
Security in Africa - a conference at Ditchley Park (January 23, 2020) 
 
I attended this conference, chaired by former Ethiopian Prime Minister Hailemariam Desalegn, 
in January. The Brenthurst Foundation from South Africa was a cosponsor, and a paper by 
Hailemariam Desalegn and Greg Mills, the Director of the Brenthurst Foundation sketches out 
the conference's starting point: https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-01-28-solving- 
the-african-security-puzzle/ 

 
The conference discussed development in Africa more than security, with the absence of 
development identified as a major factor generating the insecurity (now mostly a problem 
inside countries rather than between them). Although development indicators (life expectancy, 
income, literacy) have improved in Africa since independence, the improvements have been 
significantly slower, and more irregular, than in other developing countries, particularly those in 
East Asia. Participants identified poor governance and capital flight, climate change, lack of 
economic integration (and the physical infrastructure it would require), insufficient focus on 
education (particularly education relevant for economic growth) and overly rapid population 
growth (many African countries could support bigger populations over time, but cannot 
manage to educate and integrate them at current growth rates) as the factors behind the 
limited success. They also identified rapid urbanization (and related housing challenge) as an 
additional challenge, since the low education levels and infrastructure gaps limit Africa's ability 
to benefit from a "demographic dividend'. Instead, the challenge from rapid population growth 
and the move to the cities was described as that from the "second billion". 

 
The general discussion covered these points from a variety of angles. On lack of development, 
much emphasis was on governance: two telling phrases - a South African noted that Mandela 
was never late for a meeting (unlike many "big men") and a younger participant described 
Africa as suffering from a "pandemic of first families".  With respect to security, most of the 
conflict zones were described as part of either a Sahel-to-the-Horn pan-African jihadist 
insurgency or of a Libya-to-Somalia war zone (now reaching as far as northern Mozambique) 
partly sustained by Gulf interests - including the tension between the Qatar/Turkey alliance and 
the other Gulf states. There was also recognition that organized crime was increasingly 
involved - though with no suggestions on what to do about it. a possible role for NATO and the 
G-5 Sahel group were both discussed briefly. The conversation mostly ignored some conflicts - 
the Great Lakes, Cameroon's Ambazonia, the CAR. One side issue was Somaliland, partly 
because it was represented. Somaliland representatives noted that elections were the only 
issue raised by outsiders - they have postponed elections but continue to have better 
governance, etc. than almost any other country in the region, an argument that received some 
sympathy. 
 
More generally, caution was suggested about insisting on full elections at multiple levels of 
government, given the very high costs, and the number of ways that they can be perverted, 
including by actions before any election observers arrive. 

 
The three discussion groups focused on 1) what countries themselves should do, 2) what 
African countries should do regionally and continentally and 3) how the rest of the world should 
engage. 

 
The first discussion group's report started by noting the widespread leadership deficit with 
respect to accountability, the rule of law and democracy more generally. They viewed term 
limits as indispensable and considered that mentoring younger leaders should be a priority. The 
risk of aid-distorting incentives suggested technical assistance should focus on areas like tax 
collection and election procedures. The problem of a "winner takes all" approach to elections 



was serious, and recent experience in DRC and in Uganda show the costs of accepting token 
democracy to ensure "stability". Donors need to be ready to cut off funds to regimes that go 
awry - but that argument did recognize cases where the humanitarian needs remain or become 
very large - South Sudan, Somalia. A check list for key elements of democracy included 1) 
checks on chief executive, 2) functioning civil service, 3) independent private sector, 4) 
independent judiciary, 5) civil society and a free press and 6) an apolitical security service. 

 
The second group looked at the challenges for development and for security in parallel, 
noting a lack of leadership as a problem for both. On development there was a call for a 
return to a NEPAD-style approach, perhaps rebranded since it was in many ways the product 
of a particular group of engaged leaders. (The NEPAD process, including peer review, was 
seen as having been partly derailed by the war on terror.) The RECs have a key role to play 
via economic integration; the ACFTA's impact will at least initially be from making the RECs 
more effective. Countries need to realize that such trade agreements, to be effective, must 
limit sovereignty (and the ability of "big men" to play silly bugger). On the security side 
regional organizations have also been key but have typically depended on the regional 
hegemon playing a constructive role: that was true of Nigeria in ECOWAS, Ethiopia in IGAD 
but not so much South Africa in SADC. And it is not clear that Nigeria and Ethiopia are still 
playing or will play as constructive a role. There was concern that the AU was becoming more 
bureaucratic and less effective, despite what were seen as constructive reforms under 
Kagame's leadership. It was noted that whereas NEPAD had been part of a conversation with 
the G7/8, the G20 was now Africa's interlocutor. 

 
The third group noted that there was an increasing focus on developing "strategies for Africa" - 
China, Japan, Russia, UK (that week), EU. They noted that China needed to be brought into 
discussions such as this conference (they were not there because it was Spring Festival/Chinese 
New Year). China was seen as being a more credible partner by many African leaders, 
providing valuable competition to traditional partners, despite some of the debt problems 
growing out of their infrastructure work. However, the Chinese don't care about democratic 
accountability, they want stability. The UN and other multilateral agencies (and notably the 
ICC) were seen as losing leverage. China is interested in shaping the UN. Russia, on the other 
hand, was seen as a spoiler, and the US as mostly interested in saving money. Europe has 
much bigger interests in Africa than the US does - it needs to be a bigger player on the security 
side. 
 
Dealing with ethnic issues was a challenge for all partners but was seen as critical for effective 
democracy. Corruption and the related illicit financial flows are one of the big challenges. Is the 
West really willing to block flow of laundered money into London, French Riviera, Vancouver, 
etc.? (Participants recognized the existence of non-Western destinations (Dubai, Singapore etc.) 
but suggested most bad guys aspire to a more Western lifestyle.) There was a concern that 
Western sanctions were not always appropriately targeted. 
 
The overall message was the need for more leadership about both security and development, 
especially from major (African) countries and via a revised NEPAD-style process. However, 
ever-greater needs, given demographic and urbanizing pressures, are not being met, given 
reduced aid from (and interest by) donors. (A renewed NEPAD-type initiative would mean 
donors aligning their aid to country priorities, as opposed to their own interests. Although 
private investment may help some countries moving up the development chain, many of the 
most fragile countries are unlikely to receive much support from that source.) The importance 
of reduced corruption and more democracy were generally recognized. The risks of endorsing 
flawed democracy in the name of stability were stressed. African patriotism was seen as useful 
internally to Africa (limiting irresponsible appeals to local interests) but less positive externally 
(when used to excuse bad behaviour). The fact that the meeting did not really discuss security 



and specific military action was noted, including about the Sahel (limited representation from 
France or francophone countries - unaffected by Chinese New Year, but perhaps by Brexit.) 
There was a call for more proactivity on issues like Ambazonia and Somaliland. And on an 
appropriately Canadian final note - the lack of attention to gender issues was deplored. (In my 
breakout group a former general tried to give food security and gender as an example of too 
many priorities, suggesting gender could be dropped - but we did push back!) 
 
Bruce Montador 
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