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Topic 1 | Volatile Political Systems: The Role of the AU in 

Establishing Democracies 

Background 

Democracy is a government in which the supreme power is vested in the 

people and exercised by them directly or indirectly through a system of 

representation usually involving periodically held free elections. Current US 

foreign policy goals put great stress on extending democracy, and US legislation 

has banned aid to gross violators of human rights for two decades. Though not 

systematically enforced, the US makes exceptions only when it comes to aid that 

will go to benefit needy people (Fein, 1995). When we focus our lenses on to the 

African context, the campaign on democracy has had a tumultuous history 

marked by transitioning forms of government ranging from authoritarianism to 

quasi-democracy and total democracy. For the purpose of our committee, this 

synopsis will focus on democracy in Africa and the challenges the regional and 

international bodies have encountered in trying to institute internationally 

legitimate systems of governance.  

Agreeably, post-independent states in Africa underwent similar phases in 

the process of democratization. The 1950s to 60s saw a continent hungry to lead 

its destiny - colonial powers retreated to their metropoles, and countries became 

self-governing. After independence, very few countries immediately 
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‘democratized’1 leading to about 20 years of military-authoritarian, hybrid 

governments2, and everything in between3.  The period between 1969-1989 was 

marked by coup d’états, rising citizen opposition to political oppression, 

increasingly dire economic state due to borrowing (from International Monetary 

Fund and World Bank), and mismanagement of borrowed funds. During this 

period, a country’s political stability primarily depended on a leader’s ability to 

sustain themselves in power (Arriola 2009), through awarding of supporters and 

oppression of the opposition. By late 80’s states became part of what is now 

known as the ‘third wave of democracy’ in Africa. 

After the 1980’s, most countries underwent a ‘revolutionary’ change to 

‘democracy’ and multi-partism in what has been called the wave of 

democratization (Huntington, 1993). However, rulers voted into the ‘democratic’ 

regimes held onto power and sustained their rule by purchasing support and 

creating clientelistic4 states that distributed resources like land and cabinet 

appointments. Though the transition to multiparty politics in the early 1990s 

lessened the need for violent leadership change in Africa; it did not completely 

eliminate the threat (Arriola 2009). Incumbents had to come up with ways to 

																																																								
1	Loosely	used	here	since	the	process	of	democratization	is	a	slow	one	that	involves	concurrent	effort	
from	the	executive,	the	legislature	and	judiciary	arms	of	the	government's.		So	insomuch	as	some	of	
the	countries	had	some	form	of	democracy,	many	states	still	classified	as	authoritarian.	
2	A	hybrid	regime,	or	illiberal	democracy,	also	called	a	partial	democracy,	low	intensity	democracy,	
or	empty	democracy,	is	a	governing	system	in	which,	although	elections	take	place,	citizens	are	cut	
off	from	knowledge	about	the	activities	of	those	who	exercise	real	power	because	of	the	lack	of	civil	
liberties.	
3	Refer	to	polity	score	chart	page	5	
4	Clientelism is “a more or less personalized, affective, and reciprocal relationship between actors, or sets 
of actors, commanding unequal resources and involving mutually beneficial transactions that have political 
ramifications beyond the immediate sphere of dyadic relationships” (Lemarchland& Legg, 1972).	
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ensure that their rule survived; from rallying international funds to support its 

budget; to oppressing and coercing members of the civil society who refused to 

stay silent about the government's’ atrocities; and even changing constitutions to 

allow presidents to rule for more than two terms.  

This led to the creation of semi-authoritarian regimes that saw increased 

oppression of opposition, rigging of elections, and occurrence of post-election 

tensions and small-scale to intense violence as is the case of Kenya (2007) and 

Mali (2012) (NAI, 2012). The semi-authoritarian systems [were] not imperfect 

democracies struggling toward improvement and consolidation, instead, they 

were regimes determined to maintain the appearance of democracy without 

exposing themselves to the risks of political competition (Ottaway 2003).  

Explanations for Democracy 

Hegemonic scholarship has propagated different explanations for Africa’s 

democratic transition and the role of various influencers on the state of 

democracy to date. Most scholarly approaches before 1989 portrayed the 

continent as a doomed case since it had ‘too little of what seemed necessary for 

constitutional democratic politics’ (Joseph, 1997). Many scholars subscribed to 

Robert Dahl and Giuseppe Di Palma’s school of thought that considered the 

prospects of democracy in Africa as a whole to be ‘bleak’ (Joseph, 1997). Others 

blamed the failing of the nations on structural bottlenecks colonially created and 

inherited preexisting (inherited) economic and social systems that were too far 

along to be broken.  
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Colonialism was not a democratic system and the so-called colonial 

masters were not teachers of democracy because ‘they took self-governance 

away from Africans’ (Kpundeh,1992). Colonizers imposed their will on a majority 

(Africans) in a process that destroyed traditional leadership values without 

replacing them with a sustainable governance system. Inasmuch as it is 

important for states to focus on the future, inquiry into the past is vital to the 

understanding of current trends in democracy on the continent. The colonial 

system was predominantly oppressive thus even with the dawn of independence, 

leaders inherited this system and little effort was made to restructure state 

politics.  

With the onset of the 1990’s, what sparked the wave of democratization 

within Africa? 

One debate pushed forward by analysts to explain democratization in the 

90’s is that states exist in internationally dependent systems where there was 

pressure from abroad and from different international bodies to democratize. This 

was mostly in the form of Structural Adjustment Policies (SAPs) by the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and/or the World Bank (WB). Towards the end 

of the 20th century, a majority of the postcolonial African countries were either 

nose-deep in debt or bankrupt. Thus by the late 1980s foreign assistance was no 

longer a discretionary component of national budgets but was increasingly the 

lifeline of regimes (Joseph 1997).  

Influential multinational organizations saw this as a prime period to 

demand democracy for fiscal assistance. Incumbents were pushed to the wall 
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and thus accepted structural adjustment and democracy to keep the system 

afloat. This was evident in countries like Benin, Kenya, and Burkina Faso, among 

others. Despite the wave of international financing and ‘democratic’ elections in 

the 90’s, regimes were only superficially democratic and majority of the 

incumbents found ways to hold elections to legitimize the state to the citizens and 

primarily the international community, but still maintained a predominantly semi-

democratic rule. Furthermore, availability of international funds to supplement the 

budget backed by weak institutions and corrupt public management systems led 

to the misappropriation of funds, which financed the government’s growing 

patronage5 demands. 

Some scholars have also proposed that economic development could lead 

to participatory democracy. Huntington (1991) identified a ‘political transformation 

zone’ which is a range of per capita income in which regime transformation to 

participatory democracy is likely to happen. So should African states focus on 

economic development and hope for automatically improvement of democracy? 

Does this theory hold true for all the states that have undergone some form of 

economic growth?   

Measuring Democracy 

Different indices exist globally that measure different aspects which 

constitute a democracy. I have interacted with the, Afrobarometer, Polity Project 

and Freedom House which I preferably use within the African context. In seeking 

to understand how your country operates and its democratic history, briefly 

																																																								
5	Read	on	the	concept	of	patronage	and	how	it	plays	a	hand	in	African	politics.	How	is	it	evident	in	
your	country?	
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analyze the Afrobarometer / Polity / Freedom House charts and see if you could 

identify major moments in your history that relate to changes in the graphs.  

 

Polity Scores 

The "Polity Score" is a scale that captures a regime’s authority spectrum 

on a 21-point scale ranging from -10 (hereditary monarchy/ autocracy) to +10 

(consolidated democracy). The scores can be converted to describe regime 

categories as "autocracies" (-10 to -6), "anocracies6" (-5 to +5), and 

"democracies" (+6 to +10). This scheme measures key qualities of executive 

recruitment, institutionalized constraints on the authority and political competition. 

The following are the components that the Polity score evaluates: 

1.     Competitiveness of executive recruitment, 

2.     Openness of executive recruitment, 

3.     Executive constraints/decision rules, 

4.     Regulation of political participation, and 

5.     Competitiveness of political participation. 

Though subject to an individual’s interpretation, polity scoring shows subtle 

changes in a regime’s rule through a period of time. 

																																																								
6	A	political	system	which	is	neither	fully	democratic	nor	fully	autocratic	and	is	unstable.	(Merriam	
Webster)	
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Average Polity Scores Africa. 1 

Freedom House 

Freedom House assesses the degree of political rights and civil rights 

using a three-tiered rating system consisting of scores, ratings and status. It 

assesses the rights and freedoms enjoyed by individuals rather than 

governments and/or their performance. Freedom House uses a checklist of 25 

questions, 10 of which are related to political circumstances, election process 

and participation, political pluralism and government functions. The other 15, 

concern perception of civil liberties such as freedom of expression, belief, 

association and organization, and personal autonomy contextualized within the 

rule of law7. After analyzing the data, each country and territory is assigned two 

																																																								
7	Freedom	Barometer	
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numerical ratings—from 1 to 7—for political rights and civil liberties8, with higher 

numbers reflecting less freedom or fewer rights. 

Freedom house is able to capture periods of civil/mass exasperation 

and/or political relief and resolution. Freedom House tells a more accurate story 

of personal perceptions of autonomy within different rules of law. It however does 

not capture the relationship between the perception of degree of freedom and the 

real level of political liberalization. A citizen’s perception of their civil rights could 

be inspired by the hope of institutional change, whereas actual political 

liberalization might be slow or fail to take place altogether.  

 

Freedom House African Averages 1 

PS: The chart has been inverted for easier comparison to the Polity Scores. 

Higher numbers indicate higher freedom levels. 

																																																								
8	freedomhouse.org	
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For the purpose of understanding democracy in our topic, we will use the 

polity score as a measure of level of democracy since it reflects actual changes 

in ‘real’ levels of democracy. 
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International Involvement 

Funding Bodies 

Known collectively as the Bretton Woods Institutions, the World Bank 

(WB) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) were founded in 1944 by 44 

nations primarily to reconstruct a war-ravaged Western Europe, and to act as a 

governing body of member state financial codes after the Great Depression of 

1930, respectively. The World Bank specifically rose to establish its muscle after 

incorporating developing countries in its funding policy. The bank's priorities have 

changed over the years from a reconstruction bank, to a promoter of green and 

sustainable development so as to maintain its global hegemony (Goldman, 

2006).  

By mid 1980, many of the independent African states like Benin9, Zambia 

and Tanzania, were throat deep in debt to the bank, which worsened with the 

global economic depression at the start of the decade (Joseph, 1997).  Since 

financing on the continent mostly came from the WB in form of aid, officials 

refinanced loans to African countries in a bid to prevent collapse of the bank. The 

SAPs were based on strict economic terms that required shrinking of the state's’ 

asset base through privatization, reduced investment in social projects, 

opening/relaxing of trade policies, and conditions such as holding multi-party 

elections in one-party states. Despite the fact that development aid was effective 

at promoting democratic transitions during the 1990s in a range of African 

countries (UNU, 2011), most became increasingly dependent on aid by the close 

																																																								
9	Benin	is	a	good	country	to	read	about	on	how	international	bodies	can	influence	democratic	
transitions.	



	

	11 

of the century. Though aid was not the sole reason for democratization, it was a 

key component that fueled the 1990’s wave of democratization within Africa.  

Fast forward to the new millennium, many African countries are still 

dependent on aid and loans from the WB, IMF and other international lending 

institutions. However, given the billions of dollars that have been poured into the 

continent, have we witnessed increased levels of democracy within African 

states?  

The United Nations (UN) 

Democracy has emerged as a crosscutting issue in the outcomes of the 

major United Nations conferences and summits since the 1990s and in the 

internationally agreed development goals they produced. In a bid to promote 

democracy, UN has worked to promote human rights, development, peace and 

security within the African context. The organization provides electoral support in 

form of independent observers and peacekeeping forces. The UN currently has 9 

peacekeeping missions that are ongoing in Central and West Africa (un.org). In 

the event of pre/post election violence and/or war, the UN has sent its troops to 

countries such as Burundi and South Sudan, which will be our case studies for 

the topics.  

Other forms of assistance provided by the UN include: 

● Assisting parliaments to enhance the checks and balances that allow 

democracy to thrive; 

● Helping to strengthen the impartiality and effectiveness of national human 

rights institutions and justice and security systems; 



	

	12 

● Helping to develop legislation and media capacities to ensure freedom of 

expression and access to information; 

● Assisting to develop policies and legislation to guarantee the right to 

freedom of association and of peaceful assembly; 

● Providing electoral assistance and long-term support for electoral 

management bodies; 

● Promoting women’s participation in political and public life (UN.org). 

International Criminal Court 

The International Criminal Court (ICC), founded in 2002 under the Rome 

Statute, is the court of last resort for prosecution of genocide, war crimes, and 

crimes against humanity (Human Rights Watch, 2013)10.  The ICC has been 

condemned by African leaders for the better part of its existence, because the 

court has only prosecuted Africans. In the October 2013 summit of the African 

Union, African leaders put the ICC on ‘trial’ sparking divergent views on the 

withdrawal of member states from the ICC (Fortin, 2013).11 Key proponents of 

the motion were Kenya, Ethiopia, Uganda and Zimbabwe. Other countries like 

South Africa, Nigeria and Ghana were adamant on the importance of subscribing 

to the Rome statute. Despite the debate not coming to any substantial 

conclusion, it is clear that States are questioning the Global role of the ICC and 

its operations within Africa. 

																																																								
10	https://www.hrw.org/topic/international-justice/international-criminal-court	
11http://www.ibtimes.com/continent-versus-court-african-union-deliberates-withdrawal-icc-
142234	
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The court faces challenges in its operations due to lack of cooperation 

from member states. For instance, President Kenyatta and his Vice Hon. Ruto’s 

cases were dismissed from hearings due to bribing and intimidation of witnesses 

(“ICC drops Uhuru Kenyatta charges for Kenya ethnic violence”). It is also quite 

evident that most countries pay lip service to extradition demands of the Court. 

The ICC has no police force and requires the member states to carry out arrests. 

In 2015, the Sudanese president Omar Al-Bashir, who is wanted for war crimes 

over the conflict in Darfur, attended the AU summit in South Africa. Though 

South Africa supports (key leader) the role of the ICC on the continent, Al-Bashir 

wasn’t arrested when he visited the country for AU meetings. Thus far, AU 

member states have refused to co-operate with the ICC despite the 

organization’s mission of promoting peace and justice on the continent (“Omar al 

Bashir”).  
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Regional Involvement 

The African Union 

The African Charter on Democracy, Elections and Governance (ACDEG) 

was adopted by the African Union (AU) in January 2007 in Addis Ababa, 

Ethiopia. Because it required a minimum of 15 countries to ratify it to become 

operational, it did not come into force until February 2012. 

Countries that ratify the charter agree to: 

● Have representative systems of government with separation of powers 

between branches 

● Promote democracy, rule of law and basic human rights 

● Ensure democratic rule and constitutional changes of power through free, 

fair and transparent elections 

● Respect ethnic, cultural and religious diversity 

The charter authorizes sanctions by Economic Community of West African 

States (ECOWAS) for countries that fail to meet those requirements for 

democratic government. The sanctions include refusal to support candidates for 

positions within ECOWAS or suspension of the country from the group’s 

decision-making bodies. Countries that have ratified the charter are Benin, 

Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, Ethiopia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, 

Lesotho, Malawi, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Rwanda, Sierra Leone, South 

Africa, Sudan, Togo and Zambia (“Promoting the AU Charter on Democracy”). 

Despite the potential the charter holds in promoting democracy and peace within 

the continent, only 24 countries have ratified. Some scholars have argued that 
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the AU’s approach to democratic governance has been largely influenced by the 

liberal, western paradigm, which hardly addresses the complex political realities 

on the ground (Obi, 2014). 
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Case Studies 

We will now focus on two cases of democratization in South Sudan and 

Burundi and the nuanced explanations for the current state of democracy.  

Burundi 

 Before examining the role of the AU and the UN in the first case study, I 

will introduce the current conflict. In 2015, Burundi experienced a period of 

protest following the announcement of the incumbent party that the President 

(Pierre Nkurunziza) would run for a third term in office, something that is 

prohibited by their 2005 constitution (Constitute). The protests came to a head in 

May, when Major General Godefroid Niyombare started a coup. President 

Nkurunziza was out of country, but quickly returned and the coup was settled 

with force by the army and national security forces. Godefroid and a few of his 

co-conspirators were arrested for mutiny. Fears reigned as the protests were 

similar to those that sparked before previous civil wars in Burundi, especially 

after the President won the 2015 elections without participation of opposition 

parties or candidates, who had dropped out of the race in protest. Since then, 

violence has increased in the country as the government tries to re-establish 

control and legitimacy, and regional and international institutions search for a 

sustainable resolution (Vircoulon).  

 One of the more central pieces of this case study is the role of institutions. 

Firstly, the issue of limiting presidential terms and then an incumbent overriding 

that limit is a common issue in sub-Saharan African democracies. The power of 

the executive to manipulate parts of the constitution to his will can often lead to 
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political instability and violence, and it is this case that we see in Burundi (Posner 

and Young). Part of maintaining a stable democracy involves maintaining 

institutional infrastructure. In Burundi, this is made worse by already deep ethnic 

divides (Tutsis and Hutus) with a long and violent history. Helping uphold the 

democracy in this way is one of the routes that outside institutions like the AU 

and the UN could pursue. 

 The AU and the UN, as well as the East African Community (EAC), have 

all attempted institutional support. In December of 2015, the African Union 

proposed sending a 5,000 person peacekeeping team, but was rejected by the 

Burundi government (Reuters). In February 2016, an agreement was reached to 

send 100 human rights and 100 military monitors from the AU to the country in 

order to assess and report the on-ground situation. However, in June those 

monitors had still not been deployed, and the AU met again with stakeholders to 

try and move the process forward (Nampa-Xinhua).  

In July, the East African Community - an even smaller regional institution - 

declared Burundi to be safe for operations again, and planned on sending their 

own representatives and urged a normalization of relations between Burundi and 

Rwanda (Moses). This series of events makes it clear that institutional action in a 

conflict like Burundi’s is generally slow going. Multiple stakeholders are involved 

and when action is taken, it is often limited and constrained, because the power 

of an institution is limited by the sovereignty of states, the bureaucracy of the 

organizations involved, and the cooperation necessary from member states 

(Makinda, Cilliers).  



	

	18 

 The United Nations has called on Burundi to be more transparent in its 

operations to calm down the conflict, providing deadlines and requiring updates 

on how the situation is progressing, growing more urgent in its requests as the 

conflict gets worse. The UN has recently tried to send peacekeeping forces to 

Burundi, but the Burundi government has rejected all these proposals, showing 

once again how difficult institutional intervention can be, even when it is the most 

powerful option for resolving a crisis (Nimubona). However, that makes 

institutional and international intervention more necessary in the process.  

South Sudan 

 As with Burundi, I will first explain briefly the situation that South Sudan 

faces, and then look at the role of institutions in resolving its conflict. Since South 

Sudan’s declaration of independence and separation from Sudan in 2011, it has 

seen ongoing conflict between armed groups, some of which are associated with 

ethnic groups and some with rebel causes.  

In 2013, a civil war was started when accusations of a coup flew around at 

the executive level of government, and it continues into the present day. The war 

was sparked by a conflict between sitting President Salvar Kiir Mayardit and his 

former vice-president Riek Machar, which has been called a power struggle 

between the two (Gebrehiwot). Since the war began, Machar has shifted in and 

out of various power positions, forcing instability onto South Sudan and its 

political infrastructure--a constitutional democracy in which the president also 

heads the armed forces. The war has displaced over a million people, and the 

violence is roughly divided along ethnic lines, with Dinkas fighting with the 
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government and Nuers fighting with the rebels (on the side of Machar) (BBC). If 

the conflict is going to see resolution any time soon, a stable democratic 

infrastructure needs to be agreed upon and put into place, and ethnic divisions 

need to be mitigated.  

 One of the major challenges in this conflict is the lack of accountability 

among top politicians - the struggle between Machar and Kiir creates an unstable 

and unpredictable political environment - as well as the issues with democratizing 

within a structure of serious ethnic friction. Their feud has resulted in outbreaks of 

violence among the population on either side of the two men. It also has made 

political institutional reform difficult, because there is a constant wrestle for power 

(UN News Center). If the international community, including institutions like the 

AU and the UN, are going to intervene, it will have to be done with an 

understanding of a long-term goal -- making sure that not only are there free and 

fair elections, but that there is an avenue for communication and reconciliation 

between the different ethnic groups living inside and around South Sudan.  

 The UN has attempted to provide institutional support, and has been 

asked by the governments of Sudan and South Sudan to help stabilize the 

border between the two countries (UN News Centre). More recently, they have 

been in negotiations with the South Sudanese government, ever more urgently 

pressing for a deployment of their peacekeeping forces. Pushback from 

President Kiir makes any institutional support difficult, and herein lies another 

challenge: institutions are helpless without the cooperation of the host country. 

Sovereignty stands strong in our current global system, and if South Sudan 
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continues to obstruct forces, the UN has said that it will place embargoes on the 

country (Nichols).  

 When it comes to the AU, there are fears that the AU, unlike the UN, does 

not have the resources or infrastructure necessary to adequately deal with the 

aftermath of the conflict, and will need to rely on the UN for institutional support 

(Collins, Cilliers). This goes back to the point made in the previous case study 

that institutions are not miracle-makers - they are only as strong as their 

members. If the institution cannot respond effectively to a situation, it may cause 

more harm than good, and more cooperation may be needed. The UN may be 

better equipped to deal with the conflict in South Sudan, especially because the 

negotiating power and economic resources that they bring to the table, with 

threats of embargoes, holds more weight than any bargain the AU could make 

(Collins, Cilliers). The UN, as a more established and more internationally 

legitimate organization, should play a larger role in helping resolve these 

conflicts.  

 The final challenge that exists in South Sudan is the lack of organization 

(Collins). If institutional support is used, it must be coordinated, particularly when 

there are several institutions, councils, and most likely several other NGOs or 

foreign allies.  
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Questions to Consider 

• Is democracy meant for Africa? How can we tailor future interventions to 

consider nuances of political and social histories, power, ethnicities, and 

institutional capacities so as to push troubled African states towards more 

appropriate political institutions? 

• New players like China have joined the table with a non-intrusive promise 

of fostering development within Africa. How does this change the 

dynamics of development within the region and does this create new 

complications and considerations? 

• How can the AU support and encourage member states to work towards 

causes which only about half of its member states officially support without 

taking on an overly patronizing role? 

  



	

	22 

Works Cited 

“7790-Sl-African_charter_on_democracy_elections_and_governance.pdf.” Web. 

14 July 2016. 

“Academia.edu | Documents in Role of World Bank and IMF in International 

Politics - Academia.edu.” N.p., n.d. Web. 4 Sept. 2016. 

“Afr_charter.pdf.” Web. 19 June 2016. 

Akuffo, Edward Ansah. “The Politics of Interregional Cooperation: The Impact of 

NATO’s Intervention in Libya on Its Relations with the African Union.” 

African Conflict & Peacebuilding Review 4.2 (2014): 108–128. Print. 

Alence, Rod. “Democracy and Development in Africa.” Journal of the 

International Institute 16.2 (2009): n. pag. Web. 

Anderson, Lisa. Transitions to Democracy. Columbia University Press, 2012. 

Print. 

---. Transitions to Democracy. Columbia University Press, 2012. Print. 

Arriola, Leonardo R. “Patronage and Political Stability in Africa.” Comparative 

Political Studies 42.10 (2009): 1339–1362. cps.sagepub.com. Web. 

Avenue, Human Rights Watch | 350 Fifth, 34th Floor | New York, and NY 10118-

3299 USA | t 1.212.290.4700. “International Criminal Court.” Human 

Rights Watch. N.p., n.d. Web. 13 Nov. 2016. 

Chege, Michael. “VI. Between Africa’s Extremes.” Journal of Democracy 6.1 

(1995): 44–51. muse.jhu.edu. Web. 



	

	23 

CNN, Deborah Bloom, David McKenzie and Katie Hunt. “South Sudan: U.S. 

Evacuates Embassy Staff in Deadly Violence.” CNN. N.p., n.d. Web. 11 

July 2016. 

“Democratization in the Third World.” N.p., n.d. Web. 11 Sept. 2016. 

Fein, Helen. “More Murder in the Middle: Life-Integrity Violations and Democracy 

in the World, 1987.” Human Rights Quarterly 17 (1995): 170–191. Print. 

Fortin. “The Continent Versus The Court: African Union Deliberates Withdrawal 

From The ICC.” International Business Times. N.p., 11 Oct. 2013. Web. 

13 Nov. 2016. 

“Foreign Aid and Democracy in Africa - United Nations University.” N.p., n.d. 

Web. 4 Sept. 2016. 

Gibson, Clark C. “OF WAVES AND RIPPLES: Democracy and Political Change 

in Africa in the 1990s.” Annual Review of Political Science 5.1 (2002): 

201–221. Annual Reviews. Web. 

“Global Issues at the United Nations.” N.p., n.d. Web. 4 Sept. 2016. 

Goldman, Michael. Imperial Nature: The World Bank and Struggles for Social 

Justice in the Age of Globalization. Yale University Press, 2006. Print. 

Huntington, Samuel P. The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth 

Century. University of Oklahoma Press, 1993. Print. 

“ICC Drops Uhuru Kenyatta Charges for Kenya Ethnic Violence.” BBC News 5 

Dec. 2014. www.bbc.com. Web. 13 Nov. 2016. 



	

	24 

Joseph, Richard. “Democratization in Africa after 1989: Comparative and 

Theoretical Perspectives.” Comparative Politics 29.3 (1997): 363. 

CrossRef. Web. 

Kenya, The Hague Trials. “AU Cries Wolf over ICC Withdrawal.” Text. The 

Hague Trials Kenya. N.p., 9 Feb. 2016. Web. 14 July 2016. 

Kpundeh, Sahr John. Democratization in Africa: African Views, African Voices. 

Washington, D.C.: National Academies Press, 1992. CrossRef. Web. 11 

Sept. 2016. 

“Negotiating Peace in South Sudan: Democracy, Politics and Armed Movements 

– By Christopher Zambakari & Tarnjeet K. Kang | African Arguments.” 

N.p., n.d. Web. 19 June 2016. 

Obi, Cyril. “The African Union and the Prevention of Democratic Reversal in 

Africa: Navigating the Gaps.” African Conflict & Peacebuilding Review 4.2 

(2014): 60–85. Print. 

“Omar Al-Bashir: ICC Urges S Africa to Arrest Sudan Leader.” BBC News 14 

June 2015. www.bbc.com. Web. 13 Nov. 2016. 

“Opening Remarks of the Chairperson of the African Union Commission, HE Dr. 

Nkosazana Dlamini Zuma to the African Editors Forum and AU 

Commission Roundtable on Agenda 2063 | African Union.” N.p., n.d. Web. 

14 July 2016. 

Posner, Daniel N., and Daniel J. Young. “The Institutionalization of Political 

Power in Africa.” Journal of Democracy 18.3 (2007): 126–140. Project 

MUSE. Web. 



	

	25 

“rapport_expert_ua_ue_competence_universelle_en_0.pdf.” Web. 14 July 2016. 

Section, United Nations News Service. “UN News - At African Union Peace and 

Security Council, Ban Discusses Burundi, South Sudan and Counter-

Terrorism.” UN News Service Section. N.p., 29 Jan. 2016. Web. 19 June 

2016. 

“South Sudan | Data.” N.p., n.d. Web. 19 June 2016. 

http://data.worldbank.org/country/south-sudan 

“South Sudan Chronology of Events : Security Council Report.” N.p., n.d. Web. 

19 June 2016. http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/chronology/south-

sudan.php 

“South Sudan Profile - Timeline.” BBC News. N.p., n.d. Web. 19 June 2016. 

http://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-14019202 

“UN VOTE ON BURUNDI POLICE FORCE EXPECTED FRIDAY.” 29 July 2016. 

Web. 

Watt, Nigel. “A Failed Coup and Facebook: The Story of Burundi’s Elections.” 

The Guardian 17 June 2016. The Guardian. Web. 20 June 2016. 

Young, Tom. “Democracy in Africa?” Africa 72.03 (2002): 484–496. Cambridge 

Journals Online. Web. 

 

 

 

  



	

	26 

Topic 2 | Food Security: Achieving the Continent’s Milestones  

Background 

Whereas our first topic discussed the politics of the continent and the relative 

strength the AU and member states have in promoting democracy on the 

continent, this topic focuses on the most basic need for survival of mankind: food. 

Food security is equally a social issue as it is a political one. This topic stems 

from the dais’s awareness on the increasing level of food insecurity in Africa 

against a backdrop of rising susceptibility to climate change and relative 

success/complete failure of food programs on the continent. For this topic, we 

would like delegations to focus on: 

• What projects should the continent direct its energy towards?  

• Is this a macro level12 or a micro level13 problem?   

• How will African countries protect the increasing population to prevent 

malnutrition and nutrition-related mortality?  

• What role does the international community have in promoting food 

security in Africa? 

What is food security? How does this look like in the African context? 

At the 1996 World Food Summit, today’s most widely accepted definition 

of food security came to fruition: when all people have consistent physical and 

economic access to enough safe and nutritious food to meet their dietary needs 

and food preferences for an active and healthy life. Another conceptual 

framework I’d like us to consider is food sovereignty, which is the 
																																																								
12 Big picture, grand, large-scale social processes.	
13 Focuses on small details and more personal/local level analysis.	
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democratization of the food system in favor of the poor and underserved. In other 

words, food sovereignty aims to dismantle the monopoly power of multinational 

corporations in the food system, through the redistribution of individual and 

communal rights to land, water, seed, and other food-producing resources back 

to farmers. 

Sub-Saharan Africa is the region with the highest prevalence of hunger 

with one person in four being undernourished (WFP). Despite the fact that this is 

about a 31% reduction from 1990-91 levels, malnutrition and food insecurity is a 

pressing issue in the region (FAO, 2015). Since 1990, the prevalence of 

underweight children (measured at the age of 5years) in sub-Saharan Africa has 

decreased from 27 percent to 22 percent. However, in terms of absolute 

numbers, the high fertility and limited access to reproductive health information 

and services  has resulted in a 50% increase in the number of children relative to 

1990 levels. Thus today, 30 million children (one in five) in sub-Saharan Africa 

are underweight—5.5 million more than 20 years ago14 (Black et al 2008) and in 

most countries it is estimated that 3 out of 10 children under five years of age are 

still stunted (FAO, 2015).  

																																																								
14 Robert E. Black et al., "Maternal and Child Undernutrition: Global and Regional Exposures and 
Health Consequences," The Lancet 371, no. 9608 (2008): 243-60.	
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Food production on the continent has also suffered due to changing 

climate conditions. For instance in 2012, 12 million people in the sahel countries 

were affected by drought, and East African countries experienced delayed rains 

leading to decreased produce. This is significant because at least two thirds of 

the continent’s population lives in a rural area where the main economic activity 

is agriculture (FAO).  

Subsistence farming is the prevalent method of farming that heavily relies 

on the natural environment for suitable cultivation conditions. Even with bounty 

harvests, food wastage occurs due to poor post-harvest practices and wanting 

food storage methods. Small-scale farmers are also not guaranteed profits due to 

declining global food prices and scrupulous middlemen who take advantage of 

farmers’ vulnerability and desperation. On a macro level, there is increasing 

vulnerability of citizens in African countries due to rising insecurity caused by 

internal conflicts and displacement. For Africa, band-aid solutions like providing 

food aid will only solve the immediate need for food, but will not provide long term 



	

	29 

and sustainable solution to the problem. This calls for a nuanced analysis of the 

interaction between of micro and macro level factors that have led to the current 

state of food insecurity. 

In our discussion, we will address international involvement in issues of 

food security, Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), the AU action, and how the future of food security is 

contingent on the continent’s adaptability to climate change. 
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International Involvement. 

The mid 1900’s saw attempts to solve food security problems through food 

aid (primarily grains) and crisis donations to stricken populations. The run-up in 

food prices of the mid-1970s, coupled with the realization that poverty was a 

predominantly rural phenomenon, resulted in agriculture and rural development 

being placed high up on the agenda in the 1970s (AfDB 2010).  

Conventional approaches used by most multilateral agencies like the 

World Bank (WB), World Food Program (WFP) were market based large scale 

projects created based on an intuition on what could work to solve the food 

situation in Africa.  Most countries were pushed to convert to large-scale 

monocropping and to expand agriculture research. Notably, small farmers 

account for about 70 percent of agricultural production and over 75 percent of the 

labour force in Africa (AFdB 2009). Thus such projects not only alienated the 

target population for poverty reduction, but also increased the hegemony of 

corporate monopolies that had enough capital to invest in large-scale projects.  

Furthermore, with the implementation of Structural Adjustment Policies by 

the World Bank during the 1980s resulted in the liberalisation of African markets 

and increased susceptibility to global food prices. Fundamentally, the rural and 

vulnerable farmer was exposed to the manipulation of global markets where they 

couldn’t (still can’t) compete fairly.  The increased investment in agricultural 

research and development (ARD) could have resulted in great progress for the 

rural farmer. However, such technologies are not accessible to small-scale 

farmers and have a gender bias that alienates women during the implementation 
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phase. Furthermore, for a long time ARD did not focus on drought resistant crops 

like sorghum, millet and cassava, which are critical to climate change adaptation. 

Such projects have enforced the corporate food regime, and are yet to display 

the long-term sustainable impact on the African farmer. 

Ochieng and Zuofa (2014) build their case and state that agricultural 

projects in Africa have failed to achieve what was expected of them because of 

poor planning, lack of experience, bureaucratic inefficiency, technical 

incompetence, poor performance of government and donor agencies, and project 

complexities. So the failure of programs cannot only be blamed on international 

institutions since states have a huge role to play in the implementation process.  

Arguably, many projects fail due to overreliance on foreign support for 

funding such that when funding ceases (during or after the project), they are 

deemed unsustainable. International organizations also have a top-down 

approach that consistently ignores local or traditional forms of knowledge that are 

important to ARD. The World Bank's private arm, the International Finance 

Corporation, has found that only half of its Africa projects succeed (Ika et al, 

2011). For instance the Norwegian funded fish processing plant, a $22 million 

project started in 1970, was meant to provide jobs in the Turkana region in 

Kenya. This plant operated only for a few days and was shut down due to high 

operation costs and scarcity of fresh water in the desert region. The project 

designers also overlooked the fact that the Turkana community is primarily 

nomadic that has no history of fishing or having fish as a staple diet15. 

																																																								
15http://www.nbcnews.com/id/22380448/ns/world_news-africa/t/examples-failed-aid-funded-
projects-africa/#.WCUPyeErKRs	
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Slowly, ARD is changing to focus on creating sustainable solutions to local 

problems. The FAO is currently investing in projects that focus on improving 

drought response and resilience in Arid and Semi-Arid Lands (ASAL), climate 

change adaptation for food security, and improvement of postharvest practices 

through equipping small-scale farmers with entrepreneurial skills. This is a 

positive step towards tailoring agricultural and ARD projects to local needs but 

Multilateral Organizations still have a long way to go. The following section 

introduces the AU’s commitments on agriculture development and food security, 

and the challenges the body faces in implementing targets of main development 

frameworks (documents). 

AU Action 

The African Union recognizes that agriculture is the key avenue with which 

poverty can be eradicated and food insecurity tackled across the continent. The 

AU recognizes that to achieve this, countries have to focus on improving 

productivity of smallholders, more effective nutrition policies targeting especially 

children, building households’ ability to cope with shocks, empowering women, 

the youth and persons with disabilities, and accelerating rural infrastructure and 

value addition. The AU’s focus on agriculture is in line with research that has 

proved agriculture-led development leads to faster growth of the economy and 

improvement of citizens’ welfare, especially the marginalized communities (Diao 

et al, 2010).  
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Furthermore, the positive impact of agricultural growth on rural 

development was found to be strongest in countries where small farms 

dominated the agricultural industry (Rosegrant & Hazell, 2000). Africa has 60 

percent of the world’s available arable land and agriculture is the source of 

livelihood for 70 percent of the population, yet the continent only accounts for 

about 10% of global agricultural production (AU). The UNDP also reports that 

25% of the 456 million poor people live in Africa.  

So how does the continent move its development and growth agenda 

forward given that the Sub-Saharan population is projected to double more than 

double from 856 million today to about 2 billion in 2050, even if couples choose 

much smaller families over the coming decades (UNPD,2010)? Scholars like 

Diao et al agree that to achieve growth that will raise income for majority of the 

population in Africa requires investment in a large sector like agriculture, which 

accounts for more that 30% of the GDP for two-thirds of African countries. 

Agriculture-led development will require focus on not only agricultural initiatives, 

but also the sub-sector linkages (International trade, ARD, infrastructure 

development) that are vital to the growth of the industry for eventual attainment of 

food security. Africa can extricate itself by putting emphasis on the right policies 

and implementation frameworks. 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) and Food Security.   

Africa’s food insecurity predates the MDGs and historical failures can be 

pegged partially to incompetent policy-making. World leaders gathered at the 
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Millennium Summit in New York in September 2000 adopted an ambitious set of 

goals aimed at achieving measurable progress towards reducing poverty and 

improving human well-being across the globe. At the close of the MDGs (2015), 

few countries in the region (Angola, Djibouti, Cameroon, Gabon, Ghana, Mali and 

Sao Tome & Principe) had achieved both the Millennium Development Goal 

(MDG 1.C) and the World Food Summit (WFS) targets of, respectively, halving 

the proportion and the number of hungry people by 2015 (FAO, 2015).   

Overall, the prevalence of hunger in the region declined by 31 percent 

between the base period (1990-92) and 2015, according to the latest estimates 

of the State of Food Insecurity in the World (SOFI 2015 report). African countries 

had achieved considerable growth towards achieving MDG targets. Income 

poverty has fallen across the subcontinent – from 57% in 1990 to 43% in 2012 

(World Bank, 2016); but this is considerably less than the MDG target set for 

2015.  However, most were still off track in achieving some goals that directly 

correlate with food security, as outlined in the table below. 

Goals and Targets 
(from the Millennium 
Declaration) 

Status  Best performing countries, selected 
targets and indicators 

Goal 1: Eradicate 
extreme poverty and 
hunger 

Off 
track 

- Target 1A: Egypt, Gabon, Guinea, Morocco, 
Tunisia 
- Target 1B: Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Togo, 
Zimbabwe 
- Target 1C: Algeria, Benin, Egypt, Ghana, 
Guinea Bissau, Mali, South Africa, Tunisia 

Goal 4: Reduce child 
mortality  

Off 
track 

- Indicators 4.1 and 4.2: Egypt, Liberia, Libya, 
Malawi, Rwanda, Seychelles, Tunisia 

MDG targets progress 2015. Source:AfDB  
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Despite the investment to achieving food and nutritional security, 

complicating factors such as climate change, changing topographies, and slow 

growth of infrastructure still impede sustainable progress. This underpins a 

number of the recently adopted Sustainable Development Goals, most 

importantly SDG 2 "end hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and 

promote sustainable agriculture". The SDGs reflect African context and priorities, 

and have the potential to serve as a foundation for long-term sustainable 

solutions across the continent, especially if coherence and alignment is 

maintained with the vision outlined in Agenda 2063, the AU’s 50-year vision and 

action plan (Nicholai et al 2016). 
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AU Initiatives 

The African Union (AU) states that “Agriculture is the central element of 

economic growth and poverty reduction in Africa [and] is also the main tool for 

the attainment of food security and alleviation of hunger on the continent.” (AU). 

Despite possessing great agricultural potential, Africa is a net importer of food. 

Over the last two decades, food imports increased to over USD 22 billion worth 

of food annually, with 2014 holding a new high record of USD48.5 billion. 

i) Maputo Declaration & CAADP (2003) 

In 2003, AU Heads of States made a bold commitment in Maputo, 

Mozambique, in the Maputo Declaration to increase national growth to 6%, and 

increase national budget allocation to agriculture to 10% per year within five 

years. This was premised on the recognition that the continent was undergoing 

an ‘agricultural crisis and needed a personalized roadmap to achieve targets on 

sustained agricultural growth.   

The first part of the Maputo Declaration also saw the birth of coordinated 

effort from member states in the form of the Comprehensive Africa Agricultural 

Development Programme (CAADP) that aimed to increase food security for 

economic development and growth.   

CAADP 

CAADP is a framework for agricultural development and growth for African 

countries with an aim of “helping African countries reach a higher path of 

economic growth through agriculture- led development, which eliminates hunger, 

reduces poverty and food insecurity, and enables expansion of exports.” 
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(CAADP, 2003). At the continental level, the NEPAD secretariat is accountable 

for the overall management of CAADP implementation. Each country is expected 

to formulate a CAADP compact that provides priorities for implementation based 

on national development strategies. The 2003 framework was based on four 

pillars: 

1: Extending the area under sustainable land management and reliable 

water control systems; 

2: Improving rural infrastructure and trade-related capacities for market 

access; 

3: Increasing food supply, reducing hunger, and improving responses to 

food emergency crises; and 

4: Improving agriculture research, technology dissemination and adoption. 

This framework was updated by the Implementation Strategy and Roadmap 

(IS&R) in 2015 to operationalize the 2014 Malabo Declaration. The IS&R 

facilitates the translation of the 2025 vision and goals of the Malabo Declaration 

into concrete results and impact.  Notably, the document contains commendable 

Strategic Action Areas (SAAs) initially overlooked in the CAADP like: 

• Inclusive development of agriculture through participatory involvement of 

marginalized social groups like women, youth, and other small farm 

holders. 

• Specific guidelines on strengthening land, water and natural resource 

governance. 
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• Institutionalization of evidence and data-based planning, implementation 

and monitoring and evaluation. 

• Strengthen community-level structures to engage effectively in policy 

formulation, implementation and monitoring of land and water governance 

and use. 

To start the process of implementing the Maputo Declaration goals a 

country has to go through a stocktaking and a roundtable process to prepare a 

‘compact’, a document pertaining to a country’s priority areas for agricultural 

investment signed by all the key players, including government officials, civic 

society leaders and producer representatives (CAADP, 2015).  

Each country formulates its own compact document. Critics point out that 

the nonbinding nature of these initiatives leads to slow development given that 

the first country to ratify it was Rwanda in 2007. A decade after the declaration, 

only seven countries had consistently maintained a 10% national budget 

spending on agriculture. Furthermore, four countries that fulfilled the 10% target 

after signing the compact, Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Niger and Senegal already 

had an average percentage above 10% before signing the compact (Kreuger, 

2015).  
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Fig 2. Average percentage of agriculture spending in national expenditure 2000- 2010, CAADP countries 

Source: SPEED Data 2013 

II) Malabo Declaration 

Unlike the 2003 Maputo Declaration, the Malabo Declaration and 

decisions emerged from a highly inclusive and consultative process that saw 

widespread participation of civil society, farmer organizations and private sector 

(NEPAD, 2014). 2014 was the AU Year of Agriculture and Food Security and at 

the General Assembly meeting in Equatorial Guinea, the Malabo Declaration on 

Agriculture and CAADP was passed. The declaration is centered on two 

decisions and two declarations that aim to increase commitment to CAADP 

recommendations, end hunger by 2025 and halve 2014 levels of post-harvest 

losses by 2025 for increased food security16.  The commitment also aims to 

																																																								
16Read the Malabo Synthesis for details on the decisions and declarations.	
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improve intra-African and international trade. Thus far, only two countries have 

ratified the agreement: Mali and Sierra Leone. 

III) EU-AU partnership. 

This cooperation aims to achieve the objectives of the 2014 AU Malabo 

Declarations by facilitating value-adding and access to markets for agricultural 

producers, including in the field of sanitary and phytosanitary matters, 

sustainable use of fisheries resources, and cooperation on research and 

innovation in relation to food and nutrition security and sustainable agriculture. 

This partnership has EU-AU’s priority themes that were proposed as a basis for 

the Partnership: 

1) Sustainable intensification; 

2) Agriculture and food systems for nutrition; 

3) Expansion and improvement of agricultural trade and markets; and 

4) A group of cross-cutting topics. 

Across these four indicative themes specific research projects should be 

identified, drawing on agreed criteria, in a joint consultative process with a broad 

range of stakeholders (‘Contact Group on Agriculture’, 2015). 

Broadly speaking, most of the targets written in the document focus on 

large scale projects that will potentially lock the rural, small scale, and poor 

farmer who is the initial target of the CAADP. The document reads: “...we 

consider that facilitation of private investment in agriculture, agribusiness and 

agro-industries, by giving priority to local investors, is essential to deliver on the 

trade ambitions of tripling intra-African trade by 2025.”  
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This should be a concern for African Heads of States and development 

planners since it advocates for development but also stalls the Union’s progress 

towards eradication rural poverty by 2025. The closest the partnership comes to 

showing support to small scale farmers is this statement: “We shall continue to 

support development of the organic sector and adoption of internationally 

compatible organic rules in Africa” 

IV) China 

China has been in the forefront of investing in Africa over the past few 

years. Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) for agriculture has been decreasing over 

the past few decades thus the Chinese government has come in at a crucial time 

to support Africa’s agribusiness growth. During the 2014 World Economic Forum, 

it was revealed that China’s Foreign Direct Investment in Africa has grown to 

over $25 billion and they plan to up that to $30 billion in 2015 with a goal of 

eventually reaching $100 billion. China has emphasised its commitment to 

funding Sub-Sahara’s agribusiness to strengthen the China-Africa cooperation on 

poverty reduction17 (Barber, 2014). 

  

																																																								
17http://afkinsider.com/61347/african-union-summit-emphasizes-agriculture-food-
security/#sthash.Dd8jI9iQ.dpuf	
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Challenges to Implementing AU Initiatives 

1. Conflicts and Political upheavals. 

In the event of national conflicts, the poor are primarily farmers who are 

displaced and their produce destroyed. Thus maintaining peace (refer to our first 

topic) is key to the archiving of food security on the continent. Take South Sudan 

for instance: an analysis Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (IPC) 

carried out found that as a result of the conflict, food security has deteriorated at 

an alarming rate” resulting in one-third of the population of South Sudan now 

experiencing emergency levels of food insecurity. This is worsened by the 

country’s susceptibility to famine and drought. 

2. Funding 

Many development projects as stated earlier have failed due to insufficient 

or diminished funding over the project period. The Malabo Declaration 

recognizes the decreases Official Development Assistance (ODA) as a problem 

and FDI and thus encouraged more local sources of funding to improve the 

continent’s agriculture. ODA and FDI neither have long-term guarantee nor 

consistency to be considered a viable source of funding for multiyear projects.  

3. Compliance with the Maputo Protocol. 

Kreuger 2015 writes that as of late 2014 CAADP compacts had been 

signed by 40 AU member states, corresponding to 74% of all 54 AU member 

states (CAADP, 2014; AU, 2015a). This has been a slow progress however since 

the first country to ratify the compact was Rwanda, four years after it was 
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established. As of October 2015 out of the 54 Member States of the AU, only 37 

countries had ratified the Maputo Protocol (Asuagbor, 2016). 

4. Data to show impact of CAADP 

Data collection is important to the evaluation of the impact of any 

development projects. There is a severe lack of data that limits the possibilities 

for evaluation of the Declarations’ development given that countries only started 

implementing about 5-7 years ago. With the available data at hand no clear 

positive impacts from signing of a CAADP compact on PEA can be discovered 

(Kreuger, 2015). This could be due to any other reason that impact agriculture 

such as poor implementation of government programs and inadequate funding 

for multiyear projects. 

5. Climate change. 

With increased temperatures, Sub-Saharan region is experiencing 

increasing desertification. This is escalated by the fact that deforestation is 

happening concurrently. Efforts to increase forest covers to 10% have been 

underway for the past few years in many African countries. However, a bigger 

challenge lies in preparing small-scale farmers for increased temperatures, 

haphazard weather conditions and unpredictable planting seasons.  

Despite these constraints, smallholder farmers still hold substantial 

opportunities for growth and expansion. But for this to be achieved and 

sustained, the African Development Bank recommends that: 

• there is need for improved access to land, and adequate and affordable 

inputs such as fertilizers, agrochemicals, and seeds.  
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• also necessary is the improvement of infrastructure, such as roads and 

railways, and better access to financing.  

• And barriers in domestic and international markets should be removed 

(AfDB).   
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Case Studies  

We will now focus on Malawi, as a case study on initiatives for food 

security, and climate change resilience for the country. 

Malawi 

Right now, Malawi is struggling in the midst of a dire food insecurity 

epidemic. It’s facing the same issues as many other sub-Saharan African 

countries in the region that were hit hard by El Nino this past year. El Nino brings 

positive change to places like California, but in the opposite hemisphere can 

produce disruptive weather patterns and droughts, throwing off agricultural 

methods and harvest seasons. This change, combined with the over-reliance on 

agricultural and subsistence farming in Malawi as well as a drastic drought 

season in 2015, has resulted in a bad situation for Malawians.  

Malawi is used to food shortages, however, as 90% of the country’s 

industry is agriculture-related, and its productivity is not the strongest. This 

causes all sorts of other issues like malnutrition, disease, and an underdeveloped 

economic infrastructure (WPR). It also has a significant impact on Malawi’s ability 

to develop in other sectors and to work towards achieving Millennium 

Development Goals and Sustainable Development Goals (UNDP).  

There has been a sustained effort from a number of organizations to try 

and boost the industry while subsidizing the need for product, including the World 

Food Program (WFP, part of the UN), the Comprehensive African Agriculture 

Development Program (CAADP, part of the AU), and the Alliance for Green 

Revolution in Africa (AGRA, a nonprofit initiative). These groups have instituted a 
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number of programs in Malawi, most of which were based on strengthening the 

relationship between the government and small- and large-scale farmers: 

through policy, infrastructure, and stimulating growth.  

The New Alliance for Food Security and Nutrition in Africa created a 

project based on policy commitments by the countries involved--Malawi was a 

part of this project. These policy commitments were, again, based on improving 

productivity in farming and farming technology (WPR). Two major issues that 

these programs are focused on are maize dependency and improving the 

structural relationship between the private sector and the government. Maize 

dependency is a problem for Malawians because of the nature of the crop--it is 

sensitive to different levels of rainfall and requires particular agricultural methods.  

Without diversification of crops, Malawians risk severe under-harvesting 

during a bad year--and so the programs listed above are aimed at improving 

technologies and education to encourage different types of crops. However, both 

partners and Malawians know that the solution doesn’t lie in pure aid--the 

situation will only improve if the government makes a concerted effort and uses 

the resources it is given and has at its disposal to create long-term solutions. 

This may seem obvious, but building sustainable economic and agricultural 

policy in a country with high rates of corruption and weak infrastructure is difficult.  

 That’s where nongovernmental organizations and international institutions 

come into play. Larger institutions like the African Union, the United Nations 

Development Program, and the Southern African Development Community 

(SADC) share a bigger responsibility when it comes to helping Malawi design 
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and implement sustainable projects, as well as provide aid to keep them afloat 

until solutions can be reached.  

 Some of the current and past projects have produced a positive effect--but 

because of the recent disasters that’s sometimes hard to see. AGRA has 

succeeded in stimulating growth, and investments into cash-crop farmers have 

also proved economically tenable (WPR). The government has attempted 

interventions before that have worked for short periods of time--but due to 

weather fluctuations and corruption, were eventually discontinued. One example 

of these is the Farm Input Subsidy Program (FISP), in which the government 

subsidized farmers, incentivizing them to buy higher-yield crops. However, the 

program was unsustainable and used up too much of the government’s budget 

(WPR). Unstable and ineffective domestic politics have also made it difficult to 

make inroads on the food insecurity problem.  

 At the level of international institutions, roles need to be clearly defined. 

Currently there are several different projects aimed at the same problem--and it 

will most likely be more effective if institutions like the UN, the AU, and SADC 

collaborate with NGOs. But the problem is multi-faceted - it’s not just due to poor 

productivity or a one-year flood; Malawi is dealing with a homogenous 

agricultural industry, weather fluctuations like floods and droughts, political 

ineffectiveness, weak economic infrastructure, and a baseline of food insecurity, 

without all those factors. Furthermore, there needs to be a distinction made 

between large-scale and small-scale interventions.  



	

	48 

There is an industry for cash crops in Malawi, but the plight of subsistence 

and small farms should not be ignored. As of now, most of the interventions 

proposed and implemented have been targeted at large-scale farms--the AU and 

other organizations need to determine how to address both issues. That is not to 

say that there’s a magical solution to all of those problems in one perfect policy--

but their overlapping effects should be taken into consideration.  

 Climate change has clearly become a huge player, and its role will 

continue to grow as it makes more and more land unusable (World Bank). And 

these problems aren’t only affecting Malawi; many African countries are facing 

these obstacles. What should Malawi’s priorities be--that is, which problems 

should be focused on most intensely to make the road forward easier? How 

should institutions play a part--should they be providing more aid, or should they 

be working more closely with domestic governments to help direct policy? How 

can future disasters like climate change be better prepared for? These questions 

will be imperative if the food security crisis will ever be solved.  
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Questions to Consider 

• Given that the continent operates in an unbalanced global economy where 

African countries have very little negotiating power, how can the AU work 

to strengthen the continent’s ability to negotiate in international 

(agricultural) transactions? 

• How can projects from international partnerships be geared to benefit the 

small scale, vulnerable farmer, improve their wellbeing, and increase 

Africa’s food security? What kind of protections can be put in place to 

ensure results? 

• What can be done to increase climate change resilience amongst 

farmers? Analysis this both from the perspective of the AU to inform 

regional policy, and domestically in your own country.   
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