
How to Restore U.S. Credibility in Africa
By: Signé, Landry

Foreign Policy Winter 2021, Issue 239

Despite the immense potential of U.S.Africa relations, China has been more engaged with the
continent and in several ways is now ahead of the United States in the scale of its diplomatic
and economic ties. China has also outperformed the United States and the United Kingdom in
terms of higher education, becoming the primary destination for English-speaking African
students. Furthermore, Chinese President Xi Jinping has committed to giving African countries
priority access to a successful COVID-19 vaccine developed in China, and Beijing will build the
headquarters of the Africa Centres for Disease Control and Prevention.

While China has been making such tremendous progress on the continent, the United States
has lagged behind. The Biden administration has an opportunity to change course and
positively shape the legacy of U.S.-Africa relations. If the Biden administration focuses on areas
of strong U.S. competitive advantage and crafts a values-based foreign policy that takes into
account Africans’ preference for accountability and democracy, the United States still has a
chance to outperform China on the continent—but it has to act fast.

The United States has a strong competitive advantage on several key issues that are critical to
Africa’s future. Afrobarometer surveys show that nearly 70 percent of African citizens prefer
democracy and accountable governance over other forms of government. U.S.-Africa interests
also converge in terms of advancing prosperity through trade, investment, and commercial
relations, including through the newly adopted African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA). In
terms of power, peace, and geopolitics, a stronger U.S. presence on the continent will promote
peace in Africa while helping to prevent violent extremism, state fragility, and illegal immigration.

U.S. President-elect Joe Biden could make a mark in his first year by developing specific
solutions to critical challenges, such as those in Sudan, Zambia, Mali, and Angola, as well as
the broader challenges of implementing the new free trade area.

After decades of violent conflict, Sudan is slowly starting to make progress toward peace. Now
is the perfect time for the United States to take the lead in promoting democracy and economic
development and in preventing violent extremism in Sudan. The latest U.S. decision to lift
sanctions and eliminate Sudan from the list of state sponsors of terrorism marks an important
first step. The U.S. government should now deploy an experienced diplomat to serve as an
ambassador to Sudan who can help influence and monitor the democratic transition. The Biden
administration also has the opportunity to provide substantial economic support to prevent
economic collapse in Sudan. By pursuing a bottom-up approach in which financing and
technical training are provided to civil society organizations, the United States can help
strengthen the foundations for a democratic transition.

Sudan is not alone in facing economic challenges. Zambia recently defaulted on its debt
payments—a signal that could indicate trouble elsewhere on the continent. As much as a third



of Zambia’s external debt is to China, and many other African countries are also heavily
indebted to China. By convening all lenders, including Chinese private sector lenders, the
United States could help create an understanding of the Zambian case that would be crucial in
resolving future debt default cases in other developing countries. The United States can also
encourage good financial governance through the IMF and World Bank by engaging in more
proactive supervision and regulation of financial sectors in struggling countries.

Zambia’s neighbor Angola is suffering from a different curse. Despite being the second-largest
oil-producing country in sub-Saharan Africa, Angola has been facing a variety of economic
challenges, mainly stemming from corruption. The United States should participate in Angola’s
anti-corruption campaign because it has broader implications both for other African countries
and for the rest of the world. The Angolan government has already investigated two
Chinese-Angolan companies suspected of corruption involving the China International Fund,
and other Chinese investments in Angola are at risk. China is currently the biggest foreign
investor in Angola, and the United States will benefit from assisting Angola in creating a level
playing field where Chinese investors are subjected to the same anti-corruption standards as
U.S. investors.

Mali, a country that used to be considered a model for democracy in Africa, has been struggling
to control extremist groups within its borders and to stabilize its economy. Mali’s experience of
continuous droughts and rising temperatures has threatened food security for many
climate-vulnerable farmers and herders, making Mali fertile ground for communal conflicts to
develop. Following a bloodless coup in August 2020, Mali’s military government agreed to act as
a transitional government for 18 months, after which a civilian government would take over
through elections. Washington’s decision to withhold military support to Bamako [Mali’s capital
city] until elections are held is a good way to pressure the military government into following
through with a democratic transition, but it is not enough. The United States must also build the
resilience of communities to withstand climate shocks by training climate-vulnerable farmers,
helping them to diversify their livelihoods, and addressing existing structural inequalities.

While it is true that the United States cannot solve Africa’s challenges on its own—and that the
primary responsibility for this lies with African leaders—it can help Africa find solutions that will
eventually allow it to achieve self-sufficiency. The United States and the African Union should
cooperate on objectives of mutual interest, especially achieving democracy and sustainable
economic development. The AfCFTA, which is set to be operational in January 2021, will bring
together nearly all 55 African Union member states and create a more integrated market with a
total GDP of $2.2 trillion. This is an opportunity for the United States to accelerate its multilateral
partnerships with Africa by contributing to the successful implementation of the free trade area.


