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A‌frican leaders and citizens had great expectations 
‌ in 2008 that the election of President Barack 

Obama would elevate the prominence of Africa and 
its concerns in U.S. government deliberations. These 
expectations have not been met with concrete policy 
action. During President Obama’s first four years in 
office, he spent less than 24 hours in Africa, making a 
brief stopover in Accra, Ghana, on the way back to the 
U.S. from Europe. The President made a more extend-
ed trip to Africa in 2013, where he announced that the 
U.S. would plan to host a summit with African leaders.

The upcoming August 4–6 summit with over 40 
heads of African nations expected to attend, unfor-
tunately, is poised to simply reinforce the Obama 
Administration’s unfocused policy with few major 
announcements, agreements, or policy develop-
ments expected to be revealed. A photo-op and rhet-
oric do not substitute for serious policy to address 
mutual U.S. and African priorities on economic 
engagement, security, and governance.

Aimless Africa Policy
Shortly before the 2008 election, a senior Obama 

campaign Africa policy advisor outlined an agen-
da of (1) accelerating Africa’s integration into the 
global economy; (2) enhancing regional peace and 
security; and (3) deepening democracy and account-

ability and reducing poverty.1 These priorities were 
largely incorporated into the Administration’s 2009 
Africa policy framework.2 The State Department’s 
Bureau of African Affairs points to the U.S. Strategy 
Toward Sub-Saharan Africa, most recently updated 
in June 2012, as the definitive statement on Amer-
ica’s regional priorities which include strengthen-
ing democratic institutions, spurring economic 
growth, increading trade and development, advanc-
ing peace and security, and promoting opportunity 
and development.3

Although generic, these priorities are unobjec-
tionable. The problem is that the Administration has 
neglected Africa and done little to advance these poli-
cies aggressively, which has diluted the goodwill cre-
ated with Africans by previous U.S. Administrations.

There are precious few initiatives, accomplish-
ments, and policy advances that the Obama Admin-
istration has implemented to follow through on 
this broad agenda. Even the Power Africa initiative, 
announced by President Obama during his 2013 trip 
and touted as a “new approach to development,” is 
more a reshuffling and reprioritization of existing 
resources than a major new initiative.4 Meanwhile, 
issues identified as priorities in his first term remain 
unresolved, such as instability and humanitar-
ian crises in Sudan or renewing and strengthening 
the African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA), 
which is set to expire on September 30, 2015.

Policy has for the most part been a passive continu-
ity of preexisting policies such as the Bush Adminis-
tration’s President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief 
(PEPFAR), with leadership on most issues ceded 
to the United Nations or the French—e.g., instabil-
ity in Mali and the Central African Republic. While 
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the Administration was quick to claim credit for the 
emergence of an independent South Sudan in 2011, 
little attention was made to the serious devolution 
in governance following the country’s independence, 
and it is now embroiled in a civil war.

A Summit in Search of an Agenda
According to the Administration, “The Summit 

will build on the progress made since the President’s 
trip to Africa last summer, advance the Administra-
tion’s focus on trade and investment in Africa, and 
highlight America’s commitment to Africa’s secu-
rity, its democratic development, and its people.”5 
Nonetheless, how the summit contributes to that 
goal remains unclear.6 Indeed, the summit agenda 
and Administration statements prior to the event 
largely echo previous policy statements that also 
announced U.S. intent to strengthen democratic 
institutions, spur trade and investment, advance 
peace and security, and promote development.

Some have interpreted the summit as a response 
to perceived inroads being made by China and other 
countries in the region. China, India, Japan, and the 
European Union have been holding similar summits 
for years. However, there will be no one-on-one meet-
ings between Obama and African leaders. Few major 
announcements or agreements are anticipated, and 
the $900 million in business deals reportedly set to be 
announced at the U.S.–Africa Business Forum accom-
panying the summit pales in comparison to the $32 

billion pledged by Japan in 2013 and the $10 billion of 
new loans announced by Chinese Premier Li Keqiang 
during a trip to four African nations in May.7

It was appropriate that the Administration did 
not invite the region’s worst despotic leaders: Zim-
babwe’s Robert Mugabe, Sudan’s Omar al-Bashir, 
and Eritrea’s Isaias Afwerki. However, inclusion of 
leaders such as Teodoro Obiang Nguema—the auto-
cratic president of Equatorial Guinea criticized for 
human rights abuses and corruption by the State 
Department—undermines the argument that the 
U.S. is focusing its relationships on countries dedi-
cated to improving governance.

The summit looks to be a missed opportunity to 
refocus America’s Africa policy, but a refocusing is nec-
essary. Ultimately, the actions the U.S. takes toward 
building greater partnerships with African countries 
following the summit will be the ultimate test of Presi-
dent Obama’s leadership and commitment to Africans. 
Specific steps that should be taken are:

nn Renew and upgrade AGOA. As the law stands, 
nearly all imports from eligible sub-Saharan 
countries can enter the U.S. duty-free through 
September 2015. The Administration should 
work with Congress to quickly renew and 
upgrade AGOA to advance economic freedom in 
Africa, encourage economic integration within 
the region, and set the stage for a free trade agree-
ment between the U.S. and Africa.8
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nn Shift traditional development assistance 
to the Millennium Challenge Corporation 
and treatment of HIV/AIDS, malaria, and 
tropical diseases. Evidence that increased 
foreign economic aid leads to improved eco-
nomic growth and development is scant.9 
Equally notable is that government develop-
ment assistance is growing less relevant as pri-
vate financial flows have grown. The U.S. should 
focus its assistance on proven initiatives (such 
as PEPFAR) with measurable impact that bol-
ster America’s credibility or encourage poli-
cy changes to enable African nations to take 
greater advantage of private financial flows 
and entrepreneurship.

nn Pursue fundamental reforms of Ameri-
ca’s food assistance programs that would 
increase efficiency and effectiveness. Food 
aid programs should be run for the benefit of peo-
ple who are starving. Eliminating legal require-
ments on the use of U.S. food and shipping would 
result in more timely response to crises as well 
as savings from shorter shipping distances and 
competitive pricing.10

nn Reinforce the importance of democratic gov-
ernance in Africa11 and publicly support the 
region’s democratic standard bearers. Coun-
tries such as Botswana, Cabo Verde, Ghana, and 
Mauritius should be held as examples for the region, 
and the U.S. should support their growing region-
al leadership roles while isolating those with poor 
records for human rights and the rule of law.

nn Identify counterterrorism as the overrid-
ing U.S. security priority for the region. 
Violent extremism is undermining stability in 

Cameroon, Kenya, Nigeria, other African coun-
tries. The U.S.’s preeminent priority should 
be to work with other countries such as Niger, 
where the U.S. has a drone base, to counter 
this threat.

nn Promote security cooperation in the region. 
The U.S. should leverage its existing strategic 
dialogue partnerships with Algeria, Angola, 
Morocco, South Africa, and Tunisia to foster 
greater regional security cooperation. The U.S. 
should increase funding and support for train-
ing and professionalization of African militaries 
and also dedicate more resources to maintain-
ing training and retention of trained units. The 
goal should be to better enable African militar-
ies to assume more responsibility for regional 
security and peacekeeping through the African 
Union or regional groupings or in support of U.N. 
peacekeeping.

nn Review and address flaws in U.N. peace-
keeping. The U.S. has supported U.N. peace-
keeping and missions to address various crises 
in Africa. The U.N. has a mixed record on resolv-
ing these crises. Worse—as evidenced by a recent 
U.N. report finding that peacekeeping missions 
charged with protecting civilians failed to 
respond to 80 percent of incidents from 2010 
to 2013—there are questions of whether U.N. 
peacekeepers are willing and able to fulfill their 
responsibilities.12 The U.S. is the largest con-
tributor to U.N. peacekeeping, being assessed 
28.4 percent of the peacekeeping budget, and 
has a responsibility to ensure that the missions 
are improving the situations where they are 
deployed and that peacekeepers are fulfilling 
their responsibilities.
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Africa Is Watching
During the upcoming summit, which marks a 

critical juncture of America’s engagement with Afri-
ca, peoples of the continent will be watching, read-
ing, and listening closely to the words of the Obama 
Administration. President Obama still has an oppor-
tunity to advance forward-looking engagement with 
Africa. It would be a shame if he just settled for recy-
cled rhetoric and an expensive photo-op.
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