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n February 6, 2007, President
George W. Bush announced the

creation of a new unified mili-
tary command for the African
continent with its own headquarters and staff.
The U.S. Africa Command (USAFRICOM)
emphasizes Africa’s growing importance in U.S.
geostrategic thinking. Washington has come

to realize that Africa—with its vast natural
resources, rising population, and unexplored
markets, coupled with internal instability,
rampant disease, and terrorism—demands
special attention.! North Atlantic Treaty Orga-
nization (NATO) Supreme Allied Commander,
General Bantz Craddock, USA, expressed this
view:

While Africa is rich in both human potential
and mineral resources, it has historically
struggled with relatively unstable govern-
ments, internal political strife, and economic
problems. Many states remain fragile due

to a variety of factors, including corruption,
endemic and pandemic health problems,
historical ethnic animosities, and endemic
poverty?

U.S. Air Force (Nic Raven)
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By ISAAC KFIR

Ultimately, USAFRICOM emphasizes
that US. policymakers have ceased to see the
continent through the prism of the Cold War
(bipolar competition).

This article explores the reasons behind
the creation of the new command, points out
some of USAFRICOM’s main challenges in
purpose and structure, and concludes with
some critical observations and recommenda-
tions that could help to ensure its success.

Purpose and Structure

USAFRICOM appears to be part of Sec-
retary of State Condoleezza Rice’s new “trans-
formational diplomacy;” which focuses on the
United States seeking to work with its partners
and allies “to build and sustain democratic,
well-governed states that will respond to the
needs of their people and conduct themselves
responsibly in the international system.® The
distinctiveness of USAFRICOM arises from
its purpose, which is not to fight wars but to
develop and build partnerships specifically in
the area of security cooperation. This means
that the command will depart from the tra-
ditional J-code organizational structure. Rear
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Admiral Robert T. Moeller, USN, the execu-
tive director of the USAFRICOM Transition
Team, has stated that the command’s primary
mission will be preventing “problems from
becoming crises, and crises from becoming
conflicts”* Thus, USAFRICOM will focus on
providing humanitarian assistance, encourag-
ing civic action, improving the professionalism
of African militaries, assisting in border and
maritime security, and dealing with natural
disasters.®

To establish USAFRICOM’s agenda,
DOD worked closely with the State Depart-
ment, particularly the Bureau of African Affairs
and the Bureau of Political-Military Affairs. It
also cooperated with other agencies, especially
the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USAID). Michael E. Hess of the USAID
Bureau for Democracy, Diplomacy, Conflict,
and Humanitarian Assistance declared in
testimony before the U.S. Senate Commit-
tee on Foreign Relations that USAID views
USAFRICOM in a favorable light. Hess stated
that USAID hoped the new command would
advance the “Three D” (defense, diplomacy,
and development) agenda. He maintained:

DOD can support national security objectives

in ways that USAID cannot. DOD can help
professionalize African militaries; strengthen the
African regional security architecture, including
African Standby Force; mitigate HIV/AIDS and
other public health threats in the security sectot;
and provide disaster response capacity if others
cannot. USAID participation in such efforts
seeks to maximize effectiveness in ways that
broadly support development and humanitarian
objectives.®

The decision to create USAFRICOM
arose out of realization that the current state of
affairs in sub-Saharan Africa poses a serious
threat to American national interests. Policy-
makers acknowledge that poverty, social injus-
tice, malfeasance, disease, poor governance,
and economic inequality play a role in foment-
ing terrorism and insecurity. Since the mid-
1990s, Africa has increasingly attracted radical
Islamists.” For example, in the magazine Sada
al-Jihad (Echo of Jihad), Abu Azzam al-Ansari
of the Global Islamic Media Front emphasized
Africa’s importance to al Qaeda:

There is no doubt that al-Qaeda and the holy
warriors appreciate the significance of the
African regions for the military campaigns
against the Crusaders. Many people sense that
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this continent has not yet found its proper and
expected role and the next stages of the conflict
will see Africa as the battlefield. . . . In general,
this continent has an immense significance.
Whoever looks at Africa can see that it does

not enjoy the interest, efforts, and activity it
deserves in the war against the Crusaders. This
is a continent with many potential advantages
and exploiting this potential will greatly advance
the jihad. It will promote achieving the expected
targets of jihad. Africa is a fertile soil for the
advance of jihad and the jihadi cause.®

Put simply, since the 1998 East Africa
bombings of U.S. Embassies, American
involvement in parts of the continent—
especially the Horn of Africa, a volatile and

dangerous area—centers around two initiatives:

supporting socioeconomic and confidence-
building programs and assisting in counterter-

porting development initiatives. At the same
time, CJTF-HOA helps the region’s security
forces in counterterrorism.’ It would seem that
the CJTF-HOA model has helped shape the
agenda of USAFRICOM.

A second principal reason behind the
creation of USAFRICOM was the realization
that the United States could no longer allow
three separate U.S. commands, situated thou-
sands of miles from Africa, to monitor events
on the world’s second largest continent. U.S.
European Command (USEUCOM), located
in Stuttgart, had responsibility for northern
Africa and much of sub-Saharan Africa; U.S.
Pacific Command (USPACOM), located in
Honolulu, covered the islands off East Africa;
and U.S. Central Command (USCENTCOM),
headquartered in Tampa, had responsibility for
the Horn of Africa. Dividing the continent that
way meant two commands might deal with a

to establish USAFRICOM'’s agenda, DOD worked closely with
the State Department, particularly the Bureau of African Affairs
and the Bureau of Political-Military Affairs

rorism measures and training. These initiatives
are clearly discernible in the Combined Joint
Task Force-Horn of Africa (CJTF-HOA),
which spends an enormous amount of time
assisting in nonmilitary actions, such as build-
ing wells, mending infrastructure, and sup-
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single crisis. For instance, in the period prior to
the establishment of USAFRICOM, Sudan was
under USCENTCOM’s area of responsibility,
while Chad was under USEUCOM. Conse-
quently, once the Darfur crisis reached inter-
national attention and action was demanded,
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leading to NATO involvement, the split
command caused problems as the American
contribution to the NATO operation came
from USEUCOM, even though Darfur is in
Sudan and therefore within the USCENTCOM
area of responsibility." It is hoped that USA-
FRICOM will end this type of division and
confusion.

Major Criticisms

Criticism leveled at U.S. Africa Command
stems from the distrust that Africans in general
have toward the West and increasingly toward
the United States in particular."! The continents
bitter colonial legacy has continued to shape
African thinking, especially in the way its
leaders interact with the global community.*
Thus, the idea of placing a large American
base in Africa evokes notions of neoimperial-
ism. South African Defense Minister Mosiuoa
Lekota declared in a meeting of the Southern
African Development Community (SADC),
“Africa has to avoid the presence of foreign
forces on its soil, particularly if any influx of
soldiers might affect relations between sister
African countries” This view was shared by
Zambian President Levy Mwanawasa, who
claimed that none of the 14 states that make up
SADC is interested in having a U.S. base on its
soil.”® Minister Lekota also warned countries
that may consider hosting USAFRICOM that
such a move would undermine African solidar-
ity."* The warnings came after Liberian Presi-
dent Ellen Johnson Sirleaf expressed support for
the command.”

In other words, even if some leaders
decide to support the initiative, they will need
to contend with opposition, and African
leaders know that it is never wise to upset one’s
neighbors on a continent with porous borders
and a history of cross-border interventionism
and meddling. After all, today’s friend could be
tomorrow’s enemy.*®

Second, Africans remember the Somalia
debacle as well as former Secretary of State
Madeleine Albright’s clever semantics during
the Rwanda genocide. These events have
ensured that Africans remain highly skepti-
cal about America’s real commitment to the
continent. They fear that at the first sign of
trouble, pressure from the American public will
compel Washington to end its involvement."”
Moreover, some Africans argue that American
engagement revolves around the U.S.-led war
on terror, and they refer to the recent covert
action against the Islamic Court Union by
USS. forces along the Somalia-Kenya border.
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For such skeptics, the United States is in the
process of militarizing sub-Saharan Africa—
and the last thing Africa needs is more guns
and soldiers."®

A third criticism leveled at the forma-
tion of USAFRICOM is the failure of DOD
to announce where the force will be stationed
and headquartered, even though that failure
is largely due to African opposition to hosting
foreign troops. The issue of location is central
because USAFRICOM’s area of responsibility
is Africa itself, and placing the command any-
where else would ensure logistic problems as
well as embarrassment, as no country in Africa
appears to want the force on its soil.

African opposition arises out of concern
that USAFRICOM will facilitate interference
in African countries’ domestic affairs, even
though the command’s mandate is specific:
conflict prevention. USAFRICOM is seen as a
part of President Bush’s militaristic approach
to resolving foreign policy problems.” The
problem vis-a-vis location for USAFRICOM
is exacerbated by those advocating a “lily
pad” approach, whereby the command will
have small bases across Africa with key bases
in West Africa and the Horn. This approach
provides ammunition to those claiming that
America is only focusing on areas of geo-
strategic importance to itself (West Africa is
important for its oil, while the Horn sits on
an important waterway and is susceptible to
Islamic terrorism).

Africans remember the Somalia
debacle as well as Madeleine
Albright’s clever semantics
during the Rwanda genocide

A fourth criticism is that U.S. interest
stems from a dual desire to impede Chinese
investment in Africa and to secure access to oil.
Chinese presence in Africa has increased over
the last few years,” and America is arguably
concerned by this “invasion” because of Africa’s
growing importance to the United States.” For
over a decade, Chinese presence and invest-
ment have increased, as African leaders appear
to prefer Chinese investment over American,
Western, or international organizations’ invest-
ment. China’s focus seemingly is on economic
development (making profit), and Beijing does
not meddle in socioeconomic or civil-political
affairs. Cao Zhongming, deputy director of the
Department of African Affairs in the Chinese
Foreign Ministry, has declared in regard to

his country’s investment in Chad, “China
won't interfere with Chad’s internal affairs.

As a policy, that doesn’t change. If the [China
National Petroleum Company], World Bank,
and Chad reach an agreement, it's between
them. . .. The Chinese government . . . won't
enforce something that Chad thinks interferes
with their internal affairs”

A fifth issue that has emerged is a pos-
sible interdepartmental clash between DOD
and the State Department. Despite the close
cooperation between them in developing
USAFRICOM, the key U.S. Government
official responsible for American policy vis-
a-vis the continent will remain the Assistant
Secretary of State for African Affairs, who will
be supported by various Embassies.”> However,
with USAFRICOM focusing on nonmilitary
issues, one of which is strengthening the
capacities of Africas regional and subregional
organizations, there is a possibility of interde-
partmental tensions. DOD officials seem to
suggest that by appointing a high-ranking State
Department official to the new command,
these tensions will not occur, but experience
has shown that such frictions emerge as depart-
ments seek to protect their own spheres.**

Policy Recommendations

It is imperative that USAFRICOM find
a home in Africa, whether in the shape of a
single base or a host of small bases. Placing
the new command anywhere else will ensure
logistic difficulties as well as highlight that
the command designed to help Africa is
unwelcome. After all, how can a command
designed for Africa operate from Europe or
North America? Thus, American policymakers
must redouble their efforts in encouraging an
African country to invite the new command
onto its soil.

A central selling point of USAFRICOM
is that it will operate as a staff headquarters
force rather than a troop headquarters, as its
agenda is partnership building and coopera-
tion. By stressing this point, Washington
may alleviate concerns that the United
States is engaged in a militarized foreign
policy. USAFRICOM emphasizes America’s
desire to improve and build on its relations
with Africa, which over the past decade
have been extensive, as Washington has
adopted such initiatives as the Millennium
Challenge Account, the African Growth
and Opportunity Act, and the President’s
Emergency Program for AIDS Relief.** Thus,
Washington must assure African leaders that
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USAFRICOM will not usurp their leadership
in the realm of security but rather that it will
complement and encourage African initia-
tives. Ultimately, it appears that the creation
of USAFRICOM will not impinge on African
programs or hinder bilateral or multilateral
programs that DOD runs, such as the Trans-
Saharan Counter-Terrorism Initiative.

Second, Washington must stress that
by having an Africa command, it can better
gauge crises and prevent them from turning
into disasters. Some commentators have sug-
gested that logistic support was a key issue that
prevented American intervention in Rwanda
in 1994; Washington simply lacked the forces
and, more significantly, credible information as
to what was occurring.?® One could therefore
argue that an African staff command could
assist in overcoming such a crisis by enabling
effective assessment.

A third issue that demands attention is
the previously mentioned interdepartmental
rivalry. USAFRICOM is a DOD initiative and
thus a DOD responsibility. It is fundamentally
a military entity, headed by a four-star general.
However, USAFRICOM’s agenda also covers
diplomacy and development, which come
more under the remit of the State Department
and USAID. Simply put, it is unclear who will
set the agenda of the new command—DOD,
whose focus is on security and defense, or the
State Department and USAID, whose focus is
diplomacy and development.

The emergence of a new Africa
command is a positive development. It empha-
sizes that after decades of neglect, American
policymakers finally appreciate the continent’s
importance to the United States and the inter-
national community. Assisting African nations
in combating the many ills that plague them
will only enhance international peace and
security and alleviate abject poverty, political
oppression, and misery for millions. U.S. Africa
Command can provide substantial assistance as
long as Washington works out the unresolved
issues surrounding its establishment, and pro-
vided that Africans accept that the command
represents a new American commitment
toward the continent. Ultimately, having a U.S.
command that combines defense, diplomacy,
and development could be the answer to many
of Africas problems. JFQ

The author thanks Shani Ross for her
assistance in writing this article.
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