some machinery 
with responsibility for human rights and peace and security. It 
is pursuing new economic strategies, and some of its regional 
economic communities seem to be moving forward. It is focus-
ing upon health, education, and the environment. Many of its 
international partnerships—on the environment and on AIDS, 
for example—are constructive and creative initiatives. 

Challenges Ahead
Economic challenges remain. Economic integration will be 
challenging for the less-wealthy member states, those with 
scant natural resources. Economic concerns will affect the 
ability of the AU to support the work of its various agencies 
and especially that of the ECOSOCC. Infrastructural needs 
will test the resources and political will of both African and 
international partnerships, while the AU Commission will 
face a daunting task in renegotiating political and trade trea-
ties in order to meet a broad spectrum of human needs. The 
development of education and training will require patience, 
good will, and ongoing planning. The pressures from weak 
and war-torn states will always pose a threat to the limited 
resources available to the AU. 

Different interests, old rivalries, and lingering ties to for-
mer colonial powers may drive a wedge between the AU’s 
member states, creating challenges for political unity. The 
AU must confront the internal problems of its member states 
without making bad situations worse. It must find ways to 
confront authoritarian rulers effectively without weakening or 
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even destroying the organization. The willingness of the AU to 
intervene in the affairs of disruptive states will help conquer 
some of the obstacles on the road to success, and international 
support will be useful.

The AU must pull together the vision and resources of its 
own many organizations and engage with outside organiza-
tions to help it achieve its overall goals. The road that the AU 
has mapped out requires diplomacy of the highest order, as well 
as the support of international organizations.
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	 1884–85	 Berlin Conference divides Africa among the 
European colonial powers at the height of the 
Scramble for Africa.

	 1950s	 Libya and Ghana win independence. 

	 1960s	 Decolonization of much of Africa: Algeria, Mauritania, 
Mali, Niger, Senegal, the Gambia, Sierra Leone, Ivory 
Coast, Togo, Benin, Nigeria, Cameroon, Gabon, 
Congo, Botswana, Malawi, Zambia, Congo (Zaire), 
Uganda, Kenya, Somalia, Rwanda, Burundi, Chad, 
Burkina Faso, Madagascar, Lesotho, and Swaziland 
win their independence; Rhodesia unilaterally declares 
independence (UDI) from Britain. 

	 1963	 The Organization of African Unity (OAU) is formed.

	 1970s	 Decolonization continues: Guinea Bissau, 
Mozambique, Angola win independence.

	 1975	 West African states sign the Economic Community of 
West African States (ECOWAS) Treaty. 

	 1980	 Zimbabwe, formerly Rhodesia, becomes independent 
under the leadership of Robert Mugabe.

	 1991	 OAU establishes the African Economic Community.

	 1994	 Apartheid ends; South Africa has its first nonracial 
democratic election.

	 1999	 Sirte Declaration announces intention to establish the 
African Union (AU).

	 2000	 Lome Summit adopts the Constitutive Act of the 
African Union.

	 2001	 The New Partnership for Africa’s Development 
(NEPAD) is launched.

	 2002	 Durban Summit officially launches the AU.
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	 2004	 Wangari Maathai wins the Nobel Peace Prize; the 
Economic, Social and Cultural Council (ECOSOCC) 
of the AU and the Pan-African Parliament are 
officially inaugurated.

	 2006	 AU and UN Commission for Africa hold special 
summit on HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, malaria.

	 2007	 General Agwai of Nigeria leads AU forces in joint 
peacekeeping mission with United Nations forces in 
Darfur.
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