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Morocco’s return to the AU and subsequent election to the Peace and 
Security Council (PSC) in January 2018 has brought a new dimension to the 
AU’s approach to the crisis in Western Sahara. In the past, the AU usually 
described this as a ‘decolonisation’ issue and accepted the Sahrawi Arab 
Democratic Republic (SADR) as a member. This membership is still seen by 
Morocco as proof that the organisation is not impartial. 

Morocco has often objected to the way the PSC – at the level of ambassadors 
in Addis Ababa – continues to call for the territory’s independence. 

Current PSC Chairperson 

Her Excellency Susan Sikaneta, 

Zambia’s ambassador to Ethiopia 

and permanent representative to 

the African Union.

PSC members 

Angola, Djibouti, Egypt, Equatorial 

Guinea, Gabon, Kenya, Liberia, 

Morocco, Nigeria, Rwanda, 

Republic of Congo, Sierra Leone, 

Togo, Zambia, Zimbabwe

How the latest AU decision on Western 
Sahara could affect other crises 

At its 31st summit in Nouakchott, Mauritania the African Union (AU) 
decided to limit its own peace efforts in the Western Sahara in 
order to support the process led by the United Nations (UN). This 
support will be through a troika of heads of state, together with 
the AU Commission (AUC) chairperson. The move is a big win for 
Morocco, which believes the AU-led efforts are biased. However, it 
could set a precedent for other AU member states that disapprove 
of AU interventions.

The AU’s decision to fully support the UN process 
could be seen as a victory for Morocco

The AU’s decision in July 2018 to fully support the UN process in order 
to resolve tensions between member states could therefore be seen as a 
victory for Morocco. The assembly appealed to the parties in the conflict ‘to 
urgently resume negotiations without pre-conditions and in good faith under 
the auspices of the Secretary-General of the UN, whose Security Council is 
seized of the matter’. 

This decision is also in line with the outcome of the UN meeting in April 2018 
that urged member states to support the UN peace process, which involves 
negotiations between the parties.

Some view the 31st summit decision on Western Sahara as a compromise 
to prevent the deterioration of the relationship between Morocco’s allies and 
staunch supporters of Western Sahara such as Algeria, South Africa and 
other countries in Southern Africa. Keeping the discussions out of the PSC 
could be a way to avoid confrontation. 

However, the decision has serious implications for the PSC, owing to the 
precedent it sets for other member states.

Reversal of prior AU decisions

The latest decision to provide decisive support to the UN process is a 
reversal of the AU’s January 2018 decision, which called for ‘joint AU and UN 
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facilitated talks for a free and fair referendum for the 
people of Western Sahara’. 

The new decision also states that the AU will engage 
the issue mainly at the level of the newly established 
troika, which is made up of the outgoing, current and 
incoming AU chairpersons and the AUC chairperson. 
The troika will provide support to the UN process and 
report directly to the AU Assembly and, if need be, the 
PSC, but only at the level of heads of state. 

The decision nullifies the ad hoc committee of heads of 
state on Western Sahara that was established in 1978, 
during the early years of the violent confrontations. The 
Nouakchott decision also makes no mention of the AU 
high representative for Western Sahara, currently the 
former president of Mozambique, Joaquim Chissano.

Precedent for other member states

This latest Western Sahara decision is crucial for 
the AU and the PSC because, for the first time, the 
AU has taken a formal decision to limit the PSC’s 
involvement in a crisis in Africa. Since the re-launch 
of the continental body as the AU in 2002 and the 
operationalisation of the PSC in 2004, the PSC has 
seen itself as a major player in every security issue on 
the continent. 

In line with the PSC Protocol, conflict situations on 
the continent are discussed by the 15-member PSC 
at all levels. Most of the time it is at the level of the 
Addis Ababa-based permanent representatives, 
who meet regularly on security issues irrespective 
of whether the peace processes are led by other 
intergovernmental organisations.

For instance, the PSC has engaged on several issues, 
including the situations in Libya, the Democratic 
Republic of Congo (DRC) and South Sudan, where the 
UN and sub-regional actors play dominant roles. While 
the AU may play a minimal role in a peace process, 
the PSC’s discussions complement mainstream 
processes, thereby enabling the AU to fulfil its day-to-
day conflict management role. 

While the PSC has shied away from discussing 
certain emerging security threats such as Cameroon 
and Zimbabwe owing to political pressure from 
member states, no formal decision was ever made 
in this regard. As a result, nothing prevents the PSC 

The Assembly’s decision to limit the 
PSC’s role in Western Sahara to heads 
of state could negatively impact the 
council’s working methods

from putting it on the agenda of its deliberations at 
ambassadorial level in future. 

Impact on the PSC working methods

The Assembly’s decision to limit the PSC’s role in 
Western Sahara to heads of state could negatively 
impact the council’s working methods. PSC summits at 
the level of heads of state take place only once or twice 
a year and are usually scheduled to discuss a burning 
crisis situation. The past few summits since 2016 have 
been devoted to the situation in South Sudan. 

This means that the Western Sahara issue may not make 
it to the PSC summits and, even if it does, there may 
not be binding decisions, given that the AU is meant to 
support the UN process. 

The implications for other issues are evident. In future, 
member states that disagree with the PSC’s involvement 
could insist on a UN process with the support of heads 
of state. This not only affects the working methods 
of the PSC but could also undermine its relevance in 
addressing certain security threats on the continent.

Limits of the AU troika

Experience also shows that committees of heads of 
state often lack the political will to deal with crises. 
Besides, the troika of former, current and future 
AU chairs is a notion that is not inscribed in the AU 
Constitutive Act and it has no real powers outside the 
AU Assembly. Similar high-level committees were set 
up in the past to address conflicts in Libya, Burundi and 
South Sudan, but failed to record any major milestones 
in either setting the agenda for peace or effectively 
resolving the crises in those countries. 

Going forward, the AUC chairperson has a responsibility 
to include the issue of Western Sahara on the agenda of 
the AU Assembly and PSC summits of heads of state. 
This includes developing a roadmap for the AU troika 
to meet regularly to urge the UN to accelerate efforts to 
resolve one of Africa’s long-running crises.
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The recent request by the Executive Council of ministers 
of the AU to withdraw the observer status of the Coalition 
of African Lesbians (CAL) is not new. The Council has 
been asking for this since 2015, when the ACHPR first 
granted observer status to CAL.

CAL first applied for observer status at the ACHPR in 
2008. Ever since then, the ACHPR has been faced with 
a difficult decision in this regard. It could either choose 
to recognise CAL, knowing it would face a backlash 
from member states, or decline the application and face 
criticism for its selective stance on the protection of 
human rights.

The African Union and the question of LGBTI-rights 

At the July 2018 AU summit in Mauritania, the Executive Council of the AU gave a deadline of 31 
December 2018 for the African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights (ACHPR) to withdraw the 
observer status it had granted the Coalition of African Lesbians. The decision revives the debate around 
homosexuality in Africa, where it is frequently perceived as both a taboo and an import from the West. 
While the Executive Council decision reflects the dominant stance among AU member states, the 
decision promotes a selective view of politically approved rights, thereby jeopardising the efficiency of 
the African human rights body.

commissioners, approved its observer status in 2015, 
with five votes in favour, three against and one abstention. 
The move pitted it against member states of the AU. 

The ACHPR at odds with AU member states

Joint retreats between the AU Permanent Representative 
Committee (PRC) and the ACHPR have also been tense 
as a result of this issue. At the June 2018 retreat, PRC 
members were unhappy about the ACHPR’s failure to 
act on the Executive Council’s calls to withdraw CAL’s 
observer status. 

It is unclear whether the ACHPR will succumb to the 
pressure or not. Although the ACHPR is supposed to be 
independent, the AU can temporarily suspend its activities 
by withholding funding.

In the July 2018 decision, the Executive Council, in line 
with the PRC’s recommendation, also asked the ACHPR 
to ‘revise the criteria for granting and withdrawing 
observer status for Non-Governmental Organizations 
(NGOs), which should be in line with the already existing 
criteria on the accreditation of NGOs to the AU, taking 
into account African values and traditions’.

The future of gay rights in Africa

By referring to African values and traditions, the council 
appears to emphasise the thinking that homosexuality is 
an import that goes against African traditions.

Although homophobia is a phenomenon that occurs 
globally, the idea that homosexuality is ‘un-African’ 
persists, despite research and historical accounts 
detailing homosexual behaviour in certain pre-colonial 
and traditional African societies. 

In terms of timing, some experts argue that if any success 
on gay rights is to be achieved, it may be premature to 
push for decisions at the AU level. 

The ACHPR, which has nine 
commissioners, approved CAL’s 
observer status in 2015

The ACHPR delayed the decision on CAL’s status until 
2010 and then rejected CAL’s application, saying it did 
not ‘promote and protect any of the rights enshrined in 
the African Charter’. The decision was taken despite the 
fact that CAL met the criteria for observer status, which 
enables an accredited non-governmental organisation 
(NGO) to raise issues relating to human rights during the 
proceedings of the ACHPR. Thus far over 500 NGOs 
have been granted observer status, some of which raise 
issues of human rights violations against homosexuals, 
as CAL intends to do.

The initial rejection of CAL’s application sparked 
criticism from African and international human rights 
bodies such as the South African-based Centre for 
Human Rights (CHR). 

In 2014 CAL reapplied and actively lobbied to 
be accredited. The ACHPR, which has nine 
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Besides South Africa, where homosexuality is legal, most African states are 
either against it or choose not to recognise it. A report by the International 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex (LGBTI) Association shows that, as 
at May 2017, 32 out of 54 countries in Africa criminalise homosexual practices. 
That is nearly half of the 71 countries that criminalise homosexuality worldwide. 

In Africa, the penalties are often even more severe at the community level 
than the harsh penalties imposed by state governments. In Nigeria, Uganda 
and Zimbabwe, for instance, there have been heinous attacks against 
homosexuals. Such attacks also occur in countries like South Africa where 
homosexuality is not criminalised.

Politicians in Zimbabwe and Uganda have also cashed in on popular 
homophobic sentiments to secure political points. This makes it difficult to 
win political battles in support of homosexual rights. It also highlights the 
imperative for advocacy and the need to protect the rights of individuals facing 
human rights violations owing to sexual orientation.

Need to affirm ACHPR’s independence

Member states have to allow the ACHPR to create a platform where every 
human rights issue can be openly debated, instead of only those that are 
politically tolerated. The ACHPR is mandated to promote and protect human 
rights in Africa. In practice, however, its autonomy is subject to question. 

AU member states have covered little of the ACHPR 
budget, thereby making it highly dependent on 
external donors

The Executive Council decision of July 2018 maintains that ‘the functional 
independence that the ACHPR enjoys is of functional nature and cannot be 
interpreted as independence from the same organs that created the body’. Yet 
the independence of the ACHPR is crucial to its functioning and efficiency.  

The limits of the African human rights body are evident in how member states 
default on implementing its decisions. AU member states through the Executive 
Council have also warned the ACHPR to ensure both confidentiality and due 
diligence with concerned states on any allegations raised, before including 
them in its activity reports to the Executive Council. This reflects the unease 
among member states over ACHPR reports that are critical of governments. 

This unease is also reflected in the fact that AU member states have covered 
little of the ACHPR budget, thereby making it highly dependent on external 
donors. The ACHPR complains that the limited funds affect its responsibility to 
promote and protect human rights on the continent. 

While it is important to enhance trust and cooperation between the ACHPR 
and member states, African states have to take a step back from attempts to 
control the commission by allowing it to be a platform for robust engagement 
on all issues relating to human rights.

AU STATES CRIMINALISE 
HOMOSEXUALITY

32
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Delegates attending the 38th SADC summit on 17 and 
18 August 2018 said the presence of Kagame and 
Mahamat was a sign that calls for greater engagement 
between the commission in Addis Ababa and SADC 
were bearing fruit. 

SADC has over the past two years expressed its 
opposition to several aspects of the proposed AU 
reforms driven by Kagame. The regional organisation 
was particularly unhappy about the way decisions were 
taken on the reforms. 

According to SADC, decisions taken by the AU 
Assembly (heads of state) at so-called retreats, 
without prior discussions by the AU Executive Council 
(ministers) and the Permanent Representatives 
Committee (ambassadors), are not in line with the AU 
Constitutive Act. Others, however, argue that the AU 
Assembly is the highest decision-making body of the 
organisation and that it can make decisions without 
consulting lower-level institutions such as the AU 
Executive Council. 

The AU will have to do more to convince SADC 

Rwandan President Paul Kagame and AU Commission Chairperson Moussa Faki Mahamat travelled 
to Windhoek, Namibia recently to address the 38th summit of the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC). This was seen as a positive sign of improved cooperation between the AU and 
SADC. Several issues concerning the institutional reform of the AU and the configuration of the post-
Cotonou negotiations with the European Union (EU) remain sticking points between the AU and SADC. 

and called upon the new chairperson of SADC, 
Namibia’s President Hage Geingob, to fast-track these 
discussions with the AU. 

Delegates said the upcoming November 2018 
extraordinary summit of the AU in Addis Ababa to 
discuss the reforms would be an opportunity for SADC 
to get finality on issues such as its concerns around 
respecting the Constitutive Act when it comes to 
decision-making; the appointment of an AU ‘troika’ 
in some instances, which is also not in line with 
the Constitutive Act; and changing the way the AU 
Commission is appointed to ensure greater efficiency. 

More flexibility 

In the period since the launch of the reforms in July 
2016, several proposals by Kagame’s reform team 
have been watered down by AU member states. 
Even when there is general agreement on the need 
to make the AU more effective and efficient, there is 
still disagreement over the details of implementing the 
reform decisions. 

On the issue of a 0.2% levy on imports to finance the 
AU, a key component of the reforms, the Kagame 
team seems to have accepted that not all member 
states are going to come to the party. Most SADC 
states, led by South Africa, have been firmly opposed 
to the levy. They believe states should have the 
freedom to decide on financing mechanisms that suit 
their needs, rather than being dictated to by the AU. 
This point of view seems to have been accepted by the 
reform team.

At the last AU summit – in Mauritania in July this year 
– the AU conceded that it would be ‘flexible’ on the 
mechanisms that states used to finance the AU, as 
long as they paid their dues. States such as South 
Africa have a good track record of paying their share 
of assessed contributions to the AU budget. Funding is 

The regional organisation was 
particularly unhappy about the way 
decisions were taken on the reforms

Kagame, the current AU chairperson, is clearly keen 
to get buy-in from SADC leaders for the reforms and 
thanked the heads of state at their 38th summit for 
their ‘growing support and engagement given to the 
institutional and financial reform of the AU’. Issues raised 
by member states continued to be addressed in a 
‘flexible and consultative’ manner, he said. 

While this engagement was welcomed, the final 
communiqué of the SADC summit merely noted progress 
in addressing SADC’s proposals on the ongoing reforms, 



7ISSUE 105  |  AUGUST 2018

paid to the AU directly from state coffers and not through 
an import levy, which could be contrary to some of the 
country’s external trade obligations. 

Disagreement on post-Cotonou negotiations

Apart from the reform of the AU, the future institutional 
relationship between the EU and Africa is also creating 
friction between SADC and the AU leadership. The AU 
is in favour of an entirely new relationship with Europe, 
negotiated through the AU Commission, in the run-up 
to the expiration of the Cotonou agreement between the 
EU and Africa, the Caribbean and Pacific (ACP). This 
agreement comes to an end in 2020. SADC, on the other 
hand, wants to maintain the ACP negotiating team. 

For the AU Commission, a lot is at stake. If it can 
convince all of Africa that Addis Ababa is the only true 
voice of the continent in relationships with outside 
powers such as the EU, it will be a major victory for the 
Kagame reforms and for Mahamat.

Europe is eager to get these negotiations off the ground 
and has already appointed its negotiators. Meanwhile, 
the AU Assembly in Nouakchott decided to convene an 
Executive Council meeting in September to discuss this. 
Intense lobbying is to be expected behind the scenes in 
the next few weeks on this issue. 

Hands off SADC when it comes
to peacekeeping

The relationship between the AU and regional economic 
communities (RECs) is complex and often strained 
when it comes to peace and security issues. Clarifying 
this relationship is one of the outstanding reform issues. 
The question is whether RECs should in all cases be 
the go-to organisations when there are crises on the 
continent, or whether the AU should be mandated to 
step in under certain conditions. The role of the AU 
in coordinating and ensuring sustainable solutions to 
crises should also be set out by the reforms. 

In the past, the AU and the PSC had been closely 
involved in trying to solve crises such as those in 
Somalia, South Sudan, Burundi and Guinea-Bissau – 
often in conjunction with the concerned REC, but 
not always. 

When it comes to Southern Africa, so far the AU has 
largely maintained a hands-off approach. Throughout 
the many years of crisis and contested elections in 
Zimbabwe, up to the ousting of former president 
Robert Mugabe in November last year, the AU and the 
PSC hardly ever put Zimbabwe on the agenda. The 
same can be said of the situation in Lesotho, which 
has only very recently made it on to the agenda in 
Addis Ababa. 

At the AU summit in Nouakchott both 
Kagame and Mahamat were adamant 
that the ACP should be dropped

At the July 2018 AU summit in Nouakchott both Kagame 
and Mahamat were adamant that the ACP should be 
dropped. Kagame said at the summit that although the 
ACP block had a long history of working together on 
issues such as relations with Europe, a lot had changed 
since the Cotonou agreement came into being in 1975. 
Kagame said it was important for Africa to ‘set aside 
sentiments and emotions’ towards ‘our brothers’ in other 
parts of the world, and if Africa wanted to stand together 
as one block, particularly in the framework of the African 
Continental Free Trade Agreement, a new relationship 
with Europe had to be negotiated. 

The argument made by Kagame and the AU 
Commission is that new negotiations should include 
all AU member states and only them. Several ACP 
members, including Namibia and South Africa, are, 
however, in favour of maintaining the ACP as an 
institutional network. SADC thus at its 38th summit 
decided not to budge from its position that ‘the current 
ACP negotiations and decision-making governance 
structure be maintained’.

Throughout the many years of crisis, 
the AU and the PSC hardly ever put 
Zimbabwe on the agenda

The only notable exceptions are the situations in 
Madagascar and the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
where the AU has sent its own special envoys. The AU 
has also  intervened in the Comoros, SADC’s newest 
member. It was opposed to the 30 July constitutional 
referendum in the Comoros. SADC is now, however, 
expected to take this intervention further. 
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Helping those affected by Boko Haram to 
get back on their feet 

Countries in the Lake Chad basin have come together to fight 
Boko Haram through joint military operations. However, there 
is a growing realisation that non-military strategies are needed 
to make sure these areas do not remain at the mercy of violent 
extremism. The Lake Chad Basin Commission (LCBC), with the 
support of the AU, is in the process of developing such a regional 
stabilisation strategy. Its success depends on closer cooperation 
between affected member states and their willingness to bring 
government services to peripheral communities.

The strong military alliance among the Lake Chad Basin countries – Nigeria, 
Niger, Chad and Cameroon, with the support of Benin – has resulted in 
some important victories over Boko Haram. However, the persistence of the 
group shows that violent extremism cannot be eradicated by sheer military 
might alone. 

Research by the Institute for Security Studies (ISS) has shown that 
communities in the area share many similar problems. Poverty and 
marginalisation are some of the main issues. To deal with the root causes of 
violent extremism, countries should work out joint initiatives and policies on key 
issues such as demobilisation and reintegration, economic development in the 
Lake Chad region and humanitarian aid. Working to de-radicalise those fighters 
who have left Boko Haram and to rebuild education systems in areas that have 
been affected by years of insecurity should also be part of such a strategy. 

Limited state presence 

Boko Haram is most prominent in peripheral regions, including north-east 
Nigeria, the Diffa region of Niger, the Far North province of Cameroon and the 
Lac region of Chad, where state presence has been minimal. 

Boko Haram is most prominent in peripheral regions 
where state presence has been minimal

During ISS field research in marginal communities in the Lake Chad area, 
locals said they were unaware of any administrative authorities. In camps for 
those who fled Boko Haram in Chad, for instance, displaced people from 
Buduma community did not know their national flag, which they only saw for 
the first time in internally displace person (IDP) camps. 

Locals in peripheral communities in Cameroon and Niger also said that they 
used the Nigerian naira for trade rather than their national currencies. Clearly, 
state absence has enabled criminal networks to operate freely in the border 
regions even before the emergence of Boko Haram. 

USED IN REMOTE 
REGIONS OF CAMEROON 

AND NIGER

Nigerian 
Naira
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For years, armed groups have taken advantage of this – and of the porous 
borders in the region – to establish safe havens. And, because responses 
to the challenges in these areas have mainly been military in nature, 
communities often see the state as an oppressor. This view is exacerbated 
by allegations of bribery, brutality and general unprofessional conduct by 
soldiers when they come into contact with local communities. 

Speaking to ISS researchers, locals said Boko Haram’s factions, particularly 
the Islamic State–West Africa (ISIS-WA), do get help from the civilian 
population – material support and through recruitment of fighters. Often, local 
communities have no other option but to help the militant groups. 

Unemployment and environmental pressures

The Lake Chad basin is home to some of the continent’s poorest 
communities. Boko Haram’s influence in Lake Chad has grown thanks to its 
ability to exploit the underdevelopment and unemployment in the region. 

The Far North Province of Cameroon where Boko Haram operates, for 
example, is not only the most populated province but also the poorest, 
with 74.3% of the population living below the poverty line, compared with a 
national average of 37.5%. 

Youth are often recruited through the promise of material rewards. The young 
recruits see it as an opportunity to make enough money to support their 
families and to achieve their material aspirations. 

LESS WATER IN THE 
LAKE CHAD BASIN

90%

Map 1: Lake Chad region
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Added to this, the Lake Chad region also faces enormous environmental 
pressures, since 90% of the lake’s water surface area has dried up. Some 
communities bordering Lake Chad have moved closer to it for fishing, farming 
and grazing, thereby fostering cross-border movements and mixed ethnic 
relations. Competition for scarce natural resources and significant population 
growth have also exposed communities to resource conflicts between 
pastoralists, farmers and fishermen.

AMNESTY FOR 
DEFECTORS

Operation 
Safe 

Corridor

Because responses to the challenges in these areas 
have mainly been military in nature, communities often 
see the state as an oppressor

The insecurity caused by Boko Haram attacks worsens the vicious cycle of 
violence, poverty and underdevelopment in the region. 

Limited reconstruction

Given this situation of marginalisation and poverty, the various governments 
have pledged to help rebuild those communities affected by Boko Haram. Yet 
locals who spoke to ISS researchers said they had not seen much evidence 
of this on the ground. 

The Nigerian government’s reconstruction initiative in Bama, for instance, has 
been highlighted as a good example of how reconstruction should be done 
in affected communities. However, local respondents from Bama dismissed 
this. They say that in towns that had been burned down, only the outside 
walls of buildings close to the major roads were painted over, while the 
interiors of buildings and remote houses were left untouched.

A regional strategy, agreed upon by all the role players and that has the buy-
in of locals, could go a long way in improving these reconstruction efforts. 

Common strategy for amnesty and de-radicalisation

The countries in the Lake Chad region have also cooperated in expatriating 
Boko Haram suspects, but there is still no common approach in how these 
suspects are prosecuted. Countries also do not have common strategies to 
encourage defections and to try to de-radicalise those who have left 
the group.  

In Nigeria, the government established an amnesty and rehabilitation 
programme for Boko Haram defectors through Operation Safe Corridor. 
This involves a 16-week rehabilitation and vocational programme prior to 
reintegration into communities. While the process on the Nigerian side 
has been slow and locals have questioned its impact, de-radicalisation 
efforts differ across the region, since Boko Haram members operate 
across borders. 

In Cameroon, for instance, those who surrender to security forces are 
rehabilitated through traditional ceremonies where former members swear 
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on a copy of the Quran. They are made to confess and 
renounce all links with Boko Haram. 

While this provides a traditional and context-specific 
approach to de-radicalisation, communities are divided 
over the impact of such ceremonies. Many locals feel 
a sense of bitterness and want to take justice into their 
own hands. In communities such as Maroua, some youth 
mobilised with slogans such as ‘If the soldiers won’t kill 
them, then we will!’ 

Countries do not have common 
strategies to try to de-radicalise those 
who have left the group

In Niger the details of the amnesty programme are 
unclear, although the government has provided 

de-radicalisation sessions to defectors in a camp in 
Goudoumaria in the Diffa region. 

These divergent amnesty and rehabilitation programmes 
thus fail to recognise common challenges and fluid 
citizenship among border communities. 

Need for a regional strategy

Thus far, the LCBC has convened a number of 
meetings to assess and validate suggestions by experts 
commissioned to develop a regional stabilisation strategy 
to deal with Boko Haram. There is, however, a need 
for more communication and information sharing with 
affected communities to get their inputs and ensure buy-
in to the strategy.

International financial support for the strategy – which 
has thus far been limited – would also help this region 
recover from years of torment.

Life in Maiduguri, Nigeria
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In view of your experience of peace processes across the globe, what is 
your impression of the South Sudan peace process?

There was an unhelpful initial delay in engaging the conflict parties. In part, it 
may have been caused by fatigue, due to the failed previous peace process. 
But, regional leaders were notably reluctant to confront the government, 
which was a major player in the conflict and certainly responsible for some 
of the destruction, including an extraordinarily high rate of displacement both 
internally and externally. 

I think there have been frustrations on the part of the AU and the international 
community with the slow pace of tackling this issue. They made a correct 
decision to place the responsibility for dealing with the conflict on IGAD 
[Intergovernmental Authority on Development]. That is because if you do not 
have the region involved then you will not have a successful peace process. 
But this region is made up of countries with quite separate national interests. 
This is part of the difficulty the region faces in intervening as one unified actor.

PSC Interview: ‘Looking to South Sudanese 
to behave as patriots’   

Parties to the South Sudan conflict signed a power-sharing deal 
on 5 August 2018 in Khartoum. The latest governance arrangement 
is part of several deals reached in the past few months. However, 
the numerous broken peace deals in South Sudan in the past raise 
concerns about implementation. The PSC Report spoke to the 
United Nations (UN) Special Envoy for Sudan and South Sudan, 
Nicholas Haysom, about progress in the peace process and 
lessons learnt.

Regional leaders were reluctant to confront the 
government, which was a major player in the conflict

We have seen a distinctly more engaged peace process since June 2017, 
when IGAD appointed Ambassador Ismail Wais as the IGAD Special Envoy 
for South Sudan to lead the revitalisation forum. The critical measures taken 
were precisely the measures we had been encouraging for two years, such 
as the inclusion of Dr Riek Machar as well as other actors besides Machar. 
This has now come to be an important element of a sustainable agreement 
and an inclusive peace process. 

There has been undeniable progress in securing agreement on certain 
issues, notably on security arrangements and governance issues, in 
Khartoum. I have pointed out, however, that there will not be international 
support for the outcome of the peace process unless there is clear evidence 
of the sustainability of any agreements. A quick fix won’t do. 
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Sustainability in this context means a number of things: an inclusive agreement, 
clear evidence of political will on the part of the actors, robust financial 
transparency mechanisms, effective monitoring enforcement and accountability. 

How will you rate the commitment of South Sudanese parties to end 
the conflict?

How does one manufacture political will if the parties are self-interested, 
seeking only to maximise their sectional advantages and benefits? There is 
no clear answer.  One can only make it clear to the parties that they bear the 
responsibility for making this agreement work and that if it fails there will be 
consequences for them. I am not singling out the government or the opposition. 
I think it’s a responsibility they all bear. 

One issue which has made me think about this question is that some actors 
have approached the negotiation of this peace deal as an issue of ordinary 
marketplace bargaining, in which the strength of the parties should be 
imprinted in the final product. Some people, especially from the government, 
ask, ‘Why should we give away power to weaker parties who do not possess 
demonstrable power on the battle field?’ – but that is not approaching it the 
right way. 

There has been undeniable progress in securing 
agreement on certain issues, notably on security 
arrangements and governance issues

What is required from South Sudan now is to reach out to all elements of 
society and to make the necessary compromises and sacrifices which 
would make the agreement work. It is not a question of saying, ‘What is my 
entitlement? What is my proper share?’, but a question of what will make 
it work. In other words, we are looking to South Sudanese to behave as 
patriots, not entrepreneurs.

What steps should the international community take to address 
bottlenecks and enforce peace in South Sudan?

One of the tensions in peacemaking is, on the one hand, respecting the 
imperative of ensuring that there is ownership by the parties, that they 
carry the responsibility for making the agreement work. The international 
community has to respect the sovereignty of the country and the right of the 
national parties to make their own decisions and reach the compromises 
which they can live with. But, on the other hand, that does not mean that 
there should not be any pressure or arm-twisting. I think it would be wrong 
to say that the role of the neighbours and of the international community 
is simply to be an observer. The international community should press the 
parties on the question of sustainability, but not prescribe set solutions. 

In South Sudan there has to be an inclusive engagement which goes beyond 
the parties together in the same old formula while hoping for a different result. 
I think we recognise the need to bring in all elements of South Sudanese who 

IGAD ENVOY FOR 
SOUTH SUDAN

Ismail Wais



14 PEACE AND SECURITY COUNCIL REPORT

OIL MONEY SHOULD BE 
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believe that they should have been engaged in the initial arrangements. There 
also has to be robust monitoring and supervision of the implementation of the 
agreement by both the international community and the South Sudanese. In 
addition, there has to be scrupulous economic control and transparency on 
the use of money, including oil money.

There is a real need for the security apparatus to be removed from the control 
of any one of the parties. There are a number of modalities of joint control to 
borrow or learn from. As regards the recent agreements, I am concerned that 
there is a security gap. There has not been enough reflection on how that will 
be filled. The existing Regional Protection Force (RPF) has been a component 
of the UN peacekeeping force. It would not be able to perform significant 
additional security functions in terms of countrywide safety and security and 
VIP protection, unless it is supplemented, and a safer environment is created 
by the terms of the agreement – such as demilitarisation of the urban areas. 

There have to be measures which allow opposition politicians to feel secure 
if they return to Juba. I have not seen a very clear treatment of that question, 
I do not see the international community committing to provide the financing 
for regional forces or to provide those forces themselves, until they are 
persuaded that the elements are there for a successful peaceful process. 

In volatile security situations, what should be done to protect 
civilians and address the needs of refugees and internally displaced 
persons (IDPs)?

The answer to that question would be that the general presence of peace, a 
peaceful environment, would help resolve those important concerns. But we 
have to also consider special measures in the event that there is no peace. 
There have been a number of attempts to secure an effective ceasefire. I think 
both the South Sudanese and the international community should insist that 
the ceasefire be respected, which would include a commitment to respect 
humanitarian law and unhindered humanitarian access for those in need.  
Access to humanitarian goods and services can be used as a weapon of 
war. I think the essential requirement is to respect the principle of unhindered 
access by humanitarian agencies to all vulnerable communities.

In ethnic conflicts, communities attack communities, 
not their warriors, and the scale of destruction is 
consequently crueller

One issue which has exacerbated the South Sudan conflict is that it 
has taken an ethnic tone, so what may have been a political conflict has 
increasingly taken on an ethnic character with long-term consequences. In 
ethnic conflicts, communities attack communities, not their warriors, and 
the scale of destruction is consequently crueller. It leads to the destruction 
of communities, men, women and children, their homesteads, livestock and 
crops. It is for this reason that we have seen such staggering numbers of 
refugees flee from the country.
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