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AFRICA ADVOCACY NETWORK BRIEFING PAPER: 

PEACE AND HUMAN SECURITY IN AFRICA  

The White House Press Release on the August Africa Summit says that “… the Summit will advance 
the focus on trade and investment in Africa, and highlight America's commitment to Africa's security, its 
democratic development…” In this paper, we, the progressive organizations and citizens of the Africa 
Advocacy Network, will address some goals and suggested course-corrections for more constructive 
relationships between the U.S. and African nations particularly regarding security policies from the 
perspective of a number of U.S. NGOs with many years of work concerning Africa. 

Since 9/11, more than a decade ago, in addition to joining the global competition for Africa’s oil, 
strategic minerals, trade, and investment, the U.S. has developed a major focus on national security issues 
in its African policy. Africa has become a major battlefield in the so-called “War on Terror,” now termed 
overseas contingency operations.  

Now, much of U.S. policy toward Africa is based on a deep concern for national security of the 
U.S. homeland, focusing on the many expressions of Islamist movements in a number of Middle East, 
South Asian, and African countries. In the national consciousness these are then associated with the 
Islamist movements responsible for the 9/11 attacks and the conflicts in Iraq, Syria, and Afghanistan. The 
nations of Africa should not be lumped together with various global terror threats, but seen and addressed 
as the individual and diverse states they are.  

In many countries in Africa, there is a deep hunger for human security for individuals, families, 
and communities, especially in situations of Islamist attacks and burgeoning political conflicts as in South 
Sudan, Central African Republic, Mali, Nigeria, and Libya; however, despite the stereotype of a conflict-
ridden continent where Islamists are taking control (necessitating an enlarged U.S. military engagement) 
most African countries are at peace. Few are afflicted by war, militias, and warlords; however, many 
populations, especially in post-conflict areas, are mired in the less-visible kinds of "everyday" structural 
violence that prevails among the poor around the world: violence especially against women, immigrants, 
and refugees, for example, or extortion by members of the poorly paid local military or police, or by 
gangs, unemployed youth, and street or professional criminals. Often Africa’s pressing problems are 
rooted in the growing economic inequalities in housing, wealth, and access to basic health, food, and 
educational resources. These realities create the desire expressed by seven out of 10 Africans across the 
continent for security through democratic and accountable government. 

This recurring low-scale structural violence is exacerbated by corruption in many local and 
national governments, which is not unique to Africa. Often, the corruption is perpetuated by chronic 
failure of the rule of law and of regulatory systems to ensure the flow of taxes and revenue to government 
treasuries. Beyond a simple lack of infrastructure in many cases, illicit capital flows, fraudulent invoicing 
and pricing of export commodities by foreign and African firms, and predatory foreign debt present 
ongoing challenges. The endemic problem of poor government resources encourages corruption and 
frequently the lack of living wages for members of the military and, especially, the police. Corruption 
among elites is contagious, spreading into extortion by members of the police and, sometimes, the 
unwillingness of the military to confront violent terrorists because of lack of trust of and loyalty to a 
government that fails to pay them. 

Many turbulent African civil conflicts are often interpreted by outsiders using simplistic 
narratives applied to the entire continent when, in fact, each country is different; most violence results 
from specific complex local histories, deprivations, and conflicts. Where there is open warfare, as there is 
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now in the Central African Republic, Somalia, Sudan and South Sudan, and northeastern Nigeria, the 
causes are complex and may have historical roots in the colonial and Cold War periods. But using 
simplistic explanations such as "primordial hostilities" or “African tribalism” is wrong, as is seeing 
external powers such as the United States, France, or other Western and colonial powers as the primary 
sources of violence, even though their colonial and Cold War histories have contributed to current 
conflicts and the surplus of arms and weaponry awash on the continent in Africa.  

The recent NATO and U.S. attacks on Libya in 2011, like so many military interventions in the 
Middle East and Africa, have failed to support the emergence of a stable and democratic government. 
Libya is an example where Western focus on counter-terrorism, military sales, and military aid and 
training without a stable and democratic government and civil society was followed by U.S. and NATO 
intervention with disastrous results. Prior to the war, an annual State Department report on foreign 
military training for Libyan officers in the Combating Terrorism Fellowship Program praises Libya as 
“an important partner in counterterrorism and regional stability,” and makes the case for future military 
training. In 2008-2010, immediately preceding the military actions, the U.S. sold more than $10 million 
per year of arms annually to Libya in addition to the training of some Libyan military, providing military 
and police aid of more than $1 million. The U.S. Operation Odyssey Dawn in Libya in 2011, followed by 
the French, British and other NATO members’ Operation Unified Protector resulted in the deaths of circa 
10,000-30,000 people, wounding more than 4,000, and displacing many in Libya's six-month “civil war." 
Today, Libya is a splintered and newly turbulent nation from which U.S. embassy personnel have just 
been evacuated, and the military actions in 2011 have contributed to the splintering of a nation. 

As President Obama asserted in his commencement speech at the U.S. Military Academy-West 
Point (5/28/14): 

“…to say that we have an interest in pursuing peace and freedom beyond our borders is not to 
say that every problem has a military solution. Since World War II, some of our most costly 
mistakes came not from our restraint, but from our willingness to rush into military adventures 
without thinking through the consequences.”  

He might have cited Libya as an example. 

Currently, to achieve security in situations of turbulence in Africa and the attacks of Islamic and 
local dissident movements, the U.S. and many African leaders are relying mostly on militarized responses 
to bring more arms, military training, and Special Operations forces that usually are ineffective, can result 
in disastrous collateral damage, and often are abusive of human rights. In those countries where violent 
Islamic extremism is present, standard global counter-terrorism strategies are almost certain to further 
inflame the situation and undermine the possibility of negotiation of conflict resolution.  

These counter-terrorism military strategies also are exceedingly expensive. U.S. military 
involvement in Africa has escalated significantly after the formation of the Africa Command in 2008. 
U.S. security assistance to Africa has risen from about $100 million annually in the early 2000s to annual 
investments in 2014 of $1.7 billion in military and police aid and $837 million in arms sales. These 
figures do not include the unpublished costs of bringing African military to visit the U.S.; the operational 
costs of Coast Guard, Navy, National Guard, Army, Marine, CIA, and Air Force Operations in and 
supporting Africa; the base operations in support of AFRICOM in Germany, Italy, and Spain; new air and 
drone bases in Niger, Mauritania, Kenya, Ethiopia, Uganda, and the Seychelles; and the many military 
and intelligence centers and programs in the U.S. conducting research and planning on Africa. The total 
costs of these many ventures erode the financial capacity of African governments and the U.S. civilian aid 
programs to respond to the root causes of African turbulence – the poverty, disease, low levels of 
education, joblessness, and lack of government resources and institutional capacity.  
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As NGO members of the Advocacy Network for Africa who have been attentive to Africa and 
African peoples for many years and who want a deeper and more productive partnership of the U.S. with 
African nations, we believe strongly that we should focus on responding to the call of African civil 
society for security, democracy, honesty, transparency, and governmental accountability. Our vision is to 
seek a comprehensive U.S. foreign policy grounded in partnership with the African Union, the UN, and 
democratic African governments, and civil society for peace, justice, security, and development. We 
believe that the United States should adopt the following policies and actions to promote legitimate and 
long-term human and transnational security in both Africa and the United States. These policies and 
actions include: 

• To explicitly reject the notion that strong authoritarian governments create the best protection 
against political and economic instability in Africa, and to affirm and actively support the call of 
the majorities across almost all African countries that endorse democracy, human rights, and 
freedoms. 

• To rebalance U.S. programs for Africa away from the extremely costly military counter-
terrorism investments (such as the proposed new $5 billion Counterterrorism Partnerships Fund) 
and toward programs of basic development, conflict resolution, compromise, preventive diplomacy 
and support for negotiations for peace with more assistance to people needing immediate help when 
caught in conflict, both humanitarian assistance and accountable, adequately-funded protection from 
violence. Africa in the 21st century is demanding stable, democratic, and accountable governments. 
Increases in military training and equipment may undermine democratic processes on the continent by 
overly strengthening the military at the expense of other institutions in the country. 

• To prioritize aid, trade, and investment for consolidated democracies and other countries which 
join them in strong commitments to democracy where their citizens endorse democracy. 

• To enforce the Leahy Amendment to deny arms and aid to democratically-elected governments that 
are displaced by a coup d’etat. 

• To ratify the United Nations Arms Trade Treaty in the U.S. Senate as well as other UN protocols to 
reduce the export of the mines, munitions and small arms favored by African gangs and militias. As 
President Obama said at West Point, “We can’t exempt ourselves from the rules that apply to 
everybody else." 

• To renew and extend the commitments to security forces of democratic African governments 
and to the African Union and the United Nations in order to protect civilians from violence carried 
out by non-state actors, and to better fund and manage the peacekeeping actions.  

• To pay the U.S. dues, now in arrears, for United Nations peacekeeping operations and to commit to 
better and more extensive support for logistics of African Union and regional African 
organizations. As President Obama said at West Point, “the U.N. provides a platform to keep the 
peace in states torn apart by conflict. Now we need to make sure that those nations who provide 
peacekeepers have the training and equipment to actually keep the peace, so that we can prevent the 
type of killing we’ve seen in Congo and Sudan. We are going to deepen our investment in countries 
that support these peacekeeping missions…”  

• To give more serious attention to addressing the root causes of terrorism, violent internal 
conflicts, common crime, and other threats to the human security of individuals and communities 
and not only nations. 
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• To maintain the separation of AFRICOM and other U.S. military and intelligence agencies and 
functions from the African policy formulation and operations of the State Department, USAID, 
and other “civilian” agencies. AFRICOM does not have the function or capacity for African 
development, and its focus on military action and intelligence should not be camouflaged by its 
engaging in development work such as distributing bed nets, building schools, providing medical care 
and immunization that once was performed by civilian agencies but sometimes are being carried out 
by AFRICOM personnel under the new “whole of government policy.” This engagement of 
AFRICOM in development work is inefficient, often is not based on sufficient area, country, sector, 
and technical knowledge, and blurs the roles of armed forces and civil society. Along with 
Department of Defense control comes freedom from existing legislative restrictions and oversight 
mechanisms on aid and assistance. AFRICOM, like other U.S. military commands, is relying 
increasingly on the services of U.S. private military and intelligence contractors, who already are 
participating in large numbers in operations in Liberia and Sudan, as well as in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
These military and intelligence contractors frequently are unaccountable and often are involved in 
violations of human rights in their areas of operations.  

• To pause in the current expansion of the use of unmanned aerial devices (drones) in Africa until 
a clear policy within the boundaries of international law is developed on their uses. As the United 
Nations Special rapporteur investigates the legality of drones, the Obama Administration should 
curtail their uses and promotion of these technologies, especially for aerial attacks and targeted 
assassinations. We urge a comprehensive investigation into the use of the technology and the harm 
done to civilians, particularly women and children. Similarly, dark site or secret prisons and 
detentions have raised concerns about U.S. intelligence and military activity in places like Libya, 
Somalia, Ethiopia, and the Central African Republic. These programs represent an affront to long-
standing U.S. values of due process, support of the rule of law, and opposition to torture. Instead, the 
U.S. should work with the African Union to strengthen efforts of local and regional policing, 
negotiation, and conflict resolution as a method of avoiding and countering violence.  

A democratic, peaceful Africa is better for African peoples and the world. We urge the Obama 
Administration and Congress to abandon the current path of a more militarized engagement with Africa 
and chart a new path based on a multilateral partnerships with African nations, as well as with other 
countries that have a stake in the continent (including China and India), to promote sustainable economic 
development, an ending of illicit capital flows, the creation of renewable energy, protection of land rights, 
and the furthering of democratic government and human rights. 

 

Sincerely, 

THE AFRICA ADVOCACY NETWORK , specifically:  

Africa Faith & Justice Network 

The Association of Concerned Africa Scholars Task Force on Human Security and Anti-Militarism 

Maryknoll Office for Global Concerns 

Voices of Women and Children in Africa and Diaspora 
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