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This Is A 1990 Moment — Africa Must

Seize It

As the world order is being reshaped, the continent must
make its voice heard and defend its interests with unity
and resolve

Said Djinnit’, Ibrahim Assane Mayaki™ and El-Ghassim Wane™

n July 1990, nearly thirty-five
years ago, Salim Ahmed Salim,

then Secretary-General of the
Organization of African Unity (OAU),
presented a landmark report to the 52nd
Ordinary Session of the OAU Council
of Ministers entitled “The Fundamental
Changes Taking Place in the World
and Their Consequences for Africa -
Proposals for an African Position.’

The idea for this seminal document
was born in the early days of Salim’s tenure
at the helm of the organization. Drawing
on his deep diplomatic experience,
both bilateral and multilateral - notably
his decade-long service as Tanzania’s
Permanent Representative to the United
Nations in New York and prominent
roles within the UN’s intergovernmental
structures, including the Security Council
and the General Assembly, Salim was
struck by the weakening commitment of

member states to the OAU’s founding
ideals. The signs of this apathy were
unmistakable: poor attendance at
meetings, persistent delays in the payment
of statutory contributions, and a waning
interest in the mechanisms of pan-African
solidarity. With the liberation struggle
largely over and apartheid beginning to
collapse, the OAU - long defined by its
role in ending foreign domination and
minority rule - now found itself in search
of a new raison d’étre.

And yet, the challenges had not
disappeared - they had simply evolved.
While some conflicts were coming to an
end, others persisted or erupted, bringing
with them the all-too-familiar toll of
civilian suffering and, in some instances,
the complete collapse of governance
structures. Economic development and
continental integration, despite the
commitments made under the 1980
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Lagos Plan of Action and Final Act,
remained more aspirational than real
(here). The human rights situation
was no less troubling, even though the
adoption of the African Charter on
Human and Peoples’ Rights a decade
earlier - preceded in 1969 by the OAU
Convention Governing the Specific
Aspects of Refugee Problems in Africa
- offered a glimmer of hope. Democracy,
though gaining ground in several parts of
the continent, remained fragile, its future
uncertain.

The imperative for Africa to reorient
and reposition itself had become all the
more urgent - especially as the world
underwent seismic transformations: the
fall of the Berlin Wall in November
1989 and the end of the Cold War,
the wave of democratisation across
Eastern Europe, and the acceleration
of regional integration in Europe and
the Americas. These transformations
demanded Africa’s adaptation and opened
up new opportunities the continent could
not afford to miss - lest it be relegated to
the sidelines of the then emerging world
order.

Salim did more than offer a candid
diagnosis of the continent’s predicament
- he also advanced concrete proposals.
These were structured around the key
challenges he identified and were largely
endorsed in the Declaration on the
Political and Socio-Economic Situation
in Africa and the Fundamental Changes
Taking Place in the World, adopted
by the 26th Ordinary Summit of the
OAU held in Addis Ababa in July 1990.
The Declaration became a catalyst
for a broad spectrum of decisions and

initiatives across the organisation’s areas
of work, while also paving the way
for subsequent institutional reforms.
Notable among these were: (a) the
Abuja Treaty of June 1991 establishing
the African Economic Community;
(b) the Cairo Declaration of June 1993,
which gave rise to the Mechanism for
Conflict Prevention, Management and
Resolution; (c) the Lomé Declaration of
July 2000 on Unconstitutional Changes
of Government; and (d) the Solemn
Declaration on the Conference on
Security, Stability, Development and
Cooperation in Africa (CSSDCA), also
adopted in Lomé and further reinforced
by the Memorandum of Understanding
agreed upon two years later in Durban,
South Africa. This latter document
introduced wide-ranging and, in many
respects, groundbreaking commitments,
particularly in the field of governance
(here, here and here).

Many of the African Union’s (AU)
subsequent achievements can be traced
directly to the foundations laid by these
landmark documents. As underscored in
the piece written on the occasion of the
30th anniversary of the 1990 Declaration,
it is both unfair and historically reductive
to portray the OAU as nothing more than
a “dictators’ club” primarily concerned
with mutual protection. In truth, the
defining moment in the evolution of
the continental organization occurred
in 1990. The continuity between the
OAU and the AU runs far deeper and
is more consequential than is commonly
acknowledged.

There is a striking parallel between
that period and the one we are living
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through today: the magnitude of the
upheavals. The multilateral system
conceived in the aftermath of the Second
World War is arguably undergoing the
most profound crisis in its history. This is
evident in the dysfunctions of the Security
Council - the cornerstone of the collective
security architecture enshrined in the UN
Charter; the erosion of the World Trade
Organization’s authority to arbitrate trade
disputes, increasingly dealt with through
unilateral tariffs and retaliatory measures;
and the weakening of international
disarmament regimes. A notable example
relates to anti-personnel landmines,
whose devastating impact spurred one
of the most remarkable instances of
multilateral and civil society mobilization
in the 1990s, culminating in the Ottawa
Treaty of December 1997. National
self-interest is resurgent, reflected in
the rise of anti-migrant sentiment and a
sharp decline in development assistance.
International law - never fully insulated
from the realities of power politics -
continues to suffer serious violations.

If the imperative to act was
already pressing in 1990 - an
era of post-Cold War optimism
and renewed multilateralism -
it is even more urgent today,
not driven by hope but by the
necessity of navigating a period
of profound instability and
uncertainty.

This new global context is fraught
with dangers for Africa. As the poorest
and most vulnerable continent on

the international stage, Africa is
bearing the full brunt of the reduction
in official development assistance,
the effects of which are already being
acutely felt on the ground. In several
countries, this reduction is undermining
the provision of basic social services
and further weakening already fragile
state systems. Geopolitical and other
tensions are fueling renewed quests for
influence in Africa, a frenzied race to
control critical resources, and a growing
internationalisation of the conflicts and
crises that afflict the continent. The
search for solutions is thus becoming
more complex, more opaque, and often
disconnected from local priorities -
pushing into the background the African
multilateral mechanisms patiently built
over decades of effort. The weakening
of the multilateral system affects Africa
more severely than most other regions of
the world. Imperfect though it may be,
this framework enables the continent to
make its voice heard, to build coalitions
and to defend its interests. Its erosion
risks further marginalising African
countries, exposing them to bilateral
power dynamics in which their structural
vulnerabilities leave them at a severe
disadvantage.

Nonetheless, this crisis may also
present an opportunity. As devastating
as the contraction in international aid
may be in the short and medium terms,
it could nevertheless serve as a salutary
shock - reminding the continent of the
urgent need to reduce its dependency and
strengthen its resilience. The Covid-19
pandemic had already provided a stark

preview of this structural vulnerability.
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Amid fierce global competition for
vaccine access, Africa found itself virtually
abandoned - victim to an international
order whose workings often echoed the
Hobbesian logic that “man is a wolf to
man.” A collective response did emerge,
driven by the shared fear of impending
disaster: joint vaccine purchasing
initiatives, continental coordination
mechanisms, and renewed calls for health
sovereignty. Yet this flicker of collective
action did not survive the fading of the
immediate threat. Today, as external
support dries up and uncertainties
mount, Africa no longer has the luxury
of reverting to a posture of passive
expectation. It must learn to rely more
tully on its own strengths and embed this
resolve over the long term, while building
concrete solidarities - particularly within
the framework of the UN.

The ongoing reconfiguration of the
global order - and the accompanying
redistribution of power - can also be
harnessed as an opportunity. When
the post-war multilateral system was
established, with the UN at its core, Africa
was virtually absent. At the San Francisco
Conference of 1945, only three African
states were represented: Egypt, Ethiopia,
and Liberia (the Union of South Africa,
due to its system of racial discrimination,
could not be considered a legitimate
representative of the continent). All three
bore, to varying degrees, the marks of
the injustices and failures of the interwar
international system. Africa cannot afford
to be absent a second time. It is only by
capitalising on its unity that the continent
will be able to make a meaningful
contribution to shaping the architecture

of the emerging global order. If the
imperative to act was already pressing in
1990 - an era of post-Cold War optimism
and renewed multilateralism—it is even
more urgent today, not driven by hope but
by the necessity of navigating a period of
profound instability and uncertainty.

The good news - beyond the
opportunities that persist despite today’s
many challenges - is that Africa now
possesses assets it lacked in the early
1990s. At that time, it was necessary
to build the political, normative, and
institutional tools required for collective
continental action. That foundational
work, initiated in the early decades of
the OAU, has largely been accomplished.
Today, there is no strategic domain - peace
and security, governance, democracy,
human rights, economic and social
development - in which Africa lacks a
relevant continental framework. Agenda
2063, the strategic blueprint adopted
in 2015 to guide the continent toward
the future it envisions, brings coherence
to these instruments and embeds them
within a shared long-term vision.

In the economic domain, Africa’s
integration agenda is underpinned by
major flagship initiatives, including the
Single African Air Transport Market
(SAATM), launched in January 2018;
and the Agreement on the African
Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA)
and the Protocol on Free Movement
of Persons, Right of Residence and
Right of Establishment, both adopted
in March 2018 (here and here). These
are supported by a wide array of
continental sectoral strategies covering
industrialisation, agriculture and food
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systems, infrastructure, education, science
and technology, and environmental
sustainability, among others.

In the fields of peace and security,
human rights, and governance, the
norms adopted by Africa rank among
the most advanced in the world. They
form a coherent framework, including:
(a) the African Nuclear-Weapon-Free
Zone Treaty (Pelindaba Treaty) of 1996,
the Convention on the Prevention and
Combating of Terrorism of 1999 and
its Additional Protocol of 2004, the
Protocol Relating to the Establishment
of the Peace and Security Council of
2002 - which drew critical lessons from
the functioning and limitations of the
Cairo Mechanism, particularly the failure
to prevent and halt the 1994 genocide
against the Tutsi in Rwanda, and the Non-
Aggression and Common Defence Pact
of 2005 (here, here, here, here and here);
(b) several complementary instruments
to the African Charter on Human and
Peoples’ Rights, addressing the rights
of children and women, the protection
of internally displaced persons, and the
right to nationality and eradication of
statelessness in Africa (here, here, here
and here); and (c) the African Charter on
Democracy, Elections and Governance of
2007, alongside related legal instruments
such as the Convention on the Prevention
and Combating of Corruption, and
the Charters on Public Service and on
Decentralization (here, here, here and
here).

These normative advances are
reinforced by dedicated institutions,

including the Peace and Security
Council (PSC), the African Peer Review

Mechanism (APRM), the AU Advisory
Board on Corruption, the African
Commission on Human and Peoples’
Rights, the African Court on Human
and Peoples’ Rights, and the African
Committee of Experts on the Rights and
Welfare of the Child (here, here, here,
here and here).

Yet this impressive normative and
institutional arsenal still struggles to
deliver the expected results, despite the
continent’s immense natural resources,
its large and dynamic youth population,
and its globally recognized cultural and
artistic creativity.

Africa doesn't lack tools. What
is needed now is a paradigm
shift: placing the execution of
existing commitments at the
core of the continental agenda.
What is too often treated as
a technical matter must be
elevated to a political and
strategic imperative.

The economic transformation of the
continent remains unfulfilled. African
exports are still dominated by raw
materials, with the region contributing
only a tiny share to global manufacturing
value added. Intra-African trade stagnates
at around 15 per cent - a figure that lags
far behind other regions. Air transport
remains limited and prohibitively
expensive, with costs averaging 50 per
cent more than in other parts of the
world - even as sub-Saharan Africa is
home to nearly 67 per cent of people
living in extreme poverty. Infrastructure
needs remain immense, with the current
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annual deficit estimated between 70
and 110 billion dollars. Despite recent
progress, African citizens continue to
face significant obstacles when traveling
within the continent, requiring visas for
nearly half of all intra-African journeys -
more than is often required for travelers
from non-African countries.

Democratic processes are under strain,
most notably due to the resurgence of
unconstitutional changes of government
- a symptom among others of the
continent’s persistent governance crises.
On the peace and security front, the
picture is equally alarming, several active
armed conflicts are unfolding across
virtually all regions, while the number
of displaced persons exceeds 44 million
- nearly 3 per cent of the continent’s
population. This unprecedented figure
speaks to the scale of the fragilities that
have accumulated over time.

This persistent gap between Africa’s
normative and political ambitions and the
realities on the ground is, above all, the
result of limited implementation capacity.
Africa doesn’t lack tools; it simply cannot
afford to remain caught in an endless
cycle of drafting new texts. What is
needed now is a paradigm shift: placing
the execution of existing commitments
at the core of the continental agenda.
What is too often treated as a technical
matter must be elevated to a political and
strategic imperative.

This imperative is all the more
pressing given that the ideal of unity -
once a powerful driver of pan-African
progress - no longer seems to mobilize
with the same intensity. A thread has
broken: between institutions and citizens,

between the vision of integration and
the fragmented realities experienced
across the continent. Restoring trust in
continental unity is essential - not as
an abstract aspiration, but as a concrete
and necessary condition for renewal.
Without this shared conviction, it will
be difficult to generate the coherence and
momentum required to meet the scale of
today’s challenges.

In this light, Salim Ahmed Salim’s
1990 intuition remains deeply relevant
for the new AU Commission - which
deserves the full support of all - as it
embarks on the mandate bestowed upon
it. The Commission stands at a pivotal
juncture, with a unique opportunity to
make an imprint through a bold, forward-
looking initiative.

Specifically, the AU Commission
must take the initiative of producing a
founding report - akin in spirit to the
landmark 1990 document. Such a report
should offer a clear-eyed articulation
of the challenges facing the continent,
deliver an unflinching assessment of
its current state, and, above all, put
forward responses centered on one core
priority: the effective implementation of
commitments already made. The report
should identify urgent priorities sector by
sector, and propose concrete, actionable
measures to address them. It should also
reaffirm a truth that is widely accepted
in principle, but too often not followed
through in national practice: no African
country can hope to prosper in isolation.
Even united, Africa will likely remain
on the margins of global power for some
time - particularly as reform of the UN
Security Council, where Africa is the
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only continent without a permanent seat,
still appears remote. But divided, the
continent becomes easy prey in a world
that has never spared the weak - and
does so even less today. The moment has
come for Africa to invest in its internal
cohesion, even as it continues to engage
the world and cultivate international

solidarity.

While the 1990 reportis to serve
as inspiration, the initiative
being proposed here must go
further - both in the ambition
it embodies and in the scale of
mobilization it seeks to spark.
The urgency of the current
moment, the complexity of the
challenges, and the weight of
public expectations demand a
response of equal magnitude.

In this effort toward renewal, the AU
must occupy a central place. Nothing
sustainable can - or should - be conceived
outside of it. As the continent’s legitimate
institutional framework for unity, the
AU is best positioned to articulate
Africa’s collective voice and ambitions,
and to drive the implementation
of its strategies in key areas: peace
and security, democracy and human
rights, integration, and sustainable
development. In this regard, a troubling
trend must be reversed: summits held
with external partners - whether bilateral
or multilateral - often attract more heads
of state and government than the AU’s
own meetings.

The Commission, more specifically,
must chart concrete and effective courses
of action, identify levers capable of
delivering real impact in the daily lives
of the hundreds of millions of Africans
who have waited far too long for better
prospects, and work to generate political
will wherever it is absent or faltering.
In this task, imagination and creativity,
agility and responsiveness will be its most
powerful assets.

While the 1990 report is to serve as
inspiration, the initiative being proposed
here must go further - both in the
ambition it embodies and in the scale
of mobilization it seeks to spark. The
urgency of the current moment, the
complexity of the challenges, and the
weight of public expectations demand
a response of equal magnitude. To meet
this bar, the development of such a report
must be grounded in a process that is
both rigorous and inclusive. It cannot
be a technocratic exercise undertaken in
isolation. Member States must of course
play aleading role, as should the Regional
Economic Communities. But so too must
African civil society, youth and women’s
organizations, academic circles and think
tanks, entrepreneurs and innovators. In
short, all the segments of society whose
full potential remains insufficiently
tapped and are eager to be engaged.

Once finalised, the report should be
presented at an extraordinary AU summit,
convened at the Union’s headquarters in
Addis Ababa, and bringing together all
heads of state and government. Only at
this level of political endorsement can it
become a genuine catalyst for action. The
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momentum it seeks to generate must be
collective, inclusive, and unwavering.

Of course, no report alone can resolve
the continent’s many challenges. In the
end, it is just a document. But if well
crafted - if it captures imaginations, is
grounded in truth, and followed by real
commitments - it can serve as a powerful
driver of change. Recent history offers
compelling examples. In 2021, amid a
crisis of confidence in multilateralism
and the shock of COVID-19, UN
Secretary-General Anténio Guterres
released Our Common Agenda, which
laid the groundwork for the 2024 Pact
for the Future and other major initiatives.
The European Commission recently
tasked Mario Draghi with rethinking
the foundations of Europe’s global
economic competitiveness. Further back,
Boutros Boutros-Ghali launched An
Agenda for Peace in 1992, reshaping
the UN’s approach to the promotion
of peace and security. And at the turn
of the millennium, Kofi Annan’s We
the Peoples: The Role of the United
Nations in the 21st Century became the
foundation of the Millennium Summit
and its landmark Declaration.

The AU Commission cannot, on
its own, guarantee the success of such
an endeavouer. However, it has a vital
role to play: to frame the key issues,
encourage member states to live up to
their commitments, and engage the
African citizenry as an active stakeholder.
At critical junctures in history, the act
of articulating a vision with clarity and
ambition can inspire new momentum
and help give rise - through the power of
honest reflection - to a renewed collective
resolve.

In May 1963, during the debate in
Addis Ababa between those favoring a
gradual approach to African unity and
those advocating immediate political
integration, Kwame Nkrumah may have
erred by being ahead of his time. Yet
history has since validated the essence of
his vision: the limitations of the approach
adopted at the founding of the OAU are
now evident, and the consequences of
deferred integration continue to adversely
shape the continent’s trajectory. It is
now incumbent upon Africa’s leaders -
through sustained commitment and
tangible action - to do justice to that early
intuition, however belatedly.
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