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1.0. Introduction and Background 

The Africa US Universities Initiative (AFUSI), which brings together the Centre for the Study of the 

United States (ACSUS), based at the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits), the Centre on 

Communication Leadership and Policy (CCLP) at the University of Southern California, the Centre for 

African Studies at Howard University, the Institute for African Studies at George Washington 

University, and the Public Diplomacy Council of America convened the US-Africa Forum on 25 February 

2024. The forums are a space for the exchange of ideas and discussions that unpack various global 

issues affecting the world, with an emphasis on Africa-US relations. The forum is hosted in a hybrid 

format with a physical presence at the University of Southern California’s Washington DC campus and 

virtual participation via Zoom. Adam Clayton Powell, senior fellow and director of Washington 

programs at CCLP welcomed everyone to the second forum for the year, which was focused on the 

theme ‘Africa’s engagement with global powers’. He stated that the CCLP website included a calendar 

of forums for the entire year 2024. Furthermore, this particular forum had four speakers from Africa, 

the US, and East Asia, with more than 50 participants attending in person and virtually. 

In his opening remarks, Dr Bob Wekesa, director of ACSUS, noted that the recent past had witnessed 

global powers engaging Africa, with several summits taking place in 2024 and more lined up in 2025. 

In January 2024, the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM) and the Group of 77+China (G77) summits were 

held in Kampala, Uganda, followed by the first-ever Italy-Africa summit, held in Rome. More summits 

were expected in the year, including the South Korea-Africa Summit scheduled for June, the Forum on 

Africa-China Co-operation (FOCAC), the UN Summit of the Future in September, and the G20 Summit 

in November, where Africa was admitted as a member in September 2023. He further noted that these 

big signature events were not idle events because they came with action plans and resolutions that 

impacted Africa in many ways. Analysing Africa’s engagements in such forums, and whether Africa 

was benefitting, was therefore crucial. He was hopeful that the sessions and topics discussed would 

be helpful to Africa at the African Union (AU) level as well as to members of the regional economic 

communities. 
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2.0. Summary Report on Forum Proceedings 

2.1. Hilda Suka-Mafudze: AU ambassador to the US 
 

Ambassador Mafudze commended the forum initiative as one that elevates African issues in the 

African-Washington political landscape. Reflecting on Africa’s agency, she stated that this was the 

continent’s ability and capacity to exert the necessary political and diplomatic influences and set and 

frame agendas in the pursuit of Africa’s interest and priorities as set out in its blue-print document, 

Agenda 2063. The key highlights of her presentation were: 

 The concept of Africa’s agency in the current global landscape, characterised by new power 

dynamics and competition, as well as the incapacity of the multilateral system to provide the 

necessary global public goods, was of critical importance to the continent. 

 Africa was increasingly being viewed as a key player and traditional and emerging global 

powers were competing to build strategic partnerships with the continent. 

 African countries had been advocating for reform in the global governance system-United 

Nations Security Council reforms both permanent and non-permanent membership through 

the common African position in the Ezulwini Consensus; reform of the global financial 

architecture. 

 The AU was working with the US Administration to ensure that the US-Africa Leaders Summit 

was institutionalised once every three years. 

 The new paradigm that governed AU relations with strategic partners was a partnership based 

on the principles of mutual respect, shared values and interests underlying African priorities 

as reflected in Agenda 2063. 

 The AU becoming a permanent member of the G20, and how to make this membership 

effective through the operational and implementing arm of the African Union Commission, 

which is critical for the success of African agency with all partners in various priority areas. 

 Whenever Africa has spoken with one voice, it has been able to enhance its agency and shape 

the outcomes of its engagement with its partners. 

 

2.2. Hannah Ryder: Founder and CEO, Development Reimagined 
 

What are the converging and diverging interests of the different countries? 

Ms Ryder shared three main points in this regard: 

 Differing histories: That Africa sits next to the Middle East; that Europe has had a significant 

colonial history in Africa and many of those ties still exist; that the US has a history of slavery; 

that China has had a similar political history, and a history of exploration including through 

the Silk Road trade element and more recently, the history around South-South Corporation. 

All this history was incorporated into some of the global governance structures that exist, and 

a vast majority of Africans were well aware of those histories. 

 
 Different current challenges that are driving national interests: There are different economic 

structures underlying most of the different regions and the great powers, and even if initially 

seen as competing, the competition is from different positions, and so is the interest on the 

African continent. In China, for instance, there has been a significant national interest in 

moving from low manufacturing to high-end manufacturing, and technical, high-tech value 

addition, and this economic structure implied a different national interest and a different 
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relationship with Africa. Similarly, the Middle East region may be transitioning away from oil, 

and this has implications for the relationship with Africa, since Africa is the continent that has 

the most significant renewables and other types of energy potential. 

 
 The ambition of where those countries are trying to go: The future projection of where those 

countries need to get to affects the relationship with Africa and how they engage. China for 

instance sees itself as a much larger economy, much stronger in not just itself but also 

internationally in comparison with others, and so that drives a different interest. Other regions 

may be trying to preserve a certain degree of leadership or economic power, and similarly 

that drives different interests in Africa. 

In terms of what should unite the various powers, she noted that in principle this should be an interest 

in African growth, even though there might be different theories of how that can be, and how Africa 

could actually contribute to national interests and future ambitions. For instance, the continued 

history of maintaining certain types of currency relationships, or certain ownership structures of 

companies in African countries or extractives may be a view held by certain powers as the best way of 

investing in African growth. Further, some views could be that a diverse African economy that is 

focused on manufacturing could be in the interest of China, a view that may not necessarily be held 

by Europe or the US. In a nutshell, the differing histories, current challenges and different ambitions 

differentiate how various countries engage on the African continent. 

How can African regions and countries act in their interests and grow African agency given the above 

kind of context? 

 Start from scratch: To capture what African interest is, we need to think and ask ourselves, if 

Africans were designing from scratch, what would they do? A good example is the AU Agenda 

2063. Another is the formation of the G20. Africa is now a member but it should have been a 

member from the very beginning, just like the EU. 

 
 Make many friends and don't depend on just one: Diversifying friendships and allies is vital for 

acting in African interests, to choose friendships that work for its interest. Because of history, 

African countries have tended to be highly dependent on one partner, for instance, dependent 

on one partner for monetary policy, another for trade policy etc. This makes countries very 

vulnerable and makes it difficult to think about interest. 

 
 Learn from each other to co-ordinate: Agency comes from working together, learning from 

who has done it better, and co-ordinating well. Africa could learn from the Paris Club and 

others in this area. 

 
 Work on specific country strategies with regards to development partners: As each country 

and each development partner has a different offer, different capacity and different potential, 

Africa must develop specific strategies for engagement with each. 

Is there capacity for African interests and African agency? 

She stated that while there was capacity in certain areas, there was still a lot to be done, such as more 

forums for co-ordination, more strategic and working engagements in the AU, between African 

governments, partners, stakeholders, and those in development partners. In addition, there was a 

need for more understanding of the challenges in different countries. 
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2.3. Sanusha Naidoo: Institute of Global Dialogue (IGD), South Africa 
 

What does Africa bring to the international system in terms of agency, voice integration? 

Ms Naidoo further reflected on the following questions to discuss African agency: What is the national 

interest of African countries linked to the relationship that they craft with external partners, be it at 

the bilateral level, the regional context or the institutional context of the AU? How does Africa 

coalesce? How does Africa coherently define its capacities? How does Africa decide? How does it want 

to engage with different actors? Who actually gives you the best deal at that moment in time? The 

key highlights of her presentation were: 

 Agency should be conceived of in a multifaceted three way, that is, agency in terms of the 

relationship that citizens have with their governments, and how they actually interpret that 

relationship in terms of the engagement, and the rights and duties risk perspective; agency 

around the regional dynamic of regional economic communities; and the agency of the 

continent in terms of the AU. 

 Africa is heterogeneous in its identity, in its history, in its development in its modernisation, 

in its culture, in its kind of different experiences with economic policy making and political 

systems. 

 Convergence and divergence of interests must be with regards to the principle, the shared 

common position, the shared prosperity, and the Agenda 2063 vision. 

 Africa’s integration process is very structured but also fragmented. It is a continent of 

contradictions, and one that competes with itself. Therefore, implementation of the African 

Continental Free Trade Agreement (AfCTA) is crucial. 

 Africa must first understand and define its own convergence and divergence of interest, the 

various national interests, and the regional and continental interest. Understanding this is key 

to engaging with the various global powers. 

 More importantly, Africa does not need separate strategies but rather needs a strategy for 

itself, because the strategy for oneself defines where one wants to invest. For instance, if 

there is a country that does well in terms of transport, infrastructure and connectivity, there 

has to be a strategy that builds into the AfCTA but also aligns to the New Partnership for 

Africa’s Development (NEPAD) in infrastructure development. 

 Therefore, there must be common African positions and co-ordination between national and 

regional projects and a continental vision. 

 Africa must have a collective approach and speak with one voice in negotiations, with the key 

question being what are the non-negotiable projects for us? And this could start with NEPAD 

projects. 

 The inclusion of younger people into the bureaucracy of the AU to foster a new kind of thinking 

around policymaking is critical, particularly as Africa has a very young population. 

 Agency must not only be at the multilateral level but is also required at the continental, 

regional and national level. There has to be a filter of engagement that is well co-ordinated. 
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2.4. Prof Cho Won Bin: Sungkyunkwan University, South Korea 
 

The first-ever Korea-Africa Summit is scheduled for June 2024. How is South Korea approaching 

Africa? 

The key points from Prof Cho’s presentation regarding the above and African agency were as follows: 

 In 2021, Korean companies had the opportunity to explore the market entry strategy into 

Africa and enhance their understanding of co-operation measures, particularly in light of 

AfCTA. 

 Despite AfCTA being the largest free-trade area globally, with a combined GDP of up to 

$3.4 trillion, Africa’s share of South Korea’s trade was only 1%. 

 The summit is an opportunity for Africa to engage the Korean private sector and the general 

population in areas of co-operation. 

 South Korea became the world’s 10th largest economy without robust economic ties with 

Africa nations. It thus had the potential to enter the top five if it could embrace trade with 

Africa. 

 South Korea and its people appreciated the growing importance of Africa, as evidenced from 

its growth, abundant reserves of the critical minerals and its contribution to the stabilisation 

of global supply chains. 

 South Korea’s government stresses the importance of establishing genuine partnerships with 

Africa in order to realise its vision to become one of the global pivot states. 

 The newly established South Korean government foreign policy, known as the Strategy for a 

Free, Peaceful, and Prosperous Indo Pacific, covers the East African countries and Southern 

African countries such as Somalia, Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania, Mozambique, South Africa, 

Mauritius, Madagascar, Comoros and the Seychelles. 

 Some of the key efforts in line with the above strategy include Korea leading co-operation in 

climate change and energy security; stepping up contributive diplomacy including raising 

official development assistance volume to the level of the world’s top 10 donor countries; and 

promoting cultural exchange. 

 African countries can appreciate and learn from Korea’s experience of transforming itself from 

an official development assistance recipient to a donor. 

 As Korean dramas and movies are popular in Africa, Africans could also find a way to promote 

African art, music and movies etc to Korea. 
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2.5. Comments and Questions from the Guests to the Speakers 
 

 Africa continues to be seen as a resource to take from one place and put someplace else at 

the same time that countries are developing policies that continue to underestimate, 

undervalue and marginalise those populations coming into their countries. In light of this, how 

does Africa engage itself to present itself as a global power? As Plato advocated, you cannot 

have true love between unequal partners. How do we begin to establish the 53 countries that 

exist on the continent as equal partners with those they are engaging with? 

 
 The reason Africa became the 21st member of the G20 is because the world needs Africa to 

solve the problems in the world right now. How can we do that? How can the AU live up to 
the world? How can it stand up with one voice? 

 
 Is Korea is working with other Asian countries in its approach to trading with Africa and the 

diplomatic approach, or it is just working in isolation? 

 
 The reform of the UN Security Council has been debated for a long time now. Is it still feasible, 

or is it something that we should just abandon? 

 

 Why are small and medium enterprises (SMEs) not being talked about enough in terms of 

growing Africa’s economy from the eighth largest to the third largest in the world? 

 

 Most of this discussion about Africa’s engagement with global powers is founded on the 

premise that there are emerging powers outside of Africa and they continue to engage African 

countries. So where is the possibility that in the next 20-25 years, the next round of emerging 

powers could be from the AU, with all the abundance in national resources? And so, this 

discussion needs to change titles as it has inherent deficiencies in terms of how we Africans 

view Africa’s engagement. 

 

 How do we reconcile national or regional interests in the realm of what we consider as African 

interest? 

 

 How do you envision the role of the creative industry in impacting the African economy? 

 
 What do you see as the role of the African diaspora being in this conversation, in terms of 

helping Africa engage with global powers, but also helping global powers engage with Africa? 

Responses from speakers 

 This is why the AU came up with Agenda 2063 to address our issues from our perspective. And 

the main flagship programme to ensure the Africa we want is the AfCTA, as it is tasked with 

integration. Even though there is competition on the ground among the countries, Africa must 

speak with one voice. And gradually Africa is getting there. An Africa at the global stage, 

moved by its people who have the choice to either remain in the continent and or go into the 

world, in the sense of the world is what Africa wants. 

 
 Korea is only just starting to engage with Africa, and there is growing interest in Africa by the 

people. As this will be the first Korea-Africa summit, Japan and China having good long- 
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standing relationships with the continent, were being approached with regards to establishing 

a development relationship with Africa. 

 
 Many of these questions are answered by Agenda 2063, and especially with the focus on 

becoming the third largest global economy as a region, in which manufacturing is key. To 

address the lack of labour markets, the country-development partner strategies should have 

reciprocity as a fundamental starting point, something lacking greatly with Europe. 

 
 AfCTA is strongly in favour of working for SME growth. One of the major challenges in Africa 

is transitioning the informal sector to the SME level and then to larger companies. A lot of 

work has to be done not just in terms of country strategies but also with reshaping the existing 

governance arrangements, and agreements in which the US has a very strong voice, such as 

the regulation of artificial intelligence. 

 
 Whether emerging powers will also come from the continent is definitely a possibility. But it 

is with one voice, and working together that Africa can leverage the economics of scale that 

can enable the kinds of partnerships that we're talking about. 

 
 The creative industry is generally recognised as an important contributor to African 

economies, for example South Africa and Nigeria. In fact, African movies and music are now 

popular and exported worldwide. At the same time, it cannot be ignored that the creative 

industry in Africa is also benefitting from other kinds of industries globally, creating an indirect 

impact on job creation. 

 
 The AU has branded the diaspora as its sixth region to be part and parcel of the growth on the 

continent, and the door is open for engagement on this. The AfCTA’s secretariat in Ghana is 

open to engagements, discussions and capacity building. 


