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Realigning Africa’s foreign relations as the
United States’ influence diminishes
As the United States scales back its involvement in Africa, African nations turn to
other foreign allies for support.
By James Hall
interest in African affairs. Thus, Western Sahara
looks to Russia to lend diplomatic clout in its quest
for independence from Morocco. South Africa enjoys
increasingly close business and political relations with
Russia, with both countries being member states
of the large, emerging-economies economic group
BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa).
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The signs of a shift in foreign influence are continentwide, as African nations turn to Moscow instead of
Washington as an ally for their plans. During the
Cold War, African countries like Egypt played East
and West off against one another, seeking the best
deal. In 2017, the motivation for African nations
to look East rather than West is the US’s absent

BRICS leaders pose for a photo at a meeting of the organisation in 2016. Russia and China’s BRICS membership provides
a bridge to further their respective ambitions in Africa, in the wake of the vacuum left by Washington’s diminishing involvement
on the continent.
Photo courtesy Kremlin.ru/Wikimedia Commons
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Russia’s foreign ministry assures
its South Sudan counterparts
that Moscow will use its veto at
the UN Security Council to block
any proposal to impose sanctions
on South Sudan’s government,
which is accused of war crimes.
China and Russia’s diplomatic and
commercial reach-outs have been
going on throughout the year in all
African regions.
China began moving troops into
its first African military base,
in Djibouti, in July. On 21 July,
the Chinese military offered to

send peacekeeping troops to
Djibouti’s disputed border with
Eritrea, filling the vacuum left
by the withdrawal of Qatar’s
troops in June. If the deployment
occurs, a milestone will have been
reached for Beijing’s involvement
militarily in Africa. Motivating
China’s growing presence on the
continent is the vacuum left by the
US, which commenced in January
when Donald Trump’s presidency
began. In July, when the Trump
administration
postponed
a
decision on sanctions against
Sudan’s dictator Omar al-Bashir,

Washington’s
indecision
was
emblematic of its disinterest in
African affairs. Africa was one
of the main items of discussion
and action on the agenda of
the G20 Summit of the world’s
most advanced countries, held in
Germany in July. When the time
for Africa arrived at the heads of
states meeting, Trump walked
out of the room, never to return.
Africans took note of where they
stood in Washington’s view, and
the status of the US as a world
leader diminished.

When the time for
Africa arrived at the
heads of states meeting,
Trump walked out of the
room, never to return.
Africans took note of
where they stood in
Washington’s view, and
the status of the US as a
world leader diminished.
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United States leader
leads the country’s public
apathy toward Africa
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US Navy Lieutenant Commander Pamela Klepac-Tulensru speaks with a Djiboutian
woman during a mission in which US service members distributed donated clothing
and other necessities to families displaced by a fire. The marked change in American
foreign policy is seeing a significant reduction in US funding for humanitarian
missions abroad.
Photo courtesy US Department of Defense/Wikimedia Commons
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There is little interest in Africa
from the American people, whose
overall disinterest in the world
beyond their borders is routinely
affirmed in public opinion polling.
Therefore, President Trump is only
reflecting the voters’ own preferences. Diplomatic posts remain
vacant at US missions throughout
Africa. The US State Department
has, as of August, left the position
of Assistant Secretary of State for
African Affairs vacant. With the top
State Department official for Africa
non-existent, African issues –from
contemporary crises to developmental emergencies, requiring
strategic thinking and liaison with
African allies – is a non-starter.
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None of this should be surprising
in light of Trump’s ‘America First’
policy, which, in terms of foreign
policy, has been manifested as
isolationism. Withdrawal of the
Paris Climate Accord in June
was the most dramatic display
of America’s withdrawal from a
position of partnership in global
affairs and is a significant reversal
of the US being not just a partner
but a leader in areas of global
consequence. In Africa as well as
domestically, the Trump agenda
has been antagonistic toward
social aid, tolerant of military
spending overseas, if used against
terrorist organisations, and is
hostile towards UN spending
on African security. The US has
insisted that, as the principal
financer for the UN’s missions
in Africa, the UN should review
and diminish the scope of these
programmes. The UN has obliged,
scaling back some operations.
In terms of humanitarian aid,
Washington is slashing spending
on Africa. About US$ 640 million
in humanitarian aid for Nigeria,
Somalia and South Sudan, along
with Yemen, was approved by
the US Congress, but the actual
dispersal has been blocked by the
Trump administration.

Influence of China and
Russia ascending
The US is downsizing in Africa,
not withdrawing. Embassies and
Camp Lemonnier in Djibouti, the
only permanent US military base
in Africa, is not closing. However,

In May 2017, just as
Washington’s withdrawal
from the world
leadership commenced,
China announced
a commitment of
US$ 60 billion in
investments for Africa.

China’s
involvement
and
investments in Africa have been
prodigious since the 1990s.
While China has incurred popular
resentment
among
Africans
for illegal poaching of natural
resources and for undertaking
projects for the financial gain of
Chinese companies, governments
embrace Beijing for the aid and
assistance offered China offers. In
May 2017, just as Washington’s
withdrawal from the world
leadership commenced, China
announced a commitment of
US$ 60 billion in investments for
Africa. The package came with a
rethinking of China’s role, including
investments, in the continent,
which, thus far, have been
aimed at boosting the Chinese
economy. Infrastructure projects
put into place were to expedite
raw materials to fuel Chinese
factories or to facilitate the import
of Chinese goods. Construction
projects were built by Chinese
firms, with Chinese managers
directing
low-level
African

workers, who were abandoned
at a project’s completion without
skills training. This ‘grab and run’
relationship with Africa is being
replaced by partnership building,
says Beijing. Investments in Africa
will be aimed not just at extracting
mineral and other resources but
also at advancing economic and
social progress. China says its
amended Africa investment policy
will create stronger markets for
Chinese goods and be the bedrock
for strategic alliances in other
fields.
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as US rolls back programmes that
give African youths alternative
options to joining terrorist groups,
like al-Shabaab in Somalia, more
extremists will be produced and
US interests will come under
increasing threat and possibly
attack. If the latter were to happen,
however, Africa would come
to Washington’s attention and
African governments could secure
aid they cannot obtain for nonterrorist related matters.

Russia has not announced a new
strategy for Africa to counter
waning US influence. Most
Moscow observers detect little
particular government interest
in the continent. However, the
Putin administration is nothing if
not opportunistic and will see an
opportunity to fill a vacuum left by
Washington. Russia has invested
billions of dollars in African projects
aimed at mineral extraction, and
its BRICS membership provides
a commercial alliance with South
Africa, with Pretoria presenting
itself as an ambassador, bridging
BRICS and other African countries.

No United States-African
policy reset until 2021
or possibly 2025
US quadrennial elections ensure
that the present US disengagement
with Africa will continue until the
next president is installed, either
in 2021 or 2025, depending on
whether Trump runs for a second
term and is elected. This will provide
China and Russia ample time to
secure enduring influence in Africa
and for African governments to
realign their interests towards
China in particular, with its longterm strategies that contrast with
the US’s feckless foreign policy.
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All the continents and regions
of the world are represented by
an official in the US’s National
Security Council that advises the
president on foreign policy and
how to handle the crisis of the
day. Of all these regions, only the
chair to one region remains empty,
Africa’s, with no appointee made
to the position.
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ACM ANALYSIS IN BRIEF | Realigning Africa’s foreign relations as the United States’ influence diminishes
Americans signalled their desire for an isolationist foreign policy when they elected President Trump, who has wasted
no time disengaging from Africa. As US influence wanes on the continent, China and Russia seize their opportunities.

Key points:
•
•
•

President Trump’s ‘America First’ policy has translated into less humanitarian aid for Africa
The absence of key US government executives devoted to African affairs illustrates Washington’s apathy toward
Africa
China has redefined its investments in Africa, announcing a new US$ 60 billion package, that embraces African
countries as economic partners rather than raw material dispensaries
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Expert insights for informed decision-making | The ACM methodology
As an In On Africa (IOA) publication, ACM draws on the vast expertise and experience of IOA’s team of more than 300 expert
consultants. IOA has on-the-ground representation and working capacity in 31 African countries, as well as networks that
extend across all 54 African states. IOA team members are fluent in 33 indigenous African languages. They are also present
in 28 countries outside of Africa, informing a holistic understanding of the impacts, perceptions, challenges and interests of
those who are outside Africa, looking in.
The analysis presented to ACM readers each month is guided by extensive research, interviews and discussions between
some of the leading experts on peace and security in Africa. This analysis is also guided by the needs and interests of our
readers, so please don’t hesitate to contact us.
Please send us your thoughts, feedback and suggestions so we can continue to better align ACM with your needs and
interests: claire@inonafrica.com.
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The Africa Country Benchmark Report (ACBR) is the
definitive resource for any business, government,
organization or institution with interests in
the African continent.
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opinions provided are collated and formulated by In On Africa
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and knowledge of issues dealt with, as well as from a variety
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from unforeseen errors due to certain sources being gathered
from third parties.
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and policy analysis, partner and key
supplier intelligence, client reputation
monitoring and client intelligence
reports.
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leader in the African market, as well as
enhance their service to better meet
the needs of their clients. Services
include, but are not limited to, the
production of Africa-related reports,
briefs, position papers, newsletters and
website content.
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