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On February 14th, 2020, the first case of COVID-19 on the African continent was 
confirmed. Last year’s 2020 Africa Report maintained that although a greater pers-
pective was necessary to understand the pandemic’s effect on Africa’s political, 
economic and social processes, it wouldn’t represent a clear break between a 
pre-pandemic and a post-pandemic period. A year later, with additional perspec-
tive to reflect on the impact of this global phenomenon on the continent and on 
international relations, the 2021 Africa Report touches upon the pandemic’s con-
sequences in Africa, along with other issues that continue to be equally relevant 
in the political, economic and social agenda of the continent, including its rela-
tions with the European Union and with Spain in particular, in the context of a 
much-needed renewal of relations between Europe, Spain and Africa.
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7

The ubiquity of the pandemic in the life of the globalized planet has meant 
that events such as the –10 year– anniversary of the Arab spring have not 
had the repercussion that might have been expected. This has also been the 
case with relevant political events in recent months.

It is not surprising, therefore, that this Report opens with the chapter 
written by Berta mendiguren on Covid-19 in Africa. Africa is a paradox in this 
area. The incidence –for now–  of Covid-19, perhaps because of the youth 
of the populations, is not very high in most African countries compared to 
other continents, certainly to Europe. But their helplessness in the face of 
disease –the sARs virus and others– is overwhelming. As mendiguren says, 
health and social protection systems in Africa are among the most deficient 
in the world. And this is particularly visible in relation to vaccines. Africa has 
virtually no plants capable of manufacturing vaccines. Only six. It has insuffi-
cient equipment to treat infected people. It is not enough to free up patents, 
as requested by south Africa and India, and supported by Biden himself and 
some European governments. solidarity has to go further if rich countries re-
ally want to preserve their populations, because the virus knows no borders.

namibia’s President hage geingob was right when he said that “there is 
a vaccine apartheid,” and by that meaning a possessive and discriminatory 
nationalism, as described by the Kenyan Ministry of Foreign Affairs. A letter 
signed by the new head of the WTO, nigeria’s ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, and sev-
eral international leaders calls on the g-7 to act to vaccinate the world. so 
far, of the 66 million doses promised to Africa, only 15.2 million have arrived. 

The other side of the pandemic coin is the economy, which is also ad-
dressed in the report. gdP on the continent has fallen by 3% annually, while 
foreign investment has declined by 28%. As always, women and young peo-
ple have been hit the hardest. Children in sub-saharan Africa in particular 
have been the first collateral victims of Covid-19 (Le Monde Afrique, decem-
ber 5, 2020). One and a half million pupils have been pulled from school and 
many of them will not return, in some cases because of teenage pregnancies, 
according to unEsCO. A dramatic situation, which calls to mind the Angolan 
proverb: “Educating a woman is educating a people.”

Related to the economic sphere is the CFA franc, a currency of colonial 
origin, maintained as the official currency in fifteen African countries in three 
different areas (West Africa, Central Africa, and Comoros). Federico Abizanda 
refers to it in another chapter of the report. The CFA (Financial Community 

Introduction

inform_africa_2021_ingles.indb   7 22/9/21   15:14



InTroducTIon

8

of Africa) franc is in the process of disappearing in eight West African nations 
as an expression of anti-colonial tension regarding France. 

Africa is not, in any case, absent from the technological process that is 
occurring in the world. The new digital revolution, an inclusive change like 
few others for Africa, requires digital entrepreneurs and education to create 
companies capable of making it happen. let us not forget that six of the ten 
fastest growing economies are in Africa. An open trade area (African Com-
prehensive Free Trade Agreement, AfCFTA), and, of course, the disappear-
ance of radical Islamist terrorism entrenched in the sahel, will help. A free 
trade regime offers the hope that the EU can compete in terms of influence 
in Africa with China and the us. 

 Relations between Africa and Europe are high on the agenda of this 2021 
Africa Report. This is particularly true in the chapter written by marta Iñiguez 
de heredia, critical of what she considers to be a Eurocentric approach and 
with proposals on ways to overcome it.

There are several areas in which the Euro-African relationship is par-
ticularly relevant. In the aforementioned area of trade; in security policy, 
especially against terrorism in somalia, niger, Burkina Faso, mali, and Côte 
d’Ivoire; in the fight against climate change; and, 30 years after Spain’s entry 
into the schengen area, naturally, in migration policy.

Beatriz mesa talks in this report about what she calls “migration diplo-
macy in north Africa.” And she exposes a phenomenon that we can already 
see in a subcontinent like latin America. The aim is not only to analyze the 
well-known external dimension of this migratory diplomacy but also the 
growing and increasing internal dimension of migration, which accounts for 
80% of intercontinental flows. 

The phenomenon of migration – inevitable and almost always positive 
in its effects on the host country– is intimately connected to racism. This 
holds true both in our European or Western environment and in the African 
intra-continental environment, as houda mzioudet analyzes with reference 
to Tunisia. Both approaches have manifested themselves in  powerful social 
movements like Black lives matter, which is the subject of the chapter for 
which Antumi Toasijé is responsible in this report. The south African “Rho-
des must fall” movement, and others in countries such as ghana, senegal, 
Kenya, and nigeria, are examples of this, directed against the racist violence 
of police and military forces, which have structures inherited from colonial-
ism that have yet to be dismantled culturally.

In the above dimensions –security, migration, climate change–  the Eu 
needs to build a policy between equals, still unconsolidated and not cred-
ible, with Africa. This is imperative for a continent that will double its popu-
lation to 2.5 billion by 2030. Africa alone will be able to provide the markets 
and labor that Europe needs, even if this powerful need is mixed with an 
absurd fear of immigrants and refugees.

Alongside the vision of Covid-19’s impact on African health and the Afri-
can economy, and the perspective of Eu-Africa relations, this report places 
particular stress on spain’s foreign policy in relation to Africa. This is an 
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approach that we had not focused on in the previous 2020 Africa Report. In 
almost all the chapters there are cross-cutting analyses of spain’s position 
with respect to Africa, taking as a reference the 3rd Africa Plan, which looks 
at this group of countries as both a challenge and as an opportunity.

The Report focuses on what is surely the most intense source of spain–
Africa relations: migration policy. The study was carried out by lorenzo ga-
brielli and gema serón. It is an issue with a wealth of moving parts: security; 
trafficking; labor, economic, institutional, and political implications; coop-
eration. The report also includes an analysis by Joanna Boampong on the 
presence of the spanish language in Africa, which has an expansive tendency 
–as in other continents– “competing” in practice with the traditionally domi-
nant languages, English and French, with an eye on the advance of Chinese.

The conclusion drawn from the above considerations is that Covid-19, 
while urgent, will not be the most important issue in Africa in the medium 
term. And that the African question is so broad, diverse, and rich that the 
values with which the European union and spain must relate to this situ-
ation will continue to be at the forefront: human rights, the quality of de-
mocracy, the rule of law, pluralism, gender equality, freedom of expression 
and demonstration, mobility, including climate migration, as well as the 
vast deficiencies in their economic, commercial, and industrial structures.

Diego López Garrido
Executive Vice President 

Fundación Alternativas
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Covid-19 burst into our lives on december 31, 
2019 after China alerted the WHO to the existence 
of a new virus, related to the 2003 sARs disease 
and potentially dangerous, the first case of which 
had been detected in Wuhan. On January 24, 
2020, France confirmed the first case in the Euro-
pean Union and a week later Spain confirmed its 
first positive case. Following Egypt’s notification 
of the first positive person in Africa on February 
14, the international community’s prognosis for 
Covid-19’s future and consequences on the con-
tinent was very pessimistic.1

These forecasts, made in the early stages 
of the pandemic, were based on scientific 
data. The WHO’s Regional Office for Africa2 was 
(and is) the region with the highest number 
of epidemics, disasters, and health emergen-
cies (Table 1). Between 2016 and 2018, 45% 
of its member states had suffered at least one 
epidemic a year, cholera, measles, and viral 
haemorrhagic diseases (including Ebola) being 
the most frequent, not to mention malaria and 
meningitis (Talisuna et al. 2020, 4). Its epidemi-
ological pattern tends towards a higher preva-

1  The data mentioned in this text is from February 14, 
2021, marking one year since the first case of Covid-19 
in Africa.
2  The WhO divides the continent into two regions: Africa 
and Eastern mediterranean. The latter includes seven 
African countries: morocco, djibouti, Tunisia, libya, 
Egypt, sudan, and somalia. The rest of the countries of 
the continent are part of the African region.

lence of chronic diseases3 such as diabetes and 
hypertension, with the latter having its highest 
global rate in Africa: 27%. decades of vertical 
disease-specific programs (such as HIV/AIDS), 
supported by international development co-
operation, including spanish development co-
operation, have often weakened already fragile 
health systems by focusing on strengthening 
disease-specific services, creating a two-speed 
system in which those suffering from the dis-
ease received free and higher quality care (De 
la Flor, 2010; mendiguren, 2010). moreover, al-
though Africa has a quarter of the world’s sick, it 
has only 3% of the world’s health personnel and 
accounts for 1.3% of global health expenditure 
(Jacquemont, 2020). 

Access to health is not only a question of the 
proximity of quality infrastructure, professionals, 
equipment, medicine, and supplies but also of 
cultural and financial accessibility. In this respect, 
health and social protection systems in Africa 
in January 2020 were the most deficient in the 
world, a long way from universal health cover-
age despite the fact that some countries on the 
continent are pioneers in achieving its implemen-
tation, such as Rwanda, and that in 2001 most Af-
rican countries pledged in the Abuja declaration 
to devote at least 15% of their budget to public 
spending on health. The pre-Covid-19 reality was 
quite different, partly because of debt servicing, 

3  Which increase vulnerability to Covid-19.

1. covid-19 in Africa. Prophecies, 
Paradoxes, challenges, and opportunities 

for the continent, the Eu, and Global Health
Berta Mendiguren de la Vega
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as shown in Table 2, which has doubled in the last 
three years (Atienza, 2020).

Beyond the Foreboding Prophecies, the Reality of 
the Pandemic and its Paradoxes in Africa 

One year later, the reality of Covid-19 on the con-
tinent calls these prophecies into question, at 
least for the time being. The burden of death and 
disease is much lower than expected, is unevenly 
distributed between countries and, taking the 
continent as a whole, we find aggregate figures 
similar to those of spain, as shown in Table 3.45

despite being home to 18.55% of the world’s 
population, by mid-February 2021 Africa accounted 
for only 3.47% of those sick and 4.11% of those dead 
from the pandemic. This burden is heavily concen-
trated in 10 countries, which account for 82.47% of 
those sick and 86.72% of the deaths on the conti-
nent. south Africa leads the way, followed by the 
five countries from the Mediterranean basin. The 
second country south of the sahara with the highest

4 no average data at European level.
5  see https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/afr https://
www.jeuneafrique.com/924087/societe/nombre-de-lits-
de-reanimation-et-de-respirateurs-ou-en-est; https://
stats.oecd.org/

6 

6 see: https://datos.bancomundial.org/indicator/dT.Tds.
dECT.gn.Zs https://datosmacro.expansion.com/estado/
gasto/salud

Table 2. Comparison of the Weight of Public 
Health Expenditure and Debt Service as a 
Share of GDP in 2017 between the 10 African 
Countries Most Affected by Covid-19 and Spain 

 Country Public 
expenditure on 
health % GDP 

Debt service as 
% GDP 

spain 6.32 8.57

Algeria 4.2 0.1

Tunisia 4.13 7.9

libya 3.83 n.d.

south Africa 3.47 4.4

morocco 2.25 3.7

Kenya 2.05 2

Egypt 1.74 2.9

ghana 1.09 3.4

Ethiopia 0.87 1.8

nigeria 0.53 1

source: own elaboration based on data from the World 
Bank and Expansión6.

Table 1. Key Health Indicators in Africa, the EU, and Spain before the Pandemic

Africa EU Spain
Expenditure usd/per capita <50 3,470 3,224

no. of hospital beds/ 100,000 
inhabitants

<50 460 300

no. of intensive care beds/ 
100,000 inhabitants

<0.5 Between 5 in Ireland 
and 33.9 in germany 

9.7

no. of respirators Between 3 in CAR  and 6,000 in south Africa n.d.4 30/100,000

no. of doctors/ 10,000 inhabitants less than 2 37 39

sub-saharan Africa maghreb

Access to drinking water % 19 35 79 97

Access to electricity % 47.7 95.9 100 100

Population in suburbs % 54 25 5 6

Source: own elaboration based on data from the World Bank, Jeune Afrique, OECD, and WHO-AFRO (2018)5.
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number of cases is Ethiopia, followed by nigeria, 
Kenya, and ghana. Paradoxically, the positivity 
rate of the tests carried out is 11.4% compared to 
8.57% in spain. Twenty African countries report a 
higher fatality rate than the world average (2.2%) 
and the continent average (2.1%,7like8in spain).9

Beyond questions about the continent’s abil-
ity to reliably monitor and track,10 several hypoth-
eses have been put forward to explain the limited 
impact of Covid-19 on the continent. One of them 
is the continent’s youth, with a pyramid that is the 
inversion of spain’s. A total of 50.7% of the African 
population is under 20, 92.1% is under 55, while 

7 no aggregate data at the global level, at the European 
level, or in some countries.
8  see http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/latest-human-de-
velopment-index-ranking; https://ourworldindata.org/
coronavirus
9  see: https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus
10  In February 2021, the CdC nigeria published a sero-
positivity study of 10,000 people, according to which the 
city of lagos alone may already have more cases than the 
whole of Africa. see: https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
africa-56167296.

those over 80 represent 0.4%. In addition, older 
people would have a lower associated risk as 
the existence of nursing homes (where so many 
Covid-19 deaths have occurred in spain) is anec-
dotal. Other hypotheses point to genetic factors 
for protection, such as the negligible presence of 
neanderthal material in African populations,11 the 
protection derived from the tuberculosis vaccine 
(Mohr-Holland et al, 2021), or T-cell production 
due to overexposure to other coronaviruses.12

likewise, the countries most weakened by the 
2013–2016 Ebola epidemic (Liberia, Sierra Leo-
ne, and guinea) or those most used to epidem-

11  According to a joint study by the Karolinska Institute 
in stockholm, the max Planck Institute in leipzig, and 
the Okinawa Institute of science and Technology, 
there is a greater predisposition to severe forms in 
populations with neanderthal genetic material, such as 
European (16%) or Asian (50%) populations. See: https://
www.sciencesetavenir.fr/sante/covid-19-et-si-notre-
susceptibilite-etait-due-aux-neandertaliens_147994
12  see https://www.medicalbrief.co.za/archives/africas-
enigma-why-has-the-pandemic-been-less-severe-here

Table 3. Comparison of HDI, Number of Tests, Disease Burden, and Case Fatality due to Covid-19 
of the 10 Most Affected African Countries and Spain in February 2021

 No. of Tests 
(millions)7

No. of sick No. of deaths Fatality rate% HDI 2019

World n.d. 108,246,992 2,386,717 2.2 1 to 189

Eu n.d. 36,575,529 812,410 2.23 Between positions 1 and 80

Africa 32 3,671,586 95,170 2.1 Between positions 65 and 189

Spain 31.36 3,041,454 64,217 2.1 25

south Africa 8.89 1,490,063 47,821 3 114

morocco 5.09 478,135 8,460 1.7 121

Tunisia 0.225 222,504 7,508 3.2 95

Egypt n.d. 173,202 9,935 5.6 116

Ethiopia 2.09 145,704 2,181 1.9 173

nigeria 1.49 145,664 1,747 0.8 161

libya n.d. 126,881 2,014 4.3 105

Algeria 4.2 110,513 2,935 2.65 91

Kenya 1.21 102,792 1,795 3.3 143

ghana 0.849 75,118 518 1.7 138

Source: own elaboration based on data from the UNDP, the University of Oxford, and the WHO (2021).8
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ics, prevention campaigns, and vaccination with 
community involvement, are likely to be more 
resilient, having learned from the past. Aware of 
their fragility, they have invested in epidemiologi-
cal monitoring systems and have higher public 
spending on health than other countries on the 
continent. sierra leone, who has the highest 
public expenditure on health on the continent 
(13.42%), has bolstered primary health care in 
particular despite having the seventh lowest 
hdI. These countries have set up ad hoc national 
structures such as pandemic control directo-
rates or national emergency coordination cent-
ers, which have allowed for greater speed and 
public and community mobilization. Emergency 
response time in the African region went from an 
“average of 418 days in 2016 to 51 in 2018” (Tal-
isuna et al., 2020). 

Two weeks before its first case was detected, 
36 African countries had already put in place 
emergency health and social action plans for 
Covid-19 (Salyer et al. 2021). The rapid establish-
ment of crisis units, protocols, and prevention 
measures such as border closures, lockdowns, 
limited domestic mobility, use of masks, and oth-
er health measures have played a key role. There 
is a plethora of examples: nigeria had a national 
coordination group in place as of January 7, 2020, 
although the first case was detected on Febru-
ary 27. In South Africa, the first case appeared on 
march 5: ten days later and with only 61 cases, a 
national state of disaster was declared. measures 
at airports were in place even before the first case 
was detected, and many countries set up health 
units at border crossings. 

Not only is the number of people affected by 
COVId-19 much lower than expected, but, as we 
have seen, it is very unevenly distributed across 
the continent. To date, the countries with the 
highest HDI (see Table 3), which are the most ur-
banized, most integrated into the world economy, 
with the greatest mobility and air traffic, are bear-
ing the highest burden of death and disease. This 
is the case of south Africa, morocco, and Egypt. 
Three of the four countries with the fewest cases 
(Mauritius, Seychelles, São Tomé and Príncipe) 

share insularity, having been preserved by rapid 
closing of borders. The ten countries with the 
lowest hdI on the planet are all African and, with 
the exception of mozambique and Burkina Faso, 
all have fewer than 10,000 sick people and 350 
deaths (WHO, 2021). 

moreover, within each country, the most af-
fected areas are those with the highest popula-
tion density and mobility: large urban centers 
(such as Durban, Pretoria, Casablanca, Cairo, and 
lagos), border regions, or those most involved in 
mobility flows, such as the peri-urban industrial 
and agricultural areas of northern morocco, or 
all three (Casablanca Club, 2020). This is also the 
case in less affected countries, such as the Nia-
mey region in the niger, or in the Central African 
Republic (CAR) in the capital, Bangui, and in the 
Bouar region, which borders Cameroon and is the 
country’s main supply route.

In terms of gender distribution, while “in the 
African region as a whole, women account for 40% 
of cases, this figure varies from 35% in some coun-
tries to more than 55% in south Africa.”13 In some, 
such as in CAR, it drops to 26.39% (MSP, 2021). 

The major impact of infectious diseases should 
not distract us from the fact that on the continent 
one in five Covid-19 deaths is linked to diabetes 
(18.3%).14 In south Africa, 45% of Covid-19 deaths 
aged 60–69 was suffering from hypertension, and 
among those hospitalized, 61% had hypertension 
and 52% diabetes.15

The Multiple Challenges Linked to the Pandemic in 
Africa 

Although the epidemiological picture is less 
frightening than expected, the challenge still 

13  see https://www.afro.who.int/fr/news/loms-inquiete-
de-limpact-de-covid-19-sur-les-femmes-et-les-filles-en-
afrique
14  see https://www.afro.who.int/news/nearly-1-5-covid-
19-deaths-african-region-linked-diabetes
15  see https://www.afro.who.int/news/noncommunica-
ble-diseases-increase-risk-dying-covid-19-africa
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looms, and the prevention measures, often mod-
eled on those imposed in China or within the Eu, 
are having serious health, socioeconomic, politi-
cal, and rights implications. The main challenges 
in each of these areas is analyzed below. 

Health challenges

Africa continues to face a shortage of ad hoc thera-
peutics such as oxygen to treat patients, and per-
sonal protective equipment (PPE). Health workers 
are also scarce, overexposed to the virus, and 
sometimes work for free and without social securi-
ty coverage, which has led to health worker strikes, 
like in Kenya following the death of a doctor. 

The major challenge is access to vaccines, 
both because of how complex they are to devel-
op, their limited availability on the global mar-
ket, and their cost. In addition, there are three 
other challenges: their limited capacity to distrib-
ute and maintain the cold chain, especially for 
the Pfizer and Moderna vaccines; difficulties to 
identify priority populations such as the elderly 
or those with comorbidity in vaccination plans; 
and, like in Europe, improving communication 
about vaccines to achieve adherence, given that 
in countries such as Cameroon, senegal, Benin, 
and Burkina Faso an estimated 60 to 70% of the 
population would refuse to be vaccinated.16 

To facilitate and expedite access to vaccines, 
regional (led by the African Union) and global 
(led by the WHO) mechanisms have been put in 
place, as we will see below. however, in view of 
their slowness, some countries have decided to 
buy directly from China (such as the Seychelles, 
Morocco, Egypt, and Senegal) and Russia (such 
as Egypt, Tunisia, Algeria, and guinea). south Af-
rica, for its part, started receiving vaccines from 
the serum Institute of India in February 2021. By 
mid-February 2021, only six African countries had 

16  According to the CORAF (Coronavirus in Africa) project. 
see https://theconversation.com/les-populations-da-
frique-sont-elles-pretes-a-accepter-le-vaccin-anti-cov-
id-19-149104

started vaccinating (Algeria, Egypt, Mauritius, Mo-
rocco, seychelles, and south Africa) and the un 
estimated that by the end of 2021 only 20% of 
Africans would be vaccinated (Palacián de Inza, 
2021). In addition, some countries do not have 
vaccination plans, such as madagascar, due to the 
many other health priorities, as well as the low 
number of cases —19,360 and 285 deaths as of 
February 14, 2021 (WHO, 2021), or Tanzania due 
to its former president John magufuli’s Covid-
denying stance, who died in march 2021.17 

The Tanzanian case highlights another health 
challenge: fake news and infodemics,18 which the 
WhO has tried to dismantle through the Covid 
mythbusters campaign. There have also been 
initiatives by African health workers themselves 
to disprove them, for example in CAR, where they 
have made videos and used social media to in-
form the population both locally and in the di-
aspora. 

Finally, another challenge intrinsic to Covid-19 
is how its prioritization has an impact on how oth-
er pathologies are cared for. Public policies, de-
velopment interventions, or humanitarian aid or 
all three have been affected by mobility and fund-
ing restrictions. most countries have postponed 
their annual vaccination campaigns (measles, 
tetanus, polio, or yellow fever) or the distribu-
tion of mosquito nets to prevent malaria. An es-
timated 75% of the continent’s health programs 
(including TB and malaria) have been affected. 
That number is 85% for hIV/AIds (Anesvad, 2021). 

socioeconomic challenges

It is especially in the socioeconomic sphere that 
the remedy, especially lockdown, is having the 
most pronounced impact. gdP is estimated to 

17  Although he officially died of a heart problem, many 
point to Covid-19. 
18  The WhO uses the term infodemic to refer to an over-
abundance of information which makes it difficult to find 
reliable sources and that spreads rapidly among people 
and the media.
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have fallen by 3% on the continent (4.4% glob-
ally) and foreign investment has declined by 28%, 
compared to 49% globally (Atienza, 2020). At the 
macroeconomic level, countries whose econo-
mies were most dependent on exports are being 
hit the hardest as international trade has con-
tracted. The case of Central Africa is paradigmatic. 
This is the region of the continent with the fewest 
cases —93,747 sick and 1,661 dead as of Febru-
ary 14, 2021 (WHO, 2021), but with economies 
that are highly dependent on exports (such as 
cocoa, cotton, coffee, oil, and timber). Likewise, 
the countries most dependent on remittances are 
highly affected, such as those in the Sahel, where 
remittances have dropped an estimated 20%, or 
Egypt, the fifth country in the world in volume of 
remittances (Casablanca Club, 2020). 

Border closures have also affected the tourism 
trade, which used to account for 10% of the con-
tinent’s income, with more than 24 million fami-
lies making a living from it. The impact on south 
Africa, morocco, Kenya, Tunisia, and Egypt is par-
ticularly severe. In the latter country, this sector 
accounted for 4.2% of its GDP in 2019 (Casablanca 
Club, 2020). The transport sector is another major 
victim, both for the airlines (RAM, Ethiopian Air-
lines, and south African Airlines) and at the micro 
level for taxi and motorbike taxi drivers. 

African states face declining revenue and ris-
ing unemployment, but the biggest losers are in-
formal economy workers, who in 2019 accounted 
for 85.8% of the labor force in Africa, compared to 
25.1% in Europe and 27.3% in Spain (ILO, 2020). 
due to border closures and lockdowns, there 
is also a shortage (and thus inflation) of food, 
manufactured goods, and medicines. declining 
incomes and inflation are triggering increased 
hunger and food insecurity. Although the 2020 
global hunger Index had not yet incorporated 
Covid-19’s impact, it is worth noting that sub-sa-
haran Africa already has the highest rate in the 
world, at 27.8 compared to 5.8 for the European 
region (ActionAid 2021). 

Certain population groups are more vulner-
able, those who were previously living in situa-
tions of exclusion or overcrowding, or who are 

particularly affected by certain measures such as 
lockdown because of their circumstances. This 
is the case of indigenous populations, such as 
the Pygmies in Central Africa or the san people 
in southern Africa, who had less access to social 
and health services from the outset. This is also 
the case of the incarcerated population, especially 
women, including pregnant women, although in 
some countries Covid-19 has led governments to 
decongest prisons. This is the case in Cameroon, 
where 5,000 prisoners have been released (Casa-
blanca Club, 2020). People with disabilities, often 
forgotten in the health plans of these countries 
with such limited capacities, have also seen their 
situation worsen, especially those who were al-
ready living on the streets as they are deprived of 
all social contact and of their main means of sur-
vival: begging. likewise, nomadic and semi-no-
madic populations, such as the Peul and mbororo, 
have not been able to ensure the transhumance 
of their oxen, aggravating some pre-existing con-
flicts, with farmers for instance. Also, particularly 
vulnerable to Covid-19 are the refugee and inter-
nally displaced populations that exist in different 
regions, such as Central African nationals in Cam-
eroon or civilians from Tigray in sudan. 

In terms of the consequences of the pandem-
ic, it is again women who are most exposed. Be-
cause of their traditional role as caregivers, their 
workload and exposure to the risk of infection is 
higher. moreover, they tend to be the majority in 
junior positions in the health professions. Their 
greater presence in the informal economy19 also 
makes them more vulnerable to the economic 
consequences of lockdown. 

In terms of gender-based violence, there is 
greater exposure due to the greater presence of 
men in the home and less possibility of recourse 
to traditional mediators. Female genital mutila-
tion has increased (The Lancet Public Health, 
2021), as have unwanted pregnancies and rape, 
of particular concern in nigeria, where it has tri-

19  In south Africa 35.9% of women work in this sector 
compared to 32.5% of men, and in nigeria 95.9% com-
pared to 90.8%. (ILO, 2020)
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pled since the beginning of the epidemic.20 But 
it is not all shadows: there are signs of changing 
gender roles as there are “encouraging signs of 
men increasing their involvement in childcare at 
home on an ongoing basis, and even signs of more 
frequent joint decision-making” (Laouan, 2020).

In any case, youth are particularly affected, in-
cluding their access to jobs. Of particular concern 
is the case of school-age girls and young women, 
as most countries have closed schools and uni-
versities, and because there is also a gender gap 
in internet access: in 2019 at the continental level 
only “18.6% of women had access to the internet 
[...] compared to 24.9% of men” (Laouan, 2020). 
however, some states have tried to mitigate that 
impact. As of may 2020, education ministries in 27 
African countries had already put learning plat-
forms online.21 

challenges for democratic Governance and Human 
rights

The prevention measures taken have led to the 
assertion that on the continent “the coronavirus 
can kill democracy” (Doss and Ibrahim, 2020). 
The pandemic has been a challenge for coun-
tries that had to hold elections, such as Burkina 
Faso and ghana. In some cases, it has been used 
as an excuse to ban rallies or arrest opponents, 
such as during the ugandan election campaign, 
where opposition candidate Robert Kyagulanyi 
was arrested for violating Covid rules. In addi-
tion, democratic governance has also influenced 
whether or not the population follows preventive 
measures. In niger, research by the university of 
Zinder indicates that a previous lack of trust in 
the government played a role in flouting meas-
ures (Casablanca Club, 2020). 

In some cases, lockdown measures have led 
to popular revolt movements often violently re-

20  see https://www.voanews.com/covid-19-pandemic/
nigeria-rape-reporting-app-helps-survivors-avoid-stigm
21  see https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationre-
sponse/nationalresponses

pressed by the police forces. This is the case of 
youth demonstrations against the state of siege 
in the capital niger or on the Abomey-Calavi cam-
pus (Benin). The African Commission on Human 
and Peoples’ Rights has adopted a resolution to 
address the increasing restriction of freedoms on 
the continent (ACHPR, 2020).

Opportunities Arising from the Pandemic 

despite the many challenges we have just seen, 
Covid-19 is presenting some opportunities on the 
continent, as we will discuss below. 

An opportunity to Advance the Human right to Health 
and the Welfare state

The pandemic is acting as an incentive to achieve 
robust public health systems and strengthen pri-
mary health care over hospital or privatization 
models of health care. Countries such as Egypt 
and Benin have increased their health spending 
and key health infrastructures (WHO and UNICEF, 
2020). Initiatives have also emerged to move to-
wards industrial production of health care equip-
ment, such as in morocco, which has achieved 
self-sufficiency in face masks (Casablanca Club, 
2020). Attempts have also been made to address 
the socioeconomic consequences of the pan-
demic through ad hoc funds and subsidies and 
public support measures for the most affected 
productive sectors, both formal and informal, 
and the most vulnerable citizens (Casablanca 
Club, 2020; El Alaoui, 2021). 

An opportunity for a smart Africa

The pandemic is enabling concrete steps to be 
taken towards another of the African union’s 
(AU) goals: building a smart Africa in line with the 
strategy for Africa’s digital transformation 2020–
2030 (AU, 2020). The telecommunications sector 
has been a major beneficiary of the pandemic: 
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working from home has increased across the con-
tinent, even if it remains marginal and urban, and 
the use of digital means for subsidy payments has 
increased, like in Tunisia, which by may 6, 2020, 
had succeeded in supporting 350,000 of its most 
vulnerable citizens.22 Telehealth has also grown 
exponentially, in line with the Au’s 2018–2030 
health research and innovation strategy (AU-
nEPAd, 2019); for example, WhO’s OPEnWhO 
interactive platform, with a dedicated Covid-19 
channel offering a growing number of free cours-
es on prevention, vaccination, and clinical man-
agement, has been an immense help to African 
health care professionals.23 There has also been 
an increase, as we have noted, in remote learn-
ing as advocated in the Au Continental Education 
Strategy (2016–2025).24 

There have also been numerous local initia-
tives that have used new technologies to tackle 
the pandemic. Engineers from morocco and 
Cameroon have teamed up and launched a call 
for funds to manufacture respirators for a price 
of 200 dollars from the African collaborative plat-
form kawali.25 In nigeria, a female programmer 
created an app for reporting rape of women in 
view of the increasing number of cases. In Rwan-
da, drones have been used to deliver supplies for 
Covid-19.

An Opportunity for Continental Regionalism 
The pandemic is also driving progress in re-

gional integration. The articulation of a rapid, 
coordinated, and joint response has been driven 
by the Au with support from the WhO African and 
Eastern Mediterranean offices, which have had 
their own strategic response plans since February 
2020 (WHO-AFRO 2020, WHO-EM 2020). Quickly, 
on the 22 of that month, the Au met and devel-

22  see: https://www.jeuneafrique.com/988474/econo-
mie/le-coronavirus-convertit-tunis-au-paiement-mobile/
23  see: https://openwho.org/channels/covid-19
24  See: https://au.int/sites/default/files/newsevents/
workingdocuments/33178-wd-cesa_-_french_-final.pdf
25  see: https://www.whatsupdoc-lemag.fr/article/
systeme-d-en-afrique-pour-faire-face-au-manque-de-
respirateurs-et-de-masques

oped its common strategy in the fight against 
Covid-19 (AU-CDC 2020), drawing on the exper-
tise of the five regional centers for disease control 
and prevention (CDCs) created after the Ebola cri-
sis, as well as its advisory and technical council, 
the ATC, which has been coordinating and devel-
oping health-oriented policies since 2017. There 
are several ad hoc instruments promoted by the 
Au, the most prominent of which are shown in 
Table 4. 

Through the CdC the Au created an instru-
ment for political and health coordination on 
February 3, 2020, the Africa Taskforce for Coro-
navirus (AFTCOR), with the participation of the 
different actors involved in research on Covid-19 
on the continent to advance and improve capaci-
ties. In addition, the CdC launched the Partner-
ship for Evidence-Based Response to Covid-19 
(PERC), a public-private partnership with 20 
countries (including the 10 most affected by 
Covid-19 except libya and Egypt) to share epi-
demiological, socioeconomic, mobility, and se-
curity data on the pandemic to determine the 
impact, effectiveness, and acceptability of health 
and social measures rolled out regionally. In sup-
port of health professionals in the field, they are 
also active in a regional community of clinical 
practice, the CdC Africa Institute for Workforce 
development.

On the key issue of vaccine development and 
production adapted to the African epidemiologi-
cal profile and socioeconomic context, the AU 
has created the COnCVACT consortium to “bring 
together under one umbrella the various organi-
zations working on the continent and help accel-
erate progress in current and future vaccine trials 
in Africa” (AU-Africa CDC, 2020). 

The Au has also put in place a mechanism 
for group procurement of vaccines at lower 
prices: the AVATT Covid-19 trust. By February 
2021, the Au had secured access to 270 million 
doses from Pfizer, AstraZeneca, Sputnik, and 
Johnson&Johnson. To finance it (as well as the 
overall cost of the pandemic and its health and 
socioeconomic consequences), among other 
initiatives, the Au set up a Covid-19 interven-

inform_africa_2021_ingles.indb   18 22/9/21   15:14



covId-19 In AfrIcA. ProPHEcIEs, PArAdoxEs, cHAllEnGEs, And oPPorTunITIEs for THE conTInEnT, THE Eu, And GlobAl HEAlTH

19

tion fund in march 2020 and has negotiated with 
Afreximbank, the African Export-Import Bank, 
to pre-finance vaccine manufacturers with “ad-
vance guarantees of up to $226billion.”27

An opportunity for Global Health and solidarity with 
Africa

The Au has set itself the target of vaccinating 60% 
of its population (The Lancet, 2021a). Despite its 
achievements, the continental response to the 
pandemic needs to be placed within global ini-
tiatives and so benefit from global health instru-
ments to fight Covid-19, led in particular by the 
WhO. Table 5 presents those most relevant for 
the continent.

Among others, the ambitious global coordi-
nation mechanism and accelerator of initiatives, 
ACT-A, created in April 2020 at the behest of the 
WhO and the Eu, led by the WhO and the Bill & 
melinda gates Foundation, should be highlighted 

26  see https://preventepidemics.org/covid19/perc/ and 
https://africacdc.org/resources/
27 see https://www.afreximbank.com/amsp-opens-
covid-19-vaccines-pre-orders-for-55-african-union- 
member

in this regard. It aims to accelerate development 
and production, as well as universal, fair, and 
rapid access to the four pillars of the fight against 
Covid-19: prevention, diagnostics, and therapies, 
as well as strengthened health systems, and has 
been funded by voluntary donations from mem-
ber countries, in particular the us and germany, 
as well as from multilateral organizations such 
as unITAId, private actors such as foundations 
(such as the Gates Foundation), and anonymous 
individuals.

Africa is one of the main beneficiaries of its 
prevention pillar, for which it has developed 
a specific instrument, the COVAX partnership, 
involving 197 countries. This mechanism, 
brought to life by the WhO and the Eu, is co-
led by the Vaccine Alliance (Gavi), the Coalition 
for Epidemic Preparedness Innovations (CEPI) 
and the World Health Organization (WHO) and 
aims to boost vaccine development, produc-
tion, and distribution. One of its strategies is 
to aggregate demand to negotiate vaccines at 
an affordable price ($5.2–7), especially for the 
world’s 92 lowest-income countries. The aim 
is to cover 20% of their needs with two billion 
doses by 2021, of which 600 million should go 
to Africa, with priority given to health workers 
and the elderly. 

Table 4. Main AU-Driven Continental Instruments through the CDC for the fight against Covid-19 in 
Africa 

Mechanism Functions
AFTCOR: Africa task force for COVId-19 Policy and health coordination of research and capacity 

building (including NGOs and multilateral cooperation)

PERC: Partnership for evidence-based response to 
COVId-19 

Scientific coordination to provide scientifically proven 
answers

CdC Africa Institute for Workforce development Clinical community of practice: Weekly webinar + online 
knowledge hub. 

COnCVACT: African CdC Consortium for COVId-19 Vac-
cine Clinical Trials 

strengthen coordination and research on appropriate 
vaccines for the continent

AVATT COVId-19: African Vaccines Acquisition Trust group purchase of vaccines 

AmsP: Africa medical supplies Platform Coordination of procurement and access to suppliers 
and providers of medical services and equipment

Source: own elaboration based on PERC and AU-CDC (2020)26.
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Relations between Africa, the EU, and Spain in a 
Health Diplomacy Context2829

The Eu began to realize the magnitude of the 
pandemic as it was finalizing its Africa Strategy, 
adopted in March 2020 (EU, 2020a). To coordi-
nate the response with its external partners, it 
launched the “Team Europe” program. Based on 
the international community’s projections of the 
impact of the pandemic on Africa, it opted to sup-
port African regionalism by releasing €10 million 
for the Au’s Common strategy against COVId-19 
(AU-CDC, 2020), aid aimed at strengthening the 
AFTCOR coordination mechanism and to support 
continental health capacities. The Eu has also ap-
proved humanitarian aid allocations for specific 
regions or countries to strengthen health care, 
alleviate the socioeconomic impact, and support 
migrants and refugees: North Africa (€110 mil-
lion), Horn of Africa (€105.5 million), Sahel (€92 
million), Southern Africa (€64.7 million), Gambia 
and Uganda (€25 million each). It has also dis-
patched 45 humanitarian airlifts with more than 
1,000 tons of material, as well as medical and hu-
manitarian personnel.

In addition, Africa benefits from indirect EU 
support through its commitment to the global 
response to Covid-19 through a contribution of 

28  see https://www.who.int/initiatives/act-accelerator
29  See https://www.finddx.org/covid-19/investment/

€1.4 trillion out of the 7.5 envisaged at the donor 
conference it co-hosted in may 2020. The Eu was 
at the origin of ACT-A as its fifth largest funder. Its 
support for COVAX, its second largest donor, is the 
main tool for realizing its commitment to global 
and equitable access to vaccines as set out in its 
global Vaccine Blueprint of december 27, 2020. 
The Eu is considering dedicating 5% of its vac-
cines to donation or resale at cost to the poorest 
countries, including in Africa. meanwhile, at the 
g7 meeting in February 2021 France called for 
the EU (and the US) to show more solidarity and 
quickly donate 13 million of its vaccines to Africa. 

Aware that many un agencies have had to di-
vert part of their funds to Covid-19, the Eu con-
tinues to indirectly assist the continent through 
its contributions to multilateral agencies such as 
WhO, undP, unICEF, and the Bretton Woods in-
stitutions. It has also increased its contributions 
to the global Fund, gavi, and unITAId and sup-
ports the global debt service suspension (DSSI) 
and Paris Club initiatives, especially for African 
countries (EU, 2020b). 

spain’s commitment to Africa in the context 
of Covid-19 is along these lines, although it does 
not directly support regional response tools. Af-
ter years of being absent as a donor in the field 
of global health, it has made a commitment to 
multilateralism by resuming its contributions to 
the global Fund and to the sdg implementation 
fund, which have allocated part of their resourc-

Table 5. Global Instruments Most Relevant to the Fight against Covid-19 in Africa

Driven by Mechanism Functions
WhO COVId-19 Partners Platform & supply Portal 

Audience
Tool for creating operational plans with public 
health measures

WhO, Bill & 
melinda gates 
Foundation

ACT-A: Access to COVId tools accelerator Partnership coordination for faster and more 
coordinated development, production, and 
equitable access to diagnostics (tests), treat-
ments, prevention (vaccines), and strengthen-
ing of health systems 

WhO gAVI CEPI COVAX Facility Accelerate affordable vaccine research, 
purchase, and distribution 

un
WhO WFP

COVId-19 supply Chain system Task Force Coordination of supply logistics and support 
operations 

source: own elaboration based on WhO28 and FInd29.
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es to the fight against Covid-19. This investment 
was materialized in december 2020 through ap-
proval of nearly 20 million in voluntary contri-
butions to the un funds and agencies most in 
need, in particular WhO, unITAId, IOm, and un 
Women. spain has also participated in the afore-
mentioned global debt relief initiative, dssI, but 
which is conditional upon projects related to the 
2030 Agenda and gender equality. Furthermore, 
in its new Foreign Action strategy 2021–2024, it 
has committed to push for the implementation 
of the un general Assembly Resolution on the 
impact on women and girls of Covid-19, which 
particularly affects Africa, and calls for a global re-
flection on “global health governance,” including 
the reform and strengthening of the WhO and the 
International Health Regulations (Government of 
spain, 2021).

In the field of global health initiatives, Spain, 
which co-organized the world donor conference, 
is a founding member of ACT-A and COVAX. Al-
though for the time being it has not made any 
direct donation, its recent pledge to donate €50 
million to Gavi (earmarked for the abovemen-
tioned advance market commitment, AmC) and 
€75 million to CEPI will benefit COVAX and thus 
the African continent. moreover, this will be the 
main channel for our country’s donations in ac-
cordance with the solidarity Vaccination Plan 
approved by the spanish government in January 
2021 (MAEUEC and MS, 2021), an intention it had 
already expressed in its Foreign Action strategy 
in which it advocates for equitable access to vac-
cines (Government of Spain, 2021). 

At this level, the role that donations of vac-
cines (but also of PPE or respirators) are playing 
in Africa as an instrument of health diplomacy is 
very interesting. While Eu donations on the con-
tinent have hardly been accompanied by a local 
communication strategy, this is not the case in 
other countries. Russia has donated vaccines 
to Morocco, Algeria, and Zimbabwe and offered 
the Au a funding plan for 300 million doses of 
the sputnik V vaccine. India has provided half a 
million AstraZeneca doses to countries such as 
mozambique and namibia. But the country that 

is best placed to seize this opportunity is China, 
which has earmarked a quarter of its vaccine do-
nations for Africa. In addition, since march 2020, 
it has chartered planes with medical equipment 
and masks and sent doctors and scientists. Pri-
vate philanthropy is not far behind, as in the case 
of Jack ma, who through his Alibaba Foundation 
has sent more than 400 tons of medical supplies 
and made direct donations to the Au. Paradoxes 
of timing: at the beginning of the pandemic, the 
government of Equatorial guinea showed its soli-
darity with China by donating €1.8 million.30 

China is seeking to improve its image, which 
has been damaged by the widespread percep-
tion of being the origin of Covid-19, the mistreat-
ment of sub-Saharan Africans in China in the first 
months of the pandemic (HRW, 2020), and its 
management, which is not always transparent. 
Their solidarity is a mechanism to reinforce an 
image of geopolitical and economic power also 
at the scientific level thanks to the successful de-
velopment of two sinopharm vaccines and one 
Sinovac vaccine (Edwards, 2021). Chinese and 
Russian vaccines are not cheaper, however. sen-
egal is paying sinopharm $19 per vaccine. mean-
while, sputnik costs $10, compared to the $3 that 
India’s serum Institute sells the AstraZeneca vac-
cines it manufactures through COVAX.31 sputnik is 
negotiating inclusion in COVAX to reduce its cost.32 

On the African continent, some countries 
are also using their gestures of solidarity to re-
inforce areas of influence and regional leader-
ship. senegal has pledged to donate 10% of the 
vaccines received through COVAX to neighbor-
ing gambia and guinea Bissau.33 south Africa 

30  see https://www.infobae.com/america/agencias/2020/ 
02/05/guinea-ecuatorial-dona-18-millones-de-euros-a-
china-para-luchar-contra-coronavirus/
31  see https://www.reuters.com/article/uk-health-coro-
navirus-senegal-vaccine-idusKBn2Ad06Y
32  Although its export may become a politically sensitive 
subject domestically while the Russian population is not 
immunized.
33 see https://apnews.com/article/health-coronavirus-
pandemic-africa-senegal-china-ec169b63636fc8cee4ae
5e2fc1fb9737
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has announced that it will give to the Au the al-
ready procured AstraZeneca vaccines in view of 
its limited ability to deal with the south African 
variant of the virus. Morocco, after meeting its 
domestic needs, has sent 15 African countries 
locally manufactured WhO-compliant medi-
cal aid, including masks, gel, and chloroquine 
(Casablanca Club, 2020).

The supply of vaccines and other materials to 
Africa —through regional or global mechanisms, 
bilateral purchases, or donations— has been 
slow, however, not only because of difficulties in 
pharmaceutical development and manufactur-
ing or in financing these mechanisms, but also 
because of hoarding by wealthy actors (mainly 
the us and Eu) through bilateral agreements with 
pharmaceutical companies, increasing to their 
scarcity and their price on the global market (An-
esvad, 2021). By the end of march 2021, “78% of 
vaccines had been administered in 10 countries” 
(The Lancet, 2021b). In a joint statement, the 
unICEF Executive director and the WhO director-
general recalled the need for global leadership 
to expand vaccine production to achieve vaccine 
equity.

The Release of Patents: the Beginning of the End 
of the Pandemic? 

Conscious of its limited financial, production, 
and distribution capacities for vaccines and other 
pandemic supplies, south Africa, together with 
India, decided to take the global lead in October 
2020 to petition34 the WTO to have Covid-19 vac-
cines declared a global public good exempt from 
trade-related intellectual property agreements 
(WTO, 2020). The AU, WHO, and a group of UN 
experts, as well as nobel laureates and civil soci-
ety organizations, among others, have joined this 
call. On may 5, 2021, the united states announced 
its support for patent liberalization, while the Eu 

34  An action similar to the one it took for access to 
antiretrovirals for hIV/AIds.

has been opposing it despite the existence of a 
European citizens’ initiative.35 

Although spain has backed the Eu’s rejection, 
it has aligned itself with the latest us position, 
which is more consistent with its Joint Response 
strategy for cooperation in the Covid-19 crisis 
approved in June 2020, and with its solidarity 
vaccination plan (Government of Spain, 2021; 
mAEuEC and ms, 2021). This turnaround had not 
been achieved by pressure from spanish civil so-
ciety, which addressed an open letter to Pedro 
Sánchez’s government (VV.AA., 2021). 

This proposal to suspend patents, at least un-
til the pandemic is over, is currently under con-
sideration by the WTO, chaired since march 2021 
by nigerian economist ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, for-
mer chair of the gavi vaccine alliance board. The 
proposal faces opposition from pharmaceutical 
companies on the grounds that without suffi-
cient resources they will not be able to continue 
research, even though much of the funding for 
vaccine development has come from pre-fund-
ing from the us, the uK, and the Eu, which did 
not include in their agreements the release of 
patents on the grounds of global public health 
emergencies. 

however, while a moratorium on patents 
would facilitate access to vaccines by lowering 
their cost, it would not ensure sufficient access, 
not least because the continent has only six 
plants capable of producing vaccines, in Alge-
ria, Egypt, morocco, senegal, south Africa, and 
Tunisia. There is also a risk that an increase in 
global production will lead to a shortage of raw 
materials (adjuvants, stabilizers, or preserva-
tives) and elements required for their produc-
tion and distribution (needles, syringes, vials, or 
refrigerators), which are also not in African hands 
but mainly in China, the us, and germany. Oth-
er issues to be resolved are national marketing 
regulations and internal capacities for storage 
and distribution. 

35  see the European Citizens’ Initiative: Right to a vaccine: 
https://eci.ec.europa.eu/015/public/#/screen/home
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Conclusion

One year after the first Covid-19 case in Africa, in-
cidence has been lower than initially expected. 
The fact that it is the African countries with the 
highest hdI, the most urbanized and most inte-
grated into the world economy, with the highest 
mobility and air traffic that are the most affected 
(both in terms of burden of disease and death and 
their socioeconomic consequences), should pro-
voke a joint reflection on the sustainability of our 
lifestyles and economic system. 

Beyond the challenges, the pandemic is an op-
portunity for the development of a smart Africa, 
the strengthening of African public health systems, 
and the construction of social welfare states. The 
tools put in place by the AU in the fight against the 
pandemic have been swift and effective, yet insuf-
ficient, and need to be supplemented by global 
initiatives that have brought the WhO back into 
the limelight. The former have favored regional 
integration, while the latter have shown the pos-
sibilities and limits of current global health tools. 
Eu solidarity with the continent has made use of 
both, spain of the latter. This solidarity, symbol-
ized by vaccines, has generated new dynamics and 
international alliances in a context in which Russia 
and especially China have been able to gain promi-
nence and markets thanks to health diplomacy. 

The pandemic is also showing the senseless-
ness of the hoarding selfishness of some countries 
(such as those in Europe) which can lead to a situ-
ation in which every man for himself means no 
man is saved. In the meantime, we have a unique 
opportunity to lobby the WTO for vaccines, tests, 
and treatments to be considered global public 
goods. A yes would be a giant step forward not 
only in tackling the pandemic in Africa and glob-
ally, but also in advancing the long-standing chal-
lenge of “Health for all with no one left behind” 
and, ultimately, in realizing the human right to 
health. Perhaps it is time to recall the words of 
Cheikh Hamidou Kane (1961, 112): “The era of 
unique destinies is over. In this sense, the end of 
the world has come for each one of us, since no 
one can live by preserving him or herself alone.”
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On December 8, 2020, one day before the offi-
cial summit between the European Union (EU) 
and the African Union (AU) to negotiate the new 
terms of the Eu–Au partnership was due to take 
place, the then Au chairperson Cyril Ramaphosa 
sent a letter to cancel it. The reasons given for 
this temporary cancellation were based on the 
fact that the videoconference format chosen for 
the COVId-19 context was not the most desirable 
option to set the course of such an important re-
lationship for both continents and on the amount 
of activities on both agendas. While these reasons 
have merit, the cancellation seems to have had 
more to do with substance than form (Sheftalov-
ich 2020; laporte 2020). 

EU–AU relations have intensified over the last 
two decades. The launch of the Eu-Africa part-
nership in 2000 and its subsequent formalization 
with the Joint Eu-Africa strategy in 2007 have 
been setting common agendas and a path for co-
operation between the two continents. The data 
on the weight of this relationship for both conti-
nents is well known. The Eu is the largest investor 
in Africa, as well as the largest donor in terms of 
development aid and the largest trading partner 
(taking all 27 countries) (UNCTAD 2019 and 2020; 
OECd 2019; Eurostat 2020). The Eu also currently 
has nine missions on the continent and supports 
the G-5 Sahel, a force of five Sahel countries to 
fight terrorism (African Union 2019; EEAS 2020). 
According to Koen Vervaeke (2020), the largest 
and most reliable contribution to African peace 
and security efforts comes from the EU and its 

African Peace Facility (APF). On the other hand, 
and in the view of the Eu’s current high Repre-
sentative Josep Borrell, Africa is crucial for the Eu 
in terms of security and immigration given that 
the upheavals on the African continent directly 
affect Europe (Borrell 2020). This includes climate 
change issues, as Africa is already and will remain 
in the short term the continent most affected. Eu-
rope also sees in Africa an economic future with 
a growing population. Europe wants to catch up 
with China, the us, and the uK, lending Africa a 
hand in trade, the digital field, green transition, 
security, and development. For spain, this rela-
tionship is of special importance, as it is one of 
the countries bordering the African continent and 
has special relations with north Africa. 

Over the past few years, the Eu has insisted on 
its message about the need to strengthen rela-
tions with Africa and to do so through a partner-
ship on equal footing (Vervaeke 2020). In 2019, 
Commission President ursula von der leyen’s 
first trip outside Europe was to the African conti-
nent, claiming to seek a “partnership of equals” 
(Herszenhorn 2019). While this gesture was 
meant to send a clear message of intent, African 
countries did not respond with glee: they reaf-
firmed their ability to solve their own problems 
and their intention to diversify partnerships (Fox 
2020; lopes 2020). The areas of work that the Eu 
proposed to the Au to mark the new cooperation 
strategy include green transition and energy ac-
cess, digital transformation, economic growth, 
and sustainable job creation, peace and gover-

2. Towards a more equal partnership? 
What the most immediate future holds 

for Europe-Africa relations 
Marta Íñiguez de Heredia
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nance, and migration and mobility (European 
Commission 2020, 2).

The problem for the Au is that behind all 
these declarations of intent it sees much ado 
about nothing. To begin with, relations have not 
been Eu–Au, but rather Eu–African countries 
and, more specifically, donor–recipient (Handy 
and Kenhago 2020). There are several aspects to 
this. On the one hand, this relationship has repro-
duced inequalities and positions of power and 
dependence, leaving the idea of “partnership” by 
the wayside. On the other hand, this approach 
has caused a fragmentation of relations, creating 
inequalities between the countries that are with-
in the Au. On the part of African countries, com-
ing together as a common bloc has butted heads 
with historical disagreements, and many have fa-
vored their colonial relations over relations with 
countries on the continent. Establishing parity 
relations from continental to intercontinental 
organization has been fraught. 

This chapter explores the possibilities for a 
more equal partnership at the upcoming Eu-Au 
summit. It focuses on the crucial issues, including 
the possibility of a common African trade agree-
ment, African demand for investment in infra-
structure to facilitate the production and export 
of manufactured goods, not just raw materials, 
disagreements over migration, security issues, 
and issues around climate change that may also 
affect Africa’s trade exports to Europe. While the 
African position has hardened and has an in-
creasing weight in negotiations with the Eu, and 
while the fact that the need for equality has been 
put at the top of the agenda is truly telling regard-
ing the political will on both sides, the chances of 
achieving a partnership agreement on actually 
equal terms at this forthcoming summit appear 
to be slim. 

Pitfalls in trade relations 

One of the main stumbling blocks in Eu–Au rela-
tions, and one of the tensions that mark the cur-
rent negotiations to renew the joint strategy, is 

Africa’s demand that the Eu sign a common trade 
agreement for the African continent. Currently, 
Africa’s trade channels for exports to Europe are 
fragmented, leading to inequalities between Af-
rican countries and weakening the possibility of 
bloc policies on their part. 

historically, trade relations and agreements 
between the two continents have taken place un-
der four frameworks. First, under the framework 
of colonial relations that has been maintained to 
today. For example, France’s maintenance of the 
CFA franc in 14 West and Central African coun-
tries limits the control they can have over their 
reserves, revenues, and monetary policy (Iñiguez 
de heredia 2019, 105).1 The colonial question is 
not simply a historical question but underlies cur-
rent European policies towards Africa, whereby 
Africa is constructed as an “object of experimen-
tation” and a “subject to be transformed” on the 
basis of a political subject model with Europe at 
the center (Mbembe 2001; Wai 2012). Especially 
since the 1990s, a series of policies have made 
aid and trade facilities contingent upon African 
states implementing institutional reforms, eco-
nomic and social policies based on the idea of 
“good governance,” without questioning the dual 
responsibility for global dynamics in poverty and 
conflict in Africa. 

A trade agreement between the Eu and the 
Au, African countries argue, should not only 
break with this patronizing relationship but also 
create the basis for Africa to export manufactured 
goods (Fox 2020). Part of this unequal relation-
ship, which contains historical dynamics from the 
colonial period, is the fact that Europe’s exports 
to Africa are mainly manufactured goods while Af-
rica’s exports to Europe are raw materials: crude 
oil and agricultural products (Eurostat 2020). The 
fact that Africa does not see a real partnership 
as feasible without the development of African 
industrial capacity is not only a demand for Eu-
ropean investment, it is central to the historical 
dynamics of Europe–Africa relations. 

1  see Federico Abizanda’s chapter on the CFA franc in this 
report.
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This colonial issue also underlies the second 
framework that has marked trade relations and 
agreements. The lomé Conventions and, sub-
sequently, the Cotonou Agreement have had as 
their fundamental objective the “development” 
of Africa, articulating this donor–recipient re-
lationship. The new Neighbourhood, Develop-
ment and International Cooperation Instrument, 
in the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) 
20212027, which has become the single instru-
ment for development cooperation and external 
financing, continues to project the need to trans-
form Africa in multiple areas such as the econo-
my, security, good governance, and human rights 
(EU Parliament 2021). 

Eu development assistance has provided 
countless opportunities. however, the trade 
balance with Europe has tended to be negative 
in overall terms and has had its ups and downs 
(Faber 2004). Moreover, these agreements have 
also contributed to the fragmentation of trade 
relations between Europe and Africa. This frag-
mentation occurs because, as Paul-simon handy 
and Kenhago Tazo (2020) argue, each EU country 
structures its relations differently, like through 
the Cotonou Agreement or through bilateral or 
neighborhood policies, as is the case of spain 
with north Africa. The spain–morocco relation-
ship is a good example, forming a special connec-
tion that indeed accounts for a large proportion 
of the imports and exports between Europe and 
Africa globally (Eurostat 2020 ). Therefore, even 
within the Cotonou Agreement, not all countries 
have the same access to all European countries. 
The Neighbourhood, Development and Interna-
tional Cooperation Instrument itself splits Africa 
in two, distinguishing between cooperation and 
policies aimed at the neighborhood, which in-
cludes north Africa, and sub-saharan Africa. 

This is where the third framework comes in, 
which differentiates between countries with Eco-
nomic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) and those 
without. While the Eu has established a general 
rule of not imposing tariffs on African imports 
except on arms, these agreements have only 
been signed by 14 sub-Saharan countries (Colom 

2019). The first regional trade bloc to be ratified 
was the Southern African Development Commu-
nity (Fox 2020). Fragmentation is therefore also 
fueled by the African continent, as many of these 
agreements have the potential to have a benefi-
cial impact on their economies, although at the 
same time Africa has been moving towards estab-
lishing itself as a unified trading bloc. 

In this sense, the recently created African Con-
tinental Free Trade Area (AfCTA) has the poten-
tial to address many of these issues, giving Africa 
commercial weight in Europe as a bloc, generat-
ing investments to develop infrastructure for the 
export of manufactured goods, etc. however, as 
Artur Colom says, like in any integration process 
there will be winners and losers (Colom 2019). 
For Europe, the creation of this area can bring 
many trade benefits, but, as we will see below, 
African countries fear that Europe will impose an 
import tax on non-low-carbon products, limiting 
the impact that the AfCTA can have on trade with 
Europe.

The AfCTA represents the efforts the African 
continent is making to negotiate as a bloc not 
only vis-à-vis Europe but in terms of world trade 
in general. The fragmenting dynamics, as we have 
seen, impose, however, constraints on both sides 
of the mediterranean. Fear of change, especially 
in situations where current arrangements and 
dynamics are a source of investment, weighs on 
the merits of future arrangements. On the other 
hand, the fragmented pattern in which various 
European countries establish their relations with 
Africa does not look like it will be changing in the 
short term. 

Despite these difficulties, egalitarian trade 
relations would lay a solid foundation for a truly 
equal partnership, leaving aside donor–recipient 
relations and the view of Africa as a subject to be 
transformed to suit Europe. 

Disagreements on migration policy

The so-called securitization of migration has 
been shaping the European security and migra-
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tion agenda for some time (Abebe 2019). This 
securitization means that migration, particularly 
from Africa to the European continent, has been 
constructed as a threat to Europe’s security. This 
approach to immigration has been in place since 
the schengen Agreements were more reliably im-
plemented in the mid-1990s. since the rise of ter-
rorism in 2001 and, above all, since the so-called 
refugee crisis in 2014 and 2015, Europe has been 
increasingly obstructing and playing “mediter-
ranean ping-pong,” returning refugees and ship-
wrecked boat people to their countries of origin 
(Dünnwald 2011, 116). It has also put in place a 
series of policies to manage migration flows by 
externalizing borders (Serón and Gabrielli 2019). 
In other words, despite the fact that the number 
of arrivals is declining, especially in the context 
of the pandemic,2 these policies have been con-
solidated (Abderrahim 2018), even though some 
of them violate human rights and the Refugee 
Convention, although in spain the supreme 
Court has endorsed the summary deportations3 
(Brunet 2020).

nevertheless, African immigration to Europe 
is a major source of income for a large part of 
the economy. A large portion of spain’s agricul-
tural products, which are marketed both inside 
and outside the country, are harvested in green-
houses by African people (Pont 2020). In general, 
there are many jobs that European people do not 
want to do which have been transferred to mi-
grants, even in times of crisis, such as agriculture, 
slaughtering in meat industries, cleaning, care, 
and construction (CCOO 2019). 

 What African countries are demanding is 
compensation and not mere criminalization of 
African migration. In other words, a favorable 
migration regime should be established for Af-
rican citizens, so that they can enjoy decent liv-

2  At the southern mediterranean border alone, arrivals 
in recent years have gone from 390,005 in 2016 to 99,475 
in 2020. see the International Organization for migra-
tion’s Flow Monitoring website: https://migration.iom.
int/europe?type=arrivals.
3  Popularly called ‘devoluciones en caliente’ in spanish.

ing conditions. They also call for the economic 
differences between the two continents to be 
taken into account. While fishing, for example, is 
a source of jobs and resources in many African 
economies, they are exploited by Europe through 
trade agreements, such as the ones authorizing 
Spanish, Portuguese, and French vessels to fish 
in Senegalese or Somali waters (EU Parliament 
2020). however, the loss of jobs and income for 
the senegalese or somali citizenry and states has 
not been offset by a favorable migration regime. 

For its part, the Eu has a series of requirements 
for African countries, especially those located at 
strategic points in north Africa and the niger. The 
EU requires: first, that these countries host mi-
grants and refugees so that the burden does not 
fall on intra-European sharing (Abderrahim 2018); 
second, that they increase their capacity in terms 
of processing departures and arrivals, becoming 
containment blocks for migrants to Europe; third, 
that they support the creation of “regional disem-
barkation platforms,” whereby so-called illegal 
immigration would be returned to Africa (Abder-
rahim 2018; European Commission 2018). In re-
turn, the EU offers financial, logistical, advisory, 
and training support, which it is already provid-
ing through a number of actions under the Com-
mon Security and Defence Policy (CSDP), as well 
as through instruments such as the Trust Fund 
and now the Neighbourhood, Development and 
International Cooperation Instrument.

African countries are already cooperating with 
the Eu in this regard, although the idea of landing 
platforms has been highly criticized in north Afri-
can countries (Abderrahim 2018). However, this 
perception of migration as a threat is not condu-
cive to the idea of a partnership between equals 
and implies shifting responsibility to states that 
have fewer resources than the Eu to deal with 
criminal trafficking networks, for instance. 

Immigration has become a central security is-
sue for Europe and is set to remain so in coming 
years. This may therefore be a stumbling block in 
Eu–Au relations. While Europe is apparently will-
ing to compromise in some respects to continue 
deepening its relations with the Au, immigration 
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has the potential to create a black hole in which 
Europe continues to set the tone as long as Af-
rica remains the junior partner that participates 
in policies that benefit Europe without having a 
real beneficial compensation.

Security issues

security has been the anchor of Eu-Au relations 
since the 1990s, when the security–development 
nexus (the idea that there is no security without 
development and no development without se-
curity) became central to European policies of all 
stripes towards Africa (Iñiguez de Heredia 2019). 
Since the official launch of the joint EU–Africa 
strategy in 2007, security has been the priority 
objective, with increased financial and institu-
tional agreement and support from both orga-
nizations (Iñiguez de Heredia 2020). The EU has, 
as already noted, paid 3.5 trillion euros through 
the APF to build the Au’s security architecture. 
here again we see the donor–recipient relation-
ship, coupled with the European view that Africa’s 
peace and security problems have to do with its 
failed governance and democracy dynamics. 

The main tension here is in the approach that 
leads to the implementation of certain policies. 
For example, when conflicts (and instability and 
poverty) are addressed as an African pathology 
as societies and institutions that lack political or 
economic capacity or do not follow sufficiently 
democratic or good governance parameters, 
and the structural and historical patterns behind 
these conflicts are made invisible, solutions focus 
on a few symptoms but not on the roots. 

Although the Eu’s proposal to the Au in march 
2020 reaffirms the need to work on aspects of 
good governance, human rights, and democ-
racy, this approach to so-called liberal peace is 
increasingly being called into question. The Eu 
itself has gradually moved away from compre-
hensive political reform interventions to focus 
more on what have come to be called pragmatic 
issues, which have more to do with the military 
and security capacity of the state (Chandler 2017; 

Bargués 2020; Iñiguez de heredia 2020). howev-
er, this departure from the liberal paradigm has 
led to the emergence of contradictions in the 
operationalization of the CsdP missions, both in 
the European approach and in the African imple-
mentation. so, for example, most of the missions 
that the Eu has deployed in Africa right now are 
training and security reinforcement missions. On 
the other hand, the reinforcement of these capa-
bilities has gone hand in hand with the abuse of 
force in counter-terrorism operations and even 
an increase in African states’ repression of dissi-
dents. This approach, in the sahel for example, 
has not led to a decrease in the existence of ter-
rorist groups and in some places terrorism has 
been on the rise. It has not addressed structural 
issues that are at the root of the social and po-
litical conflicts that fuel these groups and, more-
over, has led to human rights’ abuses (Iñiguez de 
heredia 2020). 

spain has developed an entire diplomatic and 
cooperation strategy in the sahel that has to do 
with its interests in a stable region. however, the 
focus so far is again on African pathologies rather 
than on structural patterns. Their work on gender 
issues underlines this aspect: there are a multi-
tude of programs that provide education and 
training in a variety of economic and social areas, 
but it is not linked to structural work. sahelian 
women remain one of the groups most affected 
by both terrorist groups and counter-terrorism 
actions (Iñiguez de Heredia and Ndiaye 2019).

security, in any case, again deepens the un-
equal relations that exist. While this is an area 
where the Eu and the Au have cooperated more 
intensively and, arguably, continent to continent, 
there remains a perception of Africa as a threat 
and as an actor that needs to be trained to solve 
its problems, which African countries reject. 

Climate change 

Europe and Africa are at a crossroads on climate 
change issues. While Europe is one of the con-
tinents that has most affected climate change 
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and is currently polluting the most, Africa is the 
continent that has had the least influence and 
is suffering the most (IPCC 2001, 7–8; Niang and 
Ruppel 2014; Crippa et. al. 2019; Eckstein et. al. 
2021). According to the Global Climate Risk Index 
2021, five of the ten countries most affected by 
extreme weather events over the past year are 
African (Eckstein et. al. 2021: 8).4 While a large 
part of the emissions and pollution with which 
Europe has caused climate change has to do with 
its own industrialization and current production 
model, Africa’s economic development implies, 
in the global economic model, a process of in-
dustrialization and urbanization. however, the 
effects that climate change is already having in 
Africa directly affect Europe as it generates new 
waves of migration just when Europe is tighten-
ing its borders, as we have already seen (Goff et. 
al. 2012; Torelli 2017).

When the EU offers Africa “a partnership for a 
green transition and energy access,” it is propos-
ing that the organizations work together to “opt 
for a low-carbon, resource-efficient and climate-
resilient future, in line with the Paris Agreement” 
(European Commission 2020, 2). This means in-
vesting in green technology that can give Africa 
the capacity for sustainable economic growth, 
supported by renewable energy. making sustain-
able use of resources in Africa that can promote 
that economic growth and consequent industri-
alization and urbanization for a growing popu-
lation, within the 1.5°C limit on global warming, 
is also on the table. The Eu is ready to support 
implementation of the nationally determined 
Contributions, which are the strategic plans 
that each country must make to meet the global 
target set in Paris in 2015. The Eu is providing 
funding and technology, in addition to its vari-
ous development cooperation and humanitarian 
aid programs in emergency situations (European 
Commission. 2016). In January 2020, the Eu an-
nounced €1 million for the Africa Adaptation Ini-
tiative, which, while to be implemented by the 

4  Mozambique and Zimbabwe are the first and second 
most affected countries, respectively.

un development Programme, seeks to expand 
knowledge on the impact and possible ways to 
mitigate climate change in Africa (Relief Web 
2021).

For Africa, there are several reasons for reluc-
tance. The limit set by the Paris Agreement was 
too conservative for many countries to try to curb 
the worst effects of climate change in Africa. In 
East and West African countries, droughts and 
floods are causing extremely serious humani-
tarian crises, as well as fueling armed conflicts. 
Although the Eu was aiming for an ambitious 
agreement, several European countries contrib-
uted to raising the limit to 1.5°C. not only does 
this send an ambiguous message to Africa on 
how committed the Eu really is to combat climate 
change, but it appears that Europe is once again 
trying to impose its leadership in a patronizing 
donor–recipient and information and technolo-
gy-generating relationship on a dependent and 
needy Africa. meanwhile, Europe as a whole re-
mains one of the regions that emits the most CO2 

and the one that is affecting the diversity of fish 
aquifers in Africa the most. 

Another area of reluctance is the question as 
to whether the funding, investment, and tech-
nology transfer needed for green technology 
development will be real and, indeed, sufficient. 
Africa needs a green transition in some aspects 
of its economy, but the greatest need lies in the 
creation of infrastructure to support the weight 
of a continent growing economically and pop-
ulation-wise, with an aspiration to decent liv-
ing standards with basic services, urbanization, 
transport, communications, as well as other is-
sues. This transition, no longer ecological but 
industrializing, requires investment from African 
countries, but Africa needs European capital and 
infrastructure. These dynamics are not new and 
have to do with the historical relationship by 
which Africa has been distanced from processes 
of technification and industrialization. 

Finally, another reservation stems from Eu-
rope’s idea of imposing a carbon tax on all im-
ported products. The implementation of the 
AfCFTA was a trade breakthrough for the largest 
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continental bloc in terms of number of countries 
in the world market. however, while the AfCFTA 
can generate resources to invest in green technol-
ogy in addition to mitigating the harmful effects 
of climate change in areas where agricultural 
production will decline, opening up new areas of 
production and trade, it also has the potential to 
increase greenhouse gas emissions (Simon 2020). 
In other words, the AfCFTA does not necessarily 
meet Europe’s aspirations for a low-carbon trad-
ing area, even though these are included on the 
Au’s Agenda 2063.

In Europe, however, a carbon tax on all im-
ported products has already been under consid-
eration (Pauwelyn 2020). This measure not only 
seeks to curb the entry into the European market 
to products that do not contribute to the goal of a 
low-carbon economy but also to pay for the green 
transition that the Eu needs. If the Eu decides to 
impose such a tax or demands that the AfCFTA 
“align with the Eu’s ‘green deal’,” the possibility 
of trading African products in Europe would be 
greatly limited in the short and even long term 
(Fox 2020). 

Here again, the EU and the AU find themselves 
in divergent, albeit interdependent, positions. 
Climate change is also an area where divergences 
can be observed within both the European and 
African continents. not all countries agree on the 
need to develop green and sustainable technolo-
gies. From the point of view of those who are feel-
ing the brunt of it on the African continent, this 
is not a minor matter but one that affects their 
economy and security. On this issue, it is likely 
that in addition to potential intercontinental 
clashes, we will also see intra-continental clash-
es, which will ultimately affect the final shape of 
the new Eu–Au partnership.

Conclusion

Eu–Au relations are at a paradoxical moment. 
While, on the one hand, they are arguably in 
one of their most intense phases in contempo-
rary history, on the other hand, they are at an 

impasse. Africa has grown tired of being the ju-
nior partner, treated condescendingly, and seeks 
not only to have more weight in the relationship 
but to make the relationship a true partnership 
between equals. This is what Europe proclaims. 
since 2018, voices have been heard at the high-
est levels of the Eu calling for such a partnership, 
based on a mutually beneficial and interdepen-
dent relationship between the two continents. 
however, the Au wants more than just political 
messages wrapped in good intentions. This time 
they want more deeds in the form of formal com-
mitments on key issues such as trade relations, 
immigration, and security arrangements, as well 
as a mutually agreed upon and beneficial green 
deal. 

The problem is that Europe continues to look 
at Africa through the Eurocentric prism that turns 
everything that does not resemble Europe into a 
pathology. There is also fragmentation, both in 
the way Europe relates to Africa and in African 
countries’ relationship to Europe. The statements 
and messages from von der leyen and Borrell are 
intended to show a consensus in Europe on the 
willingness to reach out to Africa in pursuit of 
a mutually beneficial relationship. While these 
messages are important and could potentially 
build new bridges, it is unlikely that in the short 
run the new agreement they reach will set aside 
the unequal relationship that these two partners 
have on many of these key issues. This is not sim-
ply due to a lack of political will: it requires pro-
found changes in dynamics and mentalities that 
will take time to change
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The global upheaval of the Black lives matter 
(BLM) movement in conjunction with the cry “I 
Can’t Breathe” followed the arrest and murder 
on may 25, 12020 Eh1 in minneapolis, minnesota, 
of george Floyd, a 46-year-old African American 
man. For nine minutes and twenty-nine seconds 
Floyd bore the weight of European American po-
liceman2 derek Chauvin’s knee on his neck as he 
pleaded that he could not breathe in indescrib-
able agony until his death.3 These images were 
viewed by millions of people on social media 
and over instant message. In the context of don-
ald Trump’s presidency (12017-12020 EH) and 
his promotion of a populist, sexist, and xeno-
phobic neo-right-wing discourse with obvious 

1  Era of history or holocene era. To avoid Eurocentric 
and Christian-centric frames of reference, here we will 
use Césare Emiliani’s holocene Era, which we call Era of 
history. To convert positive dates of the Common Era 
subtract 10,000 years or omit the first figure on the left.
2  The uncommon expression European American is in-
tended to shift the centrality of the narrative away from 
American people of European ancestry. If ancestry is not-
ed in other American communities (“African-American,” 
“Asian-American,” etc.), we understand that it should 
be noted in all communities, so that communities des-
ignated as “non-white” are not conceptualised from a 
white-designated perspective as “exceptions to the rule.”
3  derek Chauvin was convicted by a jury in the state of 
minnesota on April 20, 12020 Eh of three counts of unin-
tentional second-degree murder, third-degree murder, 
and second-degree manslaughter. Pending sentencing, 
the charges could carry a maximum total of 75 years’ im-
prisonment. The us department of Justice is also inves-
tigating previous incidents in which Chauvin assaulted 
other detainees, including minors.

white supremacist sympathies, Black lives mat-
ter became the rallying cry of anti-racist politi-
cal opposition. A wave of protests swept through 
major cities around the world pointing out that 
lives designated as black matter and also against 
statues seen as symbols of white supremacy and 
imperialism.

unlike previous social outcries,4 the outrage 
conveyed by the movement went international, 
going beyond a reaction to racist police brutality 
in the united states. This global Black lives matter 
is a cry of rage against planetary institutional and 
social practices that make up what we call struc-
tural racism, which is why it has been echoed not 
only in Europe but also in countries of Abya Yala,5 
Asia, and Africa. In nigeria, Blm made it clear that 
African lives matter in the face of the dehuman-
isation promoted by the post-colonial state, and 
at Oxford university in June 12020 Eh, the Black 
lives matter and the south African Rhodes must 
Fall movement came together. These ideological 
mutual influences and connections of action be-
tween Africa and African descendants have their 
precedents in the emergence of Pan-African-
ism, Ethiopianism, garveyism, and the struggle 
against apartheid, processes that demonstrate 
the existence of a continuous communication 

4  The united states has a long history of social unrest 
in reaction to racism and police brutality, most notably 
when people took to the streets following the assassina-
tion of martin luther King and the riots protesting the 
acquittal of the police officers involved in the beating of 
Rodney King from April 29 to may 4, 2001.
5  The continent Eurocentrically known as America.

3. black lives matter and the Global 
structural racism

Antumi Toasijé
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between the struggles for social justice on both 
sides of the Atlantic and the mediterranean. This, 
in addition to the prospect of self-redress for the 
crimes of slavery and colonialism, justifies the 
recent consideration of the African diaspora as 
the sixth region of the African union.6

Emergence and Growth of Black Lives Matter

In 12013 Eh, three young African American wom-
en, Alicia garza —a writer and civil rights activist, 
currently focusing on defending domestic work-
ers, Opal Tometi —a writer and activist for mi-
grant rights and against gender-based violence, 
and Patrisse Cullors, —a queer activist and artist 
focusing on police violence and the prison sys-
tem, founded Black lives matter. The movement 
has a non-hierarchical structure based around 
the blacklivesmatter.com website which con-
tained its basic principles. Anyone who under-
stands the slogan and devotes some of their time 
to making it a reality can consider themselves 
part of the Blm. A network of discussion and 
strategy centers across the united states and 
various cities around the world is free to carry 
out actions under the Blm name, and while this 
may have created confusion or even the emer-
gence of opportunists, in general this entirely 
circumstantial structuring has proven efficient. 
Black lives matter has been involved in organiz-
ing more than a thousand protests which in the 
us alone have had an estimated participation 
as of July 12020 Eh of up to 26 million people 
(Buchanan et. al. 2020). The Black Lives Matter 
global network Foundation manages the move-
ment’s funds, having received a total of $90 mil-
lion in 12020 HD (Morrison 2021), which it uses 
to fund its chapters and other related organiza-
tions, as well as its survival Fund for 3,000 Afri-
can Americans (BLM 2020).

6  The African Union initiated efforts in 12008 EH to con-
sider the integration of the diaspora into the decision-
making bodies of the African union as the continent’s 
sixth region (AU 2008).

The trigger for the emergence of the hashtag 
#Blacklivesmatter was the acquittal on July 13, 
12013 Eh of the security guard described as 
hispanic7 george Zimmerman, accused of the 
murder of the African American minor Trayvon 
Martin (17 years old), whom he shot on the night 
of February 26, 12012 Eh in sanford, Florida. 
Awareness of the label grew in 12014 Eh in the 
wake of the murder of Michael Brown (18) in Fer-
guson, missouri, and Eric garner in new York, 
both African American and both killed by police. 
The acquittal of the police officer charged in the 
death of michael Brown led to non-violent pro-
tests as well as riots. The repression of those 
demonstrations that were peaceful prompted 
the un secretary-general to call for respect for 
peaceful assembly (Reuters 2014). Eric Garner 
was killed by the police officer involved in his 
arrest using an illegal chokehold. The new York 
City Office of the Chief Medical Examiner also in-
dicated that garner’s death was a homicide, yet 
no one was prosecuted. The court decision was 
followed by protests in Atlanta, Chicago, Balti-
more, Berkeley, Washington, and minneapolis, 
as well as in london. Eric garner’s last words “I 
can’t breathe” were the motto of these protests 
along with the increasingly present “Black lives 
matter.”

On november 13 of the same year, Tamir Rice, 
12, was shot dead by police in a Cleveland play-
ground while carrying a BB gun8. The perpetra-
tors of the shooting were not prosecuted. All of 
this is framed within the usual us police policy 
of anticipating a potentially violent situation. The 
police shootings of Alton sterling on July 5, 12016 
Eh in Baton Rouge and Philando Castile in saint 
Paul, minnesota on July 6 in front of his partner 
and his nine-year-old daughter sparked a series 
of protests, including that of professional football 
(NFL) player Colin Kaepernick, who knelt as the 

7  The designation “hispanic” is controversial in the 
united states as it combines elements of the racial and 
cultural imaginary that are highly indeterminate, making 
it, in practice, a linguistic category.
8  More specifically, an airsoft replica gun.
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us anthem was played. That gesture would cost 
Kaepernick any future signings with the league 
after his contract expired in 12017 EH. Even so, it 
would later be echoed by more than 200 players 
and then replicated in other sports’ leagues, with 
the men’s and women’s national Basketball As-
sociations (NBA & WNBA) both notable for their 
players’ commitment to wearing T-shirts with 
anti-racist slogans on them. Kneeling during the 
anthem and before the flag in protest at the po-
lice killings of African Americans was seen as an 
offence to the nation by conservative sectors and 
in particular by President donald Trump himself, 
who made strong statements against the athlete, 
although he later moderated his messages and 
even came out in favor of him being readmit-
ted to the league. Kaepernick’s gesture was not 
a solitary one: a number of athletes have pro-
tested against racism in the united states over 
the decades. The most famous cases are those 
of the boxer muhammad Ali, who considered the 
Vietnam War a racist war in which the African 
American population should not be involved, 
and Tommie smith and John Carlos at the mexico 
Olympics 11968 EH raising their gloved fists on 
the 200 m podium.

While the vast majority of African Americans 
killed by police are men, the invisibility of the 
deaths of African American women has also 
caused public outrage. The hashtag #sayher-
Name (Owens 2021), coined by African American 
academic Kimberlé Crenshaw,9 following the 
death of sandra Bland in her jail cell on July 13, 
12015 EH three days after her arrest, called atten-
tion to the lack of social and media attention paid 
to the deaths of African American women at the 
hands of the police. The best known case was that 
of Breonna Taylor, killed in a police shootout with 
her boyfriend at her home in louisville, Kentucky, 
on march 13, 12020 Eh. Another consequence of 
the Blm movement has been to make previously 

9  Kimberlé Crenshaw is well known for her theorization 
of intersectionality, the overlapping of systemic oppres-
sions such as race, gender, class, and others in the same 
person.

existing initiatives against the existence of the 
police itself visible, which are articulated around 
the slogan “defund the police.” This slogan of an 
undoubtedly anarchist tradition represents the 
ideas of those who are both for the abolition of 
the institution of the police and those who ad-
vocate for allocating fewer resources to police 
repression and the prison system and more 
resources to social programs, which are those 
that have proven in certain northern European 
countries to have drastically reduced crime rates 
(García 2020).

These deaths, in not a few cases outright ho-
micides or even murders,10 of African Americans 
at the hands of police officers are not exceptions 
to the rule. since 12015 Eh in the united states 
there have been about three deaths a day of peo-
ple in interactions with the police, around 1,000 
deaths per year. A person of African descent11 is 
two to three times more likely to be killed by the 
police than a white person and four times more 
likely even when not carrying a gun (Fox et. al. 
2019). The killing by law enforcement officers of 
African Americans and other non-Anglo-saxon 
social groups has been a common practice since 
the establishment of the first police force in Bos-
ton in 11838 EH (Nodjimbadem 2017). In recent 
years, the distinctive feature of these killings has 
been that they have been filmed and shared on 
the internet and social media. sometimes people 
who are witnesses record the events with their 
cellphones, in other situations it is the patrol cars’ 
own cameras that record what happened, and in 
other cases, as in Tamir Rice’s, the recording is 
by security cameras in nearby establishments 
or surveillance cameras installed on the streets. 
The society of the present century is character-
ized by the potential for exponential recording 
and viewing and the likely rapid propagation of 
those images.

10  homicide is generally understood as death caused with 
intent to cause harm and murder as death caused with 
premeditated intent to take life.
11  Persons who are African and of African descent who 
are designated as black.
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The Global Expansion of the Black Lives Matter 
Movement 

The visibility of the protests in the united states 
due to its hegemonic position explains the rapid 
expansion of the world’s protests against po-
lice brutality. The consequences of what had 
happened in the country and the huge popular 
response led to protests with a variety of geo-
graphical focuses (Figure 1).

Two of the first countries to witness the emer-
gence of Black lives matter outside the united 
states were Australia and Canada, probably be-
cause both political spaces are largely English-
speaking and share a colonial history which has 
points in common with the united states. In Aus-
tralia, young Aboriginal woman ms. dhu died in 
police custody on August 4, 12014 Eh in Port hed-
land in Western Australia. The victim had been 
arrested for not paying fines and had repeatedly 
reported being in pain during her arrest. despite 
being attended by medical staff, they felt she was 
exaggerating, and she eventually died of a heart 

attack. The refusal to consider her physical con-
dition seriously was recorded by closed-circuit 
cameras. Enquiries by Australian authorities re-
vealed she had been treated inhumanely and that 
treatment had been motivated by preconceived 
notions about Aboriginal people (Wahlquist 
2016), yet no one was held responsible for her 
death. The protests that followed this report in-
volved thousands of demonstrators in Australia 
and the alliance of three movements: Black lives 
matter, say her name, as well as Idle no more, 
founded in 12012 Eh by native Canadian women 
in defense of the rights and sovereignty of native 
peoples around the world.

In Canada, on september 24, 12014 Eh Jer-
maine Carby, a 33-year-old African Canadian, was 
shot dead by a police officer in Toronto. Close in 
time to the death of michael Brown in the united 
states, mass protests for Carby and Brown took 
place in Canada with hundreds of performances 
of bodies on the ground. On July 5, 12015 Eh, An-
drew loku, a sudanese refugee in Toronto, was 
shot and killed by police who broke into his home 
after called due to an altercation with his neigh-

Figure 1. Global map of the George Floyd murder protests in 12020 EH, places where 100 or more 
people gathered

source: Wikimedia Commons CC Attribution-share Alike 3.0.
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bors. loku, who was mentally ill, was wielding a 
hammer when he was shot by officers who pan-
icked due to their fear of black people according 
to the family’s lawyer’s statement (CBC 2017). In 
both cases, the police officers were exonerated of 
any wrongdoing. These events led to the creation 
of the Black lives matter headquarters in Toronto, 
out of which a series of protests were organized 
in different parts of the country (Battersby 2016).

In Europe, mass demonstrations, sometimes 
with the tens of thousands, took place in major 
cities such as london, Paris, Berlin, Vienna, lis-
bon, Brussels, Amsterdam, Rome, and madrid, 
mainly in June 12020 Eh. Coronavirus was not 
an impediment to this, and it is likely that dem-
onstrations would have been even bigger in the 
absence of Covid-19. 

In Britain, in July 12016 Eh, nine Black lives 
matter supporters blocked london City Airport by 
tying themselves to a structure on a runway (BBC 
2016). The group’s leader, Joshua Virasami, said 
the action was in response to the uK’s deporta-
tion policies in the context of Brexit. In 12020 Eh 
Bristol, Cardiff, Manchester, and London were the 
scene of protests between June 3 and 12 over the 
death of george Floyd and the deaths of several 
people designated as black in the united King-
dom. Of particular note were the protests over 
the death from complications caused by the coro-
navirus on march 21, 12021 Eh of Belly mujinga, a 
train worker born in the democratic Republic of 
the Congo, who was spat on by a train user car-
rying the virus. Of note also was the suicide in 
prison in 12016 Eh of sarah Reed, who had spe-
cific mental conditions, as well as other deaths in 
police custody in which the authorities have been 
accused of medical neglect. 

In France, on June 2, 12020 Eh several tens of 
thousands of people inspired by the Blm move-
ment demonstrated in front of the Paris Court of 
First Instance in memory of Adama Traoré, killed 
in a police action. In spain, the African descen-
dent, African, and Black Community in spain 
(CNAAE), the street-sellers union, the Pro-Hu-
man Rights Association and the students’ union 
among other organizations called for a series of 

protests against the murder of george Floyd in 
madrid, Barcelona, seville, malaga, and Cadiz 
(Esteban et. al. 2020). The protesters recalled 
the deaths in spain in police custody or related 
to police persecution of Africans and people of 
African descent, especially mame mbaye, samba 
martine, Idrissa diallo, and the Tarajal 15.12

The Black lives matter movement in the united 
Kingdom and the United States shifted gears un-
expectedly when it turned the spotlight on stat-
ues in public spaces of prominent figures from 
the past who were associated with slavery or who 
were known for their active racism. On June 7, the 
statue of Edward Colston (11636-11721 EH) in Bris-
tol, his hometown, was pulled down. The bronze 
effigy had already been criticized in previous years 
for its direct and notorious link to Atlantic slavery. 
The six-foot-tall statue was pulled down, rolled 
down the street, and tossed into the waters of Bris-
tol Harbor. Days later, sculptor Marc Quinn made 
a replica of one of Blm’s activists, Jen Reid, and 
installed it in the slaver’s statue’s place. On June 
16, the mayor’s office removed Reid’s statue but 
did not put Colston’s back, stating that it was up 
to Bristol residents to decide which statue would 
replace the enslaved people traffickers. Another 
target was the statue of Winston Churchill in lon-
don’s Parliament square, which was spray painted 
with graffiti pointing out his racism. By popular 
demand, and after seeing what happened to the 
Colston statue, the statue of the slaver Robert mil-
ligan in the london dockyards was removed. 

This trend, which one might call iconoclastic, 
travelled from Europe to the united states, dis-
playing a dynamic of mutual influences on both 
sides of the Atlantic. On June 10, the statue of 
Christopher Columbus was beheaded in Boston 
and the authorities decided to remove it the fol-
lowing day, the same day that another statue of 

12  samba Baye, Oumar Ben, Yves Bilong martin, Joseph 
Blaise, dauda dakole, Armand debordo, larios Fotio, 
Jeannot Flame, Ousman hassan, Ibrahim Keita, nane 
Roger Chimi, luc, Youssouf, and at least two other un-
identified people died while trying to reach the Tarajal 
beach in Ceuta on the night of February 6, 12014 Eh.
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Christopher Columbus, the one at the minne-
sota state Capitol, was toppled. This action was 
claimed by Abya Yala indigenous activist groups. 
In Colombia, in June 12020 Eh, demonstrations 
were called for the murders of Janner garcía 
and Anderson Arboleda, and on september 16, 
12020 Eh, in Popayán, members of the misak in-
digenous nation tore down the equestrian statue 
of sebastián de Belalcázar.

In spain, on July 17, anti-racist activists hung 
a banner on the pedestal of the statue of Colum-
bus in madrid reading “Fire to the colonial order” 
and held a demonstration calling for a reading 
of history that no longer exalted colonial inva-
sion, genocide, and the enslavement of peoples. 
demonstrators remembered the victims of the 
Foreigners’ detention Centers and Children’s de-
tention Centers (Maroto 2020; Ramos 2020). There 
had, of course, been previous protests against the 
existence of statues of Christopher Columbus and 
of slavers such as Antonio López y López, the first 
marquis of Comillas, whose statue in Barcelona 
was removed in 12018 Eh by the City Council at 
the behest of pan-Africanist groups, trade unions, 
and anti-racist associations. 

Decolonialism and Black Lives Matter in Africa

The anti-colonial/decolonial dimension has since 
independence been at the center of various ini-
tiatives against colonial symbols in African coun-
tries. In the democratic Republic of the Congo 
(DRC), statues of King Leopold the Second of Bel-
gium, responsible for the death and mutilation of 
millions of Congolese, his son Albert the First, and 
the explorer henry morton stanley, have been the 
focus of various actions. In 11967 Eh, in line with 
his so-called policy of authenticity, the dictato-
rial president mobutu sese seko had the statue 
of leopold the second in the presidential palace 
removed. It was reinstalled by Joseph désiré 
Kabila near Kinshasa Central station in 12005 Eh 
but was removed the following day and is now in 
mont ngaliema Park, also in Kinshasa, along with 
those of Albert the First and stanley. Perhaps not 

as paradoxically as it might seem, statues of leo-
pold the second are being removed in Belgium 
before they are in the dRC, since certain aspects 
of colonialism are more alive and to some extent 
more legitimized by the social sectors heirs to the 
colonial system that remain hegemonic in the for-
mer invaded territories. 

In south Africa, the Rhodes must Fall initiative 
has stood out. The starting point for Rhodes must 
Fall was student Chumani maxwelle’s protest 
against the statue of British colonialist-imperial-
ist Cecil John Rhodes (11853–11902 EH), respon-
sible for megalomaniac primarily mining projects 
that involved the genocide and neo-slave forced 
labor of huge swathes of population in southeast 
Africa. The statue, erected at the university of 
Cape Town in 11934 Eh, was at the epicenter of a 
widespread controversy in south Africa between 
those who argued for its continued public dis-
play as a reminder of the colonial past and those 
who believe that public space should not be 
used to glorify individuals responsible for crimes 
against humanity. In the end, the second option 
prevailed, and on April 9, 12015 EH, after a long 
student rally around the statue, it was removed. 
The movement spread to other south African uni-
versities with different decolonial actions, with 
its ripple effects reaching Harvard in the United 
states, where it inspired critique and revision of 
the educational institution’s founding capital, 
produced by slavery. Rhodes must Fall has not, 
however, been free from controversy. some of its 
members support black nationalist positions that 
contradict the rainbow nation’s official policy. 
One example is the attacks on statues of white 
anti-apartheid activists, highlighting the difficult 
balance between re-signifying the past and the 
necessary coexistence in the same space of dif-
ferent communities with intertwined histories.

In 12020 Eh, Rhodes must Fall and Black lives 
matter met in Oxford, protesting against the stat-
ue of Cecil Rhodes at Oriel College (Mohdin 2020). 
The central motive of the still active protest is not 
only the general consideration of the need not 
to glorify morally reprehensible figures in repre-
sentative spaces but, in particular, to abolish the 
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colonial imaginary that legitimizes the subjuga-
tion and devaluation of the African person’s life 
which is the ideological core of structural racism. 
This consideration of the black person’s life as 
deprived of worth is at the heart of how certain 
post-colonial states treat their citizenry. In addi-
tion to protests over police treatment of African 
Americans in the united states, like those in gha-
na, senegal, south Africa, and Kenya, there were 
also protests in 12020 Eh over police treatment of 
the population in African countries themselves, 
most notably in nigeria. 

In 12017 Eh nigerian activist and consultant 
segun Awosanya launched the hashtag #End-
sARs to demand that the nigerian government 
dismantle the Special Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS) 
police unit. The unit was created in 11992 Eh to 
deal forcefully with the most violent crimes, in 
particular armed robberies and kidnappings. Ac-
tivists in nigeria had been alleging that sARs has 
been involved in human rights violations, war-
rantless searches, mistreatment, and torture, and 
even rape and murder, mainly of young people, 
and that arrests and abuses occurred on the basis 
of the victims’ clothing, physical appearance, or 
items considered luxuries, such as phones, tab-
lets, or jewelry. In 12017 Eh, protests took place in 
several nigerian cities but despite promises from 
the authorities the unit was dismantled.

It was in 12020 Eh that #EndsARs brought 
together nigerian youth in mass numbers show-
ing an ability to put bodies on the street hitherto 
unknown to any other social movement in the 
country. On October 3, 12020 hd video footage 
emerged of a young man shot dead by a sARs po-
liceman in ughelli in delta state. The policemen 
allegedly took the victim’s high-end vehicle, fled 
the scene, and left him for dead (Al Jazeera 2020). 
On October 5, a young man, daniel Chibuike, was 
killed and shot simply because he was considered 
suspicious sitting in front of a hotel. mobilizations 
were launched on October 8 with the support of 
several nigerian music stars and television celeb-
rities. The protests in nigeria prompted President 
muhammadu Buhari to announce the partial 
dismantling of the unit. however, its members 

being reassigned to other functions sparked out-
rage and protests continued to escalate around 
the country. several clashes between protesters 
and police and citizens who did not support the 
protests resulted in deaths and injuries. On the 
night of October 20, 12020 Eh, at the lekki toll-
gate, the entrance to a wealthy town southwest 
of Lagos, police opened fire on protesters who 
had been blocking it for two weeks, killing an un-
known number of them. The official death toll for 
the protests as a whole was 69.13 The events were 
recorded by a number of cellphone cameras and 
traffic cameras. DJ Switch, a popular music artist 
with nearly a million followers on social media, 
recorded the events live. This massacre, pending 
trial, marked the end of the protests.

Two of the most commonly used slogans at 
the protests were “Our lives matter” and “nige-
rian lives matter,” which had previously emerged 
in protest at the attacks by the terrorist group 
Boko haram. This by itself shows the direct con-
nection between End sARs and Black lives mat-
ter. But there are other elements of analysis. In 
different nations on the African continent, police 
structures are heirs to colonialism and the dis-
regard they show in many instances for the lives 
of their fellow citizens can be seen as a colonial 
extension of the devaluation of the lives of people 
designated as black.14

BLM and the Global Structural Racism

The Blm slogan, with its blunt simplicity, is a re-
sponse to the alleged aprioristic universality of 
human rights, including the right to life, showing 

13  President muhammadu Buhari declared that a total 
of 69 people, 51 civilians, 11 policemen, and 7 soldiers, 
were killed in the two weeks of protests. (Daily Trust 2020) 
14  The special programme “Black lives matter and Africa 
- straight Talk Africa” on Voice of America on August 5, 
12020 EH, (https://www.voanews.com/episode/black-
lives-matter-and-africa-straight-talk-africa-4363706) 
analyzed the influence of Black Lives Matter in Africa and 
included decolonial reflections.
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that people designated as black are excluded de 
facto from enjoyment of that right even in the 
global north, the alleged origin of the concept. 
Black lives matter appeals to the consideration 
of the importance of the lives of people desig-
nated as black as central to the anti-racist strug-
gle, which creates a cognitive dissonance in the 
imaginary constructed around leuco European 
centrism that argues that it is enough to say, “all 
lives matter.” In fact, the main criticism of the 
slogan and the movement came from those who 
wield the slogan “All lives matter,” accusing Blm 
supporters of “reverse discrimination” by focus-
ing the discourse on black lives only. Obviously, 
the slogan never said, “only black lives matter” or 
“black lives matter more than the rest” and the 
fact that it is interpreted in this way is evidence of 
the cognitive distortions generated by the leuco-
centricity of the historical and political narrative.

however, not all criticism has come from the 
right-wing designated as white. African Ameri-
can conservatives have also spoken out against 
it. Arizona legislature member Walt Blackman 
described the movement as a “terrorist organi-
zation” that undermines the basic principles of 
the United States (Asmelash 2020), accusing it of 
being behind the riots at a number of demonstra-
tions. some sectors of pan-Africanism are also 
wary of a movement that they believe to be sub-
sidized by white elites and seen as not attacking 
the colonial base of anti-African European power 
(AFP 2020). Pan-Africanist leader Kemi Seba has 
called Blm a “neoliberal instrumentalization of 
black suffering” (Beuve 2020).

Even so, the bulk of the criticism comes from 
sectors of the white American right who, while 
appealing to the universality of the right to life, 
are also in favor of the death penalty. These 
contradictions go beyond a simple dialectical 
counterargument. They are framed within the 
cognitive-ideological apparatus theorized by 
Charles Wade mills known as “white ignorance” 
(Mills 2007) based on the framework of epistemic 
injustice theory (Fricker 2007), which analyses 
how subalternized people are deprived of the 
word through two mechanisms: testimonial in-

justice, which casts doubt on their testimonies; 
and hermeneutic injustice, which derives from 
there being no way to describe what subal-
ternized people say as the dominant episteme 
does not include them. mills assumes that we are 
not dealing with ignorance of an experience but 
with a deliberate act of pretended ignorance, a 
deliberate hermeneutical injustice, which is nour-
ished by the ideology of “color blindness.” “Color 
blindness” is a mechanism of white supremacy 
that pretends that there are people who do not 
see that there is a social construct called race, 
they only see people, although, in the end, the 
concept of personhood is universalized on the 
basis of white and European models and on the 
basis of their interests.

One of the first scholars to perceive the struc-
tural and systemic nature of racism, without yet 
giving it those names, was the African American 
sociologist William Edward Burghardt du Bois 
(11868–11963 CE). Du Bois observed that what he 
called “color barriers” shaped the ordering of so-
cial relations and labor throughout the contem-
porary world. At the time it was perfectly feasible 
to understand it in this way because, in the global 
north prior to the second World War racism was 
an ideology formally accepted by the designated 
white nations as it justified their projects of domi-
nation over the global south and over disempow-
ered groups domestically considered non-white. 
In the aftermath of that conflict, racism, because 
of its genocidal effects, lost credibility in the 
public sphere and most nations renounced the 
ideology. However, if that formal ideological shift 
was possible, it was due to the large number of 
European victims of the war, not in consideration 
of the previous victims of the various genocides 
promoted by colonial nations in the rest of the 
world, particularly in Abya Yala and Africa.

The world-systems theory developed by Oli-
ver C. Cox and taken up by Immanuel Wallerstein 
and others for later theorizations (Grosfoguel 
2018, montañez 2020) explains how colonial re-
lations continue today even though the vast ma-
jority of colonies have formally disappeared. The 
same is true of the race relations that emerged 
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during slavery and the post-slavery period as 
they formed a web of internal colonialism. In the 
1980s, scholars in the field of sociology in the 
united states, and decolonial theories in central 
and southern Abya Yala, understood that if racism 
was a constitutive part of contemporary social 
and economic relations, then institutions, even 
if they claimed not to be part of that structure, 
must necessarily support it. Racism is structur-
al in that race relations continue to govern the 
global economy and international relations; it 
is systemic in that there is an interrelationship 
of actors and institutions that sustain racism to 
keep some groups privileged and others disem-
powered; and it is institutional in that there is 
collaboration between both national and inter-
national institutions in maintaining it, especially 
those with the legitimized use of force such as 
armies and the police.

Conclusion

structural racism is a product of the European 
expansionism of modernity that gave shape to 
today’s north-south relations and its institutions 
driven by imaginaries and rhetoric based on co-
lonial concepts. This is why the Blm movement 
resonated in Africa, especially in nigeria. The 
crimes that provoke the cries “Black lives matter” 
or “I Can’t Breathe” and those demanding “End 
sARs” are the same in two geographical instances 
of today’s colonial reality.

At the beginning of this century, the novelty is 
that the proliferation of influencers and the abil-
ity to obtain images online and over social media 
breaks with the official discourse that relegates 
racism to a set of exceptional phenomena. social 
media and videos are countering this narrative 
with hard evidence of the contradiction between 
the institutional narrative and the day-to-day 
reality. This gives way to the citizen outrage of 
disempowered, harassed, and physically elimi-
nated social groups, and their allies designated 
as white who believe that rights can and must be 
universalized.

The above does not hide the fact that there 
are other factors in the equation, such as the 
widespread use of firearms in the United States 
and the social stress that that brings with it,15 
or the fact that several of the victims had been 
involved in crime. This is pointed out by those 
who deny the existence of structural racism, since 
they are only willing to admit “mistakes” when 
they are presented with what they consider a 
“perfect victim,” a being beyond reproach, one 
that never materializes, even when the victim is 
a minor.16 One of the characteristics of structural 
racism is the presumption of guilt of the groups 
to be disempowered and controlled, which is why 
the “perfect victim” cannot actually exist. spain 
is no stranger to this phenomenon of discrediting 
the anti-racist struggle, whether by justifying the 
lack of essential services such as electricity in the 
Cañada Real in madrid based on fallacious and 
distorted arguments about the criminal nature 
of its inhabitants or naysaying the human rights 
violations at the las Raíces camp on Tenerife on 
the grounds that its residents had violated migra-
tion laws. There is also a hierarchy of power in the 
structuring of the work force in the country ac-
cording to skin tone, regardless of existing skills17 
or when claims are made that unaccompanied 
migrant minors are more of a problem than those 
who harass them. They are realities outside stat-
ed legality, outside the established legal sphere, 
but tangible realities nonetheless.

If we understand the problem through the 
prism of structural racism, police crimes take on a 
dimension of state terrorism: they are executions 
aimed at maintaining the racial social order, an 

15  The documentary “Bowling for Columbine” explains 
that the fondness for guns in certain sectors stems from 
the social group designated as white’s fear of a racial 
black revolt. michael moore “Bowling for Columbine” 
united Artists, Alliance Atlantis Communications, salter 
street Films International, united states, 12002 Eh.
16  The far right in both Europe and the united states has 
not hesitated to recurrently criminalize non-white chil-
dren.
17  This is shown by two studies: CEdRE 2020 and Cea 
D’Ancona, María Ángeles and Valles, Miguel S. (n.d.).

inform_africa_2021_ingles.indb   45 22/9/21   15:14



blAck lIvEs mATTEr And THE GlobAl sTrucTurAl rAcIsm

46

order which can only be sustained, like slavery, by 
terrorizing its victims. In this context, the relevant 
factors to take into account in the social unrest 
of the Black lives matter and decolonial move-
ments are: the disproportionate use of force by 
“legitimized” agents, which thus becomes state 
violence; the states’ shielding of institutions that 
repress disempowered populations and the re-
sulting impunity, which can be seen in the per-
centage of acquittals; the existence of a dominant 
national narrative and imaginary that continues 
to exclude people designated as non-white from 
the collective project and keeps them fearful of 
freely using public space and even in their homes 
that can be invaded at any time; the existence of 
stereotypes and beliefs about the customs and 
behaviors that are assumed to be innate to non-
white groups, including “blind violence” aimed at 
justifying violence against these groups; and the 
emergence of the political far-right as personified 
by donald Trump in the united states and Jair 
Bolsonaro in Brazil and of options that straddle 
the line between this and neoliberalism such as 
Boris Johnson’s in the united Kingdom as a po-
litical reaction to previous periods of the growth 
of progressive options. In short, all the elements 
that make up the structure of racism. As long as 
the miserable condition continues to exist on this 
earth, in the words of Omowale,18 there will con-
tinue to be reason to say and say loudly that the 
lives of specific groups of people matter.
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Abstract 

This article explores black Tunisian activism’s 
historical development since 2011 from its grass-
roots to a transnational level which seeks to create 
links with global African diasporic organizations. 
By tracing its origins to the early independence 
period in Tunisia in the 1960s with marginalized 
southern black Tunisian community’s low-key 
and repressed protests, through the early 2000s 
timid media attention to the phenomenon of 
racism, to the artistic forms of resistance to their 
marginalization, black Tunisians were able to 
build a niche in the social and cultural public 
sphere, usually through digital activism. With the 
democratization process in full swing since Ben 
Ali regime’s fall in 2011, Tunisia witnessed the 
progression of a historically forgotten minority 
population, long-time erased from the Tunisian 
narrative, into a full-blown rights movement. The 
democratic transition and subsequent civil soci-
ety activism culminated in Tunisia being selected 
to hold two consecutive World social Forum edi-
tions (2013 and 2015). With these events, the black 
Tunisian movement gained international traction, 
especially among black diasporic organizations in 
the global south, while drawing inspiration from 
these anti-racism organizations. 

All these ground-breaking moments shed light 
on the socioeconomic marginalization and dis-

crimination suffered by black Tunisians, as well 
as sub-saharan African migrants. It has also high-
lighted and motivated grassroots organizations, 
usually steered by young black Tunisians, whose 
organizational clout was marked by historical 
marches, lobbying political efforts and online 
activism. This movement also put decentraliza-
tion and local governance at the heart of the 
democratic transition, upholding the Tunisian 
constitution’s principle of social justice and re-
gional equality in the marginalized south. In that 
regard, the 2018 first post-revolution municipal 
elections fulfilled timid advances in racial justice 
at the local level. With women at the heart of Tu-
nisian anti-racist activism, the chapter also looks 
into the feminization of civil society activism in 
post-authoritarian Tunisia while contextualizing 
it within the Black Lives Matter and Me Too move-
ments. The joint efforts of different civil society 
activists and international organizations came to 
a head with the adoption in 2018 of the first anti-
discrimination law in the Arab world. 

Introduction 

In 2016, Professor Ehud Toledano of Tel Aviv uni-
versity, the world’s most famous historian of the 
Ottoman Empire’s slave trade, delivered a speech 
to an audience of Afro-Turks from the coastal city 

4. from grassroots to transnational 
activism: The role of the democratic 

transition in developing a global black 
consciousness among black Tunisians

Houda Mzioudet
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of Izmir and nearby villages, who were eager to 
hear more about their heritage. he stated: “There 
is an expression in social anthropology... The first 
generation lives it; the second rejects it, and the 
third researches it. I think we are seeing the third 
stage happening today in the Afro-Turkish com-
munity” (Scott, 2016). He referred to Afro-Turkish 
activist and author mustafa Olpak, who founded 
the African Culture, solidarity and Assistance As-
sociation in 2006.

A similar trend has been witnessed in Tunisia 
since the fall of Ben Ali’s regime in 2011. Black 
Tunisian activists have contributed to the re-
surgence of a discourse on race and identity in 
a country that had been hermetically sealed off 
throughout history to any free and democratic 
debate on the legacy of its authoritarian regimes. 
The trend has also emphasized the necessity of 
building a just society for all Tunisians, in which 
fundamental human rights are a common de-
nominator between citizens. shaped primar-
ily by black Tunisians with a high educational 
background, discussions revolved around the 
condition of black Tunisians who are socially 
and economically marginalized. By rethinking 
blacks’ existence in Tunisian society, these activ-
ists tried to develop a black consciousness using 
“arguments, sociological, economic and anthro-
pological proofs” (Mrad-Dali, 2015). such mobili-
zations are crucial in modern Tunisian history, as 
they evolved in the background of the Tunisian 
revolution but, more importantly, come after 
over a century and a half since the abolition of 
slavery in 1846. such groups encouraged other 
black Tunisians to mobilize in the fight against 
racism by bringing testimonies about personal 
experiences through online platforms moderated 
by young black Tunisians (Mrad-Dali, 2015). 

Tunisia is not isolated from its neighbour-
hood. Anti-black racism is a reality in north Africa, 
where black minorities bear the brunt of systemic 
racism that harks back to the end of slavery. Both 
black and sub-saharan Africans bear the brunt of 
racism, albeit in varying degrees. The latter’s vis-
ible difference as being foreigners makes them 
more vulnerable and soft targets for racially moti-

vated attacks, mainly regarding their marginalized 
social situation. many of these migrants struggle 
with getting their residence permits regularized 
by authorities, a context that push some to live 
and work informally, often at the mercy of some 
unscrupulous employers. With mauritania only 
abolishing the practice in 2007, traces of human 
bondage can be seen in the inhumane treatment 
of sub-saharan African migrants. most migrants 
from sub-saharan Africa live in dire situations, 
including detention centres in the region. Add 
to that the stigma attached to their skin colour, 
whereby their supposed slave origin still inhab-
its a majority of north African’s collective imagi-
nation. not least, the recent Black lives matter 
protests across the Western world cast light on 
an outburst of uninhibited racist attitudes that 
are oftentimes shrouded in a veil of prejudice and 
paternalism on the part of some Arab celebrities 
(Hajjaji, 2020). 

Chronology of black Tunisian activism since 2011

Everyday resistance: black Tunisians’ alternative 
activism

Contrary to popular beliefs that black Tunisians 
have never expressed or shown some form of re-
sistance to the hostile environment in which they 
were denied recognition as full citizens, there 
were attempts, albeit timid and localized, of resis-
tance to their marginalization and discrimination 
by the central authority in Tunis. The most popu-
lar account refers to events in the gabes area in 
the early 1960s, spearheaded by a black Tunisian 
man from a small village in the governorate of 
Gabes (south-east of Tunisia), Slim Marzoug. His 
small rebellion galvanized neighbouring villages 
and towns’ populations. This episode epitomizes 
black Tunisians’ narrative protesting against the 
state’s discrimination (Mrad-Dali, 2015; Abdelha-
mid, 2018). While black Tunisian resistance did 
not take the form of structured grassroots orga-
nizations, black Tunisians have often pushed for 
some form of visibility, namely through art. 
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Along the lines of African Americans’ use as 
subalterns of negro spirituals to resist the op-
pressor’s power, black Tunisians developed their 
own cultural traditions. These include the tradi-
tions of Stambeli, Tayfa Ghbonton (community in 
Arabic) band, the drum dancing troupe of Gougou 
Zarzis and Jerba drum bands, a mix of West Afri-
can-inspired traditions of trance dance and oral 
traditions of poetry making in southern Tunisian 
dialect. In addition, there are the Sufi-inspired 
Banga and Issawiya rituals in the south-west oa-
sis towns of Tozeur and Kebili. These traditions 
represent different black Tunisians cultural ex-
periences. These cultural forms trace their origins 
either to the slavery past of black Tunisians, as 
in the case of Stambeli and Banga, which have 
Western African origins (Central Africa, Nigeria, 
niger), or to the experiences of black indigenous 
Tunisians in the oasis area near the Algerian bor-
der (on the edge of the Sahara Desert). These 
dark-skinned black Tunisians have always lived 
there along with the indigenous Amazigh people. 
some of these black people are of Tuareg ances-
try, many of whom have settled around the oasis 
towns (Mrad-Dali, 2014; Mzioudet, 2020). 

Other forms of resistance include the works of 
black Tunisian slam poet Anis Chouchene, rapper 
Hamza Ben Achour, and Jawher Soudani’s graffiti 
art, all of whom shot to fame after the revolution 
and represented the repressed voices of black 
Tunisian youth. slah mosbah, the most famous 
black Tunisian singer, became popular through-
out the middle East. he has become a symbol of 
committed music in Tunisia. he sings about the 
love of the homeland and has composed other 
patriotic songs while expressing bitterness at the 
racism he faced during his artistic career. during 
the Tunisian revolution, he protested in front of 
the Tunisian ministry of Interior, calling for Ben 
Ali’s departure. he later recounted how he was 
beaten by the police and racially abused (Hanen, 
2020). mosbah frequently brought racism to the 
fore and complained of having been discrimi-
nated against or “exoticized” because of his skin 
colour. he also denounced in his songs the media 
and Tunisian society’s racist attitudes, regardless 

of his being often accused of being “paranoid”, of 
“suffering of a minority complex”, and of being 
“arrogant” (Scaglioni, 2020).

Grassroots resistance movement as a prelude to black 
Tunisian activism

The first manifestation of black Tunisian activ-
ism materialised online through diverse Face-
book pages created by black Tunisians after Ben 
Ali’s ousting. maha Abdelhamid, a black Tunisian 
activist and a researcher with a Paris-based re-
search centre on black minority groups in the 
mEnA region focusing on black women, started 
two webpages in April 2011: Assurance de Citoy-
enneté Sans la Discrimination de Couleur and 
Témoignage pour Dénoncer la Discrimination de 
Couleur. Those private platforms provided a safe 
space for black Tunisians, usually highly educated 
ones, to discuss several issues around racism in 
Tunisian society and slavery, long time ignored in 
online discussions. during these dialogues, some 
debated personal experiences of racism and tried 
to mobilize other black Tunisians against bigotry 
and discrimination (Mrad-Dali, 2015). 

Additional Facebook pages ensued, set up by 
other black Tunisians who felt the wave of free 
expression offered by the Tunisian revolution of-
fered them the opportunity to engage in “virtual 
anti-racism activism”. They resorted to different 
diasporic black figures and icons to identify in 
their activism, such as nelson mandela, Rosa 
Parks, martin luther King, malcolm X, Patrice lu-
mumba, and Angela Davis (Mrad-Dali, 2015). 

In 2012, the first black Tunisian association, 
AdAm for Equality and development, was cre-
ated: its members were mainly black female pro-
fessionals and university students from different 
southern Tunisian towns and cities. later that 
year, the association presented a petition signed 
by 2,000 citizens to the national Constituent As-
sembly (NCA) asking for “the inclusion in the fu-
ture fundamental law of a clause that criminalizes 
racism”. They did not get any response (Mrad-Dali, 
2015). Among its goals were the defence of prin-
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ciples of justice, equality, and tolerance among 
members of the society, the fight against all forms 
of exclusion and marginalization and support of 
their rights by society and institutions, be they le-
gal, economic, cultural, or social (Scaglioni, 2020).

The collective of black Tunisian activists ral-
lied with other civil society activists and artists 
such as Zeyneb and Raja Farhat in their mobili-
zation against Tunisian policymakers. They ad-
dressed an open letter to the Presidency asking 
for the institution of January 23 as a national day 
commemorating the abolition of slavery in Tuni-
sia in 1846, to which they received no response 
either (Mrad-Dali, 2015). They decided to launch 
an online petition instead. 

Online activism began to bear fruit by virtue of 
a growing interest from Tunisian media to under-
stand and analyse anti-black racism, aware that 
many still considered it a new phenomenon that 
was alien to most Tunisians. Both Tunisian pri-
vate and public media outlets began to shed light 
on the issue. Talk shows dealt with the topic and 
invited some black Tunisians to speak openly. 
The first debate on the topic in modern Tunisian 
history was broadcasted on national television Al 
Watania TV (Mrad-Dali, 2015).

The research world also began to pay attention 
to the mobilization of black Tunisians. For instance, 
the german ngO Rosa luxembourg Foundation 
and its Tunisian partner-organization Nachaz-Dis-
sonances commissioned fieldwork research on the 
representations of racism in southern Tunisia in 
order “to understand the social dynamics and the 
competition over natural resources in the areas 
with a concentration of black people and where 
their advancement starts with their access to land, 
water and education” (Mrad-Dali, 2015). The proj-
ect culminated in a book co-authored by Tunisian 
researchers in sociology, anthropology, and hu-
man geography, including the aforementioned 
maha Abdelhamid, a prominent black Tunisian 
activist and one of the founders of the first black 
Tunisian organization, AdAm1.

1  The book entitled Être Noir ce n’est pas une Question 
de Couleur: Rapports d’Enquête sur les Représentations 

The march for racial Equality

 Activists launched other initiatives to make 
their voices heard. One scheme led to an event 
in march 2013 commemorating the international 
day against racial discrimination. The occasion 
aimed at making an impact in the international 
arena thanks to the presence of French media 
personalities and academics as well as an invi-
tation addressed to the Brazilian civil society or-
ganization Coordenação Nacional de Entidades 
negras (CONEN)2. 

One of the highlights amongst the initiatives 
put forward by black Tunisian activism occurred 
in 2014 when former members from the organi-
zation AdAm3, along with several independent 
black Tunisian citizens from different southern 
Tunisian cities and towns, gathered online and 
decided to organize an anti-racism march that 
would cross the country from south to north. 
It started on march 18, 2014 in djerba, passing 
through gabes and sfax—cities where there is a 
robust black population, often of slave descent. 
In sfax, they met with black Tunisian activists, 
who reinforced their number and participated in 
a protest in the city centre. They reached Tunis 
on march 21 where they marched to the nCA that 
was drafting the Tunisian constitution. Activists 
gathered for a protest holding banners denounc-
ing racism in the public space, education, and the 
media (Mrad-Dali, 2015; Abdelhamid, 2018).

du Racisme chez Les Noirs de Tunisie was published in 
december 2017 authored by maha Abdelhamid, mouta 
Amine Elwaer and Amel Elfagi. 
2  These include Rokhaya diallo, a French journalist, au-
thor, filmmaker and activist for racial, gender and reli-
gious equality, and contributor to the Washington Post; 
stephanie Pouessel, French anthropologist; salah Tra-
belsi, a French Tunisian historian on slavery in the Arab 
world; and gilberto leal, president of COnEn. Also see 
Mrad-Dali (2015). 
3  The organization was disbanded in the summer of 2013 
after frictions between the president and its members. 
They renamed themselves le Collectif de la marche pour 
l’Égalité et Contre le Racisme. 
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The battle for the anti-discrimination law

M’nemty, which means “my dream” in Tunisian 
Arabic, is an organization established in 2013 
by former flight attendant Saadia Mosbah, Slah 
mosbah’s sister, that works to eradicate all forms 
of discrimination, segregation and exclusion 
through education and development4. M’nemty 
claims to be apolitical and does not align with 
any political party. This entity started a campaign 
for the criminalization of racism in Tunisia. saa-
dia mosbah had contacted the nCA in April 2013. 
she met with two of the Assembly’s members, 
Salma Baccar and Nadia Chaabane. Mosbah often 
credited Baccar and Chaabane for having initially 
fought to include the term “discrimination” in the 
constitution. Mosbah offered a series of recom-
mendations while insisting that black Tunisian 
activists and other minorities (linguistic, ethnic, 
and religious) get more involved in the process. 
The recommendations included an article to be 
submitted to the mPs and launch the debate in 
the nCA. The proposition for the inclusion of a 
clause criminalizing racial discrimination would 
then be presented to the nCA commission of 
Rights and liberties—with some testimonies 
about discrimination to the nCA. AdAm mem-
bers also protested in front of the nCA in march 
2014 and made similar pleas to the mPs about 
the constitution and the criminalization of racism 
(Abdelhamid, 2018). M’nemty teamed with AdAm 
and with other activists and signed a letter asking 
the Presidency to declare January 23 a national 
day for celebrating the abolition of slavery in Tu-
nisia (Scaglioni, 2020). Despite inviting other civil 
society organizations to join them, AdAm mem-
bers’ participation was limited (Mrad-Dali, 2015). 

Following several rallies, protests and events 
organized by black Tunisian activists with 
M’nemty between 2014 and 2016, the govern-
ment began to respond to their pleas. Former 
Prime minister Youssef Chahed authorized the 
preparation of a draft law that would criminal-

4  M’nemty Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/
mnemty/?ref=page_internal.

ize racial discrimination. This came on the back-
drop of the brutal racially motivated attack on 
four Congolese students in the centre of Tunis. 
Black civil society had already scheduled a na-
tional Conference Against Racial discrimination 
to be held on december 26, 2016, when the attack 
happened, so they capitalized on the event to call 
for the government to take a bold step to crimi-
nalize racial discrimination. Chahed attended the 
event in a Tunis hotel where he announced that 
the draft law would provide further protection for 
victims of racially motivated attacks, the first time 
that a senior Tunisian official had expressed such 
support (Mzioudet, 2018). 

The organic law 50-2018 on the elimination 
of all forms of racial discrimination was unani-
mously voted by the Tunisian parliament on Oc-
tober 9, 2018. It responded to the provisions of 
the united nations International Convention on 
the Elimination of all Forms of Racial discrimi-
nation (ICERD), a text Tunisia ratified in 1967 but 
never transposed. The law also provided for the 
creation of a national Commission for the Fight 
against Racial Discrimination. More specifically, 
the legislation allowed a black Tunisian man to 
win a historical case to change part of his family 
name, “Atig”, which connoted his status as a freed 
slave from his former white masters in djerba. The 
lower court of medenine authorized the name 
change on October 14, 2020, a move supported by 
the united nations high Commissioner for human 
Rights and the london-based ngO minority Rights 
group, which had trained lawyers in some Tuni-
sian governorates to assist victims of racial dis-
crimination in their legal cases (Fassatoui, 2021). 

The post-revolutionary movement of black 
Tunisians represents a historical moment for Tu-
nisian civil society and black Tunisian activists in 
particular. It enabled social demands from a long 
time marginalized, invisible, and silent minority 
to come to the surface along the lines of other 
movements such as feminist, sexual and other 
ethnic minority groups’ claims. 

It is essential to note that even if black Tuni-
sians may appear as a homogeneous group with 
little social and cultural differences, this is not an 
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accurate perception. most still live in the south of 
the country and belong to the more marginalized 
sections of Tunisian society. As a consequence, 
the average black Tunisian remained far removed 
from the civil society activism that started to gain 
traction after 2011. Indeed, the movement of 
black activists is made up of mainly urban and 
highly educated black Tunisians who benefited 
from modern education and pursued ambitious 
careers, particularly among black women. This 
dynamic casts light on the social distance be-
tween the activism’s elitist, urbanized and more 
liberal character on the one hand and the more 
rural black population in the marginalized regions 
of the south (where blacks are concentrated) on 
the other hand. The latter tend to be socially and 
culturally more conservative than the minority 
of black Tunisian activists, who tend to be more 
liberal in their ideas.5

Black Tunisian local political engagement: 
grassroots work and local governance seeking 
more visibility

The Tunisian democratic transition opened up 
opportunities for black Tunisians to reclaim the 
public space and gain confidence in their cause 
for more equal opportunities with their white 
counterparts. Political participation represented 
the only chance for ambitious black Tunisian 
rights activists not only to make themselves more 
visible but to represent their communities in the 
south, at the local government level. 

One of the earliest political engagement ef-
forts undertaken by black Tunisians was the 
participation in the electoral process since 2011. 
some members of the Independent high Author-
ity for Elections (ISIE) were black. However, black 
Tunisian activists criticized the low representa-
tion of blacks in electoral lists and consequent 
lack of representation of black Tunisian popu-
lation in the political landscape, as well as the 

5  see scaglioni, 2020, for more on this.

absence of a clear message of anti-racism in elec-
toral platforms. The presence of black Tunisian 
candidates in the political scene after Ben Ali’s 
fall was somewhat timid in 2011. 

Tunisia only saw two black candidates being 
elected, Bechir Chammam in 2011 and Jamila 
Debbech-Ksiksi in 2014 (Abdelhamid, 2018). The 
two black politicians were members of a conserva-
tive Islamist movement, yet their parties’ agenda 
never considered racial discrimination as a prior-
ity. Bachir Chammam of Ennahda was elected as 
the first black Tunisian MP in 2011 representing 
his constituency of Kebili but did not show any 
commitment to the black Tunisian cause (Mrad-
dali, 2015). This reality has pushed black Tunisian 
rights activists to distance themselves from politi-
cal parties in general (Scaglioni, 2020). 

mP Ksiksi was, however, more proactive in 
black Tunisian activism and played a pivotal role 
since her election in 2014 to the Assembly of the 
Representatives of People (ARP) in bringing the 
voice of black Tunisians as well as denouncing 
the hardships encountered by sub-saharan Afri-
cans in Tunisia. she has been the ARP’s deputy-
President in charge of Relations with Citizens, 
Civil society and Constitutional Bodies since 2014

At least nine black candidates, mainly in 
gabes, took part in the 2011 elections, with 
five women as heads of different electoral lists. 
Other black Tunisian candidates in the electoral 
constituencies of Tunis, the Americas and West-
ern Europe also participated in the elections as 
candidates (Abdelhamid, 2018). The Assembly 
of the Representatives of the People (ARP) is a 
unicameral Parliament with 217 deputies rep-
resenting Tunisians at home and overseas. Tu-
nisians abroad are represented by 18 deputies 
elected from six constituencies abroad. These 
six-out-of-country constituencies are distributed 
in 45 countries, with two in France, one in Italy, 
one in germany, one for the Americans and the 
rest of Europe (including non-EU countries and 
Russia), and one for the Arab World and the rest 
of the world (including Asia and Oceania). During 
the 2014 elections, there were 359,530 registered 
voters abroad (IFES, 2019).
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Feminization of black Tunisian activism: Me Too 
and Black Lives Matter in Tunisia

On International Women’s day on march 8, 2019, 
M’nemty’s president saadia mosbah was awarded 
the prize of Woman of the Year by former Prime 
minister Youssef Chahed6. It is vital to take into 
account that Black Tunisian women were at the 
forefront of anti-racism activism even before the 
2011 revolution. For instance, in 2004, Affet Mos-
bah, a black Tunisian artist based in Paris, wrote 
an article for Jeune Afrique about racism in her 
country (Mosbah, 2004). The revolution, however, 
galvanized the black Tunisian cause through the 
establishment of the first black Tunisian organi-
zations. More precisely, ADAM was the first-ever 
black Tunisian organization whose inauguration 
in the Maison de la Culture Ibn Khaldoun in Tunis 
was attended by scholars of slavery and Tunisian 
media outlets (Scaglioni, 2020)7.

These black rights organizations’ pioneers are 
the most prominent black Tunisian women in the 
scene: maha Abdelhamid and saadia mosbah. 
Mosbah set up the first black Tunisian women on-
line association, Mouvement des Femmes Noires de 
Tunisie (Movement of Black Women of Tunisia in 
English), in April 2013, whose main objective was 
“to mobilize the Commission of Rights and liber-
ties in the AnC in favour of minority populations’ 
rights in the supreme text of the constitution”8. 

In late 2019, a group of black Tunisian women 
gave their testimonies in the “Ena Zeda” cam-
paign (the Tunisian Me Too campaign) about the 
complex nature of sexual harassment they face 
daily. drawing on their personal experiences of 
having to juggle with their sexual, racial and class 
identity, black Tunisian women have to navigate 

6  saadia mosbah posted about the recognition on her Face-
book account on march 8, 2019. https://www.facebook.
com/100001623388381/posts/2222515917812499/?d=n.
7  The author attended the inauguration in 2012 as a 
journalist for the online English-language news website 
Tunisia Live. 
8  The official Facebook page of the association: https://
www.facebook.com/groups/560140177349683.

spaces in which the principle of intersectionality 
represents the core of this identity. Activist maha 
Abdelhamid recounted how it was important for 
black Tunisian women to come out of the margin 
and shift to the centre of the debate on racial dis-
crimination, compounded with other types of spe-
cific discrimination against black Tunisian women 
(Lafrance, 2020). In January 2020, with five other 
black Tunisian women, they established the col-
lective Voice of Tunisian Black Women to serve as 
a platform to empower black Tunisian women to 
speak freely about issues affecting them. By set-
ting up a Facebook page and a private group, the 
collective aspired to create a safe space where only 
black Tunisian women are allowed to partake in 
the general discussion, to avoid being judged and 
misunderstood by non-black Tunisian women. 

Alternatively, and as part of their transnation-
al outreach, the collective The Voice of Tunisian 
Black Women was approached by the Venezuelan 
embassy in Tunis in november 2020 regarding 
their organization and the work they are doing 
for the uplifting of marginalized black Tunisian 
women and their social, economic, and political 
empowerment. This can be considered civil soci-
ety activism diplomacy aimed at multiplying the 
interactions between different black diasporic 
communities within the global south. 

during the virtual conference with the em-
bassy, maha Abdelhamid gave an account of the 
history of black people in Tunisia, including the 
part on slavery, the Tunisian revolution, and the 
contribution in the liberation of expression for 
the marginalized black population and the birth 
of several struggle movements. highlighting the 
intersectional approach of the black Tunisian 
women movement, she stressed their desire to 
do away with the marginalization of black Tu-
nisian women. The approach adopted by the 
collective was particularly attractive to the am-
bassador, who mentioned the mechanisms that 
the Venezuelan government has established to 
make reparations for the slavery period to the Af-
ro-Venezuelan population, as well as the setting 
up of research centres dealing with the history of 
slavery of African people in latin America. 
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he suggested that the collective gets in con-
tact with Venezuelan feminist organizations, 
including Afro-Venezuelan groups. Keen on ad-
vancing research on black history, which is con-
sidered “the poor parent of social sciences in 
Tunisia and the Arab world”, the embassy sug-
gested the translation of articles on the black 
Tunisian movement to spanish for further mutual 
exchange on the matter. 

While george Floyd’s death sparked world-
wide outrage over police violence in may 2020, 
Tunisian black activists felt the need to voice 
similar grievances, not least due to the systemic 
racism black Tunisians and sub-saharan Africans 
often go through, but also to the physical brutal-
ity that has visited many blacks since 20119 due 
to their skin colour. Those violent events repre-
sented a catalyst for them, pushing them to pro-
test several times in downtown Tunis10. Floyd’s 
murder also drew a protest in downtown Tunis 
where, for the first time, the slogan Black Lives 
matter was displayed in public. The rally took 
place in June 2020. It was the only Blm protest 
in the Arab world (González, 2020). Black Tuni-
sians and sub-saharan Africans predominantly, 
also “white” Tunisian citizens, and local activists, 
were in attendance (Bajec, 2020). One of the lat-
ter was the creator of the Tunisian chapter of the 
Black lives matter movement. 

From grassroots resistance movement to global 
black activism

The post Ben Ali years saw the mushrooming of 
several Tunisian civil society organizations, which 
found in the newly found freedom an opportunity 

9  The most prominent of these incidents refers to the 
physical attack on M’nemty’s president and her son in 
2016, the murder of Falikou Koulibaly in december 2018, 
the attack on a black holidaymaker in a hotel in the coast-
al city of mahdia in 2018 and the physical attack of a black 
teacher in sfax in late 2018 by a student’s mother. 
10  The author attended the protest in december 2016 fol-
lowing the Congolese students stabbing in downtown Tunis. 

to shape links with international organizations, 
mainly from the global south as well as from 
Western Europe and, therefore, to turn the spot-
light on the budding Tunisian democracy.

International events in connection to the 
black cause have been inspiring black Tunisian 
activists before 2011, but even more so after the 
uprisings. They identified with such events, given 
the global character of transnational black dia-
sporic movements in global south countries in 
particular. One such event took place in novem-
ber 2013, the month that commemorates black 
consciousness in Brazil: this would inspire Abdel-
hamid and other black Tunisian activists to set up 
something similar in Tunisia, that is, a day that 
would commemorate black Tunisian heritage 
in Tunisia, including the commemoration of the 
abolition of slavery and its vestiges. 

such events came in the backdrop of a promi-
nent event that caught the attention of civil so-
ciety activists from the global south engaged in 
the fight against globalization, environmental is-
sues, and the struggle against discrimination of 
indigenous people and people of African descent 
in the West. It was the World Social Forum’s (WSF) 
organizing committee in Porto Alegre (Brazil) that 
chose Tunisia to consecutively host the World so-
cial Forum in Tunis in 2013 and 2015 as a token of 
recognition for its burgeoning democracy11. 

during the 2013 edition, the members of 
the organization AdAm organized a conference 
and talks on black Tunisians that attracted Afri-
can American participants present in the forum 
(Mrad-Dali, 2015). They built alliances with trans-
national anti-racist organizations from Brazil12 

11  The author attended both the 2013 and 2015 World 
social Forum in Tunis and took part in some of the events 
organized, in particular those with attendance of indig-
enous people from Canada and Australia, as well as Afro-
Brazilian participants.
12  On march 31, 2013, AdAm members met with the Brazil-
ian association CONEN and tried to establish a first con-
tact for a future partnership with them in the struggle for 
black people rights. 
https://fondation-frantzfanon.com/la-fondation-frantz-
fanon-au-forum-social-mondial-3/
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and the us in particular. Collaboration during the 
two editions of the WsF in 2013 and 2015 devel-
oped between black Tunisian organizations of 
AdAm and M’nemty and Brazilian and French or-
ganizations such as unEgRO, or Associations uni-
es et solidaires pour l’Afrique et sa Renaissance 
(AUSAR Collective)13. AusAR and unEgRO have 
developed a Pan-African world vision that seeks 
to inspire and inform diasporic black communi-
ties in the French-speaking and English-speak-
ing worlds for a more emancipatory worldview 
(Mrad-Dali, 2015). What these organizations have 
in common is the adoption of the main themes 
of transnational activism revolving around so-
cial development, community support, fair trade 
economy, the environment, human rights, and 
democratization. Through their connection with 
black diasporic activists in the global south as 
well as in Western Europe, they were able to build 
permanent alliances with black Tunisian activists 
as witnessed during the World social Forum in 
Tunisia and subsequent meetings in the coun-
tries where they are residing. Alternatively, black 
Tunisian activists benefited from their experienc-
es in fighting racism and discrimination as well as 
connecting with their personal fight for human 
rights, with anti-capitalism high in their agenda 
in fighting racism14. 

With the black Tunisian movement coming 
out of the underground and gaining international 
outreach by dint of their transnational activism, 
its members were able to gather enough legiti-
macy to broadcast their message to the broader 
civil society realm and reach out to many mar-
ginalized black Tunisians across the country 
(Scaglioni, 2020). Alternatively, the international 
cooperation between the organization M’nemty 

13  Facebook page of the collective AusAR: https://www.
facebook.com/CollectifAusAR/
14  The author’s attendance of both editions of the World 
social Forum in Tunis in 2013 and 2015 allowed her to 
observe the transnational connection between Afro-Bra-
zilian, Afro-American, indigenous people from Australia 
and Canada as well as leftist activists from Argentina in 
espousing the anti-racism message of black Tunisians. 

and the london-based organization minority 
Rights group International bore its fruit in Oc-
tober 2020 with the slave name’s case that was 
previously mentioned. 

Conclusion

The Tunisian democratic transition has given 
birth to new forms of struggle for civil and human 
rights activism among the most marginalized 
black Tunisian population. It has mainly allowed 
black Tunisian citizens, as well as sub-saharan 
African population in Tunisia, many of whom live 
in precarious conditions, to enjoy more visibil-
ity. This population was once the most invisible 
category in Tunisian society, mostly in the public 
space in which it was additionally barely repre-
sented. Black Tunisians have been toiling since 
the Ben Ali regime’s fall to get their voice heard 
about their trials and tribulations in the public 
space. 

Tracing back the movement of black Tunisian 
activism to the post-independence period, the 
chapter highlighted the first embryonic move-
ment of the resistance of marginalized blacks 
living in the small communities in the villages 
in gabes, the largest southern city with an im-
portant black community. It also looks at the al-
ternative modes of resistance through popular 
culture such as music and oral poetry among de-
scendants of former slaves in the south, as well 
as mainstream Tunisian music as well as West-
ern musical genres such as hip hop espoused by 
young black Tunisian artists after 2011. 

The revolutionary momentum shaped this 
resistance movement into a full-blown rights 
activism that has been seeking since 2011 to 
normalize the discourse on race and race-based 
issues as part and parcel of Tunisia’s transition 
from a dictatorship to a democracy that upholds 
human rights for all Tunisian citizens on an equal 
footing. The chapter has shed light on the legal, 
social, and political battle engaged by black ac-
tivists, often headed by women, to fulfil the 2014 
Tunisian constitution and the Tunisian revolu-
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tion’s ideals of ensuring dignity, equality, justice, 
and protection for marginalized groups. The 2018 
anti-discrimination law represents Tunisia’s pio-
neering position in the mEnA region in preserving 
individual liberties and human rights. The article 
also analysed the different political stages where 
black Tunisian participated actively in democrat-
ic elections between 2011 and 2019. These culmi-
nated in making black candidates more visible 
in their local communities as elected municipal 
officials as well as in the country’s highest legisla-
tor: the parliament.

The chapter has also delved into the dynam-
ics of black Tunisian activism in connection with 
the transnational movement of people of African 
descent in the global south as well as Western 
countries, where diaspora blacks share similar 
accounts of struggle and fight for equality with 
their Tunisian counterparts. This was made pos-
sible with the presence of black women, whose 
prominence and visibility as leaders of this move-
ment made their voices more audible, especially 
during the international context of the me Too 
and Black lives matter movements. It reinvigo-
rated black Tunisian activists’ that called out in-
stitutional racism using social contestation in the 
public space. 

The movement, however, faces some chal-
lenges, the most important of which is a seem-
ing difficulty to mobilize broader sectors of the 
different black communities in the south. There, 
the weight of traditions with clan and kinship dy-
namics that stretch back to the post-slavery era 
still rule inter-community relations. The social 
stigma on black southern Tunisians with the con-
tinuing paternalistic attitude towards them from 
the “white” population plays a role in prevent-
ing this marginalized population from effectively 
relating to the movement (for more on this see 
mrad-dali, 2005).

despite resistance to change in the conserva-
tive south of Tunisia, the black movement has 
enjoyed international recognition since 2011, 
more so with Black lives matter and the world-
wide repercussions of george Floyd’s death. This 
affected media perception of the black commu-

nity, and triggered a re-evaluation in the cultural, 
social, and political fields, where there were timid 
advances with the nomination of the first black 
minister in september 2020. The anti-discrimi-
nation law galvanized many black Tunisians to 
come forward and report racially motivated abus-
es. Importantly, it also gave hope to other north 
African and middle Eastern black populations to 
equally mobilize for anti-black racism. 
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par des Femmes à la Peau Claire. En jeunea-
frique.com. (28/02/2020). Available at: https://
www.jeuneafrique.com/903224/societe/
maha-abdelhamid-les-tunisiennes-sont-
toujours-representees-par-des-femmes-a-la-
peau-plus-claire/ [Accessed 27/02/2021].

minority Rights group. 2020. Historic court deci-
sion removing a key legacy of slavery in Tunisia 
warmly welcomed by MRG. En minorityrights.
org. (15/10/2020). Available at: https://minorit-
yrights.org/2020/10/15/court-decision-tunisia/ 
[Accessed 27/02/2021].

M’nemty. In facebook.com. Available at: https://
www.facebook.com/mnemty/ [Accessed 
27/02/2021].

Mosbah, Affet. 2004. Être Noire En Tunisie. In 
jeuneafrique.com. (12/06/2004). Available 
at: https://www.jeuneafrique.com/112359/
archives-thematique/etre-noire-en-tunisie/ 
[Accessed 27/02/2021].

Mouvement des Femmes Noires de Tunisie. In 
facebook.com. Available at: https://www.
facebook.com/groups/560140177349683 [Ac-
cessed 27/02/2021].

mrad-dali, Ines. 2005. “de l’Esclavage à la ser-
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The investiture of Pedro sánchez as prime minis-
ter in June 2018 brought expectations of change 
in many areas of society, those who expected 
political transformations of some significance 
in the short and medium term. From the outset, 
migration policy was at the top of the agenda, 
serving as a framework for differentiating from 
the previous government. In a European context 
characterized by the rise of xenophobia, spain re-
turned to the path of cosmopolitanism, present-
ing itself as an actor that pulls its weight and that 
fulfils its international commitments. June 2018 
saw the almost simultaneous announcement of 
the removal of the concertina wire in Ceuta and 
melilla and the reception of the 630 people from 
the Aquarius ship in the port of Valencia, gestures 
that gave hope that a different migration policy 
might be possible. Shortly thereafter, on July 31, 
2018, the government also announced through 
royal decree the return of universal healthcare.

Two and a half years after Pedro Sánchez’s in-
vestiture, and a year after the start of the Covid-19 
pandemic, the issue of migration has returned 
to the headlines due to the increase in arrivals 
through the Canary Islands. An in-depth discus-
sion of spain’s migration policy towards Africa 
and its course since the summer of 2018 seems 
therefore in order. The purpose of this chapter is 
to take a closer look1 at the main narratives, mea-

1  This is a non-exhaustive approach to the foreign dimen-
sion of spain’s migration policy towards Africa, which 
for reasons of length does not specifically address the 

sures, and actions developed to assess whether 
there have been significant changes or whether 
there is some continuity with respect to the previ-
ous government. This will also allow us to reflect 
on the relationship between political ideology 
and migration policies.

Migration Policy towards Africa during Mariano 
Rajoy’s Government

When Mariano Rajoy took office, Spain’s migra-
tion policy framework was already well estab-
lished and aligned with European migration 
policies. On April 20, 2011, the Regulation of the 
Immigration law2 had been approved, a law that 
in its 2009 reworking had established the princi-
ples of spanish immigration policy.3 

Mariano Rajoy’s first term in office began in 
december 2011, with various reforms aimed at 
balancing the budget and reducing public deficit 
to meet the targets set by Brussels, which some 

evolution of applications for and granting of asylum or 
subsidiary protection to nationals of African countries, 
an analysis that would require its own chapter.
2  Royal decree 557/2011, of April 20, approving the Regu-
lations of Organic law 4/2000, on the rights and freedoms 
of foreigners in Spain and their social integration, after its 
reworking by Organic law 2/2009.
3  Article 2 b, of Organic law 2/2009, of december 11, re-
working Organic law 4/2000, of January 11, on the rights 
and freedoms of foreigners in spain and their social in-
tegration.

5. spanish migration Policy towards 
Africa: change of Government  

and change of Policy? 
Gema Serón Aires and Lorenzo Gabrielli
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in the media called “the toughest austerity move 
of our democracy” (Sérvulo, 2012). In the area of 
migration policy, the budget allocation for the 
“Fund for the Integration, Reception, and Educa-
tional support of Immigrants,” which had been in 
operation since 2005 and with considerable fund-
ing (€120 to €200 million a year), was eliminated 
in 2012. In the same year, public health care’s 
universal nature was cancelled,4 leaving some 
800,000 migrants without a health care card (Am-
nesty International 2013).

In 2012, coinciding with the impact of the eco-
nomic crisis, arrivals of people in an irregular situ-
ation to spanish coasts fell 30% from the previous 
year. Arrivals to just the Canary Islands decreased 
by 50% (MINT, 2013, 2 and 3). The Ministry of the 
Interior (MINT) denied the effect of the crisis on 
this drop and attributed the data to the work of 
the security forces and to cooperation with coun-
tries of origin and transit (MINT, 2013, 2 and 3). It 
should be noted that the ministry of Interior was 
one of the least affected by the cuts “due to the 
government’s decision to maintain a strong secu-
rity policy,”5 while the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(MAEC) budget was slashed by 54.4% and Devel-
opment Cooperation’s by 65.4%.6 

With these decisions, the new government 
opted to roll back and abandoned the interna-
tional institutional expansion that had charac-
terized the governments of José luis Rodríguez 
Zapatero. Furthermore, while migration issues 
were at the institutional forefront in the two pre-
vious legislatures —with the ministry of labor and 
Immigration and the secretary of state for Im-

4  Royal decree-law 16/2012, of April 20, on urgent mea-
sures to guarantee the sustainability of the national 
health system and improve the quality and safety of its 
services.
5  Spanish presidential office press release of Oc-
tober 9, 2012, available at: https://www.lamon-
cloa.gob.es/serviciosdeprensa/notasprensa/mir/
Paginas/2012/091012Presupuestos.aspx
6  Intervention of the Undersecretary of Foreign Affairs 
and Cooperation in the Congressional Budget Commit-
tee, June 1, 2012, available at: https://www.congreso.es/
public_oficiales/L10/SEN/DS/CO/DS_C_10_54.PDF

migration and Emigration— from 2012 onwards 
they were downgraded at the administrative level 
to a secretariat-general for Immigration and Emi-
gration.

Africa also lost relevance in Rajoy’s new gov-
ernment. In terms of international cooperation, 
the state secretariat for International Coopera-
tion (SECI) was replaced by the State Secretariat 
for International Cooperation and Ibero-America 
(SECIPI), which seemed to show a renewed inter-
est in Latin America (Serón and Aimé 2020). The 
weight of Africa in foreign and cooperation policy 
was far from what it had been in the two previous 
legislatures, a change of course probably influ-
enced by the drop in migrant arrivals from the 
African continent. At the level of strategic docu-
ments, the 2009–2012 Africa Plan was not fol-
lowed up on, and the 4th master Plan for spanish 
Cooperation (PDCE) 2013–2016 was presented 
as an exercise in pragmatism against a backdrop 
of limited resources (MAEC 2013, 15). Spanish 
cooperation focused on West Africa, supporting 
regional integration processes and maintaining 
senegal, mali, niger, and mauritania as prior-
ity countries, in addition to Ethiopia, Equatorial 
guinea, and mozambique, with the aim of start-
ing to progressively close up shop in the rest of 
the countries it was working in.

In 2014, there were 40% more migrant arriv-
als than in 2013, although this was still far from 
the 2006 figures. At the time, barely 300 people 
a year arrived at the Canary Islands, while the 
central mediterranean route was chosen by 
those seeking refuge in Europe fleeing conflict or 
political instability in the middle East and Africa. 
According to the International Organization for 
migration, some 170,000 people reached Italian 
shores that year. 

In 2013, there were 4,235 entries through 
Ceuta and Melilla (44% were from Syria), figures 
that were close to 2005, when 5,566 people ar-
rived (MINT 2014, 10). Rajoy’s government de-
cided to bring back the concertina wires to the 
melilla fences, extremely harmful blades installed 
in 2005 during Rodríguez Zapatero’s government 
but pulled up in 2007 due to pressure from non-
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governmental organizations. Rajoy’s statements 
on the matter were incendiary: “I don’t know if 
they can affect people” (Sánchez 2013). The Min-
istry of the Interior reported 19,000 attempts to 
jump the Ceuta and melilla border fences in 2014 
(350% more than in 2013) which, according to 
the Interior, had not been completed thanks to 
“dissuasive measures and the work of the FCsE 
[state security forces].” According to this ministry, 
the “immigration management model” was “the 
main factor in maintaining the general trend in 
the overall figures of irregular immigration flows 
from Africa,” attributing the results to the work 
of the Police and Civil guard to “the responses 
adapted [...] to the new challenges of immigration 
networks, and to the consolidated collaboration 
with the main countries irregular immigration is 
from, and crosses” (MINT, 2014, 12).

That same year, in February 2014, the “Tara-
jal tragedy” took place, in which 15 people died 
while trying to swim to the coast of Ceuta. The 
Civil guard operation used smoke canisters and 
rubber bullets and proceeded to “return” to mo-
rocco those who managed to reach the spanish 
coast. This case is still open to the appeal filed 
before the supreme Court by the organizations 
that acted as prosecutors (CEAR, 2021).

Organic law 4/2015, of march 30, on the 
protection of citizen security, popularly known 
as the gag law, was also conceived as a tool to 
control migration. This law included the figure of 
“rejection”7 to give a legal framework to a prac-
tice that had been common in the two enclaves: 
the controversial summary deportations (popu-
larly known as devoluciones en caliente in span-
ish) of migrants attempting to cross the “border 
containment elements” in Ceuta and melilla. The 
so-called “Eu migration crisis” reached its peak 
that year, with one million people arriving on 
European soil, only 1% of which entered the Eu 
through spain. According to Ignacio Cosidó, for-
mer director general of the Police, “preference 

7  Tenth additional provision. special regime for Ceuta 
and melilla, from Organic law 4/2015, of march 30, on 
the protection of citizen security.

for other European countries, the effectiveness 
of spanish security forces, and excellent coopera-
tion with morocco and other African countries al-
lowed the flows of both refugees and economic 
migrants to be directed towards the Central and 
Eastern mediterranean, away from our coasts” 
(Cosidó 2020). During that year, the Rajoy gov-
ernment rejected the quotas proposed by the 
European Commission as a refugee resettlement 
proposal. 

however, other European initiatives were 
very appealing to spain. At the Eu-Africa sum-
mit on migration in Valletta, malta, in november 
2015, the creation of the Emergency Trust Fund 
for Africa was announced (Serón and Gabrielli 
2019, 93). spain, through the International and 
Ibero-American Foundation of Public Policy and 
Administration (FIIAPP) and the Spanish Agen-
cy for International development Cooperation 
(AECID), has managed 13 of this Fund’s projects 
worth €185.5 million (Fundación PorCausa 2020, 
30), many of which aim to strengthen institu-
tions in countries of origin and transit in terms of 
migration management. In this way, spain was 
capitalizing the experience it had accumulated 
in outsourcing border control to West African 
countries.

At the december 2016 European Council, Ra-
joy underlined the continuity of the “spanish 
model” for migration policy promoted by Rodrí-
guez Zapatero, of particular interest at that time 
for an Eu eager to negotiate migration agree-
ments with countries such as senegal, mali, niger, 
nigeria, and Ethiopia. The director of FROnTEX 
himself pointed to spain as an inspiring experi-
ence, praising its effectiveness in “closing” the 
Canary Islands route (Sanhermelando 2016).

during Rajoy’s second term, with the Popular 
Party in a tough situation nationally due to the 
corruption cases, the government expressed its 
intention to boost foreign policy, trying to ad-
dress the criticism about spain’s international 
irrelevance during the first legislature. However, 
this discourse took some time to materialize in 
actions: after the vacuum of strategic documents 
in 2016 and 2017, the 5th master Plan for spanish 
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cooperation 2018–2021 appeared in 2018 (MAEC 
2018), which included the intention to allocate 
more resources to the least developed countries 
(LDCs), among them many in Africa. West Africa 
and the sahel were still priority areas and mali, 
niger, mauritania, and senegal continued to be 
association countries, as well as morocco —with 
differentiated actions, due to its status as a mid-
dle-income country. Africa regained its relevance 
on the spanish agenda: in 2017, the directorate 
general for Africa was reinstated, and prepara-
tions began for a new Africa Plan in which co-
operation would no longer be the cornerstone 
of spanish foreign action on the continent and 
spain’s role as an actor in security and defense, 
as well as in economics and trade, would be bol-
stered. The profile of EU-funded projects man-
aged by Spain in West Africa-Sahel also reflects 
this securitized orientation.

migratory movements along the western route 
to spain increased in 2017, probably due to the 
Eu-Turkey statement and European cooperation 
with libya. Arrivals by sea to spanish shores in-
creased by 197% in 2017, while the Canary route 
only began to see an increase in 2018. land ar-
rivals to Ceuta and melilla did not increase either 
(MINT 2018, 2).

during these years, the intensity of bilateral 
relations with morocco were in stark contrast to 
the attention paid to senegal, mali, niger, and 
mauritania, although institutional visits were 
maintained and some cooperation agreements 
and protocols were signed (Annex 1). Despite the 
slump in development cooperation for Africa, it 
seems that spending on migration control was 
not affected:8 during his visits to senegal and 
mauritania in February 2018, minister of the In-
terior Juan Ignacio Zoido declared that direct 

8  Information on budgets and expenditure in this area 
is not provided in a transparent manner and monitoring 
is complicated by the fact that it is spread over different 
areas and items. Even some political actors who have 
consulted the government directly have not been able 
to obtain clear and complete information. see the case 
of Senator Maribel Mora in CENIZO, Néstor (2016). 

subsidies for the fight against irregular immigra-
tion and police cooperation had never stopped.9 
At the time, AECId was managing three Eu Trust 
Fund projects for €27.5 million, two of which were 
directly linked to migration management.

Spain’s Migration Policy towards Africa Since the 
Investiture of Pedro Sánchez

Following the vote of no confidence against Mari-
ano Rajoy on June 1, 2018, Pedro sánchez was 
sworn in as Prime minister. The socialist Party 
(PSOE), sought to highlight its ideological differ-
ences with its predecessor and migration policy 
was one of the frameworks chosen to stage this 
supposed change: in the first weeks of govern-
ment, the 630 people on board the Aquarius, 
which malta and Italy had refused to let disem-
bark, were welcomed in Valencia; that same 
month of June, the removal of the concertina 
wires in Ceuta and melilla was announced; and 
on July 31, a royal decree came into force that 
restored universal healthcare, once again giv-
ing migrants in an irregular situation access to 
health care. 10

In early August, the Executive Commission for 
Migration Affairs established in June met: Josep 
Borrell, then Minister of Foreign Affairs, European 
union, and Cooperation, claimed that the previ-
ous government’s lack of foresight had led to a 
situation of increased arrivals and that, to deal 
with it, the ministers of the interior and foreign 
affairs had had to travel to Morocco, Algeria, and 
mauritania to strengthen relations. At that time, 
an Emergency Plan was also announced by the 
ministry of labor, migration, and social security 
to be able to cover reception on spanish coasts.

9  Spanish presidential office press release of October  
9, 2012, available at: https://www.lamoncloa.gob.es/ 
serviciosdeprensa/notasprensa/mir/Paginas/2018/ 
130218zoido_mauritania.aspx
10  Royal decree-law 7/2018, of July 27, on universal ac-
cess to the national health system.
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At the same time as the increase in arrivals, 
the cabinet approved the creation of a single 
Command for the FCsE that would coordinate 
migration control actions in the strait of gibraltar. 
The contradictions did not take long to become 
apparent: that summer, as a result of the arriv-
als of migrants on the spanish coast and those 
jumping the Ceuta fence, the government began 
to apply the same measures that it had criticized 
in Rajoy’s government. 

On August 23, through the reactivation of the 
1992 agreement with morocco, 116 people from 
sub-saharan Africa who had crossed the Ceuta 
fence the previous day were returned, and at the 
end of that month, 10 of the 602 people who had 
jumped the Ceuta fence on July 26 were arrested 
and charged with attacking police officers, be-
longing to a criminal organization, and damage 
(Cañas, 2018). The State Attorney’s Office main-
tained the appeal filed by Rajoy’s government 
against the decision of the European Court of 
Human Rights (ECHR), which ruled that Spain 
had violated the European Convention on hu-
man Rights by detaining and returning to moroc-
co two people from mali and Côte d’Ivoire who 
jumped the fence on August 13, 2014. The new 
government finally maintained the same posi-
tion as Rajoy’s, denying the irregularity of those 
events.

According to available data, in 2018, 54,703 
people arrived by sea to the coasts of the main-
land and the Balearic Islands, 165% more than in 
2017, and 1,307 people entered through the Ca-
nary Islands (207% more than in 2017). However, 
only 16% more people arrived by land in Ceuta 
and melilla than in the previous year, i.e. 6,800 
(MINT, 2018, 2). Although the Popular Party (PP), 
in the opposition, accused sánchez of neglecting 
neighborly relations with morocco —Pedro sán-
chez’s official visit was delayed due to Mohamed 
VI’s scheduling problems, it is striking that mo-
rocco accepted those returns at that time, some-
thing that could be interpreted in the context of 
the negotiations between the Alaouite Kingdom 
and the European Commission, with the partici-
pation of spain, based on which morocco would 

receive €140 million between the end of the year 
and 2019 to support its efforts to control migra-
tory flows in its territory (FIIAPP would manage 
€30 million, the International Center for migration 
Policy development €40 million, and the remain-
ing €70 million would be channeled through bud-
get support).

Following his first official visit to Morocco on 
november 19, sánchez attended the Intergov-
ernmental Conference on the global Compact 
for Safe, Orderly, and Regular Migration (GCM) 
in marrakesh on december 10. In addition to 
spain’s accession to the gCm, one of the spe-
cific measures announced by the President was 
the implementation of a strategic Plan for citi-
zenship and integration. In line with these com-
mitments to facilitate regular migration, a new 
Order11 on collective management of hiring at 
origin for 2019 was published, which included 
direct references to the gCm and reinstated sta-
ble job offers (hiring at origin had taken place 
under the framework of successive extensions 
of the 2012 Order which only covered temporary 
contracts). morocco remained the main partner 
in this type of hiring.

meanwhile, social organizations such as the 
Spanish Refugee Aid Commission (CEAR) de-
nounced how the government failed to comply 
with some of the points of the Pact spain had 
just signed on to (Sánchez 2018). At that time, the 
party Podemos also confronted the government, 
recalling that it was not fulfilling its promises —
prohibition of summary deportations and remov-
al of concertina wires — and also criticized the 
absence of legal channels and the “outsourcing” 
of migration control to morocco, which could fa-
vor “blackmail” against Spain (Fernández, 2018).

In 2019, a year characterized at the national 
level by political deadlock and uncertainty, mi-
gration issues were at the top of the agenda. 
In a Europe marked by tensions between mem-
ber states and the rise of xenophobic positions, 
there was still no agreement on how to receive 

11  Order Tms/1426/2018, of december 26, regulating the 
collective management of hiring at origin for 2019.
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and distribute migrants, or on the opening of 
legal channels, but there was unanimity on 
maintaining and extending agreements with 
third countries to delegate migration control 
(Arango et al. 2019, 21). spain’s agreements 
with morocco, which revolved in the same orbit 
as the Italian agreements with libya or the Eu-
ropean agreements with Turkey, seemed to be 
effective “both discursively and statistically.”12 
Irregular arrivals to spain dropped 50% on aver-
age in 2019 (32,513 arrivals in 2019, compared 
to 64,298 in 2018), although data from the Ca-
nary Islands showed an increase of 106% (2,698 
in 2019, compared to 1,307 in 2018) (MINT, 2019, 
2 and 5).

In march of that year, the 3rd Africa Plan (MAEC, 
2019) was approved, also permeated by the se-
curitization approach (GEA, 2020, 7) to the mi-
gration phenomenon. Although the discourse 
insisted on the importance of a global approach, 
in practice migration was portrayed as a threat 
and actions sought to contain irregular arrivals, 
without considering exogenous causes sufficient-
ly. spain’s proposal to maximize its relations with 
certain “anchor” countries (Nigeria, Ethiopia, and 
South Africa) and “priority” countries (Senegal 
and Angola) was also intended to contribute to 
maximizing their ability to absorb intra-regional 
migration flows (MAEC 2019, 54). As an element 
of continuity, the mAEC’s director general for 
Africa, Raimundo Robredo —who had been ap-
pointed in July 2017 and led the process of draft-
ing the 3rd Africa Plan— was not relieved of his 
post, which could indicate that no major changes 
were foreseen in some approaches, like emphasis 
on economic and trade policies and continuity in 
security and defense.

The tenders for the European funds managed 
by FIIAPP committed the previous year were ex-
ecuted throughout 2019, such as technological 
equipment (drones, GPS, laptops), 4x4 vehicles, 
semi-rigid boats, motorbikes, and multi-purpose 

12  statements by Joaquín Arango, Professor Emeritus of 
Sociology at the Complutense University of Madrid (Var-
gas, 2020). 

police vehicles (Otazu 2019). Relations with the 
other key West African countries continued qui-
etly: on september 19, a second session of the bi-
lateral Political Consultations with senegal took 
place in madrid to address migration manage-
ment. In november 2019 Pedro sánchez received 
the moroccan foreign minister and in december 
an agreement was signed to allocate a new Trust 
Fund project to morocco for €101.7 million to sup-
port the Moroccan authorities in the fight against 
the networks that facilitate irregular immigration, 
theoretically from a “human rights approach” 
and incorporating awareness-raising for young 
people and minors on the risks of irregular im-
migration.13

In december 2019, under the framework 
of the “Plan to strengthen and modernize the 
land Border Protection system in Ceuta and 
melilla” approved in January of that same year, 
the concertina wires began to be removed from 
the Ceuta fence, fulfilling the Government’s 
promise of a year and a half earlier, and new 
technological means of surveillance were in-
stalled at the Ceuta border and El Tarajal beach, 
such as thermal and facial recognition cameras. 
Information and coordination with morocco 
was maintained throughout the process. some 
social organizations denounced that spain had 
delayed the removal of the blades until the tri-
ple concertina wire fence was built by morocco 
(Coleto 2019).

At the end of december, the coalition agree-
ment between PsOE and unidas Podemos was 
published (PSOE and UP 2019). In terms of mi-
gration policy, both pledged to approve a new 
law on citizen security to replace the “gag law” 
and to “promote a fair and united European 
immigration policy.” spain implemented the 
Global Compact on Migration (Marrakesh Agree-
ments) and the global Compact on Refugees 
and paid “special attention to the sustainable 

13  For information on this project see: https://ec.europa.
eu/trustfundforafrica/region/appui-aux-actions-des-
autorites-marocaines-contre-les-reseaux-facilitant-les-
flux-migratoires_en.
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development of countries of origin and transit to 
facilitate legal and safe immigration,” an unfor-
tunate wording that reinforced the subordina-
tion of development cooperation to migration 
management. 

Regarding the facilitation of regular chan-
nels, during Sánchez’s first year and a half in 
government visas issued to citizens of African 
countries followed the Rajoy government line. 
In 2010–201914 a certain common pattern can be 
observed: concessions remained stable propor-
tionally and concentrated in certain nationalities. 
The majority of short-stay visas were issued to 
moroccan and Algerian nationals and more spe-
cifically to Moroccan women. Minimal short-stay 

14  statistical data from the Permanent Immigration Ob-
servatory available at https://extranjeros.inclusion.gob.
es/es/Estadisticas/operaciones/visados/index2.html.

visas were granted to nationals of other African 
countries throughout the period.

Regarding long-stay visas, almost all residence 
and work visas were also issued to moroccan 
nationals and most of the residence-only visas 
went to morocco and Algeria. The countries with 
the most visas granted for family reasons were 
morocco, Algeria, ghana, The gambia, senegal, 
mali, and nigeria. Educational visas were mainly 
targeted at different nationalities: in addition to 
morocco and Algeria, visas were issued to nation-
als of Egypt, Tunisia, Equatorial guinea, south Af-
rica, and senegal. 

As can be seen in Figure 1, from 2010 to 2019 
the number of visas issued for educational rea-
sons and residence remained fairly stable with a 
slight uptick, while fluctuations in the number of 
visas issued for residence and work and for family 
reasons would be more related to the economic 
cycle than to the change of government.

Figure 1. Number of Long-Stay Visas Issued to Nationals of African Countries (2010-2019)
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source: Own elaboration based on Permanent Immigration Observatory statistics.
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Spain’s Migration Policy towards Africa in the 
Context of the Pandemic

migration policy in 2020 was conditioned by the 
pandemic and by the significant increase in ar-
rivals to the Canary Islands. In may, some Eu 
member states such as Portugal and Italy devel-
oped proposals to regularize migrants, although 
they were ad hoc and partial measures for rea-
sons of public health or to guarantee labor in 
agriculture or care work. In response to unidas 
Podemos’ proposal, there was a debate within 
the coalition, but the position of those within the 
government prevailed, arguing that the measures 
implemented were sufficient and that people in 
an irregular situation in spain already had access 
to health care. The minister of Inclusion, social 
security, and migration, José luis Escrivá, insist-
ed to the media that the 2008 European Pact on 
Immigration and Asylum prevented generalized 
regularizations and that it should be respected 
(Santaeulalia et al., 2020). 

Although overall arrivals by sea and land to 
Spanish coasts increased by 29% (41,861 people 
in 2020 compared to 32,449 in 2019), the increase 
to the Canary Islands was 756%, 23,023 people 
compared to 2,687 arrivals in 2019 (MINT 2020, 
2 and 5). This led to yet another “new crisis” re-
lated to informal arrivals of people at spanish 
borders. Although this situation has repeated 
itself over and over for thirty years (Gabrielli and 
serón, 2020; gabrielli, 2017), it continues to be 
addressed without any political consideration of 
its structural nature. Today, despite the mobility 
constraints imposed by the pandemic, deporta-
tions seem to be more frequent than in 2006, in 
line with recent European trends. The priority 
objective of return translates into an enormous 
limitation on the movement of new arrivals to 
the peninsula. The immediate consequence of 
this strategy is the transformation of islands into 
“cages” (Garcés Mascareñas, 2020), recalling the 
practices applied in lesbos and lampedusa. If we 
take into account the words of the government 
delegate on the Canary Islands (EFE 2021), the 
aim seems to be to generate unsustainable situ-

ations to push people to leave of their own free 
will, while sending a message that discourages 
potential candidates for emigration in countries 
of origin. 

A large proportion of the people arriving in 
the Canary Islands were moroccan and Algerian 
nationals. Relations with these north African 
countries were intensified to encourage them to 
accept the returns. Cooperation with senegal, 
mauritania, and The gambia was also boosted 
to improve their surveillance and investigation 
capacities and prevent the outflow of migrants. 
Collaboration with mauritania was the model to 
follow, as it allowed surveillance on its territory 
and especially because it allowed repatriation 
of third-country nationals who had supposedly 
transited through the country, a feature shared 
with morocco. some sources point to morocco’s 
“deliberate softening of its position on immigra-
tion controls as an instrument of political pres-
sure on the Eu and in particular on the spanish 
government” (Mauro 2020), in order to obtain 
compensation. Following the resumption of 
the conflict over Western Sahara, the objective 
appeared to be to obtain explicit recognition 
of moroccan sovereignty over the territory and 
international support for this position from Pe-
dro sánchez’s government and the Eu. morocco 
might have considered the statements of the 
vice-president of the government and leader of 
unidas Podemos, Pablo Iglesias, asking the span-
ish government for a stronger commitment to 
push for a referendum on self-determination in 
Western Sahara, as an affront (Abdelhay, 2020).

Relations with morocco, but also with Algeria, 
mauritania, senegal, and The gambia, intensi-
fied in 2020. Pedro Sánchez went to Nouadhi-
bou, mauritania in June 2020 to participate in 
the Sahel Summit, his first international trip af-
ter lockdown. minister of the Interior Fernando 
grande-marlaska also travelled to mauritania on 
september 18, in the company of the European 
Commissioner for Home Affairs Ylva Johansson, 
to reinforce “cooperation” to “contain irregular 
immigration.” It should be noted that as early as 
January 2020, the ngO Jesuit migrant service 
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(SJM) had denounced the deportations of Malian 
nationals from the islands of Tenerife and gran 
Canaria to mauritania, which violated the prin-
ciple of non-refoulement (SJM, 2020).

In February 2020, the EChR upheld the returns 
to morocco carried out by spain in 2014, prompt-
ing numerous criticisms from social organiza-
tions and specialists in the field. On this basis, 
in november 2020 the Constitutional Court ruled 
in favor of maintaining border rejections in the 
law on Citizen security, and that same month 
Grande-Marlaska made his seventh official trip 
to morocco since his appointment in June 2018 
to meet with his moroccan counterpart accom-
panied by the director general of International 
Relations and Foreigners of the ministry of the In-
terior, Elena garzón.15 The security relationship 
seems to run more smoothly than the overall re-
lationship between the two countries. 

On november 22, 2020, the minister of Foreign 
Affairs, European Union, and Cooperation, Aran-
cha González Laya, paid an official visit to Sen-
egal and agreed with President macky sall and 
her senegalese counterpart Aissata Tall to begin 
flights for the forced return of Senegalese citizens 
arriving at the Canary Islands as soon as possible. 
The minister said: “We know this is a very sensi-
tive issue and we will be sensitive too. [...] We will 
do this in coordination with senegal, with all pos-
sible discretion and respecting people’s dignity” 
(Naranjo, 2020). During the trip was also signed 
an agreement on social security for the portabil-
ity of senegalese workers’ rights in spain, should 
they wish to return, given that “senegal is the 
sub-saharan African country with the most na-
tionals in Spain with work permits” (EFE ,2020). 

The order16 regulating the collective manage-
ment of hiring at origin for 2021 was published on 
December 31, 2020. The job offers should prefer-

15  Spanish presidential office press release of No-
vember 20, 2020, available at: https://www.lamon-
cloa.gob.es/serviciosdeprensa/notasprensa/interior/
Paginas/2020/201120-marruecos.aspx.
16  Ism/1289/2020, of december 28, regulating the collec-
tive management of hiring at origin for 2021.

ably be oriented towards countries with which 
Spain has signed migration agreements (in the 
case of Africa: morocco, mauritania, The gambia, 
guinea, guinea Bissau, Cape Verde, senegal, mali, 
and niger). 

In spain’s 2021 new “foreign action strategy”, 
migration management is a priority (MAEUEC 
2021). In it, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Eu-
ropean union and Cooperation proposes to 
achieve “greater cooperation with countries of 
origin by intensifying the contacts initiated in 
2020 by the minister with visits to morocco, Al-
geria, mauritania, senegal, niger, Chad, mali, 
and Burkina Faso.”17 At the same time, spain is 
working to promote the EU’s financial involve-
ment with the maghreb countries —especially 
morocco— and with its strategic partners in West 
Africa —mauritania, senegal, and The gambia—. 
spain has also made its proposals for European 
cooperation funds, and 10% of the budget of the 
single neighborhood, development, and Inter-
national Cooperation Instrument (NDICI) —of a 
total of some €72 billion— will be earmarked for 
migration-related issues, of which morocco will 
be one of the main beneficiaries. At the January 
21 meeting of the EU Justice and Home Affairs 
Council, grande-marlaska insisted on the same 
line, stressing the need to focus on the foreign 
dimension and to cooperate with countries of ori-
gin and transit to prevent irregular immigration, 
giving as an example the cooperation of the FCsE 
with mauritania, senegal, The gambia, and other 
African countries.

Although the reform of the immigration law 
was left on standby by the pandemic, the gen-
eral state budget for 202118 allows us to gauge 
the intention to implement changes in migration 
policy. These budgets include specific references 

17 Press release from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the 
European union, and Cooperation of december 30, 2020: 
http://www.exteriores.gob.es/Portal/es/saladePrensa/
notasdePrensa/Paginas/2020_nOTAs_P/20201230_
nOTA229.aspx.
18 law 11/2020, of december 30, on general state Budget 
for 2021.
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to the intensification of relations with North Af-
rican countries, the maintenance of mauritania, 
mali, niger, and senegal as priority countries due 
to their relevance in managing migratory flows, 
and the objective of achieving greater EU finan-
cial involvement in the Western mediterranean. 
however, so far there has been no progress in 
fulfilling the commitments in the PSOE-UP coali-
tion agreement. 

The spanish Coordination of non-govern-
mental Organizations for development had 
insisted on the urgent need for change after a de-
cade lost for cooperation, in which spain’s com-
mitment had lagged behind Europe’s (CONGDE 
2020). however, the allocation for cooperation in 
the current budget —20% more than in previous 
ones— has also failed to meet expectations, re-
maining at 0.25% of GNI (€3,115 million), far from 
the promised 0.50%. 

The budget of the secretary of state for Immi-
gration is €487 million, 28% more than in the pre-
vious extended budgets, but the Fund to support 
the Reception and Integration of Immigrants still 
lacks its own budget, and a new strategic Plan for 
Citizenship and Integration —which has not ex-
isted since 2014— has not been drawn up. In con-
trast, the management of labor migration flows is 
endowed with one million euros (Ministry of In-
clusion, social security, and migration 2020), the 
ministry of Interior has €43.5 million euros for “in-
ternational cooperation activities and exchange 
of experiences in the management of migration 
flow control” (EFE 2020b), and the planned ex-
penditure on deportation flights would amount 
to €605,000 a month (Salvador 2021). Although 
in some cases these allocations are not specifi-
cally directed towards Africa, they are significant 
figures for assessing action priorities.

Some Concluding Thoughts

A review of the measures developed over the last 
four legislatures shows that although some ele-
ments vary with changes of government, others 
appear not to. Although Pedro sánchez’s investi-

ture and the actions carried out during the first 
month of his mandate generated expectations of 
change, most of the actions carried out to date 
have failed to substantially modify the focus of 
migration policy towards Africa.

during the governments of Rajoy and the 
PsOE-unidas Podemos coalition, the bulk of the 
measures and actions carried out have focused 
on the fight against irregular immigration and on 
migratory cooperation with countries of origin 
and transit: the continuity and intensification of 
the externalization of migratory control and ne-
gotiations to increase deportations have been the 
main interventions. some measures that were 
criticized by PsOE and unidas Podemos from 
the opposition have been supported and imple-
mented when they have been in government, like 
in the case of the defense of the legality of the 
summary deportations of migrants.

The context since 2019 has not been very 
favorable for implementing change. domestic 
political instability in 2019 was followed in 2020 
by a global pandemic with a coextensive eco-
nomic crisis. Although this context allows us to 
give some benefit of the doubt to the manage-
ment of migration carried out over the last two 
years, the PsOE-unidas Podemos government 
has lacked the courage and imagination to go 
beyond the framework that has been in place 
since 2006 and to effectively adopt a human 
rights approach in its migration policy. Perhaps 
the analysis of the electoral cost of modifying 
certain administrative inertias, or of acting 
against deeply installed imaginaries, has been 
an obstacle to alternative, more humane, and 
less repressive responses. 

The management of arrivals at the Canary 
Islands in 2020 has copied the model that has 
existed since 2006, resuming and intensifying 
bilateral relations with West African countries. 
In the case of morocco, the confluence of sev-
eral issues straining bilateral relations has 
made the situation more complex, but even so, 
morocco has continued to cooperate on migra-
tion issues and has offered some cooperation 
on readmissions.
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during the most severe months of the pan-
demic, spain did not make partial proposals for 
the regularization of migrants, hiding behind the 
2008 European Pact on migration and Asylum. 
spain could have gone further in the develop-
ment of urgent measures but perhaps the excess 
of prudence to not displease the Eu and the fear 
of probable instrumentalization by the extreme 
right in a context of economic crisis weighed 
more heavily. 

From a time perspective, insistence on the 
need for political decision-makers to effectively 
incorporate the structural nature of the migration 
phenomenon must continue. Recurring “crises” 
have to do with the economic cycle and not with 
political changes at destination or with supposed 
pull effects, as we have seen in the case of Spain. 

With regard to spain’s migration policy to-
wards Africa, it remains to be seen whether once 
the pandemic is over progress will be made in 
establishing regular and safe channels for migra-
tion, and whether development cooperation that 
is not conditional on migration control will be 
recovered, in line with the 2030 Agenda and the 
urgent need to fight global inequality and make 
progress in terms of policy coherence. The em-
phasis on security measures that are negotiated 
ad hoc after every change in migratory trends and 
without medium or long-term planning has an 
impact on how spain is perceived by its African 
partners and affects its foreign relations with the 
continent. strengthening ties with African coun-
tries is incompatible with migration policies that 
negatively affect people on the move and that do 
not favor contacts and interrelations, circulation 
between the two spaces, or interregional dynam-
ics from below, implying a high opportunity cost 
for all parties.

Finally, at the European level, the challenge 
is enormous: instead of trying to obtain greater 
funding commitments for migration control, 
spain should reformulate its strategy towards the 
Eu and make contributions to transform the se-
curity framework of migration policies, investing 
in human safety and social cohesion, normalizing 
and decriminalizing human mobility.
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The increase in migrant persons arriving in 
north Africa from sub-saharan Africa, especial-
ly in morocco, Tunisia, Algeria, and libya, has 
resulted in these countries becoming not only 
sending and transit countries, but also migrant 
receiving countries. In the case of niger, even 
being a country in the sahel region, its strate-
gic position as a transit and reception point for 
West African migrant persons puts it also in a 
leading position in the field of migration man-
agement.

In different national levels and contexts, each 
country has developed migration policies con-
centrating on border control and management of 
migrant persons which, on the one hand, respond 
to the European union’s requirements and, on 
the other hand, arise from the domestic concern 
of each country on how to handle the increase 
in the number of undocumented individuals. 
Therefore, this chapter refers to two dimensions 
of this migration diplomacy, an external one deal-
ing with repatriation programs, voluntary returns 
and regular mobility migration, and an internal 
one covering national migration strategies or leg-
islative reforms undertaken by the countries to 
control and curb migration flows.

Introduction

Over the last two decades, factors such as po-
litical deterioration, socio-economic downturn, 
poor environmental conditions, increased vio-
lence and repression have led to a significant rise 
in cross-border migration flows between Africa 
and Europe. This phenomenon has turned into 

one of the main concerns on both sides of the 
mediterranean.

Evolution in the mobility of migrant persons 
from north Africa and its immediate vicinity –the 
sahel countries- during the past two decades has 
resulted in an acceleration and intensification of 
interstate cooperation in the form of a strong 
migratory diplomacy with the aim of control-
ling, neutralizing and curbing migration flows 
in both migrant-sending and migrant-receiving 
countries. When we refer to migration diploma-
cy we are alluding to the use of any diplomatic 
tools, processes or procedures that manage the 
mobilisation of the populations across borders 
(Adamson and Tsourapas, 2019). These contacts 
between countries, which are essential for mi-
gration flows regulation both within and outside 
of Africa, have intensified as human mobility 
has increased, to the point of questioning state 
sovereignty devices in terms of territory, popu-
lation and border management. Accordingly, we 
consider that diplomacy has developed on two 
levels: from the outside (external dimension) and 
from the inside (internal dimension).1

1  This chapter is the result of a research on texts, press ar-
ticles, interviews and several field trips in recent years in 
the countries of north Africa and the sahel. see mesa, B. 
(2020): “Análisis de dos dinámicas opuestas y convergen-
tes: las migraciones intra y extracontinentales en África”, 
in Flujos Migratorios en el Mediterráneo: causas, políticas 
y reforma. Fundación Alternativas, uRl: https://www.fun-
dacionalternativas.org/public/storage/opex_documen-
tos_archivos/a30bf8e41e8e6ea483417ceadcd7cfad.pdf. 
see also Mesa, B (2018): “La nueva política migratoria de 
marruecos: Papeles sin integración”, in nota de Prospec-
tiva no. 54, uRl: https://www.fundacionalternativas.org/

6. migration diplomacy in north Africa. 
retrospective and development 

Beatriz Mesa
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The external dimension of migration di-
plomacy refers to the migration regulation 
schemes agreed between countries of destina-
tion, transit and origin. This dimension mainly 
covers the evolution of ad hoc agreements for 
the readmission, repatriation, voluntary return 
or labour mobility of migrant persons. This is the 
focus of the new Pact on migration and Asylum 
adopted by the European Commission, which 
specially seeks to reinforce borders through a 
greater deployment of law enforcement agen-
cies to encourage return migration 2. Also, the 
new Agenda for the mediterranean launched by 
the European Union (EU) for the period 2021–
2027 considers among its priorities the con-
trol of migration flows, with the stated aim of 
addressing the challenges of forced displace-
ment and providing legal and safe routes for  
mobility.

With regards to the internal dimension of mi-
gration diplomacy, this chapter reflects on the 
adoption of new laws or legislative reforms by 
north African countries to deal with the migration 
phenomenon, which has implied the implemen-
tation of asylum policies or mass regularization 
programs for migrant persons.

We have selected morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, 
libya and niger for our analysis of migration 
diplomacy in the southern mediterranean. The 
choice of each of these countries is mainly due 
to their dual status as host and transit countries 
for nationals and Africans from the sub-saharan 
region. In the case of niger, even though it is not 
a north African country, its geographical location 
is central to several migration routes, serving as a 
hub for migrant persons from the entire Econom-
ic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) 
region.

public/storage/opex_documentos_archivos/1b72b88fcd
797b0a9291a8bb723f9014.pdf.
2  European Commission: “Comunicación de la Comis-
ión relativa al nuevo Pacto sobre migración y Asilo”. 
Brussels, 23.09.2020. uRl: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/
legal-content/Es/TXT/hTml/?uri=CElEX:52020dC0609
&from=Es.

External dimension of migration diplomacy

The external dimension of migration diplomacy 
focuses on the one hand, on the security mecha-
nisms deployed by north African states to control 
migrant persons’ movements and, on the other, 
on practices related to readmission, voluntary 
return or circular migration flows,3 which have 
enabled north African countries to develop an 
optimal management of migrant persons influx.

Morocco is one of the pioneering countries 
in the north African region to develop migration 
control and, more recently, management poli-
cies. This is due to its geographical proximity to 
spain and, therefore, to Europe, but also to the 
significant arrivals of Moroccan migrants to Eu-
ropean soil during the 1990s, which accelerated 
the implementation of regulatory mechanisms 
both in the country of origin and in the receiv-
ing ones. The growing influx of West African mi-
grant persons to morocco as a place of transit and 
settlement has also contributed to the country 
maintaining its continued status as a strategic 
partner of the Eu.

Although other key sectors, such as the eco-
nomic and security ones, have made sustaining 
a privileged relationship with this maghreb coun-
try a priority for the EU foreign policy, the field of 
migration flows has generated a high European 
dependence on morocco. This country is a crucial 
actor in the containment of migration flows to the 
European continent, and therefore moroccan au-
thorities allow the police effort in border control 
conditional on other territorial issues that con-
stitute the cornerstone of the maghreb country. 
Western sahara, a territory claimed by morocco 
as part of its national sovereignty, influences the 
repeated negotiations for a better management 
of human mobility between the Eu and the mo-
roccan state.

Despite Rabat’s difficulty in achieving a 
change in the Eu’s political stance on the Western 
Sahara conflict, other interests in this bilateral re-

3  Circular migration refers to the movement of migrant 
persons back and forth between two countries.
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lationship that have allowed for the continued 
promotion of frameworks for the management of 
migratory flows. The progressive financial and lo-
gistic contribution made by the Eu to the moroc-
can security forces and bodies, particularly the 
Royal gendarmerie, has resulted in the latter’s 
greater involvement in the interception of mi-
grant persons in the countries of origin and tran-
sit. An initial illustration of this collaboration was 
the creation in 2004 of mixed patrols with spanish 
Guardia Civil officers and members of the Moroc-
can Royal gendarmerie in Western sahara, which 
has been carried out to this day.

Beyond morocco’s bilateral and multilateral 
security cooperation, moroccan migration diplo-
macy has also gone on to drive other legal migra-
tion mobility strategies for its nationals. In human 
development terms, the country has been ranked 
125th in the un human development Index for the 
past two decades. The lack of social protection for 
moroccan citizens, accentuated in the wake of the 
health crisis, has revived migration, so the state 
decided to launch in April 2021 another strategy 
to make health insurance accessible to farmers, 
artisans and small traders, who are vulnerable 
groups for human trafficking networks. The pen-
sion system will also be extended to the self-em-
ployed, who were not covered by any pension 
scheme, and an unemployment compensation, 
hitherto absent, will also be introduced. These 
measures are intended not only to renew hope 
for a population disaffected in view of the criti-
cal socio-economic context, but also to alleviate 
attempts to emigrate through irregular channels.

One in four young moroccans is unemployed4. 
Aware of data like this, the country has supported 
new management channels for legal migration 
that consist of negotiating labour mobility Agree-
ments that open up employment prospects in Eu-
rope. In this regard, there have been several trips 
to Rabat by European authorities, especially from 
germany, spain and Belgium. morocco is there-
fore not only facilitating labour mobility oppor-

4  see in this regard: https://atalayar.com/content/el-
gran-desafío-de-marruecos-la-juventud.html.

tunities for unemployed nationals, but moroccan 
students will also be provided with scholarships 
and seasonal work contracts. It is in this area that 
the country has been adopting a new approach 
to the migration issue, away from a purely police 
and military strategy to support other initiatives 
that take into consideration the social, economic, 
political and environmental context of individu-
als.

Another strategy morocco has activated in the 
last four years, after its return to the African Union, 
has consisted in performing voluntary returns 
and readmissions of migrant persons from third 
countries, with the aim of limiting the number of 
migrant persons in an irregular administrative sit-
uation transiting through its territory to Europe. 
The exercise of voluntary return for illegal sub-
saharan migrant persons in the maghreb country 
is being carried out under the auspices of the In-
ternational Organisation for Migration (IOM). Be-
tween 2018 and 2019, more than three thousand 
migrant persons, all sub-saharan Africans, ben-
efited from the Moroccan national programme of 
return to their countries of origin 5. This is often 
the case for all those migrant persons who end 
up accepting the impossibility of migrating to 
Europe after several frustrated attempts to cross 
the border fences between morocco and spain, 
or also because of the infeasibility of its situation 
being regularised within moroccan territory.

The practice of voluntary return began to be 
implemented following the signing of memo-
randa of understanding on migration flows and 
border governance between morocco and its im-
mediate African neighbourhood, as well as sen-
egal, gabon, niger, Ivory Coast, Burkina Faso and 
mali. With the latter two countries morocco has 
changed its migration strategy, and now requires 
their citizens to apply for entry into moroccan ter-
ritory at origin: without prior authorisation from 
the ministry of the Interior, no malian or Burki-
nabe national can enter the maghreb country. 
This formula for controlling migration flows at 

5  Interview conducted by the author with the Interna-
tional Organisation for migration in Rabat, morocco.
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source is being considered as a future scenario 
for other West African countries.

Regarding the readmission of migrant persons, 
the issue arouses considerable sensitivity in mo-
rocco given that, despite the fact that this country 
committed itself through the signing of the span-
ish-moroccan agreement of 1992 to accept, in ad-
dition to its own nationals, sub-saharan migrant 
persons leaving its coasts, the evidence suggests 
that authorities do not comply with this principle. 
Rabat has only agreed to spain returning migrant 
persons when the spanish government has man-
aged to get the EU to transfer new financial aid to 
the moroccan state 6. The last migration crisis in 
2020, which affected the Canary Islands and led to 
the arrival of thousands of moroccan citizens, has 
allowed that kind of return to resume 7.

Tunisia, for its part, does not accept the Eu’s 
request to accept the hot return of migrant per-
sons from third countries, but does commit itself 
to facilitate their voluntary return and reintegra-
tion in their countries of origin. After the fall of Zine 
El Abidine Ben Ali’s regime, which spiraled up boat 
departures from the Tunisian coast to Europe, the 
country is not ready to allow measures such as the 
return of migrant persons which are the result of a 
securitisation process of the Eu’s migration policy, 
although it would imply a significant mobilisation 
of financial resources for the Tunisian authorities 
to improve their management of migration flows. 
While migration control takes precedence over 
other internal political or social issues for Europe, 
this is not the case for the Tunisian state, whose 
priority is to emerge from economic stagnation. 
Extremely high unemployment among young Tu-
nisians has become a lure for human trafficking 
networks (Lixi, 2018), and appears as the primary 
motivation for departing to Europe.

due to the profound social inequalities in Tuni-
sia, authorities are trying to boost strategic sectors 

6  see in this regard: https://www.publico.es/espana/
migraciones-espana-devuelve-24-horas-marruecos-
116-migrantes- saltaron-valla-ceuta.html.
7  see in this regard: https://elpais.com/espana/2021-02- 
23/bloqueados-en-canarias.html.

to prevent Tunisians from seeking employment op-
portunities abroad. Through Eu-funded Job mo-
bility Agreements, Tunisia offers migrant persons 
legal entry channels to European soil for time-lim-
ited stays. These are temporary jobs lasting months 
or years, depending on the professional specialisa-
tion, which may be repeated if the migrant persons 
fulfil the condition of returning to the country of 
origin upon work period completion.

Tunisian authorities rely mainly on this migra-
tion governance and labour mobility strategy8 to 
reduce migration flows involving individuals in 
an irregular administrative situation. Although 
labour mobility Agreements target the entire 
north African region, only morocco and Tunisia 
have committed themselves to offering their na-
tionals legal migration opportunities by means 
of establishing fair labour mobility schemes in 
selected Eu countries.

As far as Algeria is concerned, this country 
does not currently participate with the Eu in any 
official mobility programme for migrant persons, 
nor does it envisage promoting projects aimed at 
migration specific governance, including asylum 
or other policies. In the particular field of border 
security or fighting human trafficking networks, 
Algeria has agreed to cooperate with the Eu in 
the training of its security force members but has 
rejected the possibility of deploying joint patrol 
boats in mediterranean waters to interrupt boat 
arrivals in southern spain.

however, Algeria is sending cooperation sig-
nals with its southern border in the dynamics 
of extreme control of migration flows. Over the 
past five years it has strengthened its relation-
ships with sahel countries with which it shares 
borders, as well as niger and mali, to work togeth-
er on border security and mobility, and to fight 
against flows involving individuals in an irregu-
lar administrative situation. In fact, there is legal 
protection for the Algerian authorities, as a result 
of bilateral agreements, to authorise malians or 

8  see in this regard: https://www.maroc.ma/es/news/
lanzado-en-rabat-un-proyecto-sobre-la-migracion-y-la-
movilidad-de-la-mano-de-obra-en-africa
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nigerians forced return. Algeria is thus consoli-
dating its position as a securitising actor of the 
sahel’s borders by reinforcing its allies to contain 
the entry and exit of migrant persons, as well as 
speeding up deportations of migrant persons in 
an irregular administrative situation.

In Libya, the war that erupted in 2011 in the 
heat of Arab spring led to the emergence of traf-
ficking networks that shipped every year more 
than 100,000 migrant persons to Europe. With 
Muammar al-Gaddafi disappearance from the po-
litical scene, the country weakened and became 
the main gateway for migrant persons from north 
Africa and West and East Africa. Arrivals of mi-
grant persons to Europe from the niger-libya axis 
increased massively, but so did their death, and 
this accelerated the rounds of contacts between 
the EU and the different Libyan centres of power 
(Cyrenaica in the east, Tripolitania in the west and 
Fezzan in the south) to explore new mechanisms 
to control migration flows.

The absence of a state capable of controlling the 
entire territory was the main obstacle to the pro-
motion of a specific diplomacy aimed at closing the 
niger-libya route, and thus avoiding the tragedies 
that had been occurring in the Central and Western 
mediterranean and in the Atlantic. Finally, during 
the Valletta Summit (Malta) in November 2015, the 
Eu announced funds for libya worth 120 million 
euros destined for a training and equipment pro-
vision plan for the country coastguard, who had 
until then played a passive role controlling vessels 
in their internal waters. With these funds, plus oth-
ers that came later from humanitarian aid, libyan 
authorities in each of the country’s three regions 
assumed their new role and, consequently, the de-
cline of boat departures began.

The agreement reached with libya meant, 
therefore, a new Eu border externalisation mea-
sure. Libyan authorities pledged to set up official 
detention centres that were already illegally in 
place in the years following the disintegration 
of the libyan regime 9, and were denounced by 

9  The author visited a detention centre in the city of Ben-
gazi (Libya) in June 2014.

international organisations for human rights vio-
lations were being systematically committed in 
them (torture, ill-treatment and forced labour).10

The aim of these centres was to organise the 
return of migrant persons intercepted in the Cen-
tral mediterranean. In fact, during 2014 and 2015, 
IOm niger has been taking in migrant persons re-
turned from libya 11. In 2017 Italian and libyan 
authorities countersigned a memorandum 12 to 
slow down the passage of migrant persons in an 
irregular administrative situation to Europe. The 
two agreements signed have resulted in fund-
ing being granted to libyan authorities to con-
trol their land and sea borders, but no demands 
have been made to further respect the rights of 
migrant persons in the detention centres.

Niger’s involvement, both in detaining all 
those sub-saharan migrant persons who want 
to embark on the “great journey” and in facilitat-
ing their voluntary return from libya, has been 
crucial, allowing this Sahel country to benefit 
from substantial financial support from Brussels. 
In fact, it was one of the first Sahelian states to 
receive Emergency Trust Funds (UTF) in favour 
of emergency programmes to address the root 
causes of migration flows involving individuals 
in an irregular administrative situation.

Internal dimension of migration diplomacy with 
Mediterranean countries

The second level of north African countries’ mi-
gration diplomacy is related to their domestic 
contexts or national policies. here, the chapter 
explores different asylum seekers policies, mi-

10  see in this regard: https://www.amnesty.org/down-
load/documents/mdE1930842020EnglIsh.pdf.
11  The author attended the admission process of volun-
tary returned migrant persons from libya by IOm niger, 
niamey, in June 2015.
12  see in this regard: https://eumigrationlawblog.eu/
the-italy-libya-memorandum-of-understanding-the-
baseline-of-a-policy-approach-aimed-at-closing-all-
doors-to-europe/.
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grant reception and protection schemes adopt-
ed by the maghreb states, as well as legislation 
developments towards greater control of migra-
tion flows in transit and host countries or both 
simultaneously.

Their new reality as migrant-receiving coun-
tries has forced north African states to develop 
fresh national strategies on migration flows. Of 
the countries tackled, only Morocco and Tunisia 
have devised a more comprehensive protection 
system for migrant persons. They have also draft-
ed in 2013 asylum laws that have not been final-
ised. Therefore, seven years later, the genuine will 
of these countries to move towards integration of 
other identities -that make up their respective na-
tional landscapes and that are naturally changing 
the current model of society- is being questioned 
(Mesa, 2018). As for Algeria and Libya, their mi-
gration diplomacy is strictly securitaritised, fo-
cusing on border control and criminalisation of 
the migrant person. The issue of race plays a role 
in the absence of a migration diplomacy aimed 
at the acceptance of other identities in both na-
tional contexts.

Morocco’s new migration policy was launched 
in 2013 and designed from an African perspec-
tive. The country now presents itself as an “Afri-
can nation”, in line with a marked Africanisation 
of its foreign policy, which has also been followed 
by neighbouring countries (Thieux and Hernando 
de larramendi, 2020). similarly, the Kingdom’s 
migration strategy has additionally emerged as 
a benchmark for the region as a whole.

The new immigration and asylum strategy re-
defined the migration profile of Morocco -which 
has become a country of immigration- by allow-
ing between 2014 and 2016 the regularisation of 
around 50,000 migrant persons, mostly sub-saha-
ran Africans (Mesa, 2018). Thus, Morocco not only 
positioned itself in the field of migration, with re-
pression policies against migrant persons in an 
irregular administrative situation that earned the 
country the nickname of “Europe’s gendarme”, 
but also unlocked the migration management 
channel by providing foreigners with the pos-
sibility of acquiring residency and enjoying the 

same rights as moroccan citizens. By regularising 
migrant persons, the country’s strategy commits 
to migrant persons being able to pursue a profes-
sional activity and having access to education and 
public health care. This humanistic approach to 
the management of migration flows lays the first 
foundations for building a more diverse society.

These mass regularisation processes for mi-
grant persons initiated by morocco also propelled 
the country to the leadership in the migration is-
sue within the African Union (AU).13 It has been 
the only state on the continent able to change the 
rhetoric on this matter by assuming concepts such 
as reception and integration. however, regulari-
sation processes for migrant persons in morocco 
have raised many questions seven years after the 
implementation of the blueprint, as in practice 
the actual integration of these people is not ef-
fective. morocco detains and displaces migrant 
persons in sporadic raids without any legal basis 
on the borders near Ceuta and melilla. In particu-
lar, these search operations for undocumented 
people take place during critical periods of mass 
arrivals of migrant persons to the spanish coasts.

Tunisia, with over 55,000 migrant persons —
mostly from West Africa, looking for work or study 
opportunities— has also become a country of im-
migration (Knoll and Teevan, 2020). As in Morocco, 
most migrant persons have entered the country 
legally, but once their tourist visa validity period 
expires, they find themselves in an irregular ad-
ministrative situation. Regularisation is possible 
with a university registration or proof of employ-
ment, but Tunisian authorities are slowing down 
migration legalisation processes at a hard time for 
the country, due to economic difficulties mainly 
marked by regional imbalances, poverty and un-
employment among young graduates.

The increase in arrivals to Tunisia and the rise 
in residency applications have coincided with Tu-
nisia’s transitional process. The process began in 
2011 after the fall of Ben Ali’s regime, and led to a 

13  morocco regained its seat in the African union in 2017, 
after leaving in 1987 as a result of problems with Algeria 
over the Western sahara issue.
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constitutional change in 2014, accelerating regu-
larization processes in a framework of respect for 
human rights by enshrining the right to political 
asylum in Article 26 and the principle of human 
dignity in Article 23, in accordance with interna-
tional conventions. Incorporating these state-
ments prompted in July 2017 the preparation of 
a National Migration Strategy (NMS), which has 
not yet been formally implemented (Knoll and 
Teevan, 2020): the text reasserts the right to asy-
lum already enshrined in the constitution and, 
despite the temporary suspension of the process, 
civil society appreciates that there is at least a 
first NMS aimed at social plurality.

migrant persons are resilience stakeholders 
and development actors at local and regional 
level, assisting in economic development of both 
their countries of origin and destination, and this 
is reflected in Tunisia’s Strategy. The objectives 
of the document also include the protection of 
migrant persons’ rights regardless of their ‘regu-
lar’ or ‘irregular’ administrative situation. migrant 
persons with refugee status can benefit as well 
from obtaining a three-month resident card with 
the possibility of renewal, and authorities are 
prevented from expelling them from the terri-
tory unless refugees jeopardise public order or 
national security.

Tunisia has also taken fundamental steps for-
ward in the protection of vulnerable persons, in-
cluding migrant persons, who can benefit from 
three types of laws: 1) the law on preventing and 
fighting against trafficking in persons, which in-
cludes strengthened prevention measures for vic-
tims of trafficking, passed in August 2016; 2) the 
law on the elimination of violence against women, 
incorporating migrant women, adopted in August 
2017; and 3) the law against all forms of racial dis-
crimination, enacted in October 2018. These three 
laws contribute to Tunisia taking new measures to 
face migration phenomena, and its commitment 
to an inclusive migration diplomacy.

When it comes to Algeria and Libya, however, 
the internal dimension of migration diplomacy is 
mainly concerned with the fight against migrant 
persons. unlike morocco and Tunisia, at no point 

have these countries adopted mobility or integra-
tion measures to manage individuals in mobility. 
Algeria’s and morocco’s reluctance towards new 
protection and reception dynamics for sub-saha-
ran African migrant persons is linked to the racial 
phenomenon and to the authorities’ non-accep-
tance to allow their countries to enter into a new 
social model involving miscegenation 14. It is true 
that racism exists in all north African countries; 
however, in Algeria and libya this racial issue is 
accentuated because it is institutional in nature. 
laws have been passed that harshly criminalise 
migrant persons as well as anyone suspected of 
people smuggling (Perrin, 2021), and authorities 
have closed any channels for the regularisation 
of migrant persons who have entered the country 
illegally.

The penalty for irregular stay in Algeria 15 
can range from a financial fine to six months 
imprisonment. And new penalties have been 
added, such as the prohibition of irregular hu-
man mobility within the national territory, and 
new offences such as marriages of convenience 
have been defined. As for foreigners residing in 
Algeria who wish to work in the country, they will 
only obtain residence permits under certain cir-
cumstances, which mainly depend on the type of 
employment. As far as asylum-seeking migrant 
persons are concerned, Algeria hardly makes any 
concessions to the refugee status right and, even 
when granted, authorities have been deporting 
refugees. In this regard, the united nations refu-
gee agency (UNHCR) has reported on several oc-
casions “the usual practice of expelling migrant 

14  On her last trip to Algeria (May 2019) and Libya (June 
2014), the author met with state and non-state actors in 
relation to the migration crisis in the Central mediter-
ranean, and they all stressed both countries unwilling-
ness to accept the integration of black-skinned migrant 
persons.
15  see in this regard: “la convención internacional so-
bre la protección de derechos de todos los trabajadores 
migrantes y miembros de sus familias” (2010). URL: 
https://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/cmw/docs/
CMW.C.DZA.Q.1.Add.1_new.dc. 
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persons to niger, including those who have ben-
efited from political asylum” (UNHCR, 2018).

For its part, Libya, like Algeria, lacks also a 
strategy that would contribute to regularisation 
or to an orderly management of the situation and 
prospects of those who decided to remain in the 
country. In Libya, the law makes it an offence for 
foreigners to leave the territory irregularly, but not 
for them to enter it, because libyan authorities 
have resorted to this migrant labour force to per-
form various jobs in the formal and informal mar-
ket. despite the high demand for foreign labour 
especially from East (Sudan) and West (Niger) Af-
rica, the country has been unwilling to promote 
access to legal status for migrant persons in an 
irregular administrative situation, and the reasons 
for this refusal lie in libya’s own identity.

The integration of black ethnic groups on 
libyan soil implies a transformation of its Arab 
identity, and a demographic modification of the 
population itself (with no more than six million 
inhabitants). This explains the acts of xenophobia 
that are repeated today against migrant groups, 
but which are not recent: in 2003, in the face of 
the increasing influx of migrant persons, more 
than 30,000 people were expelled, and numer-
ous repatriations and voluntary departures took 
place (Perrin, 2009).

In libya, human rights violations against migrant 
persons have been a constant feature, especially 
after the disintegration of the regime. This context 
started a new phase of power vacuum, which had 
an impact on the thousands of migrant persons ar-
riving from all along the Atlantic and Indian coasts 
of the African continent. migrant persons have been 
victims of abuse and all forms of slavery. The cre-
ation of holding centres for migrant persons in tran-
sit or their expulsion have been libyan authorities’ 
latest response to the lack of control over migration 
flows, mainly under the influence of Europe.

In the same vein, Niger changed its stance on 
migration movements by incorporating into its 
legislation the law of 26 may 2015 on smuggling 
of migrant persons, which criminalised what had 
hitherto been a business for state and non-state 
actors. moving migrant persons on the route from 

Niamey (the Nigerian capital) to Agadez (in the 
north of the country) was classified as a crime 
and using secondary roads to transport undocu-
mented West African citizens was also considered 
a trafficking offence. These legislative reforms 
pose a legal problem because they involve mi-
grant persons belonging to ECOWAs, which 
provides for free mobility for citizens of this ter-
ritorial space. Also, the simple act of accompany-
ing undocumented individuals or the facilitation 
of irregular trafficking is punishable as smuggling 
and trafficking when accommodation is offered to 
migrant persons, even if this relationship does not 
take place within a transnational network. Finally, 
niger, in collaboration with the IOm, is involved 
in the deportations to their countries of origin of 
migrant persons in an irregular administrative 
situation who returned from Libya after failing to 
reach European shores. The internal migration di-
plomacy of this country, a key player in migration 
flows as a gateway for migrant persons from all 
over West Africa, has focused in recent years on 
adopting increasingly repressive measures that 
repel migrant persons in their attempt to arrive 
to libya and then head for Europe.

Conclusions

While morocco, Tunisia, Algeria, libya, and niger 
have long been countries of origin for migrant per-
sons heading towards Europe, migration flows to 
which they have been exposed have evolved over 
time. This progression has led these nations to 
become recipient countries for migrant persons 
from sub-saharan Africa, forcing them to imple-
ment new migration control and management 
policies.

This chapter looks at two dimensions of mi-
gration diplomacy reality: an external one that 
focuses on the control of migrant person flows in-
spired by securitised models favoured by the Eu, 
including among others control, returns and re-
patriations, and an internal one consisting of the 
adoption of national strategies related to dynam-
ics of migrant persons’ protection and reception. 
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This second dimension takes also into account 
new legislative mechanisms that are not always 
set up to manage migration flows, but rather to 
criminalise migrant persons.

The implementation of flow control mechanisms 
adopted by north African countries -which have re-
sulted in border securitisation and militarisation- 
has not been successful. Border control measures, 
ranging from hoisting fences and reinforcing con-
certina wire, to investments in surveillance devices, 
have hindered, but not interrupted, human mobility. 
Therefore, the challenge these countries face is to 
adopt migration diplomacy strategies that are spe-
cific to the African context, that do not prioritise se-
curity practices but rather programmes contributing 
to the legal movement of migrant persons. Regular 
mobility migration, accompanied by new socio-
economic dynamics, contributes to the creation of 
hope among north African populations tempted by 
migration routes involving individuals in an irregular 
administrative situation.

similarly, the new host country dimension in 
the case of Tunisia and morocco has strengthened 
links with sub-saharan African countries to imple-
ment (legal) integration or (illegal) voluntary return 
programmes, that separate them from an aggres-
sive policy of expulsion without human rights pro-
tection. Although this is still the practice of north 
African authorities towards migrant persons in an 
irregular administrative situation, the establish-
ment of ad hoc agreements between north Afri-
can and sub-saharan African states transforms 
past dynamics into new ones that accompany a 
process of regular foreigners acceptance.

Finally, adopting a migration diplomacy that 
views migrant persons as an opportunity would 
lay a new foundation for future migration flows. 
In this sense, morocco has been the only north 
African country to mark a real paradigm shift in 
migration management by opening a process of 
mass regularisation of migrant persons, and after 
proposing in 2013 two new migration and asylum 
laws that have not yet been passed.
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Considering that Africa is the most linguistically 
diverse continent in the world, the study of lan-
guages foreign to its countries presents an inter-
esting phenomenon and involves different levels 
of considerations. With the colonization of most of 
the countries by the English and the French, and 
to a lesser degree Portuguese, their languages 
enjoy the privileged position of being the official 
languages of the respective countries and forming 
part of the educational curriculum from an early 
stage. With Equatorial guinea and the Western 
sahara as the only countries where spanish en-
joys official status, for most African countries it is 
the third, fourth or even fifth language, after the 
autochthonous and official languages of those 
countries. While this signals the potential for a 
much greater growth of spanish in Africa than is 
currently the case, it also signals the need for a 
more strategic and concerted effort. We under-
take an assessment of the dynamics of spanish in 
Africa with the aim of underscoring ways by which 
its promotion can be enhanced as part of spain’s 
cultural diplomacy in Africa. When one considers 
the massive interest that the Chinese have gener-
ated on the continent and the huge strides that 
have been made in the study of Chinese within 
the last decade, one can safely argue that given 
the necessary cultural investment in Africa, span-
ish will attain an even more prominent position.

The Case for Spanish in Africa

The rise of spanish to the status of the second 
most spoken language in the world gives a good 
indication of the language’s importance in the 

globalized world of today. This rise is attribut-
able in part to the increased importance of span-
ish in the united states, which according to the 
Cervantes Institute’s yearbook for 2020 (Instituto 
Cervantes 2020), is projected to become the sec-
ond country with the most spanish speakers by 
2060, surpassed only by mexico. however, as the 
2020 yearbook projects, even though the num-
ber of spanish speakers in the united states is 
expected to grow to some 111 million, contrary to 
previous forecasts, the overall number of spanish 
speakers will begin to see a decline worldwide 
by 2068. If today 7.5% of the world population 
is spanish speaking, it is estimated that by 2100 
the number would have dropped to 6.3%. never-
theless, the 2020 yearbook makes a noteworthy 
observation which, undoubtedly, will have reper-
cussions regarding the status of spanish in Africa. 

The projected decline in the number of span-
ish speakers is attributed in part to the pro-
gressive decline in population numbers of the 
countries currently with the largest number of 
spanish speakers. Contrary to the expected drop 
in population that is expected to occur in span-
ish speaking countries, it is envisioned that Africa 
will be one of the few places to drive an increase 
in population numbers. Therefore, it bears asking 
whether the increase in population in Africa will 
be able to translate into an increase in the num-
ber of spanish speakers on the continent. What 
are the prospects of spanish in Africa? In order to 
meaningfully address the question posed, a num-
ber of factors need to be taken into consideration. 
These include the language situation in Africa, 
national language policies, relations between 
African countries and the spanish-speaking 

7. spanish in Africa: Prospects for 
Growth and Expansion

Joanna Boampong
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world, the importance of spanish on the world 
scene and the extent to which spanish is actively 
promoted on the continent. In addressing these 
questions, the scope of reference will mainly be 
sub-saharan Africa although reference to other 
areas will be made, where applicable.

Linguistic Atmosphere of Africa

Housing about 2,140 living languages (Eberhard 
et al, 2020) Africa is undoubtedly the most linguis-
tically diverse continent and presents a unique 
set of circumstances when it comes to languages 
and language learning. Typically, African societ-
ies have various autochthonous languages which 
have survived in spite of colonial rule and the 
subsequent adoption, in most countries, of co-
lonial languages such as English, French, Portu-
guese and Arabic as official languages. 

With the official languages serving as the lan-
guage of formal communication, science and 
technology, instruction in schools, and gener-
ally the medium by which upward mobility can 
be achieved in the society, most literate people 
speak multiple languages—their mother tongue, 
a national language, an official language and one 
or in some cases more local languages. In some 
communities, where people from different ethnic 
backgrounds can be found, the official language 
serves as the lingua franca although this also 
gives rise to the acquisition of second and some-
times even third local languages depending on 
the level of interaction that occurs. 

It must be noted, though, that in some in-
stances, rather than the mother tongue, official 
languages are spoken at home and a child may 
actually not speak any of the local languages 
found in the country. According to Agyekum 
(2018, 88), “linguistic imperialism has deepened 
in African countries to the extent that many fami-
lies in the cities communicate with their children 
in English, French, Portuguese and Arabic, and 
the children cannot speak the mother tongue”. 
In such cases, depending on the level of contact 
with people outside the home and the child’s 

aptitude, the child may be able to acquire a lo-
cal language as a result of the need to commu-
nicate with others. Speciale (2012) observes that 
in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), 
for example, “ethnic languages are used primarily 
within families, as well as within ethnic groups”. 
The national languages serve as ‘regional vehic-
ulars’, especially in urban areas. They are most 
commonly used in business, local administration, 
education, and media. French, in turn, is used in 
all ‘official’ domains, in particular in the govern-
ment and judiciary”. 

The diglossic and sometimes multi-purpose 
use of languages is common in most African 
countries be they Francophone or Anglophone. In 
Kenya, for example, the use of English as the offi-
cial language, swahili and English as the national 
languages, and other local languages in domestic 
and interethnic contexts (Serrano 2014), mirrors 
the dRC. Other countries that follow the same 
pattern are the Arab countries and also Tanzania.

Language policies and debates

In other cases, on account of an educational lan-
guage policy, the child may learn the local lan-
guage as part of the school curriculum. This is 
possible in countries like ghana, Kenya, and nige-
ria, where it is mandated that school children are 
to be taught using the local language spoken in 
the region or district where their school is located. 

According to the language policies of the 
educational systems of those English-speaking 
countries, the study of languages, be they for-
eign or local, is mandatory. In such cases a local 
language is required to be used as the medium 
of instruction during the early years of a child’s 
education, usually in the first 3 to 4 years. This 
is later switched to the official language and the 
local languages taught as one of the subjects in-
cluding foreign languages in the upper levels. For 
example, a number of Anglophone countries sur-
rounded by Francophone countries have made it 
mandatory to study French up to the secondary 
school level as is the case in nigeria and ghana. 
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In the Francophone countries, on the other 
hand, where in some cases students are required 
to gain knowledge of two foreign languages, stu-
dents are given the opportunity to select between 
English, Chinese, german, spanish, and latin 
(Sossouvi 2014). Thus, in one way or the other, 
most African students are exposed to multiple 
languages right from the start of their education 
and for a considerable number of years. 

With the presence of foreign languages and 
their increased use domestically, apart from their 
use as official and national languages, have come 
calls from language experts and cultural critics to 
give more prominence to the ethnic, or autoch-
thonous languages. Furthermore, the prestige 
and importance accorded foreign languages with 
their use in sectors considered to be the “more 
important” spheres of the society has brought 
about a situation where they have been promot-
ed and the local languages apparently neglect-
ed. As critics have argued, this practice impacts 
negatively on the local languages and may lead 
to their gradual extinction (Anyidoho 2018). The 
distinguished Kenyan writer, ngugi wa’ Thiongo, 
is a key figure who has championed the cause to 
promote a greater use of local languages and has 
gone as far as to publish in the ethnic languages 
of Kenya (Ngugi 2009 and 1986). 

The history of Spanish in Africa

As Koui (2014) observes, various factors account 
for the presence of spanish in Africa. First is 
spain’s colonization of present Equatorial guinea 
through the Ildefonso Treaty of 1777 with Portu-
gal. Koui also cites the settlement of the ances-
tors of Moroccan Sefardic Jews in Morocco after 
the expulsion of Jews from spain in 1492. he adds 
that the Berbers and Arabs of Ceuta and melilla 
inherited spanish through commerce, tourism 
or the television. Thirdly, in countries like Algeria 
and Tunisia the presence of spanish in the educa-
tional system is on account of the natural spread 
of the language from contact between peoples. 
Fourth, in sub-Saharan Africa, Koui (2014) sub-

mits that most Francophone countries, as is the 
case with Côte d’Ivoire, follow the French educa-
tional system. Thus, following the practice in the 
metropolis, spanish, together with English and 
german, has featured in the educational system 
as a language of instruction since the pre-inde-
pendence era. 

Consequently, as Gil and Otero (2009) cor-
rectly point out, spanish enjoys a higher level of 
integration in the former French colonies of Africa 
than countries whose educational systems are 
based on British, Portuguese or dutch systems. 
In most Francophone countries spanish is intro-
duced much earlier, as a second foreign language 
after English at the secondary level (Koui 2014, 
sossouvi 2014, Abena 2014, guillén 2014). In the 
case of almost all the Anglophone countries span-
ish does not form part of the curriculum at the 
public secondary school level which enrolls the 
majority of students (Boampong 2014, Serrano 
2014). Offerings of Spanish in these Anglophone 
contexts at the secondary school level or earlier 
usually occur in select private schools, especially 
those that offer international curricula such as 
the Cambridge IgCsE, or the International Bac-
calaureate. generally, in most African countries, 
spanish is not introduced into the public educa-
tional system at the basic level, although recently 
it is possible to find a few private schools that of-
fer it as a subject or an extra-curricular activity at 
that level (Biel 2014, Boampong 2014, Rey 2014).

It is worth noting though that the most pop-
ulous nation in Africa, that is, nigeria, presents 
a peculiar situation with respect to the study 
of spanish. despite the growing interest in the 
study of spanish in Africa as a whole, and the in-
terest many countries have shown in promoting 
its study, Uchechwuku (2014 and 2016) bemoans 
the fact that in nigeria there is an “apparent lack 
of recognition of the need for spanish as a foreign 
language” (Uchechwuku 2016: 300). The apparent 
absence of spanish in the country is interesting 
when one considers its closeness to Equatorial 
guinea, one of the two countries in sub-saharan 
Africa that have Spanish as an official language. 
What is more, and as Uchechukwu (2014) rightly 
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points out, the two countries enjoy good bilateral 
relations. similar to what pertains in most West 
African countries, French is the first foreign lan-
guage studied in nigeria in the curricula. 

As a matter of fact, uchechukwu cites the 
country’s National Policy on Education (NPE 1988) 
which stipulates that “for smooth interaction 
with our neighbors, it is desirable for every nige-
rian to speak French. Accordingly, French shall be 
the second official language in Nigeria and it shall 
be compulsory in schools” (Uchechukwu 2017: 
307). The other foreign language given official at-
tention is Arabic, however, other languages such 
as german, Portuguese, and spanish can also be 
studied according to one’s personal interest out-
side the official public school curricula. Be that 
as it may, the fact remains that the presence of 
spanish in nigeria, given its status as the most 
populated country in Africa is, at best, dismal. The 
fact that in 2014 the number of spanish students 
documented in nigeria was 275 whereas 412,515 
was recorded for Benin (Serrano 2014) gives a fair 
indication of the discrepancy. The fact that, like 
other Francophone countries, spanish is part of 
the official curriculum and is available for study 
at the secondary school level in Benin may partly 
account for this marked difference. Nevertheless, 
a more concerted effort put in place to systemati-
cally promote the study of the spanish language 
and culture in Nigeria will significantly increase 
the number of people who study spanish. 

Prospects for Spanish to Grow in Africa

As the aforementioned sections clearly show, 
several factors come to bear on the presence of 
spanish, and how far it can be promoted on the 
continent. These include: presence of many local 
languages and the increasing demand for more 
attention to be paid to them; the prominent sta-
tus that English and French occupy overall; the 
late introduction of spanish into the education-
al system; the absence of spanish in the public 
school system until the tertiary level; and finally 

the practical absence of spanish in nigeria, the 
most populous country in Africa. 

nevertheless, as amply demonstrated in the 
Cervantes Institute’s Yearbook for 2009, even with 
approximately five hundred thousand learners of 
spanish, Africa was the continent with the third 
highest number of learners of the language ahead 
of Pacific Asia and the Middle East (Pedromingo 
and Roth 2009). This is a demographic note that 
can no longer be ignored nor discounted. This 
is made even more pressing as, fast-forwarded 
to 2020, the Yearbook projects on one hand, a 
decrease by the year 2100 in the population of 
spanish speaking countries, and on the other, an 
increase in favor of India and a good number of 
sub-saharan African countries as the drivers of 
world population growth. 

This is a demographic projection that bodes 
well for the promotion of spanish in Africa. Al-
though one could argue that spanish may not 
overtake English and French as the most widely 
studied foreign language in Africa, there is room 
for increasing its presence concurrent with an 
increase in population. If one considers the fact 
that between the years 1991 and 2011 the num-
ber of spanish students documented grew from 
272,360 to some 1,343,844 (Serrano 2014), one 
can safely submit that there is a great deal of in-
terest for spanish on the African continent. grant-
ed, and as Serrano (2014) observes, the increase 
in numbers can also be attributed in part to the 
increase in the number of countries surveyed and 
the comprehensiveness of the latter study. It may 
also be because the increase in Africa is a good 
reflection of the increase in Spanish studies in the 
world as a whole. It cannot be denied, neverthe-
less, that there is a genuine interest in spanish 
language and culture on the continent.

uchechukwu notes that although in nigeria 
there is hardly a concerted effort to incorporate 
spanish even into the higher institutions of learn-
ing, the level at which spanish is introduced in 
most Anglophone countries, the students are 
highly positively disposed towards the language 
and its culture. This affective element is highly 
crucial and should not be overlooked because it 
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is a good indicator of how well spanish will do if 
introduced at an earlier stage of the education-
al system. A factor that has often been cited as 
crucial to the popularity of spanish in the world, 
and in Africa especially, is the popularity and 
reach of La Liga, its football league. Over the last 
decades it has fielded international stars of ac-
claim such as leo messi, Cristiano Ronaldo, da-
vid Beckham, and African stars such as samuel 
Eto’o of Cameroon, Thomas Partey and mohamed 
Salisu of Ghana, Geoffrey Kondogbia of Central 
African Republic, samuel Chukwueze of nigeria 
and Youssef En-nesyri of morocco. Consequently, 
La Liga is almost perpetually in the spotlight of 
sports in Africa, a continent whose passion for 
football is legendary. Additionally, by emerging 
as the champions of the only World Cup hosted in 
Africa, in south Africa 2010, spain has cemented 
its place in the collective imagination of Africans 
and found a special place in their hearts.

Even more significantly, the global importance 
that Spanish has attained and the benefits to be 
derived from speaking it is increasingly becoming 
evident worldwide. In an article entitled “span-
ish in the Philippines” maría dolores Elizalde sug-
gests that spanish is the language of the future 
and underscores the fact that “today, Filipinos 
are once again learning spanish, this time by 
choice, motivated by the advantages it can offer 
for their personal and professional development. 
The demand for spanish is due to the develop-
ment opportunity it represents by helping Filipi-
nos to improve their future possibilities” (Elizalde 
2019: 90). This observation has similar resonance 
in Africa as it establishes itself towards a position 
of increased engagement, not only regionally but 
worldwide and with Europe and latin America. 
Indeed, spanish is one of the key subjects avail-
able to students in private schools (Boampong 
2014), and in institutions where the learning of 
a foreign language is compulsory spanish is in-
creasingly attracting more students. Additionally, 
many students in these institutions choose to 
study spanish with a view to further their stud-
ies abroad, or live and work abroad, especially 
in the united states of America where spanish 

has practically unofficially attained the status of 
second official language.

To the extent that there are more public 
schools than private schools and most families 
cannot afford to pay private school fees where 
their wards can have the option of studying span-
ish, one could argue that the study of spanish in 
these institutions becomes an elitist venture. 
however, in the public tertiary institutions where 
Spanish is offered, there has been a marked in-
crease in the number of students who opt for 
spanish. 

Spanish is one of the official languages of the 
United Nations (UN) and a language that the Af-
rican Union (AU), has sought to adopt as one of 
its official languages through an amendment of 
its Constitutive Act since 2003. Although so far 
30 states out of the 36 two third majority needed 
have ratified the amendment, the relevance of 
spanish in Africa cannot be overlooked. This is 
the case even as the need to use and preserve 
the autochthonous languages of Africa has been 
supported with the establishment by the Au of 
the African Academy of Languages (ACALAN). 
nevertheless, there is a recognition that colonial 
languages are a part of the language situation 
in Africa. This reality cannot be denied. Thus, 
according to the AU 2020 Handbook, one of the 
overall objectives of the Academy is to “Promote 
and develop African languages in general and 
vehicular cross-border languages in particular, 
and their use as a factor of African integration and 
development, in partnership with the former colo-
nial languages.” (AU 2020: 192, emphasis mine). 
A crucial point to take cognizance of is that this 
directive does not call for abandoning the former 
colonial languages. And as has already been in-
dicated, the acquisition of multiple languages, is 
not a new phenomenon for Africans. 

An important benefit to growing up within 
multi-lingual societies and speaking multiple 
languages is that most Africans have already de-
veloped the capacity to acquire languages. ser-
rano rightly echoes this essential element with 
respect to the linguistic framework of Kenyans 
which, by extension can be applied to most Af-
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ricans: “the potential average Kenyan learner 
of spanish already possesses, to some extent, 
language acquisition or learning skills and strat-
egies, and also a certain degree of multilingual 
awareness, as well as intercultural conscience” 
(2012:29-30). In the case of Anglophone Africans, 
who are most likely to have knowledge of English 
and French before studying spanish, they would 
have already acquired a good repertoire of lexi-
cal material given that spanish shares the same 
latin origins as those two languages. Thus, ser-
rano’s (2014) observation that the prior knowl-
edge of English and French may be helpful for 
certain morphological and syntactic structures 
or for explaining the use of the different tenses 
holds very true. 

In our view an important step towards greater 
interest in and dissemination of spanish is its in-
troduction into the public school system at the 
pre-tertiary level. however, in spite of the linguis-
tic advantage to learners of spanish in Africa sig-
naled above, some critics fall short of advocating 
for the introduction of the language much earlier 
in the educational curriculum than the university 
level (Serrano 2012: 34). The main premises upon 
which this claim is made, at least in the case of 
Kenya, is the unfair competition that the study of 
spanish at the pre-tertiary level will bring on the 
learning of local languages and how easily it can 
contribute to a situation of glottophagy. 

nevertheless, it cannot be denied that a key 
factor that accounts for the high number of stu-
dents studying spanish in the Francophone coun-
tries is its introduction to students much earlier 
in their academic journey than is the case in the 
Anglophone countries. In countries like Côte 
d’Ivoire, Cameroon, gabon, senegal, and Togo, 
where Spanish is offered as an option at the pre-
tertiary level together with English, german, Ital-
ian, and more recently, Chinese, more and more 
students are electing to study spanish. With the 
foregoing, one could argue that the introduction 
of spanish at the early stages of children’s edu-
cation in Anglophone African countries will yield 
the same positive numbers as is the case in the 
Francophone countries. 

Promoting Spanish in Africa

Thus, it becomes imperative that the promotion 
of spanish by spain as well as the spanish speak-
ing countries present in Africa includes a push 
for it to be introduced as an alternative foreign 
language option in the public schools right from 
the primary school level. In cases where it cannot 
be introduced as part of the curriculum, it can be 
offered as an extra-curricular activity. With the ex-
posure to spanish and its culture at an early age, 
students’ interest will be generated early and the 
possibility will grow for it to be sustained at the 
higher educational levels.

Another practical step which when adopted 
will increase the prospects of spanish studies in 
Africa is the training of teachers to teach span-
ish as a foreign language. A factor that continu-
ally hinders the growth in the number of spanish 
students even in the institutions where they are 
offered is the dearth of teachers trained to teach 
spanish. This has led to a situation where the in-
stitutions that offer Spanish have to take mea-
sures such as: admitting only a limited number 
of students, delaying the level at which spanish 
is offered, or have overcrowded classrooms. Fre-
quently such institutions have to rely on people 
who have not received the required training in 
foreign language teaching and are less quali-
fied to teach, what Sossouvi (2014: 120) refers 
to as “profesores improvisados” or “impromptu 
teachers”. In other cases the subject is not of-
fered at all although there is a demand for it. 
For this reason, if a system is established for the 
training of new teachers of spanish and regular 
staff development organized for existing ones, 
the teaching of spanish will be enhanced and the 
grounds will be prepared for it to flourish even 
more. 

To this end, the expansion of the lectorados 
program, of spain’s Agencia Española de Coop-
eración Internacional para el Desarrollo (AECID) 
depending from the ministerio de Asuntos Exte-
riores, unión Europea y Cooperación, through 
which spanish language Assistants are posted to 
institutions of higher learning in different coun-
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tries, would be very favorable. Although a study 
dedicated to the effectiveness of the lectorado 
program is yet to be cited, the advantages to be 
derived from having a native spanish speaker in 
the foreign language classroom cannot be de-
nied. Apart from being an immediate and practi-
cal source for cultural information the lectores, 
who are often young and abreast with the cur-
rent trends in foreign language teaching, have a 
great potential to motivate students both within 
and outside the classroom. In her conclusion to a 
study on the history and impact of the lectorado 
program in sub-saharan Africa, leyre Biel opines 
as follows: ‘los lectorados mAEC-AECId y los 
proyectos conjuntos con el Instituto Cervantes 
favorecen la expansión lingüística del español al 
Sur del Sáhara’ (Biel 2015: 69). Extrapolating on 
Biel’s conclusion, the gains to be made from ex-
panding this program are tangible and need to be 
seriously considered. 

Correlatively, the absence of centers dedicat-
ed to the promotion of spanish in most African 
countries is another issue which when addressed 
will inure to the benefit of Spanish studies. While 
centres like the Alliance Française, the British 
Council, and the goethe-Institut can be eas-
ily identified in most African countries and have 
been running programs to promote the study 
of French, English, and german respectively, a 
spanish equivalent had been absent in sub-sa-
haran Africa until 2021. Whereas there were nine 
Cervantes Institutes in north Africa distributed 
between Algeria, Egypt, morroco, and Tunisia, 
the Cervantes Institute only had one Cervantes 
Classroom (Aula Cervantes) south of the Sahara, 
in dakar, senegal opened in 2010. The AECId for 
its part opened only two centers in all of Africa 
out of the 19 it opened in the combined regions 
of Africa and latin America. Both of them are to 
be found in Equatorial guinea: the Centro de Re-
cursos Bata and the Centro de Recursos malabo. 
Clearly, these offerings do not match the need 
and potential for developing the study of span-
ish on the African continent. 

When one considers the measures the Chi-
nese have put into introducing mandarin on the 

continent it should come as no surprise that the 
Chinese have made such giant strides in Africa 
for the study of mandarin. These include a sys-
temic process of bringing African teachers to 
China for exposure to and training in language 
and culture, scholarships to students, and the 
establishment of Confucius Institutes in a good 
number of countries. According to Ari Rickman 
(2020), the People’s Republic of China has es-
tablished 61 Confucius Institutes in Africa. China 
had established Confucius Institutes in over 40 
African countries, with as many as four in Ke-
nya and six in south Africa. In an article that in 
part juxtaposes the Alliance Française, British 
Council, goethe-Institut, and Cervantes Insti-
tute with the Confucius Institute, Odinye (2020) 
underscores the rapid rise in the number of the 
Chinese institutes to second place, only after 
the Alliance Française. In comparative terms, 
the showing of spanish where the entities for 
the promotion of language and culture are con-
cerned has so far been infinitesimal and has a 
lot of room to grow.

given the wealth of its cultural patrimony, 
Spanish must not be mostly confined to class-
room settings alone as has been the case for 
a long time. To reach its potential, it is crucial 
to engage the African public through social in-
terventions and programs that generate inter-
est, establish a bond or connection and leave 
a lasting impression on the people. Apart from 
the educational centers that offer Spanish, so 
far, the entities readily identifiable who have 
been promoting spanish culture are the em-
bassies and foreign missions of spain which can 
be found in more than half of the countries in 
Africa. In most of these countries the spanish 
Embassies together with their latin American 
counterparts have undertaken initiatives within 
the countries they are situated in to promote 
spanish and also support its dissemination. 
As Boampong (2014) records, in Ghana for ex-
ample, the Embassy of spain has organized po-
etry recitals, writing contests, concerts, book 
fairs, and workshops of all kinds—dance, mu-
sic, painting. The university of ghana under the 
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auspices of the Embassy of spain instituted in 
2018 an annual program named Jornadas del 
Hispanismo to give more visibility to span-
ish and promote different aspects of Hispanic 
patrimony. unfortunately the third version, 
with preparations well advanced, had to be 
cancelled due to the outbreak of the COVId-19 
pandemic in 2020. similarly, Jesús lasso Rey 
(2014) outlines an annual cultural event by the 
Embassy of spain in namibia featuring musical 
and dance performances.

Furthermore, a bright light on the horizon of 
the promotion of spanish is the Fundación mu-
jeres por Africa, a non-profit foundation headed 
by the former vice president of spain, maría Te-
resa Fernández de la Vega. Created in the year 
2012, the foundation outlines as its main objec-
tive to contribute to the development of the Afri-
can continent by supporting African women who 
constitute its major driver of progress. Operat-
ing under the philosophy that equality for Afri-
can women will contribute in no small measure 
to the achievement of economic development, 
the foundation has carried out numerous inter-
ventions aimed at empowering and capacitating 
women. These activities have been carried out 
under four key sectors and with the aim of help-
ing Africa to achieve the united nations millen-
nium development goals. These are: education, 
health, economic development and governance 
and leadership. since its establishment the foun-
dation has teamed up with different organiza-
tions to carry out a wide range of initiatives aimed 
at advancing the status of African women on the 
continent.

These interventions outlined in the action 
plans of the foundation comprise: training and 
workshops for teachers, nurses, women in agri-
culture; micro-finance; politics and governance. 
They have included workshops, seminars, cours-
es, and training to build women’s skills, enhance 
their economic profile, and empower them to 
contribute their quota to national development. 
Perhaps two of the initiatives of the foundation 
that most directly impact the promotion of span-
ish in Africa is the creation of a network of female 

African hispanists and the learn Africa project. 
The creation of the network of female African his-
panists followed from a conference that the foun-
dation funded to bring together African women 
hispanists from all regions of the continent. This 
took place two years after the establishment of 
the foundation in Côte d’Ivoire in 2014. launched 
in 2013, the Learn Africa project offers scholar-
ships to female African researchers and students 
to carry out research and undergraduate or post-
graduate studies in spanish universities. Over 
the years the number of scholarships offered 
has steadily increased, rising to some 68 schol-
arships to students from 20 African countries to 
study in 39 universities in spain in the 2019/2020 
academic year. The strategic role the mujeres por 
Africa Foundation is indirectly and directly play-
ing in the promotion of spanish, by focusing on 
the empowerment of African women, cannot be 
overstated. 

Conclusion

In spite of the intricate terrain upon which the 
study of spanish in sub-saharan Africa has to 
take place, there are multiple indications that 
there is room to grow. The diversity of the lin-
guistic scenery on the continent constitutes a 
solid foundation for the acquisition of spanish. 
Although there is a push for local languages to be 
given more attention and prominence this does 
not preclude or eliminate the need to train span-
ish speakers. Equally pressing is the rising need to 
take an active part in global integration. Consid-
ering the increased importance of spanish on the 
global scene and especially as a member of the 
European union, there is a present need for span-
ish to be studied in Africa and plenty of room to 
grow in this regard. If currently Africa ranks third 
among the regions with the most spanish learn-
ers in spite of the various challenges it has faced, 
and also the comparatively minimal effort to pro-
mote its study on the continent, one can imagine 
the levels it can expand to if a more concerted 
effort is applied. 
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ca subsahariana y los factores que impulsan 
su expansión.” OGIGIA. Revista electrónica de 
estudios hispánicos 20, pp. 49-69.

Boampong, Joanna. 2014. “la enseñanza del es-
pañol en ghana”, in La enseñanza del español 
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little known outside the French-speaking world, 
the CFA franc zone is an unprecedented monetary 
experiment in the world. A symbol of post-colo-
nialism and dependency for some, an example 
of stability and effective cooperation for others, 
it has been the subject of controversy since its 
creation, both over its economic effectiveness 
and its political legitimacy. The aim of this chap-
ter is to explain the franc’s CFA operating rules, 
and to analyse its advantages and disadvantages, 
as well as the reform of this peculiar system an-
nounced by President Emmanuel macron in de-
cember 2019.1

A brief history of the CFA franc zone2

The CFA franc zone originated as a purely colonial 
monetary instrument. From the beginning of the 
19th century, France organised economically and 
monetarily its empire by creating currencies for 
its combined territories. At the end of World War 
II the franc zone was a very large area, covering 
disparate regions of the world: from the colonies 
located in black Africa (French Equatorial Africa, 
West French Africa, Togo, Cameroon and present-

1  The opinions expressed in this chapter are strictly per-
sonal and by no means bind the institutions where the 
author works.
2  For a complete chronology of the franc zone, see La Zone 
franc avant les indépendances, ministère de l’Économie, 
des finances et de la Relance. Available at https://www.
tresor.economie.gouv.fr/tresor-international/la-zone-
franc/la-zone-franc-de-1939-a-aujourd-hui [Enquiry: 5 
march 2021].

day Djibouti) or the Maghreb (Algeria, Morocco 
and Tunisia), to those in the Middle East (Syria 
and Lebanon) via Asia (Indochina and Pondicher-
ry), the Indian Ocean (Madagascar, the Comoros 
and Reunion) and the Pacific Ocean (New Caledo-
nia, French Polynesia or Wallis-et-Futuna). In this 
sense, the Franc of the French Colonies in Africa 
(CFAF3) officially came into being on December 
19th, 1945, the day on which France ratified the 
Bretton Woods Agreements.

some countries in the system decided at the 
time of their independence to break monetary 
ties with the former metropolis. This was the 
case of lebanon in 1948, syria in 1949, the then 
Indochina (Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam) in 1954 
and the Maghreb countries (Tunisia, Morocco and 
Algeria) in 1956. however, sub-saharan African 
countries ended up adopting the colonial cur-
rency, a decision based on the inherited depen-
dency relationship that made a break with France 
de facto impossible. Today, the CFA franc zone 
comprises 15 countries grouped into 3 monetary 
zones:

 • member states of the West African Econo-
mic and Monetary Union (UEMOA from its 
name in French): Benin, Burkina Faso, Ivory 
Coast, guinea-Bissau, mali, niger, senegal, 
and Togo.

3  The acronym CFA has remained in use over time, but 
has since gone through a set of meanings: the Franc of the 
French Colonies in Africa became the Franc of the French 
Community of Africa in 1958, and after African indepen-
dence it became the Franc of the Financial Community 
of Africa in West Africa, and the Franc of the Financial 
Cooperation in Central Africa.

8. The cfA franc zone in sub-saharan 
Africa 

Federico Abizanda1

inform_africa_2021_ingles.indb   95 22/9/21   15:14



THE cfA frAnc zonE In sub-sAHArAn AfrIcA

96

 • member states of the Economic and mone-
tary Community of Central Africa (CEMAC 
from its name in French): Cameroon, Chad, 
Central African Republic, Congo, gabon 
and Equatorial guinea.

 • The Comoros.
We are therefore not talking about a single CFA 

franc but three (Figure 1), articulated on the basis 
of bilateral agreements with France. Each of these 
zones has its own central bank: the Central Bank 
of West African States (BCEAO from its name in 
French, the Bank of Central African States (BEAC 
from its name in French and the Central Bank of 
the Comoros respectively. The CFA francs of each 
zone are not interchangeable, i.e. they are only 
legal tender in each of their respective zones.

Figure 1. CFA franc zones in Africa

source: prepared by the author.

Functioning of the franc zone

The franc zone is governed by four basic operat-
ing rules. First of all, a fixed parity between the 
CFA franc (FCFA) and the French franc (FF). In this 
respect, parity stability has been remarkable. 
From 1945 to 1948 one FCFA was exchanged for 
1.70 FF; from 1948 to 1994 the parity was 1 FCFA 

to 0.02 FF 4; and since January 1994, when the 
first ever devaluation for the area took place, the 
FCFA was trading at 0.01 FF. In 1998, the Council 
of the European union recognised the monetary 
cooperation agreements between France and 
the franc zones and, with the changeover to the 
euro, the parity was maintained. since one euro 
would amount to 6.55957 FF, a fixed parity of the 
CFAF with the euro was established: 1 euro would 
amount to 655.957 CFAF and to 491.96775 Co-
morian francs. In this way, these are immutable 
values over time. The second rule is that there is 
unlimited convertibility of currencies, both be-
tween the CFA zones and the Comoros, and be-
tween the Comoros and France. Thirdly, there is 
total freedom of movement of capital within the 
zone.

Finally, the key piece is the trading account 
mechanism. Central banks of each zone have a 
trading account with the French treasury that 
ensures currencies, and through which free and 
unlimited convertibility is effected. The French 
treasury is therefore offering, without limits and 
at a fixed parity, the euros —and previously the 
French Francs— these countries need, both for 
external payments in foreign currency and for 
intra-area transactions. But this convertibility 
guarantee has a precondition: the central banks 
of the African signatory countries must deposit 
50 % of their reserves in foreign currencies in 
this French treasury account, 65% in the case of 
the Comoros 5. since 1974, there has also been 
an exchange guarantee for currencies deposited 
with the French treasury, so franc zone African 
countries are safe from any depreciation of their 
reserves as a result, for example, of a devaluation 
of the then French franc or now the euro.

The trading account is the issue that has his-
torically created the most controversy, for it is 
understood that depositing mandatorily half of 
a country’s foreign exchange reserves in the for-

4  France’s monetary adjustment to the “new francs” in 
1960 should be taken into account.
5  It was 65 % until 2005 for West African countries, and 
until 2007 for Central African countries.
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mer metropolis treasury shows that the colonial 
power’s tutelage is still in force and that, without 
monetary independence, political independence 
is little more than an illusion as well as a resource 
pool for the French public coffers. In this sense, 
based on the limited official data on the amounts 
deposited by the central banks of the CFA zones 
in the French treasury, these reveal that over the 
last ten years this quantity has averaged 12 billion 
euros (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Deposits in the French treasury op-
erations account (billions of euros)
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source: prepared by the author based on goulet and 
lurel 2020: 43.

Thus, one of the major problems surround-
ing the CFA franc is its opacity, which has gener-
ated much of the animosity towards this peculiar 
post-colonial monetary system. It is not known 
what France is doing with this money, where it is 
investing it and the benefits it has been able to 
derive over the years on the market.

however, it has been documented how the 
CFA area is one of the instruments used by France 
to repay its debt, financing up to 0.5 € of public 
debt (Nubukpo 2016), something that the French 
treasury has denied. Thus, the complete lack of 
transparency on the part of the French authori-
ties fuels all sorts of suspicions and theories 
which will remain plausible as long as France 
does not carry out on this matter an exercise in 
accountability.

Although the main criticism is focused on this 
aberrant mechanism that constitutes the famous 
trading account, the true problem for the African 

economies is, nevertheless, another of the above-
mentioned franc zone mechanisms: the freedom 
of movement of capitals with France. This clause 
has historically allowed French companies to re-
patriate their profits with impunity, and it is the 
vehicle for tax evasion and avoidance and for il-
licit capital flows, one of the biggest challenges 
facing the African continent.

But beyond purely economic issues, the free 
zone is above all a tool for political control. Cur-
rency is a fundamental part of the national sov-
ereignty of any state and, in this case, through 
the CFA franc, part of the national sovereignty 
of 15 independent African states is under French 
tutelage. A control that takes the form of the pres-
ence of representatives of the French state in the 
BCEAO and BEAC management boards, as well 
as in the Central Bank of the Comoros. The CFA 
banknotes are also printed in France in a plant 
located in Chamalières, the city of former Presi-
dent Valéry giscard d’Estaing, incarnation of the 
old neo-colonial Françafrique. 

A critical look at the theoretical advantages of 
belonging to the CFA zones

The CFA franc mechanism ensures some advan-
tages, at least theoretically. Firstly, there is no 
break in foreign currency supply. This allows 
member countries to absorb economic shocks 
more easily than states without such liquid-
ity, since the productive apparatus cannot be 
blocked by curbing imports —either of capital 
goods, spare parts or raw materials and energy— 
that could occur due to a foreign currency short-
age. secondly, there is a zone of solidarity and 
stability, and it should, at least on paper, be an 
instrument of economic and trade development 
protected from regional and global currency tur-
bulence. Thirdly, the French treasury guarantee 
provides a privileged position for international 
investment. If we add to this a fixed exchange rate 
and a complete freedom of movement of capi-
tals, the advantage is obvious for international in-
vestors. Lastly, with a fixed currency parity there 
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is a complete and total absence of exchange rate 
risk, which should be a strong incentive for the 
development of commercial exchanges. The ad-
vocates for the existence and permanence of the 
CFA franc zone sum it up in the “3 s”: stability, 
solidarity and solidity (stabilité, solidarité, solidité 
in French). 

The other side of the coin is that fixed parity 
against the euro makes the CFA franc value total-
ly disconnected from the main macroeconomic 
magnitudes in the region. Indeed, the FCFA 
value pegged to the euro fluctuates according 
to the ups and downs of the latter. In this way, 
a strong euro automatically turns the FCFA into 
a strong FCFA. This fixed parity has therefore its 
drawbacks, for example curbing exports and fa-
vouring imports because it is much cheaper to 
import a manufactured good from abroad than 
to produce it locally. Thus, many FCFA system de-
tractors consider it maintains African countries in 
their historical role as suppliers of raw materials 
to the world economy, and thus hampers indus-
trialization. moreover, states cannot use the de-
valuation mechanism in order to increase their 
competitiveness.

The defenders of the franc zone, on the other 
hand, argue that it has a rather positive com-
parative balance with regard to the rest of sub-
saharan Africa. In recent years, and despite the 
turbulence in the global economy, African growth 
taken has weathered the global economic crisis 
quite well due to several factors. In general terms, 
the most affected countries have been those most 

integrated in world markets, suffering from the 
contagion of the international situation, or those 
where political and social tensions have arisen. 
In addition to benefiting from Chinese demand, 
resource-rich countries have taken advantage of 
good commodity prices and good farming sea-
sons. domestic consumption has played an im-
portant role, although it has not compensated for 
the slowdown in external demand. In addition, 
record levels of migrant remittances and con-
sumer credits have boosted private consumption, 
while rising public investment has doped growth. 
however, the fall in prices from 2014 onwards has 
constituted an obstacle.

As can be seen in Table 1, the franc zone has 
grown above the average for sub-saharan Africa 
and the world, although it is clear that the results 
recorded by the Central African region have been 
well below those in West Africa. moreover, it is a 
non-inclusive growth that maintains high levels 
of inequality, which is reflected in the most basic 
indicators, shown in Table 2.

The most repeated argument by defenders of 
the franc zone is that it is the only area on the 
continent capable of controlling inflation, and 
indeed the CFA zone is a zone of consumer price 
stability (Guillaumont and Guillaumont Jean-
neney 2017: 9). As a result, the countries of the 
franc zone offer excellent results in terms of price 
control, with inflation rates that have not exceed-
ed 1.7 % in the last 5 years, far from the two-digit 
inflation typically seen in other countries on the 
continent.

Table 1. GDP growth (2014-2018)

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
World 3,6 3,4 3,4 3,8 3,6

sub-saharan Africa 5,1 3,2 1,4 2,9 3,1

Franc zone 5,5 4,0 2,9 3,9 4,4

CEmAC 4,6 1,4 -1,5 0,6 1,6

uEmOA 6,5 6,3 6,4 6,6 6,6

The Comoros 2,1 1,0 2,6 3,5 3,8

source: Banque de France 2018: 11.

inform_africa_2021_ingles.indb   98 22/9/21   15:14



THE cfA frAnc zonE In sub-sAHArAn AfrIcA

99

Deficit control can also be highlighted, which 
stands at 3.8 %, below the average for sub-saha-
ran Africa (4.3 %). Regarding public debt, which 
has grown significantly in recent years —to the 
point that the “phantom debt” has returned to 
the continent, it has declined in the Central Af-
rican zone, but has significantly increased in the 
western area, reaching in the overall 47.8 % of 
gdP, slightly below the average for Africa as a 
whole.

debt is a growing problem, and the ImF has 
already warned of the risk of over-indebtedness 
for several countries such as Cameroon, Chad, 
Congo, Central African Republic, and Togo. In 
addition, risks in terms of terrorist threats, with 
unchecked jihadism, and a climate of growing 
insecurity in some sahelian and Central African 
countries, paint a bleak picture. All countries in 
the franc zone are also part of the least devel-
oped Countries group.

As shown in Table 3, the countries in the CFA 
zone are, at best, 115th out of 189 in the hdI rak-
ing; the last three countries in the world belong 
to the CFA area, and only four countries —gabon, 
Congo, Equatorial guinea, and Cameroon— are 
above the African average. likewise, at least one 
third of the population in CFA countries falls be-
low the national poverty lines6, and only seven 
countries —gabon, Burkina Faso, mali, Camer-
oon, the Comoros, and Benin— perform below 
the African average, which stands at 43.7 %. 

6  Each country defines the minimum income level below 
which a decent standard of living is not possible.

Furthermore, only Equatorial guinea and ga-
bon have a gdP per capita above the continent’s 
average of usd 1,849. The growth performance, 
which is insufficient to meet the needs of an ever-
increasing population, should therefore be put 
into perspective. 

The potential of having a single currency can-
not be exploited in an area such as the CFA zone 
since economic integration (in a broad sense) 
should precede the creation of the single curren-
cy while, in this case, the process was carried out 
in reverse: single currency before convergence. 
These areas are highly heterogeneous, with low 
levels of convergence between countries, which 
severely limits the potential for regional integra-
tion. moreover, as Figure 3 reveals, there is an 
economic giant in each zone: Ivory Coast in uE-
mOA, accounting for almost 37 % of the region’s 
gdP, and Cameroon in CEmAC, whose weight is 
39 % in its zone.

Additionally, the structure of production of Af-
rican countries in general does not allow to reap 
the theoretical benefits of regional integration. 
Countries are specialised in the production of a 
few commodities, so their respective economies 
are not complementary and do not constitute a 
market for each other, nor do they fit together to 
create or join a value chain. This is compound-
ed by a chronic infrastructure deficit that limits 
the potential for intra-regional trade which ac-
counts for only 11.5 % of the total in uEmOA area 
(Banque de France 2018: 51) and 3.3 % in CEMAC 
area (Banque de France 2018: 82), compared to 
15 % for the continent as a whole (Banque de 

Table 2. Inflation rates (2014-2018)

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
World 3,2 2,8 2,8 3,2 3,6

sub-saharan Africa 6,4 7,0 11,2 11,0 8,5

Franc zone 1,6 1,7 0,7 1,0 1,6

CEmAC 3,2 2,5 1,1 0,9 2,2

uEmOA -0,1 1,0 0,3 1,0 1,1

The Comoros 1,5 1,3 1,8 1,0 1,7

source: Banque de France 2018: 12.
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France 2018: 82). The franc zone has also failed 
to attract international investors, whose invest-
ment decisions are much more conditioned by 
profi ts in areas where natural resources are to 
be exploited than by doing business in a zone 
of monetary stability. The 1994 devaluation was 
intended to be a panacea, but in reality, it was 
largely ineff ective. Devaluation would only have 
been fully eff ective if companies had been able 
to off er processed products on the market that 
could compete with foreign products, but African 
countries in the franc zone have always off ered 
primary goods.7

In short, with highly inelastic demands, prices 
set by international markets, very rigid imports 
and a very random adjustment of supply, trade 
balance remains substantially unchanged. The 
traumatic 1994 devaluation which halved the 
purchasing power of African populations and led 

7 Out of a total of 189 countries.

to some serious incidents in the streets of dakar 
and Libreville (Le Monde 1994a y 1994b) only 
confi rmed the resounding failure of the 1980s 
structural adjustment on the African continent, 
including the franc zone.

The end of the CFA franc: revolution, reform 
or trompe l’œil?

Ending the CFA franc has been at the centre of 
the debate for many years, a debate that has in-
tensifi ed in recent months on the streets of many 
African countries, with mobilisations called by so-
cial movements demanding an end to a currency 
that is a symbol of neo-colonialism. Two recent 
media episodes are noteworthy.

Firstly, at the end of January 2019, in the midst 
of confrontation between the governments of 
France and Italy over the arrivals of African mi-
grants in Europe, former minister of the Interior 
matteo salvini and Vice-President luigi di maio 
lashed out at President macron, accusing France 
of maintaining a colonial currency that impover-
ished Africans and forced them to emigrate, going 

 Table 3. Inequality within and between the CFA franc zones states in 2018

CFA countries Ranking in Human 
Development Index 

(HDI)7

HDI Population 
below 

poverty line

GDP per 
capita, in 

dollars

CFA franc 
zone

gabon 115 0,702 33,4 % 8019 CEmAC

Republic of the Congo 138 0,608 46,5 % 2548 CEmAC

Equatorial guinea 144 0,588 s.d. 10.144 CEmAC

Cameroon 150 0,563 37,5 % 1534 CEmAC

The Comoros 156 0,538 42,4 % 1416 Comoros

Benin 163 0,520 40,1 % 1242 uEmOA

Ivory Coast 165 0,516 46,3 % 2314 uEmOA

senegal 166 0,514 46,7 % 1466 uEmOA

Togo 167 0,513 55,1 % 904 uEmOA

guinea-Bissau 178 0,461 69,3 % 738 uEmOA

Burkina Faso 182 0,434 40,1 % 813 uEmOA

mali 184 0,427 41,1 % 895 uEmOA

Chad 187 0,401 46,7 % 735 CEmAC

Central African Republic 188 0,381 62,0 % 476 CEmAC

niger 189 0,377 44,5 % 571 WAEmu

sub-saharan Africa — 0,541 43,7 % — —

source: prepared by the author based on undP 2019 and undata.
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so far as to call for sanctions against France (Le 
monde y AFP 2019ª). secondly, in early novem-
ber 2019, the President of Benin, Patrice Talon, 
stated speaking to the press that his country was 
going to withdraw its reserves from the trading 
account (Le Monde y AFP 2019b), no more than 
a wishful thinking because it was not possible to 
do so without dismantling the architecture of the 
franc zone.

It is against this backdrop of growing tension 
that, on december 21st, 2019, President macron 
paid a visit to his Ivorian counterpart, Alassane 
Ouattara. high on the agenda of the trip was the 

security issue in the sahel. however, in the press 
conference following the meeting 8, in which the 
fl agship measure was to be the announcement 
of the creation of the International Counter-Ter-
rorism Academy based in Abidjan, Ouattara, as 
Chairman of the uEmOA Conference of heads of 
state and government, declared by surprise the 
end of the CFA franc.

In fact, he announced three concrete mea-
sures: fi rst, the change of name of the common 
currency, which would be renamed “eco”, but 
only in the western area, not in the central one; 
second, the end of the centralisation of foreign 
exchange reserves in the French treasury, the 
trading account closure and the transfer of re-
serves blocked in France to the BCEAO; and third, 
the withdrawal of French representatives from 
the BCEAO decision-making and management 
bodies, the Banking Commission and the mone-
tary Policy Committee. These measures would be 
accompanied by two complementary ones: the 
fi xed parity of the eco against the euro would be 
maintained, and France would continue to be the 
guarantor of its unlimited convertibility. And all 
of it with immediate eff ect, in 2020.

This statement took everyone by surprise and 
has since generated a lot of doubts as to the un-
certainty about what has really changed and what 
will remain the same, whether changes aff ect real 
issues or will remain in the realm of symbolic. Re-
garding the change of name, there can be little 
doubt that changing the name of the CFA franc to 
call it “eco” is not a very subtle way of torpedoing 
the neighbouring Economic Community of West 
African States (ECOWAS, in its English acronym).

ECOWAS is a group of fi ft een countries to 
which the eight countries of the West African 

8  To look up the full press conference, see À Abidjan, con-
férence de presse du Président Emmanuel Macron avec 
Alassane Ouattara, Président de la République de Côte 
d’Ivoire on the Elysée website. Available at: https://www.
elysee.fr/emmanuel-macron/2019/12/21/a-abidjan-con-
ference-de-presse-du-president-emmanuel-macron-
avec-alassane-ouattara-president-de-la-republique-de-
cote-divoire [Enquiry: 5 march 2021].

Figure 3. Weight of each country in its respec-
tive zone
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franc zone belong, in addition to Cape Verde, The 
gambia, ghana, guinea, liberia, nigeria, and si-
erra leone. Founded in 1975, it promotes the re-
gional integration of the whole of West Africa and 
has governance structures similar to those of the 
European Union (Commission, Parliament, Court 
of Justice, etc.). since the mid-1980s ECOWAs is 
planning to create a common currency, but ni-
geria’s reluctance, the region’s leading economic 
power, has been delaying its creation ever since. 
however, on June 21st, 2019, at the 55th Ordinary 
session of the ECOWAs Conference of heads of 
state and government held in Abuja, the decision 
was taken to create the ECOWAs monetary union 
and to finally adopt a single currency 9.

It was established that in order to do so, some 
convergence criteria should be fulfilled, mainly 
three: a deficit of less than 3 %, an inflation of less 
than 10 % and a debt below 70 % of gdP. These 
convergence criteria should be met by 2020 to en-
sure the implementation of the single currency, 
and it was decided that such a currency would 
be called, precisely, “eco”. In this respect, there is 
no doubt that the announcement by Presidents 
macron and Ouattara was nothing more than an 
attempt to scupper this project, approved only 
six months earlier. It is no coincidence that when 
ECOWAS decided to create a currency with a flex-
ible exchange rate anchored to a basket of cur-
rencies, France and its former colonies (that are 
part of ECOWAs) declared the creation of a single 
currency, the “eco”, but with a fixed exchange rate 
and guaranteed convertibility secured by France. 
The reply was not long in coming. meeting in 
Abuja on January 16th, 2020, English-speaking 
ECOWAs countries issued a joint communiqué in 
which they “take a serious view at the unilateral 
declaration to change the name of the CFA franc 
to eco” and announced the convening of a sum-
mit to address the issue.

since the announcement of the disappearance 
of the CFA franc in West Africa at the end of 2019, 
the truth is that little or nothing has changed. 

9  Communauté économique des États de l›Afrique de 
l›Ouest, 2019.

The European Union (EU), which has exclusive 
competence in monetary policy matters, gave to 
the operation its approval, and on december 10th, 
2020, the French national Assembly adopted the 
draft bill to reform the CFA franc in West Africa, 
with the French presidential majority voting in 
favour, the gauche démocrate et Républicaine 
and la France Insoumise groups voting against 
it, and the socialist Party abstaining.

On January 28th, 2021, the French Senate fi-
nally adopted the bill authorising the new mon-
etary cooperation agreement between France 
and the states of the West African monetary union 
(WAMU)10, ratifying the national Assembly’s deci-
sion (Sénat 2021). The new legal framework fore-
sees the appointment by the WAmu Council and 
France of a “qualified individual” who, as an ex-
pert, will take on the task of advising on monetary 
policy, as well as the regular sending of technical 
information to France by the Central Bank of West 
African states, so that the former is in a position 
to monitor the risks that it will henceforth assume 
by ensuring the CFA franc convertibility.

In addition to the situation caused by CO-
VId-19, political tensions between countries in 
the region, especially between Anglophone and 
Francophone countries, have brought the pro-
cess to an impasse. The former, especially nige-
ria11, which accounts for 70 % of ECOWAs’ gdP 
and half of its population, but also ghana, viewed 
the whole operation with great suspicion, seeing 
it from the outset as French interference in the 
region’s future and as a disloyalty on the part of 
the Francophone countries. But there have also 
been tensions within the French speaking bloc 
where, despite appearances, Ivory Coast does not 
seem overly keen to move things forward.

10  WAMU (1962) is the West African currency area, while 
UEMOA (1964) is the institution in charge of regional in-
tegration.
11  nigerian President muhammadu Buhari was par-
ticularly critical in a Twitter thread on 23 June 
2020. Available at: https://twitter.com/mBuhari/
status/1275454029535916040?s=20 [Enquiry: 5 march 
2021].
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One year after the announcement of the sys-
tem’s reform, none of the African countries has 
opened a parliamentary debate on it, which has 
to be ratified by all member states. At the same 
time, ECOWAs has also postponed its single cur-
rency project. On January 23rd, 2021, the 58th 
Ordinary session of the ECOWAs Conference of 
heads of state and government, claiming the 
impossibility of making progress on this issue 
due to the crisis caused by COVId-19, decided 
to shelve its own single currency project by ex-
empting member states from meeting conver-
gence criteria for 2021, and postponing to 2022 
a new convergence phase with a new roadmap 
from that date to implement the single currency 
(ECOWAS 2021).

There is no doubt that the whole process 
announced in december 2019 by macron and 
Ouattara, with or without the pandemic, was 
not even remotely realistic. Aiming to establish 
a single currency, for countries to meet conver-
gence criteria12, to create institutional structures 
and monitoring mechanisms, to print banknotes 
(and a long etc.), and all this within a year, was 
not a serious proposal.

many questions still remain. despite the an-
nounced closure of the trading account, the 
mechanisms or deadlines for repaying the 
amounts held by the French treasury to uEmOA 
countries are still unknown. As for France’s guar-
antee of convertibility, this has hitherto been 
provided through the deposit of African foreign 
exchange reserves in the treasury’s trading ac-
count. In this regard, we do not yet know what the 
mechanism will be for continuing to do so in the 
future, nor the mechanisms foreseen to assess 
financial risk, to share financial information, to 
know the status of reserves, etc. logically, main-
taining a fixed exchange rate against the euro is 
one of the main topics of discussion. It is clear 
that this is first and foremost a statement of in-
tent to reassure investors and markets, sending 
a message of continuity and monetary stability 

12  At present, only Togo would meet the established cri-
teria.

in the area. It is also a way of telling the Eu that 
the CFA zone will continue to consider it a prior-
ity partner.

The issue of whether parity should be fixed or 
floating (or an intermediate regime) deserves a 
very technical and calm debate that has rarely 
taken place to date because the opinions regard-
ing this subject are too passionate. however, this 
is a debate that needs to be opened in order to 
find out what is best, under what conditions and 
what should be the best monetary policy for the 
countries in the area in order to deal with the 
internal and external shocks that may occur. 
Although this is not a revolution, the announce-
ment of the reform of the CFA franc could mark 
a turning point, should it come to fruition: per-
haps not economically, because the structures of 
domination will remain in place, as France will 
continue to guard the economies and maintain a 
military presence in the region, and because free-
dom of movements of capitals and a fixed parity 
with the euro will be preserved.

maybe macron was merely seeking to quell the 
growing protest movements in many countries in 
the region against a France mired in the sahelian 
security quagmire. maybe all this was just anoth-
er exercise in “gatopardismo” (i.e., changing ev-
erything so that nothing changes). But something 
has indeed changed. For France to stop holding 
Africa’s foreign exchange reserves, for French 
civil servants to stop sitting on the central banks’ 
boards of directors, or to change the name of the 
CFA franc, whose acronym never ceased to stand 
for “Franc of the French Colonies in Africa”, it is 
a step forward because the symbolic also mat-
ters. But above all, it is a breakthrough for it is 
an undeniable victory for African civil societies, 
youth, intellectuals, and social movements that 
have forced a major change whereby one of the 
last vestiges of French colonialism in Africa has 
begun to disappear.

meanwhile, on January 1st, 2021, the African 
Continental Free Trade Area, the world’s largest 
free trade area, became operational. And with it, 
the debate on a single African currency, another 
of the pillars of African unity that Kwame nk-
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rumah dreamed of when the creation of the Or-
ganisation of African unity was being discussed, 
is once again pertinent. A single currency project 
on a continental scale does not seem feasible 
in the short or medium term, in view of the dif-
ficulties involved in a process of macroeconomic 
convergence and institutional, financial, fiscal, or 
banking coordination, but the debate, although 
very complex, is still worthwhile.
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On February 14, 2020, the first case of Covid-19 
was confirmed on the African continent. More 
than a year later, we have some perspective to re-
flect on the impact of the pandemic on the conti-
nent and on international relations. The chapters 
of this new edition of the Africa Report have dealt 
with some of the specific effects of the pandemic 
in Africa, while at the same time addressing is-
sues that, since before its outbreak, were relevant 
to the continent’s political, economic, and social 
agenda, as well as its relations with the European 
Union (EU) and Spain in particular. 

Building on these analyses, this chapter first 
reflects on the impact of Covid-19 in Africa. Sec-
ondly, it delves into the objective of renewing re-
lations with Africa and highlights some areas and 
strategies for moving towards a policy that truly 
distinguishes the Eu and spain from other actors 
on the continent. Thirdly, although closely linked 
to the above, the text focuses more specifically on 
the challenges that migration policies and struc-
tural racism, two issues salient in the media and 
in public debate, pose for the renewal of these 
relations. since 2020, in a context marked by the 
pandemic, the existence of profound local and 
global structural inequalities, well-known but 
also normalized as inherent features of the world 
we live in, have once again become evident. This 
reality represents a challenge for advancing to-
wards the Eu and spain’s commitment to estab-
lish relations with Africa as equals (aligned with 
Brussels’ oft-repeated statements) and to over-
come centuries-old dynamics of inequality.

The Impact of Covid-19 on the Continent

From the moment the World health Organiza-
tion (WHO) declared the Covid-19 outbreak a 
pandemic on march 11, 2020, the fight against 
the disease has made evident not only the deep 
connection between the local and the global 
but also the political and economic dimen-
sions of global health and social inequalities. 
The prognosis for Africa was extremely pessi-
mistic based on the known health challenges in 
the world’s second most populous continent. 
however, as Berta mendiguren details in the 
first chapter of this report, expectations were 
not met by reality. 

As of may 2021, the WhO Africa region ac-
counted for 2.09% of all confirmed Covid-19 
cases globally and 2.52% of deaths.1 The fact 
that, against all odds (Nkengasong and Mank-
oula 2020; massinga loembé 2020), the available 
data show that the African continent has not suf-
fered the most from the pandemic is the subject 
of much analysis and shows both the capacity of 
African societies to cope with a pandemic, and 
global inequality.

As Mendiguren explains, the years of fighting 
different endemic diseases and epidemics have 
been key in the fight against Covid-19, despite 
the fragility of health care systems, because it has 
created prior knowledge that has made a rapid 

1  see: https://covid19.who.int/.

9. The Impact of covid-19 on the 
renewal of relations between Africa, 

spain, and the Eu
Elsa Aimé González and Itxaso Domínguez de Olazábal
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response possible, in some cases even antici-
pating WhO guidelines. The pandemic has also 
highlighted the existence of profound structural 
local and global inequalities, well-known but also 
normalized as inherent features of the world we 
live in. 

The drastic measures taken, combined with 
those on other continents, have had a major 
impact on the population, with long-term con-
sequences. The continent experienced its worst 
recession in 50 years in 2020 with a 2.1% contrac-
tion in the GDP (AfDB 2021), and this comes af-
ter a decade of rising foreign debt. not all states 
and regions, however, are suffering in the same 
way (Ibid., 9-12): the health crisis has a clear eco-
nomic dimension, and an estimated 39 million 
people may fall into so-called extreme poverty. 
The effort involved in fighting the pandemic has 
increased the fiscal deficit and has taken re-
sources away from other diseases and other so-
cial expenditures, with medium and long-term 
consequences. As mendiguren analyses, its im-
pact has affected certain populations further, es-
pecially women. The pandemic has undoubtedly 
underlined the importance of the Eu and spain 
working together with their African counterparts 
and specialists in the field of health to develop 
universal health coverage, research, technology 
transfer, and the necessary supplies to achieve 
health self-sufficiency.

Focusing more specifically on the main coun-
tries affected by the pandemic in Africa, it is 
striking that, in a continent whose share of in-
ternational trade is around 2% (Khisa 2019), five 
of the ten countries with the highest incidence 
levels in Africa —south Africa, Egypt, Tunisia, 
morocco, and Kenya— are among the most di-
versified African economies with the most trade 
with other continents. Although this is not the 
only element to explain incidence rates in Africa, 
our gaze must be directed, as mendiguren points 
out in this report, to how certain global produc-
tion and consumption patterns have been key to 
the emergence and expansion of Covid-19, just 
as they are key to understanding the continent’s 
economic and political structure. 

The Renewal of Relations between Spain-Europe 
and Africa 

The Von der Leyen Commission took office in 
december 2019. From the outset, it made clear 
that Africa would be a priority on the Eu’s for-
eign agenda. The Commission President’s first 
trip took place in that same month, to Ethiopia, 
the seat of the African union. There she said 
the Eu wanted “a true partnership of equals”. 
she travelled again to Addis Ababa in February 
2020. The Commission’s 2020 work program also 
included the objective of achieving “a stronger 
Europe in the world”. Additionally, the block was 
to develop “a new comprehensive strategy with 
Africa to boost economic relations, create jobs on 
both continents, and deepen our partnership in 
all areas,” as well as conclude a new agreement 
between the Eu and the African, Caribbean, and 
Pacific (ACP) states to replace the Cotonou Agree-
ment, which was due to expire in February 2020. 

On march 9, 2020, Eu high Representative of 
the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy 
and Commission Vice-President Josep Borrell 
and Commissioner for International Partnerships 
Jutta Urpilainen, unveiled the five axes proposed 
for the Eu’s new joint strategy with Africa. The 
document stated that 2020 would be the pivotal 
year to achieve a strengthened partnership. how-
ever, two days later the Covid-19 pandemic was 
declared by the WhO. The sixth Eu-Africa sum-
mit had to be postponed to 2021 and has not yet 
taken place. Consequently, the renewal of the 
Eu-Africa partnership has been put on hold for 
the time being, although the new partnership 
agreement between the Eu and the Organisa-
tion of ACP states, which replaces the Cotonou 
Agreement until 2041, was signed in April 2021. 
Covid-19 has clearly played a key role in these 
delays, but its impact may be more profound on 
Eu-Africa relations.

First, the pandemic has not only disrupted in-
ternational agendas, but it has also tested global 
cooperation and foregrounded the difficulties in 
understanding and defending health as a global 
common good. The latter issue has been par-
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ticularly evident in the inequalities in access to 
Covid-19 vaccines, and the obstacles that Afri-
can states are facing in that regard. Issues such 
as patents and the monopolization of vaccines 
by wealthier countries are hampering immuni-
sation processes for populations already facing 
structural health access challenges. What is at 
stake, however, is the success of the global fight 
against the pandemic, not least because multi-
speed immunizations will make it easier for new 
strains to emerge. 

The Eu urgently needs to overcome its in-
ternal divisions and defend health as a global 
common good by supporting the request for a 
temporary intellectual property waiver for the 
fight against Covid-19 filed by South Africa and 
India on October 2, 2020, with the WTO and en-
dorsed by the united states in may 2021. Other 
measures should also accompany this decision 
to ensure the production, supply, and distribu-
tion of vaccines. 

secondly, as noted above, the pandemic has 
accentuated global power asymmetries and has 
also reinforced the growing questioning of this 
power inequality by African societies, states, and 
organizations (Kappel 2021). Although the crisis 
is testing Africa, its resilience reflects the conti-
nent’s transformation over the past two decades. 
This questioning and these changes feed the very 
evolution of the European union’s political dis-
course towards Africa towards a peer-to-peer 
logic, as is also the case with spain’s own foreign 
policy approach towards Africa. 

marta Íñiguez de heredia’s chapter on the cur-
rent state of relations between Europe and Africa 
discusses the road ahead for the establishment of 
parity relations and assesses some of the stum-
bling blocks along the way. A first issue to empha-
size is the need for the Eu and its member states 
to work towards coherence in all their policies 
affecting the African continent, especially those 
related to trade, security, migration, and climate 
change. A second issue is that there is a need to 
reach common cooperation agreements in much 
more specific areas than the framework offered 
by the new Eu-Africa partnership, for example 

on climate change, reducing European CO2 emis-
sions and marking a green technology transfer 
path for sustainable industrial development in 
Africa. 

Eu foreign policy has not always contributed 
to regional integration, however, as Artur Colom 
pointed out in the 2020 report when analyzing 
the Cotonou Agreement, and contrary to what 
this agreement claimed to pursue. This is pre-
cisely what the AfCFTA, the flagship of Agenda 
2063 on trade, seeks to address, and the fact that 
it entered into force on January 1, 2021, reflects 
the Au’s commitment to this objective. Both the 
Eu and its member states can make major con-
tributions to this process of regional integration, 
supporting and working with regional organiza-
tions, as spain stated in its Third Africa Plan by in-
dicating a preferential relationship with ECOWAs. 
however, not all European states have adopted 
this approach, as Federico Abizanda discusses in 
relation to the CFA franc zones. This currency is a 
clear example of the importance of the historical 
dimension in understanding the reality of the Af-
rican continent and in particular the colonial past 
and its economic legacy. spain must continue to 
support this type of multilateral institution-build-
ing, since it can contribute to improving its rela-
tions with West Africa, and nigeria in particular. 

Another particularly relevant issue for spain 
when we look at the ten countries most affected 
by the pandemic in Africa is that they include the 
three cornerstone countries of the Third Africa 
Plan —south Africa, nigeria, and Ethiopia— and 
two of the five preferred partners —Kenya and 
ghana—. Each has experienced the pandemic 
in its own particular way and understanding the 
impact and the current situation can be key to 
making progress in strengthening bilateral rela-
tions and supporting the democratization drive 
by their societies. Predictably, the pandemic has 
had a political and social impact. some countries 
have continued to hold elections while others 
have opted to suspend them, new conflicts have 
emerged, heads of state have died, and political 
and social inequalities have become more visible. 
In some cases, this has generated severe uncer-
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tainties about internally demanded democratiza-
tion processes that require international support 
for independent local actors to foster genuine 
dialogue and reconciliation processes. 

In the field of cultural diplomacy, Joanna 
Boampong analyzes in this report the possi-
bilities for the growth of spanish in Africa, in a 
very diverse linguistic context in which the con-
tinent’s indigenous languages are also growing. 
In the same way that the promotion of spanish 
has been an axis of spanish cultural diplomacy 
in Africa, it is also essential to promote greater 
knowledge of the African continent as a whole 
in spain, including its main languages, such as 
swahili and Arabic. 

despite the existence of some pioneering aca-
demic centers in the field of African studies, such 
as the Center for African and Intercultural studies 
in Barcelona or the African studies group at the 
Autonomous university of madrid, there is still a 
need to promote a greater and better knowledge 
of Africa in spanish society. Encouraging joint 
research between Europe and Africa in differ-
ent areas of knowledge, which can contribute to 
renewing relations between the two continents 
based on sustainability and solidarity, placing 
populations and human rights at the center of 
policies, is essential.

The renewal of Migration Policies and the 
Relationship with the European African Diaspora

In the area of migration, the policies of strict lock-
down in spain in the context of the pandemic 
highlighted the fundamental role played by for-
eigners in our societies in different economies 
such as agriculture, construction, and care work. 
however, spanish and Eu migration policies, an-
alyzed by gema serón and lorenzo gabrielli as 
well as Iñiguez de heredia, have been built from 
a securitizing approach. Instead of seeing the key 
role that foreign nationals play in European soci-
eties, focusing on human rights and analyzing the 
global structural character of the migration phe-
nomenon, this approach overemphasizes border 

control. The Eu’s impasse in this area currently 
makes it impossible, despite the stance of some 
of its member states, to draw up a migration pact 
that is more in line with the global Compact for 
migration, particularly with regard to the orderly 
management of migratory flows, the centrality 
of human rights, and intra-Eu solidarity. serón 
and gabrielli and Iñiguez de heredia point out 
that the consequences of these policies are suf-
fered first and foremost by people on the move, 
policies which, as the figures show, have failed to 
contain migratory flows.

Recent years have made clear the many inad-
equacies of European migration policies (Fun-
dación Alternativas, 2020). many experts are 
calling for a shift towards genuine public man-
agement of mobility, towards a migration policy 
that facilitates regular mobility and visa process-
es, and favors social, economic, and cultural 
opportunities for all parties. This would require 
opening avenues for regular and safe human mo-
bility, which minimizes risks for people, through 
mechanisms such as promoting hiring at origin, 
circular migration, and reception and integration 
policies. In short, mobility with rights.

Beatriz mesa’s chapter analyzes the same phe-
nomenon, but from the perspective of African 
countries to which European states outsource 
border control. In recent years, the concept of 
“migration diplomacy,” in which the Kingdom of 
morocco has played a prominent role, has become 
more relevant. This unique diplomacy unfolds in 
two ways, both with potentially negative effects 
for migrants but also with considerable opportu-
nities if a decision is made to rethink migration 
policies north of the mediterranean. There is an 
external dimension of relations with other coun-
tries (usually European states, but increasingly 
other African states), which is more and more 
often geared towards replicating procedures for 
controlling flows and externalizing borders. Main-
ly due to the increase in intra-continental migra-
tory flows (to a much greater extent than those 
arriving at European territory), states have also 
felt a growing need to adopt laws and measures 
aimed at contributing to a certain integration of 
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migrants into their societies but with extremely 
different levels, ranging from criminalization to 
the possibility of recognizing their citizenship, 
but which still point to the maintenance of imagi-
naries characterized by the rejection of the flows 
and a certain contagion of the framework of se-
curitization preferred in the global north.

European or north African migration policies 
clearly show the continuance to the present day 
of policies of difference that seek to exclude or 
marginalize certain communities in society, even 
when these communities have been part of soci-
ety since times immemorial, and as we have said, 
are a central pillar of it, as is the case with the 
community of African Europeans (Otele 2020). 
such exclusionary practices and imaginaries are 
far from exclusive to Europe. As seen especially 
through the Black lives matter movement, they 
are a global phenomenon that is facing increas-
ing opposition but are also being spurred by the 
re-emergence of the far right. The chapters by 
Antumi Toasijé and houda mzioudet analyze this 
reality of structural racism from its local to its 
global manifestations. 

Toasijé’s analysis of the origin of the Black lives 
matter movement and its expansion following the 
murder of george Floyd on may 25, 2020, coinci-
dentally Africa day, highlights the connections in 
time and space between African diaspora com-
munities through their common experience of 
institutionally perpetrated and socially endorsed 
racism on all continents, especially in Europe and 
north America. In the context of this report, the 
focus is not only on the breadth of the mobili-
zation but also the links and synergies between 
the African diaspora movement, recognized by 
the Au as the sixth region of the continent, and 
other movements on the African continent, such 
as #RhodesmustFall in south Africa or #endsARs 
in nigeria, which in recent years have fought the 
continuation of colonial power structures into the 
present. The relevance of these movements and 
their connections lies in their commitment to de-
fending equality and human rights and the role 
they play in consolidating these principles in their 
societies. dismantling structural racism requires 

a commitment to the defense of plural and inclu-
sive societies that have space for and protect the 
whole population in its diversity.

mzioudet’s analysis also acknowledges the im-
portance of the Black lives matter movement in 
encouraging a number of actors and institutions to 
pay greater attention to black people’s demands. 
The author emphasizes the history of this anti-
racist mobilization in Tunisia and focuses on the 
favorable context that the fall of the Ben Ali regime 
represented for creating intersectional moments 
and demands concerned with greater redistribu-
tion and justice in material, particularly economic, 
but also in political and symbolic terms. Another 
international movement, meToo, helps to under-
stand the central role that women have played in 
the Tunisian anti-racist struggle. It is in this sense 
that a recommendation is emerging that is applica-
ble to relations with the countries of the southern 
Neighborhood, where there are still very significant 
levels of structural racism that the Eu and its mem-
ber states do not address in their strategy(ies).

In the 2020 Africa Report. Transformations, Mo-
bilization, and Continuities we pointed out that, 
although a broader perspective was needed to 
understand the effects of the pandemic on the 
continent’s political, economic, and social pro-
cesses, this would not imply a clean break be-
tween a pre-pandemic and a post-pandemic 
period. One year on, the contents of this report 
reflect how Covid-19 has left its mark on con-
temporary international relations, including the 
much-needed renewal of relations between Eu-
rope, spain, and Africa. spain has also continued 
to consolidate its policy towards the continent, 
with the appointment of diplomat Alberto Vire-
lla as Ambassador-at-large for the Third Africa 
Plan, the publication of the Focus Africa 2023 
action program, and the visit of Prime minister 
Pedro sánchez to Angola and senegal in April 
2021. These dynamics are key to making spain’s 
foreign policy towards the continent known both 
in spain and in Africa and must also serve to seri-
ously rethink spain’s and the Eu’s relations with 
Africa in a more systemic and innovative way that 
is more aware of its historical dimension. 
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On February 14th, 2020, the first case of COVID-19 on the African continent was 
confirmed. Last year’s 2020 Africa Report maintained that although a greater pers-
pective was necessary to understand the pandemic’s effect on Africa’s political, 
economic and social processes, it wouldn’t represent a clear break between a 
pre-pandemic and a post-pandemic period. A year later, with additional perspec-
tive to reflect on the impact of this global phenomenon on the continent and on 
international relations, the 2021 Africa Report touches upon the pandemic’s con-
sequences in Africa, along with other issues that continue to be equally relevant 
in the political, economic and social agenda of the continent, including its rela-
tions with the European Union and with Spain in particular, in the context of a 
much-needed renewal of relations between Europe, Spain and Africa.
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