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Executive Summary

The African Union (AU) and its African Peace and
Security Architecture (APSA) were conceived at the
end of the Cold War, designed and built for a unipo-
lar, liberal constructivist international order. Howev-
er, the world is experiencing a dangerous interregnum
between the dying post-World War II order and the
new global order yet to emerge.! Global interregnums
reveal an inherent tension between commitments to
multilateral cooperation on the one hand, and the se-
curity dilemmas and national interest imperatives of
states on the other. Such periods of intensified secu-
rity dilemmas create mutually assured distrust and
precipitate a “race to the bottom” that undermines
international law while generating instability and vol-
atility in international cooperation. It is during such
periods of uncertainty and transitional disorder that
multilateral frameworks face their greatest tests, pre-
cisely when they are most critically needed.?

In Africa, conflict-driven fatalities, displacement
and economic destruction have reached staggering
levels — and are surging. States are at the centre of the
conflicts, deaths, displacement and destruction.

Key findings

The key findings of this research report essential-
ly reveal the stark failure of the AU and its APSA to pre-
vent and respond effectively to tragic conflicts and their
consequences. Although the Ethiopian war on Tigray has
been the deadliest conflict in the world since the Rwandan
genocide, and the war in Sudan has caused the highest lev-
el of displacement globally, they have drawn little attention
and even less meaningful action from the AU, despite the
war on Tigray taking place in Ethiopia — the host of the AU
and the seat of other key Pan-African institutions.

What is more, the findings raise fundamental
questions about the AU’s fitness for purpose, leading
to the conclusion that it is inadequate when it comes
to preventing wars, atrocities and displacement in the
face of the global structural shifts the world is under-

going.

This PAAI Analytic Paper (PAP) presents data on
fatalities, displacement and the economic impact of
violence (mainly conflicts), arguing that the AU and its
APSA have failed in their primary foundational man-
dates, namely the prevention or halting of atrocity
crimes, including genocide, crimes against humanity,
and war crimes.

The data-driven graphs illustrate how state-
based, interstate, intrastate, and one-sided conflicts
in Africa have increased significantly, particularly in
the past decade, accompanied by a sharp increase in
conflict-related fatalities, displacement, and economic
destruction across the continent.

1 Maru, Mehari Taddele. 2023. “Beyond the ‘race to the bottom’ : Africa on the global chessboard and the call for renewed
Pan-African agency.” (UNU-CRIS). https://cris.unu.edu/beyond-%E2%80%98race-bottom%E2%80%99-africa-global-

chessboard-and-call-renewed-pan-african-agency

For recent writing see; Muriithi, Tim. 2025. «African Union High-Level Review of Governance, Peace and Security Policy

Frameworks.» Accord.https://www.accord.org.za/analysis/african-union-high-level-review-of-governance-peace-and-se-

curity-policy-frameworks/

Earlier writing on the similar analysis for IGAD, see Maru, Mehari Taddele. 2019. «Evolving Peace Trends and Regional
Integration: Opportunities for Revitalizing Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD).» Tana Papers 2019,

Institute for Peace and Security Studies, Addis Ababa University. https://tanaforum.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/Ta-

na-Papers-2019.pdf

2 Ibid
3 Ibid
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Figure 1: Key Observations

KEY OBSERVATIONS

Interference by extra-regional
actors has escalated into proxy

. wars that have undermined the
integrity of the state in multiple
African countries

The global crisis poses both risks and opportunities for Africa. This moment presents an opportunity for stra-
tegic autonomy. Africa can redefine its global engagement by investing in domestic legitimacy and local agency. By
centring political processes around African constituencies, the global interregnum offers the continent an oppor-
tunity to transition from dependency to self-reliance — a long-standing continental aspiration. There are several
reasons why, in its current form, the AU requires transformation to enable this transition.

Prescription

The mandate of the AU could be summarized as: prevention, intervention, integration and representation
of Africa in the international arena. These core mandates are captured in the AU’s Vision Statement* and Agenda
2063,° which envisions “an integrated, prosperous, and peaceful Africa, driven by its citizens and acting as a dy-
namic force in the international arena and under the Constitutive Act of the AU”.

This PAAI Analytical Paper’s main focus is on the preventive, interventionist and, to a limited extent, represen-
tation mandates. On the first two — i.e., preventive and interventionist mandates — PAAI argues that the AU is not
fit for purpose and requires an urgent overhaul, including revising its level of ambition. Third, for the AU to be an
impactful representative of Africa worldwide, it is essential for its member states to align on common existing and
emerging African positions and faithfully uphold them in relations with external actors.

4 African Union. (2025). African Union Vision. Retrieved October 2025, from https://au.int/en/about/vision

5 African Union. 2015. “Agenda 2063, The Africa We Want. https://au.int/Agenda2063/popular_version

6  African Union. 2000. “Constitutive Act of the African Union.” Constitutive Act of the African Union. Accessed October
2025. https://au.int/sites/default/files/pages/34873-file-constitutiveact_en.pdf.
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Four bold proposals

Addressing critical shortcomings in African peace
and security frameworks during a precarious transi-
tion in the global order requires bold and rapid adjust-
ments. Employing an “opportunity lens”’ this paper
advances four bold proposals for transforming ongo-
ing challenges into opportunities.

Transforming the AU

The AU must revisit its baseline assumptions and
reconsider how comprehensive, realistically, its man-
date can be in order to be effective. This requires reas-
sessing the original mandates of the APSA, formulated
in the very different context of the post-Cold War un-
ipolar era.

A recalibration may mean scaling down ambitions
and refocusing on critical core mandates that can be
delivered within the available will of the states and
their determination to provide funding and human re-
sources. This would give the AU more credibility and,
in the long term, enable it to expand and avoid exces-
sive reliance on external funding for its operations.
Such a revision of ambition would require negotiation
and communication, so that all stakeholders clearly
understand the updated goals and align their expec-
tations accordingly. Concrete goals, milestones, and
resourcing must be defined, with monitoring frame-
works updated to measure progress against the new
level of ambition.

Such a revision of mandate would also require
leaving other responsibilities to Regional Economic
Communities (RECs), member states, and subnation-
al entities, focusing instead on core mandates that are
transnational in nature. To this effect, strengthening
AU-REC institutional linkages — including clearer pro-
tocols governing AU-REC relations, enhanced coordi-
nation mechanisms, and joint monitoring and evalua-
tion frameworks — is essential.® A formalized division
of labour with RECs, supported by clear, binding agree-
ments delineating AU and REC responsibilities, would
reduce duplication, enhance coordination, and enable
both levels to concentrate resources towards their re-

spective comparative advantages. Such arrangements
would enable RECs to function not merely as regional
forums but also as practical conduits for transforming
continental norms into tangible institutional and pol-
icy change.

Transforming the nature of states: Towards states
with multiple systems

With rising state fragility, especially in countries
emerging from or trapped in wars, PAAI calls for re-
imagining the African state through a governance
model of “states with multiple systems”. It addresses
the long-standing challenge of governing diversity in
Africa by maintaining overall state integrity while al-
lowing distinct governance, legal and economic sys-
tems to coexist within state boundaries.

The new paradigm of “states with multiple sys-
tems” acknowledges the path of dependency created
by colonial borders, while embracing Africa’s continu-
ing quest for integration. The “states with multiple
systems” framework helps to address these vulnerabil-
ities, and offers a pathway that emphasizes the value
of indigenous, customary, hybrid and poly-governance
models, particularly where centralized states have
failed to serve their populations.” What is needed is a
fundamental reimagining of the African state, one that
recognizes multiple centres of power and legitimacy.
Instead of a single, unitary system of authority, states
might embrace layered governance, where formal in-
stitutions, laws, bureaucracies and elected officials are
hybridized with non-state actors such as chiefs, elders,
religious leaders, militias, traditional and modern civil
society, and community councils.

By accommodating varied identities under a
common national framework, this model provides a
mechanism for integrative (con)federalism, reduc-
ing the risk of fragmentation and protracted conflict.
More essentially, it offers alternatives to separatism by
embedding autonomy within an overarching nation-
al framework. Decentralization will not only address
longstanding challenges related to peace and develop-
ment, but may also engender a fundamental change in
the role of district- and county-level administrations

7 UNDP Africa. 2020. “UNDP’s Renewed Strategic Offer in Africa: Africa’s Promise.” Accessed October 19, 2025. https://
www.undp.org/africa/waca/publications/undps-renewed-strategic-offer-africa-africas-promise.

8 The Framework for Cooperation Between the African Union Commission and Regional Economic Communities on the

Implementation of the African Charter on Democracy, Elections and Governance. Dr. Mehari Taddele Maru - March 2017
9 Wunsch, James S. 1990. The Failure of the centralized state: institutions and self-governance in Africa. Westview Press.
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9780429310799/failure-centralized-state-dele-olowu-james-

wunsch-vincent-ostrom-john-harbeson
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by bringing powers and responsibilities closer to the
citizenry.

With diminishing external financial aid and
shrinking multilateral support for peace operations,
the continent faces both a challenge and an oppor-
tunity: to pursue self-reliance and strategic autono-
my through local action, resource mobilization and
strengthened political legitimacy.

Ensuring the primacy of domestic politics

This proposal emphasizes the urgent need to
strengthen domestic political processes and local
governance mechanisms as the primary means of ad-
dressing political differences and ongoing wars, and
preventing violent conflict. Rather than relying on
external actors for its peace and security, Africa must
invest in and employ domestic and local political pro-
cesses to resolve political differences peacefully. Be-
cause they are close to and understand local contexts,
local constituencies have expertise and legitimacy in
representing the needs and aspirations of their pop-
ulations, offering context-specific solutions to local
manifestations of global disorder. This also enables in-
novative African-led approaches that transcend tradi-
tional state-centric models of governance and security.
Localization thus strengthens both the credibility of
governance and the effectiveness of problem-solving.

In light of Africa’s unique demographic advan-
tage as the youngest continent, Gen Z represents the
most potent strategic asset for building strong constit-
uencies and achieving sustainable progress on all the
above proposals. As increasingly connected, vocal and
diverse generations enter the electorate, political con-
testations and protests over livelihoods, employment
and governance are becoming more pronounced.

Employing a triple geopolitical strategy

By reaffirming the primacy of domestic politics
and empowering local voices, Africa can better shape
its own future, anchored in accountability, inclusivity,
and self-reliance. This moment calls for a Pan-African
agenda of self-sufficiency and constituency-building
from local to continental levels. Rethinking sovereign-
ty not merely as territorial control but also as a respon-
sibility to the people means embracing governance
models that allow multiple systems to coexist within
states and encourage cooperation across borders.

By fostering Africa’s agency through collective
action, the continent can promote its own interests,
forge beneficial partnerships with other states and al-
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liances, and assume its proper role in the development
of a more inclusive and stable international order.

The descriptive section offers a concise narra-
tive of the historical evolution from the Organization
of African Unity (OAU) to the AU, and defines the core
mandates of the AU in relation to peace and securi-
ty. This section relies heavily on organizational doc-
uments, legal texts and policy frameworks, meeting
records and empirical data on the AUss performance
with regard to its core peace and security mandate.

The analytical sections apply data analysis on
deaths, displacement and destruction in Africa, ex-
amining why the AU failed in its core mandate of pre-
venting, and intervening in, atrocious wars in Africa,
including in its host state, Ethiopia. It applies theoret-
ical lenses to analyse how organizational culture and
political economy — mainly the power and resources
— of multilateral organizations either facilitate or im-
pede the implementation of mandates, focusing par-
ticularly on the tension between traditional diplomatic
norms and the push for a more effective, results-ori-
ented intergovernmental institution with enhanced
popular legitimacy and geopolitical agency. The po-
litical economy approach offers valuable insights into
understanding the complex interplay between the AU
and its member states; how they shape AU actions
despite high levels of aspiration, and how their inter-
ests and financing shape the implementation of core
mandates. The analysis pays special attention to how
states such as Ethiopia affect critical decisions within
the PSC, shape the decisions of key offices such as the
AU Commission Chairperson, and are able to under-
mine AU preventive and intervention mandates. The
relevant indices and databases that measure fatalities,
atrocities, mass displacements and economic impact
are used to identify regional determinants of peace
and security.

Building on the descriptive and analytical sections,
the prescriptive section advances bold proposals
for the transformation of the AU. Despite limitations
with regard to conducting interviews and surveys, this
analysis focuses on three critical areas: institutional
mechanisms for delivery of public goods to improve
performance and popular legitimacy; strengthening
interventionist and integrationist capabilities; and
enhancing geopolitical positioning in an increasingly
challenging and multipolar world.



Methodology

To assess the multidimensional costs of armed
conflict in Africa and the failure of the AU to fulfil its
core preventive and interventionist mandates, this
research employs a three-tiered methodological ap-
proach, using three critical indicators that capture
both the human and the economic toll of wars that the
AU was supposed to prevent, respond to, or resolve.

First, it provides data on the drastic surge in con-
flict-related fatalities, representing the most funda-
mental violation of human rights and the deprivation
of the right to life itself and, with this, a cascade of
human rights violations.

Second, it offers figures that show the tragic state
of the displacement of people, as displaced popula-
tions are stripped of their fundamental rights to home,
land, property, livelihoods, education, and numerous
other civil, political and socioeconomic entitlements
— internally, within a country as IDPs, and externally,
crossing international borders as refugees.

These two dimensions of human suffering reveal
the immediate and direct harm inflicted upon civilian
populations caught in conflict zones.

Third, beyond the human cost, the economic de-
struction of war and displacement underscores the
broader destabilizing effects of conflict on national
development. More than half of the total economic
impact of wars is the result of displacement. This pro-
portion reflects not only the direct costs of humanitar-
ian assistance and emergency response, but also the
profound livelihood and productivity losses, disrupted
markets, strained public services and wasted develop-
ment opportunities caused by displacement.

The three indicators - fatalities, displacement and
economic impact — supported by numbers, figures and
graphs, provide a comprehensive framework for un-
derstanding the catastrophic consequences of Africa’s
contemporary conflicts, and the urgency of strength-
ening conflict prevention and resolution mechanisms.

In addition, the study integrates primary sources,
including indices and survey findings on public per-
ceptions of the AU and RECs, with a review of second-
ary academic literature, and draws on earlier policy
and research work with the AU and its member states
to analyse the state of peace and security. These include
the Ibrahim Index of African Governance (IIAG);™° the
Human Development Index (HDI);" the Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG) Index;' the Global Peace In-
dex (GPI);® data on IDPs, refugees and asylum seek-
ers (Origin);®® and the Statistical Risk Assessment for
Mass Killing .16

The data and conclusions from these indices re-
flect the failure of the AU in its core mandate of pre-
vention of, and intervention in response to conflicts,
and demonstrate how atrocious wars, mass displace-
ment and massive destruction undermine its legitimacy.

10 Mo Ibrahim Foundation. 2024. “Ibrahim Index of African Governance.” Mo Ibrahim Foundation. https://

mo.ibrahim.foundation/sites/default/files/2024-10/2024-index-report.pdf.

11 UNDP. 2025. Human Development Reports. Accessed October 2025. https://hdr.undp.org/data-center/coun-

try-insights#/ranks.

12 Sachs, Jeffrey D, Guillaume Lafortune, Christian Kroll, Grayson Fuller, and Finn Woelm. 2022. Sustainable
Development Report. University of Cambridge, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. https://www.sustain-
abledevelopment.report/reports/sustainable-development-report-2022/#authors

13 Institute for Economics & Peace. 2022. “Global Peace Index; Measuring Peace in a Complex World.” Accessed October
2025. https://www.economicsandpeace.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/GPI-2022-web.pdf

14 Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre. 2025. https://www.internal-displacement.org/database/displace-

ment-data/.

15 UNHCR. 2025. UNHCR Refugee Data Finder. Accessed October 2025. https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/

download?url=23jhML.

16 Early Warning Project. 2024-25. Ranking of All Coutries. https://earlywarningproject.ushmm.org/ranking-of-

all-countries.
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Introduction

Thirty years after the Rwandan genocide, the vow of “never again” has become devoid of meaning, given how
the death toll from various wars has reached an unprecedented scale since the end of the Cold War. According to
the Uppsala University Conflict Data Program (UCDP), “[I|n 2022, fatalities from organized violence increased by a
staggering 97% compared to the previous year, from 120,000 in 2021 to 237,000 in 2022.7 It signifies the highest
death toll since the Rwandan genocide in 1994.”8 The UCDP report underlines the historically high number of ac-
tive global conflicts, with 55 state-involved conflicts recorded in 2022, a significant increase on the annual average
recorded by UCDP between 2000 and 2013.° Moreover, one-sided violence targeting civilians rose sharply in 2022,
resulting in around 11,800 civilian deaths at the hands of 45 different states or organized groups.?°

This edition of PAP provides a decadal and five-year comparative analysis of combatant and civilian fatalities
as aresult of fighting? in Africa during two decades of the AU - the first decade after its establishment (2003-2013)
and the subsequent decade (2014-2024), in particular the last five years.

Recent data and figures from reputable institutions such as the International Displacement Monitoring Centre
(IDMC), the UN High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR), the Institute for Economics and Peace (IEP), the Mo Ibra-
him Governance Index (IGI), and other relevant sources underscore major trends of displacement and economic
destruction due to wars and conflicts.

Escalation of conflict and fatalities

As shown in Figure 3 below, since the end of the Cold War, conflicts across Africa have claimed millions of
lives. Such conflicts include the Rwandan genocide and, more recently, the wars in Ethiopia (particularly in Tigray),
Sudan (Darfur), and the DRC (eastern provinces). Comparing the two decades reveals a marked escalation in violent
conflict, especially in the Horn of Africa, North Africa, Central Africa, and the Sahel. Conflict-driven fatalities,
displacement, and economic destruction have all increased substantially. The broader trend across the continent in-
dicates that state-based conflict fatalities have increased in multiple regions. State-based conflicts rose from 39 in
the early 2000s to 50 by 2024, with intrastate conflicts showing the sharpest growth since the end of the Cold War.?

17 Uppsala Conflict Data Program. 2022. “Number of Deaths.” https://ucdp.uu.se/year/2022

18 Ibid

19 Ibid

20 Uppsala Conflict Data Program. 2023. “Number of deaths in armed conflicts has doubled.” https://www.uu.se/en/
news/2023/2023-06-13-number-of-deaths-in-armed-conflicts-has-doubled

21 These fatality figures include only combatant and civilian deaths from direct fighting, excluding deaths from conflict-re-

lated disease and starvation. The data comes from UCDP, which provides a conservative estimation that makes it the less
rejectable conflict dataset, despite typically slow and low reporting. For example, the UCDP’s figures for both wars on
Tigray and Sudan were grossly deflated, and fatality estimates in the media were underreported and late to be published.
This reflects a broader pattern: international think tanks and media regard geopolitical conflicts in the Global South

as less significant than those in the Global North, as reporting on conflicts in Ethiopia and Sudan is far lower than on
Ukraine or Gaza, for example. See following pages for more details.

22 Uppsala Conflict Data Program. 2023. “Number of deaths in armed conflicts has doubled.” https://www.uu.se/en/
news/2023/2023-06-13-number-of-deaths-in-armed-conflicts-has-doubled ; Oberg, Magnus, Therése Pettersson, Garoun
Engstrom, and Shawn Davies. 2024. «Organized violence 1989-2023, and the prevalence of organized crime groups.»
Journal of Peace Research. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/00223433241262912
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Figure 3: Death due to conflicts since the end of the Cold War

Deaths in armed conflicts based on where they occurred, Africa, 1989 n
lo 2024

Inchuded are deaths of combatants and civilians due to fighting in interstate’, intrastate’, extrasystemic’, non-state’

conflicts, and one-sided violence® that were ongoing that year.
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Figure 4: Fatalities in Africa 2004-2023
Africa Fatalities from Conflict
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Source: PAAL using UCOP data - Created with Datawrapper

Figure 5: Surge in fatalities in African state active conflicts
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Source: Compiled by PAAI, Uppsala Conflict Data Program, 2024
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Fatalities surged dramatically in the second decade. Between 2003 and 2013, there were approximately 122,148
conflict-related deaths, while between 2014 and 2024, fatalities reached over 532,413.%2 The 2020-2022 Ethiopia—
Eritrea war against Tigray forces accounted for the largest share of these deaths.

As shown in figures 6 - 9, the number of conflicts has increased, while the number of state-involved conflicts
is not only higher than in other regions but also on the increase. While intrastate wars remain predominant, the
resurgence of interstate tensions, such as the risk of renewed hostilities between Ethiopia and Eritrea, poses new
challenges. The proliferation of arms races and mutual distrust among African states — and among communities
within states — reflects weakening national and regional collective security mechanisms. These dynamics, if unad-
dressed, threaten to further undermine continental stability.

While the AU and APSA were established in the early 2000s with the mandate to prevent armed conflict and
thereby reduce fatalities, displacement, and destruction, the human and economic costs of war on the continent
have reached unprecedented levels. A comparative analysis of fatalities across five-year periods (Figures 4 and 5)
reveals an alarming escalation. Between the periods 2004-2008 and 2019-2023, fatalities increased eightfold from
44,000 to 414,000 (an increase of 841%), corresponding to a compound annual growth rate of approximately 12%
over the two-decade span. During the first decade following its establishment in 2002, the AU and its member
states went to great effort to prevent conflicts and intervene in ongoing conflicts. However, as subsequent sections
demonstrate, these preventive and interventionist initiatives have diminished considerably in the organization’s
second decade of operation.

Figure 6: Number of conflicts in Africa vs rest of the world

. PAN
Number of Conflicts AFRICAN
AGENDA
W Africa World Except Africa

Source: Compiled by PAAI, Uppsala Conflict Data Program, 2024

Figure 7: Africa vs other regions in number of state-involved conflicts, 2000-2022
55

Africa

2000 2022

Data: PAAI, 2025, data from Uppsala Conflict Data Program

23 UCDP, 2003-2024. It is important to note that these figures represent only confirmed deaths, and that the actual number
of fatalities is much higher.
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Figure 8: Types of conflicts

Number of conflicts by types in Africa
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Figure 9: Surge in fatalities in state-based conflicts
Fatalities by Conflict Type
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The Tigray War

An example of the failure of the AU’s preventive and
interventionist mandates

Between 2020 and 2022, Africa saw an estimat-
ed exceeding 378,000 deaths due to fighting, of which
approximately 319,000 (84%) occurred in the Ethio-
pia-Eritrea war against Tigray forces. This conflict is
one of the deadliest internationalized intrastate wars
in recent history. The figure excludes indirect deaths
from disease and starvation caused by the siege and
blockade of humanitarian aid during the war. Overall
mortality, including indirect causes, is estimated to
exceed 600,000, making it the deadliest conflict on
the continent since the 1994 Rwandan genocide.?*

This estimate is nonetheless a conservative estimate.
In most cases, UCDP fatality estimates, particularly for
African conflicts - including those in Tigray, Sudan, and
the DRC - are significantly lower than estimates from
other sources.?® While UCDP fatalities capture deaths di-
rectly from conflict, they do not include fatalities from
indirect causes, such as weaponized starvation and lack
of access to basic medical services due to the deliberate
siege and blockade imposed on Tigray by the Ethiopian
and Eritrean governments. Estimates from Ghent Uni-
versity, which include deaths from starvation, blockade,
and denial of basic health services, would significantly
increase these figures.?® Other independent assessments
suggest the total death toll, inclusive of those from star-
vation and disease in Tigray, may be much higher, with
some estimates of over 600,000.” If the Tigray war is
excluded, the continent still saw a 17% increase in fatal-
ities over the decade - a significant rise, though far less
dramatic than the spike during 2021-2022.

Following the signing of the Pretoria Agree-
ment in November 2022, fatalities declined sharply,
demonstrating the critical value of diplomatic media-
tion in resolving complex internationalized conflicts.

Figure 10: Deaths due to conflicts in Ethiopia since
the end of the Cold War
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The data shows that the Pretoria Agreement, or
the Cessation of Hostilities Agreement (CoHA), be-
tween the Government of Ethiopia and the Tigray
People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) — signed as a result
of US pressure and facilitated by AU mediators on 2
November 2022, in Pretoria, South Africa — brought
about a sharp reduction in global fatalities, both in Af-
rica and globally. As examined in subsequent sections
of this analysis, progress in mediating the conflict in
Tigray remained limited prior to the deployment of US

24 Financial Times. 2023. “War in Tigray may have killed 600,000 people, peace mediator says.” https://www.ft.com/con-
tent/2f385¢95-0899-403a-9e3b-ed8c24adf4e7 ; Ghosh, Bobby. 2022. “The world’s deadliest war isn’t in Ukraine, but in
Ethiopia.” Bloomberg. https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2022-03-22/ethiopia-s-war-toll-grows-as-the-world-
looks-awayPembedded-checkout=true ;, José Naranjo. 2023. “Ethiopia’s forgotten war is the deadliest of the 21st century,
with around 600,000 civilian deaths.” El Pais. https:
war-is-the-deadliest-of-the-21st-century-with-around-600000-civilian-deaths.html

25 Uppsala Conflict Data Program. 2022. “UCDP Newsletter #9: The War in Tigray.” https://ucdp.uu.se/downloads/newslet-
ter/issue9.html

26 Ghent university

27 Financial Times. 2023. “War in Tigray may have killed 600,000 people, peace mediator says.” https://www.ft.com/con-
tent/2f385e95-0899-403a-9e3b-ed8c24adf4e7; Weldemichel, Teklehaymanot G. 2025. “Tigray war: Modern geographies
of mass violence and the invisibilization of populations.” Political Geography 118. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/
article/pii/S0962629825000307

28 “Agreement for Lasting Peace Through a Permanent Cessation of Hostilities Between the Government of The Federal
Democratic Republic of Ethiopia and the Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF).” 2022, https://igad.int/wp-content/up-
loads/2022/11/Download-the-signed-agreement-here.pdf?

english.elpais.com/international/2023-01-27/ethiopias-forgotten-
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special envoys. While a mutually painful stalemate had
been achieved in 2022, this demonstrates that when
the US commits to meaningful engagement and lever-
ages its diplomatic influence, particularly through the
assignment of a dedicated special envoy with a man-
date focused on the cessation of hostilities, and other
tools at its disposal (such as the threat of sanctions or
trade restrictions), considerable diplomatic dividends
can be achieved. Despite important questions regard-
ing the comprehensiveness of the Pretoria Agreement
and the effectiveness of its implementation, it has pre-
vented new deaths and displacement as a result of ac-
tive conflict, underscoring that the US has the leverage
to prevent future wars between Ethiopia and Eritrea.

Figure 11: Surge in fatalities during Ethiopia and
Eritrea’s war in Tigray
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Source: Compiled by PAAI, Uppsala Conflict Data Program, 2024

Figure 11 tells two stories at once. The first is
one of the failure by the Pan-African and internation-
al community, institutionally the AU and the UN, to
prevent, intervene in, or stop the world’s deadliest war
since the Rwandan genocide. Despite being an inter-
nationalized war that occurred in Ethiopia’s capital,
home to the AU and its premier organs of peace and
security, it was deliberately ignored and no impactful
intervention was made by these institutions. This un-
derscores a profound failure of the AU and its APSA
and, by the same token, that of the UN and the inter-
national community.

Second, the contrasting message of hope is that
preventive diplomacy, when applied with determina-
tion, can still end such deadly wars, even in a time of
geopolitical interregnum. The sharp decline in fatali-
ties following the 2022 CoHA demonstrates that pre-
ventive diplomacy and mediation, when conducted

with determination and backed by states with leverage,
can end even the most devastating wars. The CoHA is a
significant humanitarian accomplishment, preventing
further catastrophic loss of life and proving the value
of diplomatic engagement in resolving complex inter-
nationalized conflicts. Yet, the resulting peace agree-
ment remains fundamentally fragile, reversible, and
vulnerable to collapse. The root causes of the conflict
are unresolved, and the agreement has been aban-
doned by the signatories, the AU, and other interna-
tional observers.

Mass displacement and devastating economic impact

Displacement trends show a concerning trajecto-
ry, as evidenced by data from the IDMC and the UN-
HCR. Furthermore, the IEP has documented escalating
economic destruction attributable to armed conflicts
across the continent.

Countries facing conflict experience large-scale
population movements, with people becoming IDPs
or refugees. Of the 153 million IDPs globally in 2014-
2024, 76.3 million originate from Africa, constituting
50% of the global total. Between 2014 and 2024, Africa
also produced 81 million refugees and asylum seekers.

The data on total internal displacement from 2014
to 2024 reveals distinct regional trends and an overall
escalation in forced displacement globally. Internal
displacement in Africa demonstrates a consistent up-
ward trajectory, rising from approximately 4 million
IDPs in 2014 to over 11 million in 2024: a nearly three-
fold increase over the decade. While Africa’s displace-
ment burden has grown steadily, the most dramatic
surge occurred outside the continent, particularly
from 2020 onward, when global displacement, exclud-
ing Africa, increased sharply from approximately 8
million to a peak of nearly 16 million in 2022-2023,
likely driven by conflicts such as the wars in Ukraine
and Syria. Collectively, global internal displacement
reached unprecedented levels of approximately 27
million persons during 2022-2023, with the numbers
from Africa underscoring the inadequacy of existing
conflict prevention and resolution mechanisms on the
continent.

Although non-African displacement has declined
somewhat since 2022, Africa’s displacement remains
substantially elevated compared to pre-2020 levels. By
2024, Africa accounted for over half of the global IDP
population. In 2024 alone, of the 73.6 million people
internally displaced by conflict and violence across the
world, well over 45% were in Africa. In the same year,
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out of 46 million global refugees and asylum seekers®, Figure 14: Total internal displacement in Africa vs

9.9 million (22%) were from Africa. Sudan alone had the rest of the world
one-third of its population.®® These numbers indicate W fica [ ord Except africa

a high vulnerability to state fragility and risk of atroci-
ties. In 2024, nine of the global top 20 countries facing
a heightened risk of atrocities and a large population
displacement in 2024 were in Africa, with Chad, Su-
dan, Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, and Guinea among the
top 10 high-risk countries with recently reported inci-
dents of mass killings.

Figure 12: Displacement of Africans vs the rest of
the world
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29 UNHCR. 2025. “Global Trends: Forced Displacement in 2024 https://www.unhcr.org/sites/default/files/2025-06/glob-
al-trends-report-2024.pdf

30 UNHCR. 2025. “Operational Data Portal: Sudan Regional Crisis.” https://data.unhcr.org/en/situations/sudansituation?
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Figure 17: Total economic impact, 2017-2023
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Displacement as a result of violence carries the
heaviest economic impact. According to data from the
IEP, the composition of the economic impact of vio-
lence in 2023 shows that refugees and IDPs accounted
for the largest share, representing approximately 56%
of the total impact.® This was followed by GDP losses
from conflict, which made up around 34%. The eco-
nomic impact of violence in Africa stands at US$929
billion, constituting 5% of the total global impact of
violence (USS19.1 trillion).*?

Peace architectures in crisis

Despite the massive toll of major wars in Africa
and the resultant human cost in casualties and hu-
manitarian crises, these conflicts receive far less in-
ternational attention than those in Ukraine or Gaza.
Data from the UCDP in 2021 indicates 165,025 deaths
in the war on Tigray, with total fatality estimates sug-
gesting a range between 50,000 and 500,000.% In the
same year, 2021, the estimated number of deaths for
Ukraine was 92,629.3* The wars in Ukraine and Gaza
have undoubtedly had horrendous humanitarian and
geopolitical consequences. Yet, when considering both
the human toll and the level of attention paid to it,
data suggests conflicts in Africa receive comparatively
less international attention, and thus the international
responses to these African crises have been woefully
inadequate.

Figure 19: Media coverage per people
in humanitarian need: Africa vs others
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31 Institute for Economics & Peace. 2024. “Global Peace Index 2024: Measuring Peace in a Complex World.” https://www.

visionofhumanity.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/GPI-2024-web.pdf

32 Ibid

33 Uppsala Conflict Data Program. 2022. “UCDP Newsletter #9: The War in Tigray.” https://ucdp.uu.se/downloads/newslet-
ter/issue9.html

34 1Ibid
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Ethiopia (particularly Tigray), Sudan (notably
Darfur), and the DRC (especially the eastern region)
rank among the world’s five most urgent humanitari-
an crises, with staggering levels of fatalities, atrocities,
displacement, and economic destruction. However,
global media attention to these conflicts has been far
less than that devoted to Ukraine and Gaza. The dis-
parities are stark. The war in Ethiopia’s Tigray region
alone has resulted in 10 times the deaths in Gaza, nine
times that in Sudan, and twice that of Ukraine. Yet, in
terms of global media coverage, Tigray received only
0.96%, while Gaza dominated with 58.5%, Ukraine
followed with 19.43%, and Sudan received 2.57%. This
translates to Tigray securing roughly 61 times less cov-
erage than Gaza, 20 times less than Ukraine, and al-
most three times less than Sudan.

Figure 20: Media coverage per day
of humanitarian crises: Africa vs others

Media Coverage Per Day A

Gaza Ukraine Sudan Ethiopla
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The reasons for this invisibility are complex. They
include the communication blackout imposed by the
Ethiopian and Eritrean governments during the con-
flict, as well as structural biases within international
media systems. As media scholar Marius Dragomir and
the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism high-
light, global humanitarian coverage is highly uneven.®
Gaza and Ukraine average 58.5 and 19.4 articles per
day respectively, while some of the world’s most dev-
astating crises — such as Chad (0.06 articles/day) and
the DRC (1.5 articles/day) — receive minimal sustained
coverage.®

Large bodies of literature provide crossnational
and longterm quantitative evidence that geopolitically
significant conflicts elicit extensive coverage and in-
fluence policy attention,® while many lethal conflicts,
especially in the Global South, are underreported.®®
These disparities reflect a broader hierarchy in glob-
al journalism that distinguishes between “worthy”
and “unworthy” victims.® The long-standing “logic”
of newsworthiness prioritizes geopolitical proximity,
elite involvement, dramatic visuals, and ideological
resonance over humanitarian need.** Violence and
suffering in the Global South are too often rendered
invisible structurally,¥ exposing deep inequities in
how global journalism values certain lives over others,
as well as a failure to reflect the true severity, gravi-
ty, and human cost of these conflicts. This disparity is
also indicative of a broader decline in the global com-
mitment to address wars and atrocities in Africa, espe-
cially when compared to the attention given to African
crises in the past, such as Sudan in the early 2000s or
Ethiopia in the 1980s.

35 Media and Journalism Research Centre. 2025. “A global research hub for media, journalism and power.” https://journal-

ismresearch.org/
36 Ibid

37 Hawkins, V. (2011). Media selectivity and the other side of the CNN effect: The consequences of not paying attention to
conflict. Media, War & Conflict. https://doi.org/10.1177/1750635210396126; Minear, L., Scott, C., & Weiss, T. G. (1996).
The news media, civil war, and humanitarian action. (Book);

38 Bachman, J. S. (2023). The geopolitics of human suffering: A comparative study of media coverage of the conflicts in
Yemen and Ukraine. Third World Quarterly. https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2023.2228715; Xu, Z., & Zhang, M. (2023).
How news media visually dehumanize victims of humanitarian crises through framing disparities: A quantitative compar-
ative analysis. International Communication Gazette. https://doi.org/10.1177/17480485231216583;

39 Baum, M. A,, & Zhukov, Y. M. (2015). Filtering revolution: Reporting bias in international newspaper coverage of the Liby-
an civil war. Journal of Peace Research. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343314554791

40 Evans, M. (2010). Framing international conflicts: Media coverage of fighting in the Middle East. International Journal of
Media and Cultural Politics. https://doi.org/10.1386/MCP.6.2.209_1;

41 Baden, C., & TenenboimWeinblatt, K. (2018). The search for common ground in conflict news research: Comparing the
coverage of six current conflicts in domestic and international media over time. Media, War & Conflict. https://doi.
0rg/10.1177/1750635217702071
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The 2024 Global Peace Index (GPI) identifies
three key geopolitical trends that explain increased fa-
talities. It states:

Geopolitical shifts further complicate global
conflict management. The transition from a unipolar
world dominated by the United States to a multipolar
one has intensified competition and prolonged con-
flicts. Traditional powers like the US and the EU are
stretched thin, limiting their ability to manage glob-
al tensions effectively. Meanwhile, emerging powers
such as China, Russia, and regional middle powers are
increasingly vying for influence in conflict-affected ar-
eas around the world.*

These same geopolitical factors contribute to the
weakening of global and African peace architectures.

Ineffectiveness of AU conflict prevention

and intervention

The AU and its APSA, while established to prevent
violent conflicts and protect civilians, have not cur-
tailed rising fatalities, displacements, or destruction.

Five-year comparisons show worsening trends:
the UCDP has reported a surge in fatalities, the IDMC
and UNHCR have recorded increasing internal and
external displacements, and the IEP has documented
shocking levels of economic losses due to conflicts.

Embodying the slogan “African solutions to Af-
rican problems” in its first decade, the AU embarked
on major preventive and mediation efforts. AU peace
support missions began in earnest in the early 2000s
with initial deployments to Burundi (2003) and
the Comoros (2008). The African Mission in Sudan
(AMIS) was launched in 2004 in response to the Dar-
fur crisis, but it was soon transformed into a joint AU-
UN hybrid operation (UNAMID) due to operational
and logistical constraints. Similarly, other AU-led mis-
sions such as AFISMA in Mali (2012) and MISCA in the

Central African Republic (2013) were quickly transi-
tioned into UN peacekeeping operations — MINUS-
MA and MINUSCA, respectively — reflecting persistent
challenges in sustaining AU-led peace support efforts.

The AU’s longest-running and most significant
mission, deployed in Somalia since 2007, initially
as AMISOM, later ATMIS, and now AUSSOM, is fac-
ing an existential crisis due to its reliance on external
funding sources. The sustainability of AUSSOM and
the implementation of UN Security Council Resolution
2719, which would authorize UN-assessed funding for
AU peace operations, remain uncertain, pending com-
mitments from major donor states, particularly the
US.#

However, African commitment also progressive-
ly declined during the AU’s second decade. The AU’s
credibility suffered a major setback following its fail-
ure to implement the December 2015 decision to in-
voke Article 4(h) of the Constitutive Act, which au-
thorized intervention without host-state consent in
Burundi (the proposed 5,000-strong MAPROBU mis-
sion).** This would have been the first AU operation in-
voking the “responsibility to protect” (R2P) principle,
but the initiative faltered due to divisions within the
PSC, opposition from member states such as Tanzania,
logistical and financial constraints, and the lack of UN
Security Council support.*

The failure to act in Burundi was followed by sim-
ilar inaction in subsequent atrocity wars in Darfur (Su-
dan), Tigray (Ethiopia), and the eastern DRC.

The governments of Burundi (2015), Ethiopia
(2020-22), and Sudan (2023-) successfully resisted
AU prevention and intervention measures by lever-
aging their status as major troop contributors and
dominant military actors — and, in the case of Ethi-
opia, its status as host state of the AU’s headquarters.
Consequently, AU credibility has eroded, especially as
geopolitical rivalries and internal divisions have deep-

42 Institute for Economics & Peace. 2024. “Global Peace Index 2024: Measuring Peace in a Complex World.” https://www.

visionofhumanity.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/GPI-2024-web.pdf, Page 3.
43 UN Security Council. 2023. “Resolution 2719.” https://docs.un.org/en/s/res/2719(2023)

44 Wilen, Nina, and Paul D. Williams. 2018. “The African Union and coercive diplomacy: The case of Burundi.” (Egmont
Royal Institute for International Relations). https://www.egmontinstitute.be/app/uploads/2018/12/Accepted-Manu-

script-AU-and-Coercive-Diplomacy-the-Case-of-Burundi.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
45 For more read: PSC Report. 2016. “The AU’s challenged responsibility to protect in Burundi.” (ISS Africa). https://issafrica.
org/pscreport/psc-insights/the-aus-challenged-responsibility-to-protect-in-burundi; Tim Muriithi. 2009. The African
Union’s Transition from Non-Intervention to Non-Indifference. FES. https://library.fes.de/pdf-files/ipg/ipg-2009-
1/08_a_murithi_us.pdf ; Williams, Paul D. 2018. Fighting for Peace in Somalia A History and Analysis of the African Union
Mission (AMISOM), 2007-2017. Vol. July. 11 vols. Oxford University Press. https://global.oup.com/academic/product/fight-

ing-for-peace-in-somalia-9780198724544?cc=ke&lang=en&
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ened. These cases underscore a lack of commitment
to implement the normative frameworks of APSA
and highlight a recurring pattern of institutional in-
effectiveness and paralysis. They show how the AU’s
normative commitment to “non-indifference” is con-
stantly undermined by traditional norms of sovereign-
ty and non-intervention.

Throughout this period, the AU has also sup-
ported regional ad hoc security initiatives, including
the Multinational Joint Task Force (MNJTF) against
Boko Haram in the Lake Chad Basin and the G5 Sahel
Joint Force. However, these initiatives are undermined
by more fragmented arrangements such as the Alli-
ance of Sahel States — the coalition of Burkina Faso,
Niger, and Mali, often supported by Russia’s Wagner
Group (Africa Corps).*

In a nutshell, the operational effectiveness of
APSA with regard to its preventive and interventionist
efforts has declined over time.

Furthermore, the reliance on ad hoc coalitions of
states, rather than institutionalized multilateral mech-
anisms, is an additional challenge, if not an emerging
alternative, to Africa’s collective security architecture,
APSA. This trend mirrors developments observed in
mediation diplomacy, where ad hoc bi- or trilateral ar-
rangements involving non-African actors mediate con-
flicts in Africa without oversight from AU APSA organs.
In mediation diplomacy, the AU has appeared unable,
or at times unwilling, to fully exercise its mandate. The
long-term impacts of these ad hoc security and media-
tion arrangements on APSA-mandated organs remain
to be seen. However, the absence of APSA organs and
their close oversight of security or mediation process-
es could undermine the established continental frame-
work.*” One point has become clear: the AU has largely
been reduced to a performative role in managing con-
flicts on the continent or has only symbolic involvement
in processes managed by non-African states, including
the DRC-Rwanda mediation; in Ethiopia, Sudan, Ethi-
opia-Somalia tensions; and the Ethiopia—Eritrea stand-
off. This marginalization both reflects and reinforces
a widening vacuum in regional preventive diplomacy,
one increasingly filled by external actors such as Tiirki-
ye, the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and the US.

Inadequate and unpredictable funding, limited
troop contributions, insufficient equipment, weak
mandates, low political will among member states, a
lack of assertive and adaptive leadership at the AU,
and a rigid organizational culture have consistently
undermined its resolve and capability to exercise its
core mandates.

Beyond symbolizing African aspirations for
self-reliance in managing continental crises, AU peace
operations and mediation efforts frequently fall short
of their broader objective of achieving a peaceful con-
tinent. The normative and institutional frameworks of
the AU have yielded limited success in preventing or
halting wars, mass displacement, and atrocities.

region-push-back; de Carvalho, Benjamin , and Ulf Engel. 2022. “The African Union and Peace Operations in Africa.”
(Routledge); Dersso, Solomon. n.d. “The AU’s Normative and Operational Challenges in Peacekeeping.” Institute for Secu-
rity Studies.
47 Brosig, Malte, and John Karlsrud. 2024. “How ad hoc coalitions deinstitutionalize international institutions.” (Oxford Uni-
versity Press). https://wiredspace.wits.ac.za/server/api/core/bitstreams/943636a8-8566-4bad-8717-8d26f1e17b87/content
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Analysis: Why the problem is structural

Global structural shifts, particularly in the main determinants of power — economy, demography, technology,
military, and diplomacy — have triggered a dangerous interregnum. This has unleashed a dangerous race to the bot-
tom*® among great and middle powers seeking to accumulate and exercise more power and is shaped by geopolitical
rivalries. It is marked by systemic and deliberate violations of international law and the erosion of international
multilateralism and prioritizes narrow national interests over the collective security of states and the human secu-
rity of the population under their jurisdiction. The race lacks even minimal standards of international law, exacer-
bates local conflicts, undermines governance, and impedes sustainable development across the continent.

This pattern is strikingly reminiscent of the Cold War era, when global powers used local conflicts as sites
of proxy competition. As a result, states across Africa and beyond often found their sovereignty and agency con-
strained by the competing agendas of external great powers. Today’s interregnum, like that earlier period, risks
trapping African states in cycles of violence shaped less by domestic priorities and more by geopolitical rivalries and
external interference. Africa is not just caught in the crossfire; it has become a geopolitical chessboard for external
powers pursuing influence and strategic interests via proxy wars.

This race to the bottom not only undermines international law but also creates instability, distrust, and vol-
atility in international cooperation, exemplified by the Gulf states’ actions in Africa and Yemen. External actors
now dominate by leveraging their asymmetrical military, economic, and diplomatic power, often at the expense of
local agency. This dynamic has particularly disadvantaged fragile states such as Sudan, Libya, and the DRC. African
states are left at a disadvantage as local political and military actors fall under the sway of external alliances, with
their proxies embedded in domestic politico-economic-military networks. As a result, the capacity of domestic po-
litical actors to mobilize and leverage influence to stop wars led or supported by external geopolitical powers has
been muted. With this, the primacy of domestic politics in conflict resolution — a key component of APSA and the
AU’s African Governance Architecture — has been severely compromised. The current interregnum has particularly
undermined African architectures designed to prevent wars and atrocities. Domestic political mobilization to end
wars, whether through internal participatory processes or through the leadership of African institutions such as the
AU and RECs, has been severely weakened.

This has resulted in fractured states (as witnessed in Libya, Sudan, the DRC, Ethiopia, Somalia, and certain
Sahel countries), paralyzed the AU and RECs such as ECOWAS and IGAD, brought about massive civilian casualties,
and led to an institutional credibility crisis for both African and global peace architectures. Institutions designed to
prevent atrocities and wars through mediation, peacekeeping and, when necessary, intervention, are increasingly
sidelined.

The US, a long-time champion of genocide prevention, peacebuilding, and collective security under the auspic-
es of the UN, has recently made some dramatic shifts, questioning whether its interests are still best served through
the UN. Similarly, the R2P principle, a global commitment to prevent genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and
crimes against humanity, once celebrated as a ground-breaking global promise, suffered serious reputational dam-
age after NATO’s 2011 intervention in Libya and has been unable to recover from its legitimacy crisis. The Libya
mission started as an UN-approved operation to protect civilians but quickly transformed into a campaign to over-

48 Maru, Mehari Taddele. 2023. “Beyond the ‘Race to the Bottom’: Africa on the Global Chessboard and the Call for Re-
newed Pan-African Agency.” (UNU Institute on Comparative Regional Integration Studies). https://cris.unu.edu/beyond-
%E2%80%98race-bottom%E2%80%99-africa-global-chessboard-and-call-renewed-pan-african-agency . According to
most definitions, the original authoritative source of the definition of “race to the bottom” is Justice Louis Brandeis, who
coined the term in the 1933 U.S. Supreme Court case Louis K. Liggett Co. v. Lee (288 U.S. 517), where he described compe-
tition between states to attract corporations as “one not of diligence but of laxity.” Cornell University Law School defines it

as “a causal chain in which parties compete for a desired result by making increasingly larger concessions. Although some
parties may temporarily out-compete others, the concessions lead to adverse consequences that may go unnoticed until it
is too late to change course.” This phenomenon is in contrast with traditional competition, which tends to improve goods
and services.
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throw the government. The consequences were severe. Many countries, including Russia, China, India, and Brazil,
strongly opposed this shift, as did the AU.* Since then, R2P has had limited success. In Syria, despite horrific
atrocities, attempts to invoke R2P were repeatedly blocked in the UN Security Council through vetoes and political
deadlock. Similar paralysis has occurred in discussions about Myanmar, Yemen, Ukraine, Ethiopia, Sudan, and
Gaza. What was designed to unite the international community instead became a casualty of increasing great power
rivalry. The AU and ECOWAS have occasionally invoked R2P and normative frameworks of the African peace and
security architecture in crises in the Cdte d’Ivoire and The Gambia, but this is becoming rarer, as witnessed in the
clearly unconstitutional changes of government in the Sahel and atrocities in the Horn of Africa and Great Lakes
regions, where the existing normative and institutional peace framework was disregarded and ineffective. The core
problem remains structural. R2P depends on UN Security Council authorization for enforcement.

In the same vein, from the mass atrocities in Tigray and Darfur to the devastating wars in Ethiopia, Sudan,
and the DRC, APSA has repeatedly faltered and, dare one say, failed to protect civilians from the worst crimes. This
failure is striking, given the AU’s bold legal framework and comprehensive preventive and interventionist mandates
and institutional architecture.

Its preventive mandate and first-line institutions in peace and security were designed to provide effective early
warning and response to potential atrocious conflicts. These include the Continental Early Warning System, the
Panel of the Wise (composed of five highly respected African personalities), and provisions for deploying effective
mediators with sustained institutional support and systematic follow-up mechanisms.

Complementing and reinforcing prevention, Article 4(h) of the Constitutive Act of the AU grants the Union an
intervention mandate with “the right to intervene in a Member State ... in respect of grave circumstances, namely
war crimes, genocide and crimes against humanity”. Article 4(j) further empowers member states to request inter-
vention in order to restore peace and security. Similarly, the Protocol Relating to the Establishment of the Peace
and Security Council of the AU (2002), especially Article 7(e), authorizes the Council to recommend intervention in
situations of grave crimes, while Article 4 of the Protocol emphasizes the principles of collective security, preven-
tion, and protection of civilians. Various operational documents contain detailed implementational mechanisms
for intervention.

In practice, the AU’s normative frameworks for prevention and intervention have remained largely aspiration-
al, particularly during AU Commission chairperson Moussa Faki’s term of office (2017-2025). When war crimes,
crimes against humanity, and ethnic cleansing amounting to genocide unfolded in the Ethiopian region of Tigray,
the AU’s response was mostly performative. Except for the credible mediation efforts by then AU chairperson and
South African President Cyril Ramaphosa, who in November 2020 appointed three high-level leaders® as AU spe-
cial envoys to mediate the war in Tigray, no other serious mediation efforts came from the AU. Indicating his con-
cern about atrocity crimes in Tigray, Ramaphosa stated in a tweet that his mediation “initiative should be viewed
against the background of the African Union’s objective of ‘Silencing the Guns’, which is intended to achieve a
conflict-free Africa, prevent genocide, make peace a reality for all and rid the continent of wars, violent conflicts,
human rights violations and humanitarian disasters”.*

49 Smith-Windsor, Brooke A. 2013. “AU-NATO Collaboration: Implications and Prospects.” (NATO Defense College). https://
www.files.ethz.ch/isn/159844/fp_22.pdf

50 Ellen Johnson Sirleaf (former President of Liberia), Joaquim Chissano (former President of Mozambique), and Kgalema
Motlanthe (former President of South Africa).

51 Addis Standard. 2020. “News Alert: Ethiopia says PM Abiy will receive AU Chair envoy “one on one”; news circulating on

media quoting Ramaphosa’s statement on mediation “fake”” https://addisstandard.com/news-alert-ethiopia-says-pm-

abiy-will-receive-au-chair-envoy-one-on-one-news-circulating-on-media-quoting-ramaphosas-statement-on-mediation-

fake/
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The AU Commission, led by Faki, not only undermined Ramaphosa’s efforts but also ignored alarming early
warnings. Faki later officially endorsed® the war on Tigray, stating in his main and only substantive statement®
on the conflict: “In Ethiopia, the federal government took bold steps to preserve the unity, stability and respect for
the constitutional order of the country.” Not only did Faki remained silent on war crimes, crimes against human-
ity, and possible genocide but he also said nothing about the presence of large contingents of the Eritrean army
that committed atrocity crimes, and how this related to the “constitutional order of the country”. The challenges
faced by the AU in preventing and robustly reacting to the Tigray conflict stemmed from more than just a failure in
leadership at the AU Commission’s apex; they were also a product of fundamental structural shortcomings within
the organization’s setup and its ingrained organizational culture, which collectively impeded quick preventive and
intervention efforts.

In Darfur, despite international and regional awareness, decades of atrocities have continued, with the AU
struggling to mount effective interventions even when early warning systems identified an escalating risk of the
removal of the civilian Sudanese government of Abdella Hamdok by SAF and RSF leaders. Elsewhere, the AU’s peace
and security architecture has too often been paralyzed by political divisions, resource constraints, and excessive
deference to state sovereignty, undermining both preventive diplomacy and timely intervention.

Despite its comprehensive preventive and interventionist mandates, the AU has been unable or unwilling® to
act decisively when confronted with mass atrocities. The Panel of the Wise, established to provide counsel and facil-
itate dialogue in potential conflict situations, has often been deployed® too late or with insufficient political back-
ing to influence outcomes. Similarly, mediation efforts have frequently suffered from a lack of political will from
states and their leaders, contradictory positions within the AU leadership, inadequate resources, limited follow-up
mechanisms, and insufficient coordination between continental and regional bodies.

The gap between the AU’s normative ambition and its practical performance mirrors the UN’s own paralysis on
the global stage. Just as the UN Security Council remains deadlocked by great power rivalry, the AU has been con-
strained by internal politics, limited enforcement capacity, competing national interests, and insufficient financial
resources to effectively operationalize its preventive mandates. The result is a troubling pattern: both institutions,
though armed with strong legal frameworks and preventive mechanisms on paper, have consistently fallen short in
protecting vulnerable populations from the gravest crimes.

The root cause lies in their foundation and structure, which depend heavily on states, especially the most pow-
erful ones. R2P and APSA depend on UN Security Council and AU PSC authorization respectively for enforcement
action. Without consensus among the major powers, their most forceful tools — prevention and intervention — can-
not be used. This has left both APSA and R2P largely powerless when they are most needed.

The global peace and security framework of the UN Security Council, long impeded by great power rivalry and
now virtually moribund, has little to offer Africa. More worrying is that the African peace and security architecture,
a major investment by African leaders and development partners over the past two decades, and which at times has
shown great promise, is faltering, unable to prevent or end wars in Ethiopia, Sudan, and the DRC. In West Africa,
six military coups (in Mali, Guinea, Burkina Faso, Chad, Niger, and Gabon) have shaken the region since 2020,
with the AU and ECOWAS unable to mount a convincing response aligned to the AU normative frameworks. Con-
sequently, extra-African actors such as Tiirkiye, the UAE, Saudi Arabia, and Russia step into that void, each pur-

52 Berhe, Mulugeta. 2021. “Why the African Union’s mediation effort in Tigray is a non-starter.” The Conversation. https://
theconversation.com/why-the-african-unions-mediation-effort-in-tigray-is-a-non-starter-169293#:~:text=AU’s%20rela-
tionship%20with%20Ethiopia,is%20legitimate%20for%20all%20states

53 Mahamat, Moussa Faki. 2020. “Tweet.” X.COM. https://x.com/AUC MoussaFaki/status/1340738632144072711

54 Maru, Makda. 2016. “Conflict Early Warning and the Response Nexus: The Case of the African Union-Continental Early
Warning System.” Doctor of International Conflict Management Dissertations (Kennesaw University). https://digitalcom-

mons.kennesaw.edu/incmdoc_etd/3/
55 Woldemichael, Shewit. 2021. “The reality of the AU’s response to crises.” ISS Today. https://issafrica.org/iss-today/the-re-
ality-of-the-aus-response-to-crises
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suing their own interests. Many of these external actors are deeply entangled in domestic politics, often providing
substantial support to warring parties in countries like Sudan, Ethiopia, Somalia, and Libya. Their influence has
become so wide-ranging that it not only undermines state integrity but also constrains and overshadows the agency
of domestic political and military forces.

External actors are increasingly taking over regional mediation efforts, relegating the AU and RECs to second-
ary roles, despite their primary mandate in peace and security. This is evidenced by Tiirkiye’s mediation between
Ethiopia and Somalia, US-Qatar involvement in the DRC—Rwanda tensions, the leading roles of Saudi Arabia and
the US in Sudan, and Saudi Arabia’s engagement in discussions on Ethiopia—Eritrea. Together, these cases reflect
a troubling trend in which bilateral mediation initiatives are increasingly replacing and displacing the established
multilateral frameworks of the AU. In today’s world of intense geopolitical competition, these interventions have
only compounded the AU’s structural weaknesses.

In this regard, the GPI 2024 Report notes: “Much of the devastation came about because of the activity of for-
eign powers seeking to support a multitude of actors in the civil war.”5¢ The GPI 2024 Report links the rise in con-
flicts and fatalities to the decline of US dominance in conflict management over the past two decades. It elaborates
this point, stating that while the US is still a leading global power, its long wars in Iraq and Afghanistan drained
resources and attention, while power struggles in Syria and the wider Middle East further weakened its role. More
fundamentally, this observation poses an important question about the US government’s willingness, more than its
ability, to restrain other powers, especially the Gulf States, which have significant influence in US lobbying circles
and have played destructive roles in wars across Africa. This raises broader concerns about US policy, particularly
its readiness (or not) to invest diplomatic capital and prioritize peace over its economic interests worldwide.

Once again, this presents the existential question of whether the AU is still fit for purpose at a time when a
unipolar world under the US umbrella is no more.

Rethinking the African Union in a multipolar world

The history of Africa’s continental institutions is deeply intertwined with the broader evolution of global geo-
politics; the legacy of slavery and colonialism; and the enduring struggle for Pan-African unity, anti-colonialism,
independence, sovereignty, peace, development, and agency. Since the era of decolonization, Africa’s strategic po-
sition has repeatedly been reshaped by external interference, internal fragility, and shifting configurations of global
power. The creation and transformation of continental institutions, from the OAU in 1963 to the AU in 2002, reflect
ongoing attempts to balance state sovereignty with collective Pan-African solidarity, peace, security, and develop-
ment against the realities of a fragmented, underdeveloped, and conflict-prone continent.5’

From decolonization to Cold War rivalries

The post-independence period of the 1960s was a moment of profound optimism and aspiration. Newly inde-
pendent states sought to consolidate political sovereignty, achieve rapid economic transformation, and promote
continental unity. The formation of the OAU in 1963 was a historic expression of Pan-African solidarity. Its primary
objectives were to complete decolonization, eradicate apartheid, and promote unity among the newly independent
states. Yet its founding principles — non-interference in internal affairs, respect for territorial integrity, and peace-
ful settlement of disputes — reflected both the artificiality and fragility of postcolonial states and the determination
of leaders to shield their sovereignty from external manipulation and internal secessionist pressures along colonial
borders. %

56 Institute for Economics & Peace. 2024. “Global Peace Index 2024: Measuring Peace in a Complex World.” https://www.
visionofhumanity.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/GPI-2024-web.pdf, Page 55.

57 Adebajo, Adekeye. 2010. “The Curse of Berlin: Africa After the Cold War.” The Journal of African History 1 (53);https://
www.researchgate.net/publication/254357384 The Curse of Berlin Africa After the Cold War ; Murithi, Tim. 2008.
“The African Union’s evolving role in peace operations: the African Union Mission in Burundi, the African Union Mission
in Sudan and the African Union Mission in Somalia: essays.” African Security Review 17 (1): 70-82. https://www.tandfon-
line.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10246029.2008.9627460

58 Easterly, William. 2009. “Can the west save Africa?” Journal of economic literature 47 (2): 373-447. https://www.aeaweb.
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During the Cold War, Africa quickly became an arena of superpower rivalry. The US and the Soviet Union
competed for influence through ideological alliances, military aid, and proxy conflicts.>® African leaders used this
bipolar competition to extract resources, critical minerals, and diplomatic support from both sides — a strategy that
brought short-term benefits but entrenched patterns of conflict, inter-state wars, border disputes, aid dependen-
cy and militarization.®® Liberation struggles and coups in Angola, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, Ethiopia,
Sudan, DRC, Libya, the Sahel, Ghana, Nigeria, and Somalia were deeply shaped by this global confrontation, with
external actors providing ideology, arms, funding, and political cover. While the OAU offered moral and diplomatic
backing to liberation movements, it lacked the capacity to mediate conflicts within and between member states,
many of which were sustained or intensified by Cold War dynamics.®

The OAU’s normative commitment to non-interference thus became its (and its member states’) shield from
external actors, but also its terminal weakness with regard to continental peace, governance, and development mat-
ters. It protected the sovereignty of African states against external interference while preventing collective action in
response to intrastate wars, atrocities, coups, and displacement. The persistence of colonial borders, combined with
the adoption of imported governance models and a dependence on former colonial powers, created states that were
often internally divided and externally dependent. By the late 1980s, as the Cold War was ending, the limitations
of this system had become apparent. Many states faced civil wars, genocide and atrocities, economic crises, and
authoritarian stagnation, while the OAU struggled to maintain relevance in the changing international landscape —
very similar to the position of the AU in Africa today.

The end of the Cold War and the crisis of sovereignty

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War in 1989 marked a turning point for Africa, as for
the world. The withdrawal of superpower patronage exposed the fragility of regimes that had relied on external sup-
port for survival.®? The emergence of a unipolar order dominated by the US reduced Africa’s strategic significance
in global geopolitics. Western engagement shifted from ideological competition to economic conditionality, as in-
ternational financial institutions imposed structural adjustment programmes that reshaped African economies and
governance structures.®

Strategic disengagement from Africa reached its peak in the early 1990s. The US’s withdrawal from Somalia
following the Black Hawk Down incident in 1993 symbolized a broader reluctance among major powers to inter-
vene in African crises.® Without the stabilizing, or destabilizing, influence of superpower rivalry, many African
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conflicts became, in the words of former UN secretary general Boutros Boutros-Ghali, “orphan wars”,®® sustained
by local grievances, illicit war economies, and regional rivalries. Just as many of Africa’s devastating wars today
remain largely unnoticed, then UN secretary general Kofi Annan remarked back in 2000 that “[y]et these conflicts
go almost unreported”.®® While wars in Europe and the Middle East dominate global headlines, African conflicts
continue to inflict untold suffering on millions with little international awareness.

The 1994 genocide against the Tutsi in Rwanda laid bare the catastrophic consequences of the post-Cold War
interregnum and the fundamental inadequacy of OAU and UN peace and security frameworks.®” Despite clear
warnings and evidence of atrocities, both the OAU and the UN failed to act decisively.®® The OAU’s adherence to
non-interference prevented collective intervention, while the UN’s mission was constrained by political hesitation
among UN Security Council members due to a lack of national interest imperatives. Nearly 1 million people were
killed in just 100 days. This failure not only was a moral catastrophe but also represented a profound institutional
crisis. It discredited the OAU’s sovereignty-centred doctrine and revealed the limits of the international communi-
ty’s commitment to humanitarian protection in Africa.

This led to the conclusion that the OAU was unfit for the new mission of preventing intrastate wars, atrocities,
and displacement. A successor organization with a new purpose was needed for an era of unipolarity under US
hegemony.

From the OAU to the AU: Rethinking sovereignty and responsibility

The Rwandan genocide triggered deep introspection within Africa. The OAU’s International Panel of Eminent
Personalities (1998) and the UN’s Independent Inquiry into the Actions of the United Nations During the 1994
Genocide in Rwanda (1999) concluded that the vastly inadequate reaction to the genocide was not merely a failure
of logistics but also structural in nature, manifesting in a lack of political will and flawed normative and institu-
tional design. These findings called for a fundamental rethink of sovereignty, arguing that African institutions had
the responsibility and needed the authority to intervene when states failed to protect their populations.®® The Sirte
Libya Declaration of the OAU in 1999 resolved the need to transform the OAU into an effective, inward-looking or-
ganization with robust conflict prevention and intervention mandates, but one that also engaged with partnerships
and external actors.”

In this context, the transformation from the OAU into the AU in 2002 represented a paradigm shift. The AU’s
Constitutive Act redefined sovereignty as responsibility, explicitly recognizing the right of the Union to intervene in
cases of genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity.” The establishment of the PSC and APSA institution-
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alized a new preventive and interventionist agenda.”? The AU’s guiding principle of “African solutions to African
problems” symbolized both normative ambition and pragmatic necessity, a response to the selective interventions
and indifference of external powers.

The post-9/11 global order and the AU’s expanding role

The post-9/11 era brought global security to the top of international agendas, integrating Africa into the “global
war on terror”. Islamist insurgencies in the Horn of Africa, the Lake Chad Basin, North Africa, and the Sahel elicited
renewed international attention and resources. The AU undertook major peace operations, including in Darfur and
Somalia, that tested its new institutional frameworks to prevent atrocities and stabilize its member states. AMISOM
(later ATMIS and now AUSSOM) became the AU’s flagship mission, deploying tens of thousands of African troops in
complex counterinsurgency operations.” These missions demonstrated African willingness to lead in crises where
global powers hesitated, but also exposed heavy dependence on external funding, particularly from the EU’s African
Peace Facility and the UN’s assessed contributions. 7

This dependence blurred the distinction between African ownership and external control, raising fundamen-
tal questions about the sustainability of “African solutions”. The AU could authorize interventions but not inde-
pendently sustain them, leaving its security architecture vulnerable to the shifting priorities of donors and global
politics, a situation that has become even more acute today. > More critically, a lack of determination, political will,
and resources by member states to follow through on the decisions of AU organs, particularly the PSC, rendered AU
mandates merely aspirational and often ineffectual.

The multipolar turn and the erosion of multilateralism

The past decade has witnessed another transformation in global power relations. The unipolar order that
shaped the AU’s founding has eroded and been replaced by an increasingly multipolar world, characterized by
renewed great-power rivalry. The rise of China, the resurgence of Russia, and the assertive involvement of Gulf
states have reintroduced external competition reminiscent of the Cold War, though now more pragmatic and less
ideological, driven by commercial interests and powerful leaders with authoritarian inclinations.” Africa’s strategic
resources, growing markets, and geography (e.g., access to the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden) have become focal points
in this contest. 77
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Meanwhile, the paralysis of the UN Security Council, driven by polarization among its permanent members,
has limited collective capacity to respond to wars. 7® State integrity in Libya, Sudan, Ethiopia, the DRC, and across
the Sahel is in grave danger.” Wars, atrocities, and mass displacement are once again escalating, testing the AU’s
capacity to uphold its prevention and protection mandates.

Figure 21: Mo Ibrahim Index of African Governance 2014 vs 2023

State of Governance in Africa

== Africa Central Africa == Eastern Africa == Northern Africa Southern Africa === Sub-Saharan
Africa = Western Africa

Source: Compiled by the Mehari Taddele Maru 2024, IIAG

As shown in Figure 21, the Ibrahim Index of African Governance reveals a troubling pattern of stagnation and
decline across the continent since 2018. As the data illustrates, Africa’s overall governance score plateaued around
49 points after modest gains in the early part of the decade, with virtually no improvement in the five years leading
to 2023. Regional trajectories tell a similarly concerning story: Western Africa, which had been a bright spot with
scores climbing to approximately 53 by 2018, has since experienced a notable reversal. Northern Africa peaked
around 2020 before trending downward, while Southern Africa—historically the highest-performing region—has
shown persistent stagnation hovering near 54.5 with a slight downward drift. Eastern Africa and Sub-Saharan Af-
rica have similarly flatlined after modest earlier progress. Central Africa, despite marginal improvement, remains
the lowest-performing region at approximately 40 points. This continent-wide pattern of arrested progress under-
scores the urgent need for renewed commitment to strengthening institutions, enhancing security, and expanding
democratic participation if African nations are to break free from this prolonged governance stagnation and deliver
meaningful improvements for their citizens.

Strategic autonomy in an era of transition

International systems are today witnessing a paradigm shift from the liberal institutionalist and constructivist
foundations upon which the AU and its architecture were built toward a resurgence of realist approaches in in-
ternational relations. Realism, which emphasizes might, power politics, and state-centric behaviour®?, has gained
renewed prominence as states increasingly pursue transactional diplomacy rather than solidarity-based coopera-
tion. In this emerging order, financial aid and material support are tied less to international solidarity and more
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to strategic calculations, where states use assistance to gain influence, secure alliances, and counter rival powers.5!
This contrasts sharply with liberalism and constructivism, which focus on cooperation, interdependence, and insti-
tutional frameworks premised on shared norms, values, and financial solidarity in order to promote peace, stability,
democracy, and development through multilateral cooperation based on international law.??

The growing ascendance of nationalist realism threatens to establish arrangements based on hegemonic sta-
bility, a theory according to which dominant powers establish and (ab)use or disregard multilateral institutions and
international law to maintain their leadership.®® This also supports variants of global political economy theories,
including core—periphery dynamics, as explained by dependency theorists and world-systems analysts.3 Resource
dependence theory (RDT)® is weaponized by the power imbalances and resource control that shape influence and
strategic decision-making in organizational behaviour, in this case affecting the AU and its decisions.

This current global interregnum, defined by power rivalries, nationalist retrenchment, and diminishing com-
mitment to multilateralism, has thus ushered in a post-unipolar world order with increased realism, where states
vie to secure self-interest, security, and power without the restraint placed on them by the normative and institu-
tional mechanisms of the post-Cold War era. Today, structural shifts in the global economy, demography, technol-
ogy, and military affairs, coupled with intensified geopolitical competition among great powers and nearby middle
powers, have fundamentally altered the geopolitical systems the AU once relied on for the effective discharge of its
core mandates.

In practice, realism means that African states, like others, prioritize influence, alliances, and security calcula-
tions over collective norms. The state-centric view of power jealously guards against ceding sovereignty, particular-
ly during times of uncertainty, unpredictability, and arms races. There is a high probability that African states will
be increasingly inclined to adopt similar self-interested, security and power-focused positions, even on Pan-African
agendas and at the expense of Pan-African norms and institutions.

This fundamentally undermines the AU, as it discourages states from ceding parts of their sovereignty for insti-
tutional effectiveness, thereby preventing the preventive and intervention measures provided under the AU Consti-
tutive Act. This explains why the AU’s preventive and intervention efforts often are and will continue to be blocked,
delayed, or watered down - sovereignty concerns and narrow national interest imperatives outweigh humanitarian
imperatives. External actors exploit Africa as an arena for rivalry, much as they did during the Cold War, using aid,
arms, and alliances as tools of competition. The AU’s effectiveness will further be undermined by inconsistent ap-
plication, selective enforcement, and manipulation by powerful states, both African and external. Added to this are
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assaults on multilateral systems and a sharp decline in international financial aid.

Rethinking the African Union’s mandate and reimagining African agency

The AU, conceived and designed during the optimism of a liberal and constructivist unipolar era, now operates
in a realist multipolar geopolitical environment. Its ambitious mandates for prevention, intervention, integration,
and representation have not matched the magnitude of Africa’s grave crises and the pace of geopolitical change. The
institution faces a serious capability gap: it aspires to provide continental leadership to prevent conflicts, intervene
to stop wars and atrocities, integrate Africa, and represent Africa globally, but remains constrained by the realities
of limited political will, resources, fragmentation of voices, and dependency on external partners.

As the global order transitions toward a new configuration, marked by the decline of Western hegemony, the
rise of new great and middle powers, and the weakening of multilateralism and undermining of international law,
the need to rethink the AU’s role has become urgent. This rethinking must go beyond institutional reform to encom-
pass a reimagination of the African state and sovereignty itself. The fragmentation of Libya, Sudan, Ethiopia, DRC,
and several Sahelian states reflects deeper crises of legitimacy and governance that transcend borders.

The AU must move beyond reactive crisis management to proactive strategic engagement that links peace,
governance, and development with geopolitical partnerships. This necessitates a conception of sovereignty rooted
not in territorial control but in responsibility to populations and respect for human dignity.?” Repositioning Africa
in global geopolitics therefore requires institutional renewal and a reassertion of Africa’s agency. In this reimagined
framework, Pan-Africanism regains its relevance — not as a nostalgic ideal, but as a practical philosophy for collec-
tive action and resilience in a fractured and competitive world.®®

A case for strategic focus

Rethinking the AU’s level of ambition towards a narrower, more focused core mandate would enable the con-
centration of force, finance, and leadership energy, thereby enhancing institutional effectiveness and impact.
While acknowledging that not all mandates and normative frameworks can be implemented precisely as outlined
in founding documents, this strategic recalibration would salvage what remains salvageable of the AU’s relevance
while simultaneously providing the organization with substantive teeth and genuine autonomy of action. This pro-
posal, though appearing radical, finds substantial support in contemporary scholarship on African regional gover-
nance, organizational effectiveness, and the AU’s institutional reform process.

The norm-implementation gap

Ambitious mandates and limited capabilities

The AU’s expanding and sprawling mandate encompasses peace and security, governance, development, eco-
nomic integration, human rights, health, migration, continental infrastructure, and more. These mandates reflect
Pan-African aspirations for comprehensive continental transformation. However, scholarly assessments consistent-
ly document a widening gap between the AU’s normative ambitions and both the political will of its member states
and their operational capacity to deliver on those commitments. This gap is attributable to fundamental structural
and financial weaknesses manifest in systemic dysfunction across three dimensions: ordinary African citizens per-
ceive neither relevance nor impact from AU activities, resulting in profound institutional distrust; member states
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regard the organization’s utility as predominantly performative and demonstrate insufficient commitment to their
statutory obligations; and international partners engage the AU instrumentally, prioritizing their strategic interests
over the continent’s articulated needs.

Norm-setting versus implementation gap

Mehari Taddele Maru examines the relationship between norm-setting and implementation in the AU by highlight-
ing what he identifies as a structural imbalance between the production of legal and policy frameworks and their reali-
zation in practice.? Writing in the African Union Herald (Vol. 2, 2012)*°, Maru argues that the AU has become a highly
effective norm entrepreneur, generating a dense body of treaties, conventions, and policy instruments, but remains
comparatively weak in ensuring that these norms are translated into binding obligations and concrete outcomes. For
Maru, this gap undermines the transformative potential of AU norms and exposes a fundamental weakness in continen-
tal governance.

Maru argues that the value of norms ultimately depends on their implementation. Without closing the gap between
what the AU says and what member states do, normative frameworks are symbolic rather than transformative. Expound-
ing on this analysis, Maru identifies the norm-implementation gap as a fundamental problem plaguing the AU.** He ar-
gues that “ambitious plans that proffer minimal consideration to the existing implementation capacity and disregard the
above-mentioned internal constraints contribute to the gloomy utilization of resources at the AU”. He adds that the AU
has developed more than 200 legislative and policy instruments, but many have limited practical effect because member
states or institutions do not implement them effectively.

Maru contends that there is a significant and persistent gap within the AU between the creation of norms (treaties,
protocols, statutes, policy frameworks, guidelines, etc.) and their actual implementation on the ground. While the AU
has been effective in norm-setting —producing a large body of treaties, conventions, and policy frameworks on issues like
democracy, governance, refugees, and human rights — this proliferation of norms has not been matched by mechanisms
that ensure they are implemented and enforced.

Engel and Porto similarly identify this “theory—practice gap” as a fundamental challenge, noting that “the gap be-
tween the APSA’s lofty ideas and actual performance on the ground has not received sufficient scholarly attention” (p.
552).%2 Their analysis, informed by organizational theory and institutional analysis, shows how expansive institutional
architectures require either substantial trimming or strategic re-prioritization to align with implementable capacities.*®

Okeke’s evaluation of AU institutional reform prospects reinforces this challenge as a tension between “ambition
versus realism”, arguing that the organization risks overreach when its institutional ambitions exceed realistic capacity
constraints.** In this evaluation, the AU is seeking to implement an impossible mandate by attempting to take on re-
sponsibilities that surpass available resources, political will, and operational capacity. This assessment draws on princi-
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pal-agent theory® and organizational capacity literature®® to explain the disconnect between delegated mandates and
agent performance.

Empty signalling: declaration vs determination

A central component of Maru’s argument concerns the adoption and ratification of normative instruments.’
He contends that these processes are easier and less costly for member states because they carry no serious legal
consequences, and because the budget for developing norms typically comes from donor-supported programmes.
However, when implementation requires consequential member state commitment and resource allocation that
may lead to political, performance, and legal accountability, these same states either act contrary to their decisions
or drag their feet. He observes that many key AU treaties fail to enter into force because they do not attract the
minimum number of ratifications required. This, he argues, reveals a “disconnect between collective political agree-
ment and legal commitment”, where states endorse norms rhetorically but hesitate to bind themselves legally.*® In
this sense, norm adoption becomes symbolic rather than operational, limiting the authority and credibility of AU
legal instruments. Low ratification rates are the first indicator of the norm-implementation gap, revealing a lack of
political will on the part of member states. A number of important AU treaties have not entered into force because
not enough member states have ratified them - highlighting a structural barrier between agreed norms and actual
legal obligations.

The AU continues to create grand visions without honestly assessing whether it has the capacity to deliver
on them. The AU and its APSA, despite normative advances, face operational delivery constraints due to resource
shortfalls that force reliance on external partners whose priorities may not align with African interests. Maru cri-
tiques the overwhelming focus on creating policies while systematically failing to implement them. He argues that
“the era of delivery and democracy should be based on strict adherence to the AU Constitutive Act and a shift of
mission from norm-setting to effective norm implementation”. **This is the crux of the implementation deficit —
the AU has become excellent at drafting frameworks but woefully inadequate at translating them into reality.

The scale of this problem is staggering. Maru says that “the AU has more than 200 well-advanced legislative
and policy frameworks on several issues covering the four pillars, including 43 treaties and conventions”.!*® He
notes the enormous cost: “These policies cost at least 1 million USD from the first draft by a consultant to adoption
by the heads of state.” Yet, despite these massive investments, “currently the AU Commission, which is the engine
of the AU, lacks the political will of member states and faces leadership deficit in the implementation of these pol-
icies”. The implementation failure manifests most clearly in the AU’s low budget execution rates, and extends to
staffing as well. The combination of low staffing, poor execution, and weak accountability creates a vicious cycle.

Maru identifies a broader problem with African states: “African states are strong on the wrong functions, weak
on the right areas.”'*! He explains that many states “are vigorous and resourceful in deception, intimidation, and
repression” while failing to deliver basic public goods. This creates a continental implementation crisis, where both
the AU and its member states fail to translate normative commitments into tangible improvements in citizens’ lives.
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Maru'® and Engel'® provide detailed evidence of chronic financial dependency and operational capacity defi-
cits, including critically low budget absorption rates in many departments. The AU’s institutional architecture
compounds these challenges, as over 100 organizational structures, including AU organs, specialized technical
agencies, directorates, departments, and high-level committees incur substantial operational and coordination
costs. Year after year, the AU’s dependence on international partners for funding is excessively high. International
partners contribute over 70% of its overall estimated budget, a level too substantial to characterize as solidarity — it
more accurately reflects dependency. For programme funding specifically, virtually over 90% comes from external
partners, particularly the EU. Member state contributions remain problematic.’®* More than 30 member states con-
sistently default on their assessed contributions, leaving the AU to collect only approximately 60% of what member
states owe annually. The 2016 Kigali financing decision, intended to address this crisis, has been implemented by a
mere 20% of member states, with major financial contributors notably absent from this group.!%s

Financial constraints and donor dependency

Maru further critiques the AU’s allocation of institutional resources, noting that disproportionate attention
is devoted to drafting new norms rather than implementing existing ones. He argues that “the emphasis on norm
creation has far outpaced investment in implementation, monitoring and supervision mechanisms.”®®According to
Maru, redirecting financial, technical, and political resources toward implementation capacity — particularly com-
pliance monitoring and institutional follow-up — would yield far greater governance dividends than the continued
proliferation of new frameworks.

The AU’s capacity constraints are rooted in chronic financial limitations and dependence on external funding, which
together severely compromise operational autonomy and the ability to concentrate effort on priority tasks. Vines'%” pro-
vides comprehensive documentation of this dependency, demonstrating that “AU-deployed missions have been fully de-
pendent on external donors; harmonization is a major problem; serious questions remain over AU capacity” to sustain
peace operations without European or UN financial backing (p. 3). This dependency can be understood through resource
dependence theory'® which posits that organizations become constrained by their reliance on external resource providers
who may impose conditions or priorities that diverge from the organization’s stated mission.

Majinge extends this analysis, arguing that “major challenges facing regional arrangements ... have more to do
with inadequate financial and logistical resources than the nature of those mandates” (p. 539).%° This observation
suggests that while mandate design matters, resource availability constitutes the binding constraint on AU effec-
tiveness. The organization’s limited financial autonomy creates a vicious cycle: broad mandates require substantial
resources, resource shortfalls necessitate donor dependence, and donor influence shapes implementation priorities
in ways that may diverge from member state preferences or continental needs.

Kahombo and other scholars emphasize the urgent need to operationalize alternative financing mechanisms
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and scale up capacity for the PSC and APSA elements.’® While the AU has adopted decisions on self-financing,
including the 0.2% levy on eligible imports, the alternative financing decision, as in other areas of norm-setting,
faces the same implementation problems, which are ultimately a lack of commitment by member states. Thus, the
AU continues to rely heavily on external funding for operational budgets and peace missions. This financial de-
pendence undermines the autonomy necessary for the AU to pursue continental priorities independently of donor
preferences.

Another determinant of effectiveness in norm implementation, as highlighted by Maru, is that the AU spends
more time, effort, and resources on drafting new policies and norms than on ensuring the implementation of ex-
isting ones.™ He suggests that redirecting resources toward implementation capacities, including monitoring and
supervision, would have a more tangible impact on African governance and societal outcomes.

While norm-setting can occur at a regional or continental level, real implementation happens locally, within
member states and RECs. Though the AU has a comprehensive normative framework, its effectiveness depends on
translating this into action at regional and national levels — a task the AU cannot accomplish alone. Therefore, ef-
fective implementation requires political will, resources, and institutional capacity at all levels.

Member states frequently fail to ratify key AU governance treaties — and even when ratification occurs, imple-
mentation is often undermined by inadequate resource allocation, weak institutional follow-through, or selective
and uneven application of the same norms across different national contexts. This gap, and also the inconsistency
in the application of norms, erodes both the credibility and effectiveness of continental governance frameworks.

Normative proliferation without implementation

The credibility crisis

A particularly damaging consequence of the AU’s expansive mandate is the proliferation of normative instru-
ments — treaties, protocols, frameworks, and declarations — that lack corresponding implementation capacity. This
gap between promise and performance undermines the AU’s legitimacy and contributes to conditions that spark
popular discontent across the continent. Maru and El Fassi argue that norms derive their legitimacy and value not
from their articulation but from their consistent and well-resourced implementation.”? They highlight the potential
comparative advantage of RECs such as IGAD in localizing and operationalizing AU norms, given their proximity
to member states, regional legitimacy, and contextual knowledge. This argument draws on subsidiarity princi-
ples from federalism theory”® and multi-level governance frameworks,"* which suggest that governance functions
should be performed at the most appropriate level — often the one closest to affected populations.

Freire, Lopes, and Nascimento (2016)"°* demonstrate this pattern in their assessment of the R2P principle,
showing that “the formalization of principles does not necessarily mean their effective implementation”, given
institutional weaknesses and resource gaps (p. 230). Their research reveals how the AU’s formal adoption of R2P
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and related humanitarian intervention norms has not translated into operational capacity to respond effectively to
complex humanitarian and political emergencies. This finding resonates with norm diffusion theory"® which dis-
tinguishes between norm adoption (acceptance of a standard) and norm internalization (embedding the standard
in practice).

This dismal implementation level creates a legitimacy crisis for the AU. When the organization repeatedly
adopts ambitious normative commitments without demonstrating the capacity to operationalize them, it risks be-
ing perceived as producing symbolic gestures rather than substantive solutions. Member states and continental
publics may lose confidence in AU institutions when high-profile commitments, such as “Silencing the Guns” by
2020 (later extended to 2030) or achieving the Agenda 2063 aspirations, consistently fail to materialize within
promised timelines.

Adeogun®’ documents this pattern in his comprehensive assessment of Agenda 2063 implementation, noting
“limited advancement in flagship projects ... highlights persistent challenges” in translating continental aspira-
tions into concrete achievements (p. 87). His analysis reveals how resource constraints, coordination failures, and
political obstacles have slowed progress on flagship initiatives, including continental free movement, infrastructure
development, and conflict resolution. The disconnect between Agenda 2063’s visionary goals and the pace of actual
implementation exemplifies the broader challenge facing an organization with mandates that exceed operational
capacity.

Recent AU reform initiatives, including the Kagame Report recommendations, have recognized the need for
institutional restructuring to enhance effectiveness. However, Balogun and Mwaba!® identify persistent barriers to
reform implementation, noting that “slow implementation of prior reform recommendations and persistent donor in-
fluence where member financing is weak, undermining autonomy and legitimacy” continue to constrain institutional
transformation (p. 287). The fundamental mismatch between mandate scope and available resources also stalled the
reforms initiated under Rwandan President Paul Kagame during his tenure as AU chairperson (2018-2019).

Lyndrup® frames the reform imperative in terms of legitimacy, arguing that “legitimacy is the fulcrum upon
which institutions rest, determining the utility and cost of its function” (p. 45). This perspective draws on legitimacy
theory in international relations'?® which posits that international organizations derive authority from both input
legitimacy (participatory processes) and output legitimacy (effective performance). Maru'* argues that legitimacy fun-
damentally emanates either from popular legitimacy through participatory elections or from performance legitimacy
through effective delivery — both of which the AU lacks, as it is neither elected nor a consistent performer.

When organizations consistently fail to deliver on stated commitments, they lose political support from mem-
ber states and the public, creating a legitimacy crisis that undermines their authority and effectiveness. For the AU,
restoring legitimacy requires demonstrating tangible results in priority domains, rather than maintaining expansive
mandates that generate visible implementation failures.
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Instead of trying to ensure simultaneous progress across all Agenda 2063 aspirations, the AU should identify a
limited set of flagship priorities for concentrated effort and resources, sequencing other objectives for later phases
once core capacities are established. In this regard, accelerating the implementation of the 0.2% levy and other
self-financing mechanisms would reduce donor dependency and enhance autonomy, enabling the AU to concen-
trate resources on member state priorities rather than donor preferences.

The organizational theory literature on international institutions supports this diagnosis. Research on prin-
cipal-agent dynamics in regional organizations demonstrates that wider delegation of responsibilities increases
informational demands, coordination costs, and resource requirements, often reducing the overall ability to imple-
ment (Hardt, 2016; Hawkins et al., 2006). When organizations attempt to address too many issues simultaneously
with limited resources, they risk spreading capacity so thinly that effectiveness suffers across all domains. This cre-
ates a paradoxical situation wherein comprehensive mandates intended to demonstrate organizational relevance
instead undermine credibility due to visible implementation failures.

Another key dimension of Maru’s'*? analysis is the localization of implementation. While norms are negotiated
and adopted at continental or regional levels, he stresses that “implementation ultimately takes place within mem-
ber states and regional economic communities”. Effective implementation therefore depends on domestic political
will, administrative capacity, and institutional alignment. Without strengthening national and regional implemen-
tation structures, AU norms remain detached from the contexts in which member states and RECs are meant to
operate.

Degila and Amegan'* examine complementarities and frictions between the AU and RECs, arguing for a clear-
er division of labour within APSA that recognizes variable REC capacities and avoids duplication (p. 334). Their
analysis reveals how unclear functional boundaries create coordination challenges and resource inefficiencies, as
both the AU and RECs attempt to address the same issues without a clear delineation of responsibilities. This aligns
with coordination theory™* and network governance approaches'® which emphasize the importance of role differ-
entiation in complex multi-actor systems.

Sturman and Hayatou'?® document the PSC’s evolving relationship with RECs, highlighting practical coordi-
nation challenges that emerge when the AU attempts to maintain centralized control over functions that RECs may
be better positioned to implement. Their research reveals “uneven REC capacities, slow harmonization of standby
arrangements, and problems operationalizing article-16 linkages between AU and subregional mechanisms” (p. 89).
These findings suggest that, rather than attempting uniform continental implementation, the AU should develop
differentiated partnerships that leverage stronger REC capacities while providing support to weaker regional insti-
tutions - a strategy consistent with the principle of variable geometry to regional integration (Warleigh, 2002).1”

Implementing subsidiarity effectively would require the AU to acknowledge that certain functions, particularly
those requiring sustained operational presence, substantial resources or context-specific adaptation, may be more
effectively delivered by RECs or member states. The AU’s comparative advantage lies in continental-level coordina-
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tion and norm-setting, as well as addressing genuinely transnational challenges that exceed REC capacity. Strategic
mandate rationalization would involve formally recognizing this division of labour and concentrating AU resources
accordingly.

To address these challenges, strengthening AU-REC institutional cooperation through more effective and
formalized mechanisms is essential. RECs represent crucial entry points for the AU, offering distinct advantages
through their proximity to member states, local expertise, and regional legitimacy. The capacity and legitimacy of
RECs provide a mechanism for contextualizing the AU’s expanded mandate to their respective regions and popula-
tions, facilitating implementation both at the regional and national levels. By leveraging these strengths, RECs can
help establish more responsive and accountable governance systems that are better attuned to local and national
contexts, while avoiding duplication and contradiction in continental governance efforts.

This requires clearer protocols governing AU-REC relations, enhanced coordination mechanisms, and joint
monitoring and evaluation frameworks. A formalized division of labour between the AU and RECs, supported by
clear guiding principles and binding agreements delineating their respective responsibilities, would reduce dupli-
cation, enhance coordination, and enable both levels to concentrate resources on their comparative advantages.
Such arrangements would enable RECs to function not merely as regional forums but as practical conduits for
transforming continental norms into tangible institutional and policy outcomes.

To address these challenges, strengthening AU-REC institutional linkages — including clearer protocols gov-
erning AU-REC relations, enhanced coordination mechanisms, and joint monitoring and evaluation frameworks
— is essential.’?® A formalized division of labour with RECs, supported by clear, binding agreements delineating AU
and REC responsibilities, would reduce duplication, enhance coordination, and enable both levels to concentrate
resources towards their respective comparative advantages. Such arrangements would enable RECs to function not
merely as regional forums but also as practical conduits for transforming continental norms into tangible institu-
tional and policy change.

A blueprint for such institutional arrangements already exists.’?® The AU scoping study commissioned by GIZ
in 2016 to develop a draft Framework for AU-REC collaboration provides normative, institutional, and collabora-
tive arrangements for effective, comprehensive, institutionalized, and sustainable cooperation between the African
Union Commission (AUC) and RECs. The Framework articulates guiding principles that not only increase owner-
ship, leverage proximity and local expertise, and enhance the legitimacy of interventions, but also prevent dupli-
cation and contradiction. Critically, it establishes sequential activities at various levels of intervention, clarifying
the roles and responsibilities of high-level actors across both institutional tiers. Operationalizing this Framework
would therefore constitute a critical step toward realizing an effective continental governance architecture that
harmonizes supranational, regional, and national governance efforts.

The case for strategic focus

Concentrating resources on core functions

It is necessary to reconcile continental ambitions with pragmatic institutional capabilities through strategic
mandate rationalization. Given the weaknesses discussed above, Maru®*® strongly advocates that the AU shift its
emphasis from creating new norms towards strengthening implementation and supervision mechanisms - ef-
fectively moving from norm-production to norm-realization. He argues that the success of the Union should be
assessed less by the quantity of norms it adopts and more by the extent to which those norms are implemented

128 The Framework for Cooperation Between the African Union Commission and Regional Economic Communities on the
Implementation of the African Charter on Democracy, Elections and Governance. Dr. Mehari Taddele Maru - March 2017

129 Experts Meeting of the African Union and the Regional Economic Communities in Preparation for the Meeting between
the Chairperson of the African Union Commission and the Chief Executives of the Regional Economic Communities
Scheduled For 25-26 April 2019 Small Conference Hall 2 15-16 April 2019

130 Maru, Mehari Taddele. 2012. “Rethinking the North African Uprisings.” (AU Herald). https://meharitaddele.info/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2012/11/AU_Herald_Design_Volume_02_09.pdf

36 - Is Africa’s premier continental organization, the African Union, fit for purpose?


https://meharitaddele.info/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/AU_Herald_Design_Volume_02_09.pdf
https://meharitaddele.info/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/AU_Herald_Design_Volume_02_09.pdf

and enforced. His central thesis is succinct: “Norms
derive their value not from their adoption, but from
their implementation.” If the gap between what the AU
declares, and what member states actually do, is not
closed, AU norms risk remaining aspirational instru-
ments rather than engines of meaningful political and
social transformation.’!

Maru’s prescription'® is clear and urgent — “end
norm-setting, focus on norm implementation”. He ar-
gues that “the AU should go to the member states to
facilitate the diffusion and implementation of these
norms” through national and regional consultative
conferences. Additionally, he emphasises that “radical
reform of the AU Commission is in order”, as the im-
plementation deficit will persist if leadership deficien-
cies and management weaknesses are not addressed.

Instead of maintaining small, under-resourced
units across numerous issue areas, the AU should con-
centrate technical capacity in core functional domains,
particularly governance and peace and security, where
it can achieve critical mass for effectiveness. Organiza-
tional effectiveness theory'? suggests that institutions
facing resource constraints should concentrate efforts
on a narrower set of core functions where they possess
comparative advantage and can demonstrate measur-
able impact. This principle of strategic focus appears
particularly relevant for the AU, which could enhance
both effectiveness and legitimacy by prioritizing spe-
cific domains rather than attempting comprehensive
coverage of all continental challenges.

Hardt’s® principal-agent analysis reveals how
resource limitations already force informal prioritiza-
tion: “faced with resource limitations, African Union
states surrender some decision-making autonomy” to
the Commission and Secretariat in specific domains

where delegation improves informational quality and
operational feasibility (p. 252). This finding suggests
that member states pragmatically recognize the im-
possibility of the current mandate scope and informal-
ly narrow the AU’s operational focus through selective
delegation. Formalizing this reality through explicit
mandate rationalization could enhance transparency,
accountability, and strategic coherence.

Similarly, Makda Maru’s research demonstrates
how the organizational culture of filtering and em-
ploying double standards when it comes to early
warning and response decision-making renders the
AU ineffective in turning its normative frameworks
and early warning systems into implementation.'®
This analysis draws on organizational culture theo-
ry®¢ and bureaucratic politics models®®” which explain
how internal organizational dynamics can undermine
stated objectives.

The ineffectiveness of the AU, its design and its fi-
nancial dependency can also be explained through the
theoretical lenses discussed above. However, the AU
still plays an irreplaceable role in articulating conti-
nental norms, facilitating member state dialogue, and
providing frameworks for collective peace and securi-
ty, governance, and human development.

Salvaging relevance through strategic realism

The proposal for mandate rationalization is not
a sign of defeatism but rather a strategy for salvaging
and enhancing AU relevance through strategic realism.
By acknowledging the impossibility of implementing
all current mandates with the available resources and
political will, the AU can make strategic choices about
where to concentrate efforts for maximum impact.
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This approach would require openly acknowledging
resource limitations and implementation gaps, rather
than maintaining aspirational commitments that con-
sistently fail to materialize, with full appreciation of
geopolitical realism and the sharp decline in financial
solidarity.

To this effect, the formal delegation of certain
functions to RECs, member states, or other actors
better positioned to implement them, will be a crucial
first step in the transformation, rather than maintain-
ing nominal AU responsibility without corresponding
capacity. This aligns with delegation theory™® and sub-
sidiarity principles from federal systems.'®

Another, and more critical, measure is directing
financial, human and political resources toward a nar-
rower set of functions where the AU possesses genuine
comparative advantage and can demonstrate mea-
surable impact. This strategy reflects resource-based
view theory from organizational studies® which em-
phasizes building competitive advantage by concen-
trating on distinctive competencies.

Ultimately, the AU needs to build popular credi-
bility and political support through demonstrable re-
sults in core domains, which in turn will strengthen
its autonomy and capacity to resist donor influence
in priority areas, helping to build self-sufficiency and
strategic autonomy. This approach draws on output le-
gitimacy concepts™! which emphasize performance as
a source of institutional authority.

Whether such credibility will turn into an actu-
al reduction in donor dependence relies not only on
mobilizing additional resources but also on funda-
mentally rethinking what the AU needs to accomplish
with available means. Strategic mandate rationaliza-
tion offers a pathway toward enhanced autonomy by
concentrating efforts on achievable objectives rather
than dissipating resources across an impossibly broad
agenda.

The rethinking of the AU’s level of ambition to-
wards a narrower core mandate does not represent an
institutional retreat, but rather a strategic reposition-
ing for enhanced effectiveness and genuine autonomy.
Contemporary scholarship on AU institutional perfor-
mance converges on a diagnosis of mandate overreach
relative to available capacity, producing implementa-
tion gaps that undermine legitimacy and perpetuate
donor dependency. By concentrating force, finance,
and leadership energy on a focused set of core func-
tions where the AU possesses comparative advantage,
the organization can enhance the effectiveness of re-
sults while building the credibility necessary for ex-
panded autonomy of action.

This strategic recalibration acknowledges the re-
ality that not all mandates and normative frameworks
can be implemented as outlined in founding docu-
ments, while salvaging what remains salvageable of
the AU’s relevance through demonstrable performance
in priority domains. Rather than maintaining expan-
sive commitments that consistently fail to material-
ize, the AU would benefit from honest prioritization,
formalized division of labour with RECs, accelerated
financial reform, and the concentration of resources
towards achievable objectives. Such mandate rational-
ization would provide the organization with substan-
tive clout — the operational capacity to deliver results
and genuine autonomy - reducing dependence on ex-
ternal actors whose priorities may diverge from conti-
nental interests.

The path to a more effective and autonomous AU
lies not in adding additional normative commitments
but in strategic focus, honest assessment of capac-
ity constraints, and the concentration of resources
towards core functions where the organization can
demonstrate tangible impact. This is the most viable
strategy for salvaging and enhancing AU relevance in
an era of constrained resources and heightened expec-
tations for institutional performance.
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Conclusions: Findings and Proposals

Drawing on the aforementioned data and analysis, the evidence demonstrates
the following conclusions and observations.

Observation 1:
The world is in a dangerous interregnum

The world is experiencing a dangerous interregnum between the dying post-World War II order and the emerg-
ing new global order.’*? Global interregnums reveal an inherent tension between commitments to multilateral co-
operation, on the one hand, and the security dilemmas and national interest imperatives of states, on the other.

After the end of the Cold War, and later during the “war on terror”, the unipolar global order centred on allianc-
es with the United States (US) superpower. China and Russia, the two other great powers, have generally cooperated
with the US on African issues, particularly on peace and development. This cooperation even included voting in
support of, or abstaining from, vetoing United Nations (UN) Security Council resolutions that authorized “all nec-
essary measures” to protect civilians and referred situations to the International Criminal Court.

However, since around 2013, the US has gradually come to view the rise of China and Russia as the most signif-
icant threat it faces in Africa and beyond, more so than terrorism.' President Barack Obama’s 2011 “American Piv-
ot to Asia” strategy acknowledged the growing strategic significance of China and the Asia-Pacific region, signalling
the beginnings of a shift away from a unipolar order dominated by the US. One can argue that the advent of multi-
polarity became evident once the balance of power, particularly in economics, shifted sufficiently to see Beijing, not
Moscow, emerge as Washington’s main challenger, although all three remain great powers.** This strategic turn was
further institutionalized in the 2018 National Defense Strategy, which stated explicitly that “inter-state strategic
competition, not terrorism, is now the primary concern in US national security”.** James Mattis, then Secretary of
Defense, reinforced this message in a January 2018 speech:

Great power competition, not terrorism, is now the primary focus of US national security. We face growing
threats from revisionist powers as different as China and Russia are from each other... To those who threaten Amer-
ica’s experiment in democracy, they must know: if you challenge us, it will be your longest and worst day.#®

Since the “Pivot to Asia”, Washington has increasingly sought to forge alliances with African states and ac-
tors as part of its broader strategy to counterbalance the influence of Beijing and Moscow on the continent.'*” This
has led to proxy rivalries and the deeper entanglement of external actors in African affairs, similar (though not the
same) to those of the Cold War era.
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In recent years, the resurgence of nationalist re-
alism, characterized by the prioritization of national
interest and sovereignty, power, resource and identi-
ty politics, and state security, has catalysed a renewed
distrust and competition, a global arms race, height-
ened defence expenditures, and expanded investments
in military modernization. These developments, ac-
companied by a decline in multilateral financing and
cooperative international frameworks, signify a struc-
tural transformation rather than a transient fluctua-
tion in global affairs. From a realist perspective, this
reassertion of national interest and power politics
underscores the reconfiguration of the international
system towards a more fragmented and multipolar or-
der. Extra-regional powers vying for influence are pri-
oritizing their interests, including over Africa’s human
security, governance, peace, accountability, and legit-
imacy. This competition, lacking even minimal stan-
dards, exacerbates local conflicts, undermines gover-
nance, and impedes sustainable development across
the continent.

For Africa, these shifts are not temporary disrup-
tions but enduring trends that will shape its external
relations and strategic environment for decades to
come. Accordingly, African states must adopt adap-
tive, long-term strategies grounded in pragmatic re-
alism to safeguard their interests and enhance agency
within the evolving global order.

Observation 2:
The AU has failed in its core preventive
and interventionist mandates

More worrying still, APSA, a major investment
by African leaders and development partners over the
past two decades that at times has shown great prom-
ise, is faltering, unable to prevent or end wars in Ethi-
opia, Sudan, and the Democratic Republic of Congo
(DRC), or manage the Ethiopia—Somalia, Ethiopia—Er-
itrea, and DRC-Rwanda tensions.

The AU was designed for a unipolar world order
and is unfit for the current multipolar environment,
marked by intense geopolitical competition. Since the
emergence of multipolarity, the AU’s effectiveness has
diminished significantly, with the organization failing
to deploy any new effective preventive or intervention-
ist peace support operations, marking a significant de-
clining trend. The last serious attempt at invoking Ar-
ticle 4(h) of the AU Constitutive Act occurred in 2015,
when the Peace and Security Council (PSC) authorized
the 5,000-strong African Prevention and Protection
Mission in Burundi (MAPROBU) on 17 December 2015

to protect civilians without host government consent.
However, this authorization remained purely theo-
retical. When the AU issued a 96-hour ultimatum to
Burundi, the government rejected the mission as a
sovereignty violation. AU member states, reluctant to
establish a precedent of forcible intervention, even to
protect civilians, abandoned the operation rather than
risk undermining the principle of sovereignty.

The failure of MAPROBU exposed the AU’s fun-
damental dependence on external support in the new
multipolar environment. Unlike during the unipolar
era, when the US provided clear backing for AU opera-
tions, external partners, including Washington, failed
to offer sufficient support for this mission. Without
this backing, the AU lacked the financial and logistical
capacity to deploy an effective peace support operation
of thousands. Consequently, the organization resorted
to coercive diplomacy, using the legal threat of inter-
vention to pressure Burundi, and ultimately reverted
to traditional diplomatic tools, sanctions, and observ-
er missions when the threat failed to materialize.

This operational paralysis contrasts sharply with
the AU’s relative success during the “war on terror”
period, when missions such as the 2007-2022 AU
Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) and the 2004-2007 AU
Mission in Sudan (AMIS) benefited from robust sup-
port from the US, the European Union (EU), and Chi-
na. The difference in external backing between these
eras is stark. Even current operations such as the AU
Support and Stabilization Mission in Somalia (AUSS-
OM), declared operational on 1 January 2025, struggle
with financial viability, a clear reflection of the AU’s
diminished capacity to secure international backing.

On the prevention front, the AU’s peace and secu-
rity framework has not fared better in deploying diplo-
macy to avert conflicts. Despite numerous warnings
from credible sources and authorities, the AU engaged
in performative and inadequate pre-war preventive
diplomatic efforts before the wars in Tigray and other
parts of Ethiopia and Sudan erupted. Both the AU and
Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD)
engagements were too limited and lacked sufficient
leverage to influence the political forces responsible
for instigating these conflicts. During the Tigray war,
despite mounting evidence of atrocities committed
by Ethiopian and Eritrean coalition forces, the AU —
headquartered in Ethiopia’s capital, Addis Ababa -
failed for a long time to even place the conflict on its
agenda for deliberation.

The absence of any new effective preventive or in-
terventionist peace support deployments since 2015,
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despite atrocity crimes in Sudan, Ethiopia, and the
DRC, underscores how the failure in leadership, the
rise of authoritarian leaders, and the shift from unipo-
larity to multipolarity have fundamentally weakened
the AU’s peace and security architecture. In an era of
competing global powers with divergent, often contra-
dictory national interests in Africa, the AU finds itself
unable to secure the unified external support that once
enabled its peace and security objectives, rendering its
most ambitious mandates effectively inoperative.

in 2026-2029, affecting more than half a billion peo-
ple.’®® Depending on the perceptions of the electorate,
particularly Gen Z, these elections carry enormous
risks, potentially leading to either democratic transi-
tions or increased violence. The widening gap between
political establishments and the Gen-Z population,
unless addressed timeously and adequately, could trig-
ger unrest and violence during the pre-election, elec-
tion, and post-election periods.

And as states disintegrate, the risk of further mass

atrocities increases.

Observation 3:
The integrity of many states is gravely
fractured

Figure 22: Africa — Gen Z Continent

Younger Generations to Become
Biggest Spenders in Africa, Asia

Generation contributing highest share of
consumer class spending in 2030, by country

At a time when domestic politics should be at the
forefront of resolving differences, and effective gover-
nance of transitions is critically needed to address the
root causes of conflicts, state integrity in key African g
regions has become gravely fractured. This is evident "i%?'i
in the Horn of Africa (Sudan, Ethiopia, Somalia), North
Africa (Libya), the Great Lakes region (DRC), and the
Sahel countries (Niger, Burkina Faso, and Mali).™*® Giv-

” s

en the fragmentation of state legitimacy and integrity, Nr g,
the consequent diminished capacity to manage pow- oy
er, identity, and resource politics will remain the most ety
significant threat to peace, security, and human devel- L
opment.* These state fragilities may be exacerbated :
P § v statista %

by upcoming elections in several large African coun-
tries, including Nigeria, Ethiopia, Kenya, and Uganda,

148 The Mo Ibrahim Index of African Governance assesses and ranks the general governance of 54 African countries based
on their performance in the areas of security and the rule of law, participation, rights & inclusion, public perception of
overall governance, foundations for economic opportunity and human development. Mo Ibrahim Foundation. 2023. “2022
Ibrahim Index of African Governance.” Accessed February 2023. https://mo.ibrahim.foundation/sites/default/files/2023-
01/2022-index-report.pdf. ; HDI ranking compares 191 countries under four human development categories: very high,
high, medium and low. See more, https://hdr.undp.org/data-center/country-insights#/ranks ; On the SDG Index 2022,
countries are ranked out of all 193 UN member states on the SDGs and by their overall score, which measures total prog-

ress towards achieving all 17 SDGs.. See more: https://s3.amazonaws.com/sustainabledevelopment.report/2022/2022-sus-
tainable-development-report.pdf ; The Global Peace Index (GPI) 2022 ranks 163 states and territories according to their

level of peacefulness.. See more: https://www.visionofhumanity.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/GPI1-2022-web.pdf ;
The Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre (IDMC) database. See more: https://www.internal-displacement.org/da-
tabase/displacement-data ; The UNHCR Data Finder tool displays refugees, asylum seekers, stateless persons, IDPs, and
host communities. In this case only the total number of refugees and asylum seekers originating from the listed countries
in 2022 was utilised. See more: https://www.unhcr.org/refugee-statistics/download/?url=23jhML ; Early Warning Project.
2022. “2022-23 Statistical Risk Assessment for Mass Killing.” (US Holocaust Museum. Accessed January 2023. https://ear-
lywarningproject.ushmm.org/ranking-of-all-countries. Global ranking among 162 countries facing the highest percentage
risk of mass killings. This table shows all countries, in descending order, by estimated risk for onset of mass killing in
2022-23.

149 Oette, Lutz. 2018. “Power, conflict and human rights in Sudan.” In Constitution-making and Human Rights in
the Sudans, 15-40. Routledge. https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781315624075-2/power-
conflict-human-rights-sudan-lutz-oette

150 The Electoral Institute for Sustainable Democracy in Africa. 2026. “Election Calendar.” https://www.eisa.org/election-cal-

endar/
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The states facing conflict are thus frequently also
the primary sources of the problem - the perpetrators
of wars, atrocities, displacement, and destruction. At
the same time, AU mechanisms for conflict and atroc-
ity prevention, diplomatic mediation, and multilat-
eralism are excessively state-centric, relying on the
political will and capabilities of AU member states
to help and hold other states accountable in dealing
with wars and fragilities. Furthermore, existing me-
diation, preventive diplomacy, and governance efforts
predominantly employ state-led and state-centric ap-
proaches that marginalize civil society (particularly
groups representing women and ethnic minorities)
and exclude meaningful private sector engagement in
transnational peace and security efforts. This occurs
despite a pressing need for more inclusive approaches
that better address the contextual realities and needs
of societies at risk. State fragility and the state-centric
approach have contributed to consistent failures to
prevent wars and mass atrocities at national and mul-
tilateral level.

In this context, the involvement of external pow-
ers in ongoing conflicts is particularly problematic, as
they constrain and overshadow domestic political and
military forces while backing warring parties along
lines of power, resources, and identity, rather than
facilitating domestic conflict resolution processes.
The consequences of this dynamic are evident across
multiple conflict theatres. In Sudan — where, among
others, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and Ethiopia
support the Rapid Support Forces (RSF), and Saudi
Arabia, Egypt, and Eritrea back the Sudanese Armed
Forces (SAF) - competing international actors have
prolonged the conflict and complicated mediation ef-
forts,’® as have Middle Eastern and international pow-
ers in Ethiopia. In particular, the UAE’s support for the
Ethiopian government in the Tigray war and ongoing
conflicts in Amhara and Oromia regions has deepened
military adventurism and created divisions rather
than fostering reconciliation. Similarly, in the DRC,
external actors’ pursuit of mineral resources and geo-
political influence has perpetuated cycles of violence
and prevented meaningful state-building. In Libya,
competing international backers of rival governments
have transformed what began as a domestic uprising
into state failure, and have now turned Libya into a
perfect protracted proxy battleground, fragmenting

state institutions and preventing national reconcil-
iation. The Sahel states too are another battleground
for great power competition. In these contexts, local
politics and military forces are increasingly subordi-
nated to alliances forged between external powers and
their proxies in domestic politico-economic-military
networks. These cases illustrate how external inter-
ference, rather than supporting African-led solutions,
often entrenches conflict dynamics and undermines
the very state capacity necessary for sustainable peace,
effective governance, and human development. The
same external interferences exacerbate state fragility
and undermine domestic agency.

Observation 4:

The AU’s primacy in peace and security is
undermined

The AU and many of the regional economic com-
munities (RECs), despite their principal mandate as
the main Pan-African organizations for preventive di-
plomacy and mediation, are increasingly relegated to
secondary status in conflict resolution processes.

The increase in devastating wars, displacement,
and atrocities in Africa, along with the roles played by
external actors, has cast doubt on and eroded the pri-
macy and effectiveness of APSA in conflict prevention
and resolution. In recent years, the AU has been rele-
gated to little more than a public relations role in me-
diation efforts in Ethiopia, Sudan, the DRC-Rwanda
disputes, the Ethiopia—Somalia tensions, and the on-
going war of words between Ethiopia and Eritrea. This
erosion is both a cause and a consequence of the grow-
ing vacuum in regional preventive diplomacy. External
actors such as Tiirkiye, the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Qatar
and the US have stepped into that void, effectively as-
suming control of regional mediation initiatives and
relegating the AU and RECs to secondary roles. Pur-
suing varied interests, these actors may continue to
undermine the AU’s role in peace, security, and medi-
ation. This raises vital questions about the AU’s lever-
age and effectiveness with regard to conflicting Afri-
can parties.

African organizational frameworks, which were
relatively well upheld in previous decades, are now se-
verely challenged, as exemplified by the surge in the
number and internationalized nature of intrastate

151 Maru, Mehari Taddele. 2023. “Beyond the ‘race to the bottom’ : Africa on the global chessboard and the call
for renewed Pan-African agency.” (UNU-CRIS); Maunganidze, Ottilia Anna. 2025. Unity at any cost? AES states

jointly leave the ICC. Accessed October 2025. https://issafrica.org/iss-today/unity-at-any-cost-aes-states-joint-

ly-leave-the-icc.
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conflicts, as well as the staggering levels of fatalities,
displacement, and economic destruction. Normative-
ly, the wave of military coups in the Sahel and West Af-
rica have violated one of the AU’s most noted achieve-
ments: its robust stance against unconstitutional
changes of government. The coup perpetrators remain
in, and have consolidated, power without facing se-
rious consequences, exposing the limitations of the
AU’s enforcement mechanisms. When the Economic
Community of West African States (ECOWAS) took
a firm stance in 2024, rejecting coups as prescribed
in both the AU and ECOWAS normative frameworks,
which include the threat of sanctions and potential
military intervention, the coup perpetrators in Mali,
Burkina Faso, and Niger withdrew from ECOWAS.
Signalling their collective rejection of ECOWAS, they
formed the Confederation of Sahel States (also known
as the Alliance of Sahel States). This withdrawal not
only undermines regional integration efforts but also
represents a fundamental challenge to the authority of
African multilateral institutions. These developments
mark a significant departure from post-Cold War AU
treaties’s? and norms™® on legitimately attaining and
maintaining state power. The same erosion of the
normative frameworks reflects how external actors’
competing interests have emboldened challenges to
established Pan-African frameworks. This erosion can
partially be attributed to the decline of the unipolar
world order, and the subsequent re-engagement and
interference of external actors who demonstrate little
regard for Pan-African normative and institutional
frameworks. Certain external powers have provid-
ed political, economic, and military support to coup
regimes, effectively shielding them from the conse-
quences traditionally imposed by regional organiza-
tions, and thereby undermining the enforcement ca-
pacity of the AU and RECs."*

Observation 5:

Multilateral mediation has been taken by
uni-mini(bi)lateral initiatives

Another discernible and consequential trend is
emerging in African conflict resolution: bilateral and
unilateral initiatives are now the dominant mode, in-
creasingly displacing multilateral frameworks and
relegating the AU to secondary status, despite its core
mandate of conflict prevention.

Earlier, the AU and RECs mediated key processes,
such as the Nairobi and Luanda initiatives and IGAD’s
engagement in South Sudan. But other high-profile
crises now increasingly default to bilateral or extra-re-
gional conveners (e.g., the US/Saudi Arabia, Tiirkiye,
Qatar, and the UAE).”® This pattern reflects growing
evidence of a transition from multilateral to bilateral
or unilateral mediation in African conflicts, with pro-
found implications for Pan-African institutions such
as APSA and the RECs.

Multiple examples demonstrate this trend. Tiir-
kiye has assumed a prominent mediation role in the
conflict between Ethiopia and Somalia, leveraging its
expanding influence in the Horn of Africa. Qatar and
the US have taken the lead in mediating between the
DRC and Rwanda. Saudi Arabia and the US dominate
the Sudan peace process, effectively sidelining AU
mechanisms, while the UAE and Israel have inserted
themselves into the Somali and Somaliland dispute,
despite their controversial role in regional proxy con-
flicts. Collectively, these cases demonstrate how estab-
lished multilateral frameworks are being displaced.

This trend extends beyond Africa. In the Mid-
dle East, Qatar has long positioned itself as a media-
tor, brokering the 2008 Doha Agreement in Lebanon
and hosting US-Taliban negotiations in Afghanistan.

152 African Union. 2007. “African Charter on Democracy, Elections and Governance.” Accessed 2025. https://
aw.int/en/treaties/african-charter-democracy-elections-and-governance.

153 Maru, Mehari. 2012. “The first ten years of AU and its performance in peace and security.” ISPI Policy Brief.
https://www.ispionline.it/sites/default/files/pubblicazioni/pb_218 2012_0.pdf

154 Bassou, Abdelhak. 2024. “From the Alliance of Sahel States to the Confederation of Sahel States: The road is

clear, but full of traps.” Policy Brief 19, no. 24. https://www.policycenter.ma/publications/alliance-sahel-states-

confederation-sahel-states-road-clear-full-traps

155 Boswell, Alan. 2025. “In Breakthrough, U.S. and Three Arab Powers Agree on Sudan Peace Roadmap.” (International Crisis
Group). https://www.crisisgroup.org/alr/africa/sudan/breakthrough-us-and-three-arab-powers-agree-sudan-peace-road-

map#:~:text=In%20what%20could%20prove%20a,0f%20the%20Sudanese%20Armed%20Forces. ; Onditi, Bravin. 2024.

“The Ankara Initiative: Turkey’s Diplomatic Triumph in the Ethiopia-Somalia Conflict” (Horn International Institute for

Strategic Studies). https://horninstitute.org/the-ankara-initiative-turkeys-diplomatic-triumph-in-the-ethiopia-soma-

lia-conflict/ ; Burke, Kieran. 2026. “Ethiopia dam: Egypt, Sudan welcome Trump mediation.” DW. https://www.dw.com/
en/ethiopia-dam-egypt-sudan-welcome-trump-mediation/a-75547719 ; BBC. 2025. “Leaders of Rwanda and DR Congo

sign peace deal alongside Donald Trump.” https://www.bbc.com/news/live/c93nlk2gky3t

Is Africa’s premier continental organization, the African Union, fit for purpose? - 43


https://au.int/en/treaties/african-charter-democracy-elections-and-governance
https://au.int/en/treaties/african-charter-democracy-elections-and-governance
https://www.ispionline.it/sites/default/files/pubblicazioni/pb_218_2012_0.pdf
https://www.policycenter.ma/publications/alliance-sahel-states-confederation-sahel-states-road-clear-full-traps
https://www.policycenter.ma/publications/alliance-sahel-states-confederation-sahel-states-road-clear-full-traps
https://horninstitute.org/the-ankara-initiative-turkeys-diplomatic-triumph-in-the-ethiopia-somalia-conflict/
https://horninstitute.org/the-ankara-initiative-turkeys-diplomatic-triumph-in-the-ethiopia-somalia-conflict/
https://www.dw.com/en/ethiopia-dam-egypt-sudan-welcome-trump-mediation/a-75547719
https://www.dw.com/en/ethiopia-dam-egypt-sudan-welcome-trump-mediation/a-75547719
https://www.bbc.com/news/live/c93nlk2gky3t

However, critics contend that these efforts frequently
serve Doha’s foreign policy ambitions, expanding its
influence while occasionally undermining humani-
tarian norms. The 2017-2021 diplomatic crisis in the
Gulf, during which Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Bahrain,
and Egypt severed diplomatic ties with Qatar, under-
scored how bilateral mediation can be instrumental-
ized, with mediators themselves becoming parties to
conflicts. Although Saudi Arabia and Qatar have since
achieved rapprochement, both increasingly compete
with the UAE in projecting influence across Africa and
beyond.!5¢

Tiirkiye’s role in the Middle East and North Africa
offers comparable insights. Its interventions in Libya,
Syria, and the eastern Mediterranean tend to advance
Ankara’s strategic interests rather than pursuing neu-
tral conflict resolution, raising concerns that its Afri-
can mediation efforts may follow similar patterns.

Thus, Middle Eastern states in particular have in-
tensified their diplomatic, financial, and soft-power
engagement, thereby acquiring leverage in mediation
processes. The result is a fundamental transformation
of Africa’s peace and security architecture, where ex-
ternal powers increasingly shape outcomes in pursuit
of their own strategic interests.

The displacement of multilateral frameworks car-
ries significant risks for the AU and its institutional
architecture. Unlike AU and REC processes, which
are anchored in shared norms of sovereignty, non-in-
terference, and collective decision-making, bilateral
mediation is primarily accountable to the mediator’s
national interests. This dynamic encourages “forum
shopping”, whereby belligerent parties select media-
tors they anticipate will be sympathetic to their posi-
tions, thereby undermining the legitimacy of African
institutions. While bilateral actors are often perceived
as more expeditious and less bureaucratic, they typi-
cally lack the contextual depth, historical knowledge,
and local legitimacy characteristic of AU-led efforts.

The principal danger is that mediation becomes
transactional rather than transformative, prioritizing
short-term agreements over sustainable peace. This
risk is evident in Tiirkiye’s mediation between Ethio-
pia and Somalia, Qatar’s diplomatic engagement in the

DRC, US-Saudi dominance in Sudan, and the UAE’s
controversial intervention in Somalia. Unless this tra-
jectory is reversed, it threatens to erode Africa’s multi-
lateral peace architecture, weakening the AU’s author-
ity in one of its core mandates: conflict prevention and
resolution.

Four bold proposals

Addressing critical shortcomings in African peace
and security frameworks during a precarious transi-
tion in the global order requires bold and rapid adjust-
ments. Employing an “opportunity lens”,”’ this paper
advances four bold proposals for transforming ongo-
ing challenges into opportunities.

Transformation of the AU
Revisit the level of ambition to ensure effective
delivery on specific and concrete mandates

In addressing the AU’s faltering peace and secu-
rity framework in the face of the international inter-
regnum, PAAI proposes that the transformation of the
AU must begin with a revision of its level of ambition.

The AU and APSA were conceived at the end of
the Cold War, designed and built for the unipolar lib-
eral constructivist international order. However, the
current interregnum has ushered in a post-unipolar
world order with increased realism, where states vie
to secure self-interest, security, and power without the
restraint placed on them by the normative and insti-
tutional mechanisms of the post-Cold War era. Today,
structural shifts in the global economy, demography,
technology, and military affairs, coupled with intensi-
fied geopolitical competition among great powers and
nearby middle powers, have fundamentally altered the
geopolitical system the AU once relied on for effective
discharge of its core mandates.

In practice, realism means that African states, like
others, prioritize influence, alliances, and security cal-
culations over collective norms. The state-centric view
of power jealously guards against ceding sovereignty,
particularly during times of uncertainty, unpredict-
ability, and arms races. There is a high probability that
African states will increasingly be inclined to adopt
similar self-interest-, security-, and power-focused

156 Sons, Sebastian. 2025. “The Gulf states Pivot to Africa: Enhancing geoeconomic engagement amid times of geopolitical

shifts.” (Brussels International Centre). https:
ic-engagement-amid-times-geopolitical-shifts-0
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157 UNDP Africa. 2020. “UNDP’s Renewed Strategic Offer in Africa: Africa’s Promise.” Accessed October 19,
2025. https://www.undp.org/africa/waca/publications/undps-renewed-strategic-offer-africa-africas-promise.
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positions, even on Pan-African agendas and at the ex-
pense of Pan-African norms and institutions.

This fundamentally undermines the AU, as it dis-
courages states from ceding parts of their sovereignty
for institutional effectiveness, thus blocking the pre-
ventive and intervention measures provided under
the AU Constitutive Act. This explains why the AU’s
preventive and intervention efforts often are and will
be blocked, delayed, or watered down, as sovereignty
concerns and narrow national interest imperatives
outweigh humanitarian imperatives. External actors
exploit Africa as an arena for rivalry, much as they did
during the Cold War, using aid, arms, and alliances as
tools of competition. The AU’s effectiveness will fur-
ther be undermined by inconsistent application, se-
lective enforcement, and manipulation by powerful
states, both African and external. Added to this are
assaults on multilateral systems and a sharp decline in
international financial aid.’*®

Crucially, the AU must also consider the chronic
shortage of political will among member states, as well
as the decline in the quality of Pan-African leadership,
the limitations of its financial capacity, and the mili-
tary capabilities available for the Pan-African agenda
at a time when many states are more inward-looking
in their pursuit of national interests.

Against this backdrop, the AU must revisit its
baseline assumptions and reconsider how compre-
hensive, realistically, its mandate can be in order to be
effective. This requires reassessing the original man-
dates of APSA, formulated in the very different context
of the post-Cold War unipolar era.

A recalibration may mean scaling down ambitions
and refocusing on critical core mandates that can be
delivered within the available will of the states and
their determination to provide funding and human re-
sources. This would give the AU more credibility and,
in the long term, enable it to expand and avoid exces-
sive reliance on external funding for its operations.
It would also require leaving other responsibilities to
RECs, member states, and subnational entities, focus-
ing instead on core mandates that are transnational in
nature.

Such a revision of ambition would require nego-
tiation and communication, so that all stakeholders
clearly understand the updated goals and align their
expectations accordingly. Concrete goals, milestones,
and resourcing must be defined, with monitoring
frameworks updated to measure progress against the
new level of ambition.

Transforming the nature of states
Towards states with multiple systems

With rising state fragility, especially in countries
emerging from or trapped in wars, PAAI calls for re-
imagining the African state through a governance
model of “states with multiple systems”. Central to this
proposal, the concept of states with multiple systems
is about transforming endless struggles between com-
peting regional, ethnic, and religious forces with di-
vergent understandings of history and visions for the
future, particularly regarding the governance of iden-
tity, power, and resources, into frameworks of shared
vision for coexistence. It addresses the long-standing
challenge of governing diversity in Africa by maintain-
ing overall state integrity while allowing distinct gov-
ernance, legal, and economic systems to coexist within
state boundaries. It offers a way to manage diversity
without disintegration, recognizing that sustainable
peace arises not from predatory statehood, artifi-
cial borders, and imposed national identity but from
shared sovereignty and self-governance that reflects
Africa’s plural realities.'®

A triple whammy for Africa

Today, the African state faces a triple whammy
of mutually reinforcing challenges: dealing with co-
lonial and Cold War legacies; governing diversity and
domestic politics of power and resources; and manag-
ing intensifying geopolitical interference by external
forces. Most African states still cling to centralized
governance models that suppress subnational autono-
my, leaving them brittle and distrusted. This mismatch
between rigid state structures and plural social reali-
ties drives recurring crises of legitimacy, weak institu-
tions, and persistent contestation, exposing states to
exploitation by external actors.

158 OECD. 2025. Cuts in official development assistance: OECD projections for 2025 and the near term. Policy Brief,
OECD, Paris: OECD Publishing. https://www.oecd.org/content/dam/oecd/en/publications/reports/2025/06/
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The proposal of “states with multiple systems”
tackles one of the perennial questions about the nature
of the African state — its relationship with the popu-
lation it is supposed to serve and its relations with
external actors, which remain as pressing today as at
independence. The legacy of arbitrarily drawn colonial
borders entrenched fragmented polities in which na-
tional identity competes with subnational affiliations.
Overlapping ethnic, religious, and regional identities
complicate governance, as central governments seek
uniformity while local communities demand recogni-
tion of diverse forms of belonging and authority.

At the same time, traditional concepts such as
the nation-state, sovereignty, and territorial integrity
have proven insufficient for managing Africa’s diver-
sity and addressing the root causes of instability. Such
conventional frameworks have often proven inade-
quate in addressing state failures, atrocities, and pov-
erty, particularly in societies marked by deep diversi-
ty. Rather than securing stability, these frameworks
have frequently reinforced exclusion and what Achille
Mbembe terms “necropolitics”,!*° leading to death (evi-
denced by state-based conflict fatalities), displacement
(manifesting in increasing numbers of IDPs and refu-
gees), and destruction (particularly visible in economic
devastation and arms proliferation at state and local
community levels).

The new paradigm of “states with multiple systems”
acknowledges the path of dependency created by colonial
borders, while embracing Africa’s continuing quest for
integration. What is needed is a fundamental reimagin-
ing of the African state, one that recognizes multiple cen-
tres of power and legitimacy. Instead of a single, unitary
system of authority, states might embrace layered gov-
ernance, where formal institutions, laws, bureaucracies,
and elected officials are hybridized with non-state actors
such as chiefs, elders, religious leaders, militias, tradi-
tional and modern civil society, and community coun-
cils. Traditional authorities and religious leaders remain
deeply influential; integrating them rather than delegit-
imizing them could strengthen fragile social contracts.
Recognizing customary land rights, community dispute
resolution, and indigenous knowledge would help anchor
governance where formal state law is weak or contested.
Such capable and viable states play a critical role.

By accommodating varied identities under a

common national framework, this model provides a
mechanism for integrative (con)federalism, reducing
the risk of fragmentation and protracted conflict. This
requires reconceptualizing sovereignty, not merely as
territorial control but as responsibility to populations,
while embracing governance models that allow multi-
ple systems to coexist within states and foster cooper-
ation across borders.

Beyond these internal dynamics lies an even more
urgent challenge: addressing the African state’s vul-
nerability to unilateral interference by external pow-
ers. Internal state legitimacy and capability will largely
determine not only the durability of African sover-
eignty but also the continent’s ability to navigate an
era of intensifying geopolitical rivalry. The “states with
multiple systems” framework helps to address these
vulnerabilities and offers a pathway that emphasizes
the value of indigenous, customary, hybrid, and po-
ly-governance models, particularly where centralized
states have failed to serve their populations.’®! This ap-
proach can prevent continuous wars over competing
visions among distinct identity forces (regional, eth-
nic, and religious) and avert potential state collapse by
enabling shared sovereignty and allowing different re-
gions to operate under distinct political, legal, or eco-
nomic frameworks.

In this sense, “states with multiple systems” re-
sponds to growing decentralization pressures, includ-
ing demands for federalism, confederative arrange-
ments and, in some cases, outright independence
pursued through armed struggle. This model reflects
an adaptive, layered conception of sovereignty that
could better accommodate Africa’s plural identities
while reducing the structural violence produced by
rigid nation-state frameworks. More essentially, it of-
fers alternatives to separatism by embedding autono-
my within an overarching national framework.

Over the past three decades, states such as Kenya,
Ethiopia, and Sudan have experimented with varying
degrees of devolution. In Somalia, the federal states of
Puntland, Jubaland, and others are increasingly exer-
cising their regional powers, amid stiff resistance from
the federal government. A key issue in South Sudan’s
mediation has been the quest to introduce federal gov-
ernance in the three regions of Greater Bahir El Gazal,

160 Mbembe, Achille. 2006. “Necropolitics.” Raisons politiques 29-60. https://shs.cairn.info/journal-raisons-poli-

tiques-2006-1-page-292lang=en

161 Wunsch, James S. 1990. The Failure of the centralized state: institutions and self-governance in Africa. Westview
Press. https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/mono/10.4324/9780429310799/failure-centralized-state-dele-
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Great Equatorial, and Greater Upper Nile. The “states
with multiple systems” consolidates and expands these
experiments, which may strengthen inclusion and im-
prove governance across the continent. This model aligns
particularly well with normative frameworks such as AU
treaties on decentralization and democratic governance.

Based on the principle of subsidiarity outlined in
the AU Convention on Cross-Border Cooperation and
AU Border Governance Strategy,'®? this trend, if con-
solidated, would bring power closer to the people. De-
centralization will not only address longstanding chal-
lenges related to peace and development but may also
engender a fundamental change in the role of district-
and county-level administrations by bringing powers
and responsibilities closer to the citizenry. Devolved
state structures and the empowerment of citizens at
a local level are also expected to help Joint Bilateral
Commissions’?® of member states govern and develop
border areas. Central governments have already dele-
gated some regulatory powers related to cross-border
issues, including peace and security, to regional states
or provinces.

Such a framework is especially relevant to rural
and transnational borderland communities, where
state presence is often weak or absent, and to margin-
alized or oppressed groups that continue to seek forms
of self-determination, self-rule, and shared rule within
central governments.

This is, admittedly, a difficult undertaking, as it
intersects with sensitive questions of state power, bor-
ders, resources, identity, and international law — mat-
ters that naturally affect state interests and security
imperatives. Above all, it requires a viable state that
musters both the legitimacy and capability to realize
the aspirations and will of the population.

The PAAI Quadruple Framework

Building state capacity

Two decades after its establishment, the AU contin-
ues to grapple with internal divisions and limited institu-
tional effectiveness. Its capacity to mediate conflicts and
manage external interference remains weak, reflecting the
broader fragmentation of the continent’s political agency.
Consequently, Africa now faces intensified external pres-
sures to align with competing blocs, narrowing the space
for strategic neutrality or autonomous decision-making.

To manage external rivalries constructively, Af-
rica requires strong, legitimate, and constitutionally
grounded leadership that articulates the aspirations of
its people, safeguards their interests, and asserts con-
tinental priorities in international engagements. With-
out coherent leadership and institutional strength, Af-
rica’s fragmented position, reflected in the divergent
policies of its 55 states, will continue to limit its col-
lective agency. While diversity is a source of legitimacy
and representation, it also shatters power projection,
leaving the continent vulnerable to manipulation by
external actors.

The implementation of the above proposals re-
quires an African state that is more capable, trans-
formed in its nature and purpose. Transforming
African states requires a deep recalibration of state le-
gitimacy and capability, rethinking not only how they
relate to their populations but also how they engage
one another and the wider world. Transforming state
behaviour alone is insufficient; state capability must
be built to ensure delivery of legitimately expected
public services, which in turn provides performance
legitimacy to the state and helps cultivate popular le-
gitimacy. This framework rests on four interrelated
capabilities.

162 (African Union. 2020. “African Union Border Governance Strategy.” Accessed October 2025. https://www.
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Predictive capacity

The ability to anticipate and interpret crises
through early warning and foresight systems that
mobilize timely political action. Although Africa has
sophisticated early warning systems such as the AU
Continental Early Warning System (CEWS), IGAD’s
Conflict Early Warning and Response Mechanism
(CEWARN), and national Conflict Early Warning and
Response Units (CEWERUE), if these systems are not
used effectively to prevent or intervene in crises, their
impact is limited and will remain so until creative
means of sharing these predictive capabilities are used
by the public.

Preventive capacity

The means to act proactively through inclusive
governance, reconciliation, accountability and devel-
opment policies that address root causes before they
escalate into violence. The AU needs to generate the
will of its member states, and decentralization, subsid-
iarity, and preventive diplomacy are key instruments
in this domain.

Responsive capacity

The competence to react effectively to crises
through peacebuilding, stabilization, humanitarian
response, and timely political, diplomatic, or military
intervention, while maintaining legitimacy and public
confidence.

Adaptive capacity

The resilience to recover from shocks by draw-
ing on cultural, social, and informal systems such as
traditional institutions, community networks, and
cross-border solidarities. It recognizes that survival
and recovery depend as much on society’s adaptive
strengths as on formal state institutions.

Cumulatively, these four dimensions form a holis-
tic framework for strengthening African states, link-
ing governance, resilience and legitimacy in pursuit of
sustainable peace and development.

The centrality of domestic constituencies

Neither overhauling the AU nor transforming
the nature of the state can succeed without the mo-
bilization of proactive, broad-based domestic constit-
uencies. Given current geopolitical and global devel-
opments, it is clear that Africa cannot solely rely on

global multilateral systems. The UN too faces its own
paralysis and financial challenges, partly due to re-
duced US contributions and scepticism about multi-
lateralism. The EU is inward-looking and embroiled in
the Ukraine war on its doorstep, and its member states
are focused on national defence. The decline in global
commitment to multilateral frameworks has weakened
institutional norms and reduced funding for organiza-
tions like the AU and APSA, threatening peacebuilding
efforts across the continent. This has particularly im-
pacted on support for AU-led peace operations, such
as those in Somalia.

However, Africans should not depend exclusive-
ly on the AU and the RECs, for reasons discussed in
the preceding section of this paper, nor on national
governments, many of which face severe internal and
external constraints and oftentimes are the cause of
peace and security problems.

While the retreat of traditional donors and the
ineffectiveness of the AU are deepening crises in the
short term, they also open up unprecedented space for
rethinking the continent’s long-standing dependence
on external actors. These developments pose existen-
tial questions for the AU, questions that must be an-
swered by Africans themselves. With diminishing ex-
ternal financial aid and shrinking multilateral support
for peace operations, Africa faces both a challenge and
an opportunity: to pursue self-reliance and strategic
autonomy through local action, resource mobilization,
and strengthened political legitimacy.

The primacy of domestic politics

This proposal emphasizes the urgent need to
strengthen domestic political processes and local
governance mechanisms as the primary means of ad-
dressing political differences and ongoing wars, and
preventing violent conflict. Rather than relying on
external actors for its peace and security, Africa must
invest in and employ domestic and local political pro-
cesses to resolve political differences peacefully.

The primacy of domestic politics as a foundation
for legitimate governance, conflict prevention, and
sustained peace is well established. Sustainable peace
and legitimate governance must be grounded in the
participation, ownership, and accountability of do-
mestic constituencies, not imposed through external
intervention or military confrontation. Responsive,
legitimate, and effective governance must be a shared
responsibility among local, subnational, and national
actors.
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Current threats to the primacy of domestic
political solutions

Current global trends, marked by intensifying
geopolitical competition, declining multilateralism,
and the resurgence of state-centric realism, have erod-
ed, and continue to undermine, efforts to bolster the
primacy of political processes as a mechanism to solve
domestic problems and build unified national and Af-
rican positions to constrain external interference and
moderate external interests.

Realism’s focus on power and security comes at
the expense of the elements that define African states,
neglecting subnational entities, non-state actors, and
citizen mobilization. This exacerbates problems asso-
ciated with the nature of African states: centralizing,
monopolizing, and often personalizing state pow-
er under nationalist, often militarist leaders serving
individual or small-circle interests at the expense of
the broader population. The growing militarization of
politics, within and between African states, widens the
gap between political processes and security realities.

With the intensification of geopolitical competi-
tion and the resurgence of realism in global politics,
central governments may increasingly resort to mili-
tarized, state-centric solutions to political problems.
This fuels arms races among states, further widening
the gap between political and diplomatic processes, on
the one hand, and military realities on the other.

A case for building local constituencies

Local constituencies offer hopeful anchors for
constraining state power overreach and demanding
accountability, both political and legal, by mobilizing
power centres at local, subnational, and transnational
levels. By mobilizing local constituencies, states would
be better placed to constrain and tame external inter-
ference.

Key to such transformation is the relationship
between states and their populations, centre-pe-
riphery relations, and the need to empower citizens.
An empowered, healthy, and educated citizenry is
the ultimate guarantor of responsive and legitimate
governance, higher human development, and peace-

ful progress. An empowered citizenry also serves to
hold those in power accountable and responsive to
their needs, and bound by the rule of law. This was
evidenced in Sudan,'®* where Emergency Response
Rooms (ERRs),'s the Resistance Committees and the
Forces of Freedom and Change (FFC), comprising
citizenry and professional associations, had brought
about significant change via pro-democracy move-
ments, despite Sudan’s current state. The Resistance
Committees and ERRs are grassroots-oriented local
groups that played a crucial role in organizing human-
itarian aid to the needy. Their local and decentralized
structures were instrumental in sustaining the pro-de-
mocracy movement, relying on local resource mobili-
zation and delivery. The FFC, meanwhile, is a coalition
of political groups and civil society organizations that
played a pivotal role in the negotiations leading to the
formation of a transitional government after the fall of
Omar al-Bashir. The FFC represents a broader politi-
cal spectrum, encompassing professional associations,
rebel groups, and political parties.

With proximity to local contexts allowing for
deeper understanding, local constituencies possess
local expertise and legitimacy in representing the
needs and aspirations of populations, offering con-
text-specific solutions to local manifestations of glob-
al disorder. This also enables innovative African-led
approaches that transcend traditional state-centric
models of governance and security. Localization thus
strengthens both the credibility of governance and the
effectiveness of problem-solving.

Youth as a driver of local constituencies

In light of Africa’s unique demographic advantage
as the “youngest” continent, Gen Z is the most potent
strategic asset for building strong constituencies and
achieving sustainable progress on all the above pro-
posals. As increasingly connected, vocal, and diverse
generations enter the electorate, political contestation
and protest over livelihoods, employment, and gover-
nance are becoming more pronounced.

Firstly, by reaching out and addressing the aspi-
rations of Gen Z, ongoing and upcoming protests and
resistance could be channelled constructively. If this
does not happen, the gap between the political estab-

164 Nashed, Mat. 2023. Sudan ‘resistance’ activists mobilise as crisis escalates. 22 April. Accessed October 2025.
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lishment and youth could widen, and tensions could
escalate into unrest or violence during electoral cy-
cles. The active participation of individuals, especially
youth and civil society, is vital to ensuring the legiti-
macy and accountability of governments, and to up-
holding the primacy of politics as the means to resolve
complex problems. Mobilizing local constituencies is
both possible and essential, as it lies within the imme-
diate reach of communities themselves. Transforma-
tive change requires systematic constituency-building
at all levels of governance, especially locally, where
trust, participation, and ownership first take root.

Secondly, youth play a crucial role in enhancing
Africa’s geopolitical agency, including taming arms
races and protectionism in favour of Pan-African in-
tegrative progress, and resisting Africa being drawn
into others’ strategic rivalries to secure peace and de-
velopment for their future. These proposals go beyond
addressing internal governance; they provide the sub-
structure for Africa’s readiness and influence on the
international stage.

PAAI therefore emphasizes building coalitions of
support among civil society, the private sector, tradi-
tional authorities, and citizen movements, particular-
ly youth and Gen Z. These actors form the social base
that connects state reform to everyday realities.

Without them, reforms risk remaining elite-driv-
en and disconnected, unable to translate new institu-
tional visions into lived legitimacy. Mobilizing these
constituencies is not ancillary; it is the foundation of
sustainable transformation. A state capable of accom-
modating multiple systems and delivering inclusive
governance must be rooted in its citizens’ agency, col-
lective ownership, and participation.

These constituencies serve multiple purposes:
they ground governance in local realities, provide ac-
countability mechanisms to restrain both internal and
external actors, and enable Africa to chart its own path
in an era of intensifying global competition and de-
clining multilateral support.

Triple geopolitical strategy
By reaffirming the primacy of domestic politics

and empowering local voices, Africa can better shape
its own future, anchored in accountability, inclusivity,

and self-reliance. This moment calls for a Pan-African
agenda of self-sufficiency and constituency-building,
from local to continental levels. Rethinking sovereign-
ty, not merely as territorial control but as responsibili-
ty to populations, means embracing governance mod-
els that allow multiple systems to coexist within states
and encourage cooperation across borders.

In mitigating the adverse effects of the global in-
terregnum and preparing to seize opportunities that
come with the shifting global order, PAAI advanc-
es a forward-looking, three-pronged strategy built
on pragmatism (in contrast to dogmatic or ideologi-
cal positions), dynamism (in contrast to static policy
stances), and unified Pan-African voices (in contrast to
the fragmentation that external actors could exploit).
This strategy enables Africa’s geopolitical reposition-
ing and its engagement with extra-regional actors.

The AU was designed for a post-Cold War, uni-
polar order dominated by liberal and constructivist
ideals. In today’s multipolar interregnum, however,
realism is resurging as states inside and outside Africa
prioritize power and self-interest, often at the expense
of multilateral cooperation. Liberal-constructivist in-
stitutions and norms such as the AU, UN, and R2P still
persist, ineffectually attempting to moderate power
politics and promote collective security. Realism posi-
tions states as central actors seeking to secure national
interests and maximize power to ensure survival and
security.*® From this perspective, AU decisions and in-
terventions are supported only to the extent that they
align with the geopolitical interests of member states
or external powers. External actors will assist the AU’s
mandates and support the AU in implementation only
insofar as it strategically advances their geopolitical
interests, such as gaining influence or countering ri-
val powers. This shift has left the AU caught between
lofty liberal-constructivist mandates and the realist
calculations of its members and partners. The result is
paralysis in the face of atrocities, as seen in Sudan and
Ethiopia, where sovereignty concerns, external rival-
ries, and state self-interest block decisive action.

The geostrategic importance of Africa has become
increasingly evident as major and regional powers in-
tensify their competition for influence across the con-
tinent. However, this growing contest is not without
costs. The potential benefits of engagement are being
overshadowed by the damaging consequences of ri-

166 Mearsheimer, John J. 2003. The tragedy of great power politics. WW Norton & Company. https://samuelbhfaure.
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valries that prioritize external interests over Africa’s
peace, stability, and development. As nationalist re-
alism resurfaces globally, a metaphorical race to the
bottom is unfolding, one in which the interests of
powerful states take precedence over the welfare and
sovereignty of African societies. This evolving dynam-
ic threatens to exacerbate internal conflicts, weaken
governance, and impede sustainable development.

Under Trump, the US has redefined its rela-
tionship with Africa through what some describe as
commercial diplomacy. This shift reflects a largely
transactional approach, centred on securing access
to critical minerals, expanding market presence, and
safeguarding supply chains. At the same time, Western
countries, led by the US, are prioritizing their nation-
al interests above the values traditionally enshrined in
multilateralism and international law.

Concurrently, the growing presence of Russia and
China has added a new layer of complexity to Africa’s
geopolitical environment, as these powers seek to ex-
tend their influence through investments, military co-
operation, and strategic partnerships. China’s engage-
ment with African countries illustrates this challenge.
Chinese companies frequently adapt to the political
character of their host states, mirroring governance
weaknesses where they exist. In contexts of corruption
or weak regulation, such partnerships can reinforce
rather than reform the structural vulnerabilities of Af-
rican institutions. Russia’s involvement has exhibited
similar tendencies, emphasizing resource access and
security arrangements that serve external objectives
more than local needs.

Amid the declining commitment of the US to in-
vest its diplomatic and military resources in African
peace and security, new regional powers have assumed
prominent roles. The UAE and Saudi Arabia have be-
come pivotal actors in shaping the political and se-
curity landscape of the continent, particularly in the
Horn of Africa and North Africa. Their competition,
mirrored in the broader Saudi-led and UAE-led blocs,
has reshaped regional dynamics through proxy en-
gagements and political patronage. Tiirkiye’s expand-
ing involvement further compounds this intricate web
of alignments and rivalries.

The risks of unrestrained competition

The unrestrained pursuit of national interests, de-
tached from international law and multilateral norms,
risks entrenching exploitative partnership models. Af-
rica may increasingly become an arena in which global
and regional powers compete to displace one anoth-

Is Africa’s premier continental organization, the African Union, fit for purpose? - 51

er, often placing excessive demands on fragile states.
Should influential states fail to secure their preferred
partnerships, they may resort to coercive or unilateral
measures that disregard African interests.

The continent risks being drawn into proxy con-
frontations that deepen mistrust among global actors
and perpetuate cycles of conflict and instability. As
history has shown, such rivalries often have devastat-
ing human and political consequences, forcing African
governments into choices contrary to their long-term
national and regional interests. Geopolitical compe-
tition of this nature undermines not only peace and
governance, but also the effectiveness of continental
and regional institutions such as the AU.

The imperative of multilateralism

In a multipolar world, multilateralism based on
international law remains the most viable mechanism
for preventing fragmentation and mitigating conflict.
Yet global commitment to multilateralism is eroding,
even among its traditional advocates. Ironically, as the
world becomes more multipolar, the need for effective
multilateral institutions becomes more urgent, not
less.

Africa should therefore continue to champion an
international law-based order as the foundation for
equitable partnerships and collective security. The
success of such frameworks, however, depends on sol-
idarity, compromise, and political will, all of which are
in short supply. The weakening of multilateral struc-
tures is particularly concerning for Africa: historically,
multilateral frameworks have provided platforms for
the continent to amplify its voice and protect its inter-
ests. Weakening such structures may leave Africa even
more vulnerable to the actions of external actors.

Africa’s strategic opportunity

To this effect, Africa must craft an innovative and
principled approach to managing its relations with ex-
ternal powers, one that prioritizes effective and equal
implementation of international law, strategic neu-
trality, continental interests, and sustainable develop-
ment.

As the global order continues to evolve, Africa
has a unique opportunity to play a significant role in
shaping the future world order. This is due to several
factors, including its demography, critical minerals,
and importance in diplomatic and geopolitical allianc-
es. The continent needs to strengthen its vision and
coordination for geopolitical repositioning. This in-



cludes diversifying partnerships beyond the tradition-
al Western world without alienating existing allies, ac-
tively advocating for more equitable representation in
key international institutions such as the UN Security
Council and the G20, and enhancing the AU’s role in
global affairs.

The AU already has a mandate to “develop and
promote common policies on trade, defence, and for-
eign relations to ensure the defence of the Continent
and the strengthening of its negotiating positions”.1¢”
It can deploy a range of Common African Positions,®
showing consensus on global issues. For instance, the
Ezulwini Consensus and the Sirte Declaration outline
Africa’s position on UN Security Council reform, de-
manding permanent representation with veto rights,
increased non-permanent seats, and an AU-led selec-
tion of African representatives. Such documents illus-
trate Africa’s commitment to multilateralism while
aiming to address historical injustices and ensure bet-
ter representation in global governance structures.

In light of new geopolitical and internal develop-
ments, the AU and its member states need to articulate
a new Common African Position that sets out Africa’s
concerns and aspirations regarding developments in
the international world order.

Guiding principles
Pragmatism, dynamism, and collective voice

To ensure that Africa’s concerns are taken seri-
ously, the continent’s strategies must centre on three
core principles:

Pragmatism

In response to pressures for alliances with specif-
ic powers, the AU and member states should adopt a
pragmatic approach aimed at improving human con-
ditions on the continent, rather than adhering to rigid
ideological positions.

Dynamism
African states must be prepared to make swift

policy changes when situations demand them, rather
than maintaining static policy stances.

Collective voice

To augment their agency and insulate Pan-African
decision-making from interference, AU member states
must act as a collective entity when dealing with ex-
tra-continental actors.

The continent’s future on the global stage will de-
pend on its leadership’s ability to act cohesively, adapt
swiftly to changing dynamics, and persistently advo-
cate for its interests and values. The continent must
pursue strategic partnerships in addition to its long-
standing traditional ties, while helping to transform
global governance structures.

It is a truism that every problem presents an op-
portunity. By fostering Africa’s agency through collec-
tive action, the continent can promote its own inter-
ests, forge beneficial partnerships with other states
and alliances, and assume its proper role in the devel-
opment of a more inclusive and stable international
order.
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