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Letter No. | to AFRICOM

Environmental Security and Engagement in Africa

elations between the United States

and Africa reached a defining
moment with the activation of

Africa Command (AFRICOM).

The poignant question concerns whether
the relationship represented by this com-
mand will focus on American security pri-
orities or a broader range of security issues
important to both the United States and
African nations. To meet the latter objec-
tive, the new command must emphasize
one thing critical to African nations—the
environment. To assist AFRICOM, this letter
and the following three letters spell out a
range of policy and environmental issues
and advance recommendations that will
allow the command to pursue these goals.
In October 2008, AFRICOM officially
became a separate combatant command
within the United States’ Department of
Defense (DOD). Even before the official
activation, many African officials and other
commentators greeted this new organiza-
tion with questions and concerns about
what they perceived as the militarization of
American-African relations.! Formation of
this command came in the wake of the
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2003 American-led invasion of Iraq and
the spread of the American-led global war
on terrorism to the African continent. At
the same time, it reawakened the historical
memory of the military’s role in Africa
during the colonial era as well as the post-
colonial military regimes. Creation of a new
command, thus, was bound to raise con-
cerns, even if merely a bureaucratic reorga-
nization within the American structure.
Since the majority of African states at-
tained independence in the 1960s, Ameri-
can involvement on the continent has
ranged from supporting Cold War allies to
an ever-increasing variety of post-Cold War
interventions. In the 1990s, the US military
intervened in Somalia, assisted Rwandan
refugees in the postgenocide months, car-
ried out evacuations of US embassies in
times of crisis, and performed humanitar-
ian operations such as those in flood-rav-
aged Mozambique and Tanzania. These
post—=Cold War activities tended to be
planned reactively, without evidence of a
coherent, thought-out American policy in
Africa. The only enduring strands seemed
to be minimal security-assistance programs,
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occasional training deployments, and small
medical-, dental-, or veterinarian-assistance
missions.

AFRICOM is now an independent orga-
nization searching to define a coherent,
long-term mission. In this regard, stressing
environmental security as its mission would
increase the probability of success because
it would benefit both the United States
and African nations. The AFRICOM mis-
sion statement itself makes a clear call for
involvement in this area:

United States Africa Command, in concert
with other U.S. government agencies and
international partners, conducts sustained
security engagement through military-to-
military programs, military-sponsored activi-
ties, and other military operations as di-
rected to promote a stable and secure
African environment in support of U.S. for-
eign policy.?

This mission calls for “sustained” engage-
ment with the goal of creating a “stable and
secure African environment.” Although
this use of the term environment does not
relate directly to the natural world, one
must consider that for the security situa-
tion to be stable, the US military and its
partners in Africa must consider the natural
world and its importance to the African
partners. Focusing on the environment
would help both sides achieve policy ob-
jectives and nurture growing relation-
ships. AFRICOM must, at one level, focus
on the generalities of a growing US-Africa
relationship. Usually, Africa should not be
treated as a single entity. Each of the 53
nations on the continent must be regarded
independently. However, common posi-
tions shared by most African nations are
important because they constitute the ba-
sis for clear, understandable justifications
for the general public without getting
bogged down in nation-specific issues.
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Environmental Security

AFRICOM can organize its relationship
with the African continent around the idea
of environmental security. This concept is
still evolving in its meaning and practical
application, but, in general, it addresses
the relationship among the environment,
national security, and conflict. Issues re-
lated to environmental security that would
provide an inroad for AFRICOM range
from the consideration of conflict caused
by competition over scarce natural re-
sources to the global question of climate
change and its impact on stability and na-
tional security.

Discussions of environmental security
do not always concern breakdown and
ensuing conflict. Indeed, many people
see a positive correlation among cooper-
ating on environmental matters, increas-
ing bilateral confidence, and enhancing
the potential for peace (i.e., environmental
peacemaking).® Perhaps best symbolizing
this growing attention on the links be-
tween the environment and peace is the
2004 Nobel Peace Prize awarded to Wan-
gari Maathai and the Green Belt Move-
ment in Kenya. This prize emphasized
the contribution of a movement to pro-
ducing conditions of democracy and eas-
ing conflict through reforestation. The
movement recognizes that “peace on
earth depends on our ability to secure
our living environment.”

The potential of environmental security
is very important for AFRICOM’s rela-
tions with Africa. By adopting this as a
guide to engagement with African na-
tions, AFRICOM can generate a conflu-
ence of interests and positions in the
United States and Africa. Environmental
security creates a vortex for cooperation
because of the criticality of the environ-
ment to African states, the majority of
whose population depends directly on
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the environment for life-sustaining essen-
tials such as food, fuel, and drinking water.
For example, over 57 percent of Africans
are still employed in agriculture, with the
percentages within individual countries
varying widely from about 90 percent in
Rwanda to only about 9 percent in South
Africa.’ Only by recognizing this criticality
and integrating it with elements of US for-
eign policy can AFRICOM fulfill its man-
date and truly help Africans find solutions
to African problems.

American Justification for
an Emphasis on
Environmental Security

By employing environmental policy as a
focus, AFRICOM would be in line with
emerging American security policy, illus-
trated in a number of public statements
from the US president on down. Environ-
mental security is a relatively new, evolving
concept and would not automatically find
resonance with the American public. Thus,
it is important for AFRICOM to fit the ele-
ments of environmental security and their
application to relations with Africa within
that public’s general understanding of the
evolving international security dilemma.

Since the end of the Cold War, the US
government’s primary focus on major
armed aggression has been slowly evolving
and expanding to include the consider-
ation of homeland defense and emerging
threats such as terrorism and cyber attack.®
US policy documents are slowly catching
up to this changing understanding, and
environmental security is now in the policy
lexicon and is considered important in
policy considerations. However, these ideas
are still emerging, and there is no common
understanding of their meaning and appli-
cation within the US government. Thus, AF-

RICOM has the unique opportunity to help
define policy in this area.

The most recent US national security
strategy, released in March 2006, discusses
several areas closely related to environmen-
tal security. For example, the strategy de-
scribes conditions in Africa from the follow-
ing perspective:

Overcoming the challenges Africa faces re-
quires partnership, not paternalism. Our
strategy is to promote economic develop-
ment and the expansion of effective, demo-
cratic governance so that African states can
take the lead in addressing African chal-
lenges. . . . We are committed to working
with African nations to strengthen their do-
mestic capabilities.”

Further on, the document emphasizes
two relevant environmental challenges
emerging from globalization:

e Public health challenges like pandemics. . .
that recognize no borders. . . .

¢ Environmental destruction, whether caused
by human behavior or cataclysmic mega-
disasters.®

The first quotation emphasizes the US
goal of partnership with African nations
in order to promote economic develop-
ment and address African challenges.
The following two globalization chal-
lenges are very closely tied to the environ-
ment. Public health and the spread of
disease are symptomatic of environmental
conditions and are of particular concern
in the mushrooming urban areas of Af-
rica. Disaster relief provided by the US
military has often met the problem of en-
vironmental destruction in the past. One
of AFRICOM’s challenges in this area is
to turn its focus from “putting out fires”
to building long-term partnerships which
address the issues that provoke the fires.

This national security strategy origi-
nates with the past administration, but it



remains the official strategy until a new
one comes out in 2010. However, when
the Obama administration releases a new
strategy, it will assuredly contain similar, if
not stronger, statements dealing with US-
African relationships and the environ-
ment. These policy themes currently in
effect are fairly general and only set the
stage for the rest of the government. With
a sense of purpose and direction, AFRI-
COM can meaningfully bridge the gap
between the general policy of 2006 and
the emerging polices of a new administra-
tion in regard to environmental security.

Below the White House’s strategy comes
the DOD’s attempt to translate the na-
tional security strategy into a strategy for
the military. Secretary of Defense Robert
Gates’s national defense strategy, issued in
June 2008, emphasized issues similar to
those in the national security strategy, but
in a context closer to the military:

Over the next twenty years physical pressures—
population, resource, energy, climatic and
environmental—could combine with rapid
social, cultural, technological and geopoliti-
cal change to create greater uncertainty. . . .

Whenever possible, the Department will
position itself both to respond to and reduce
uncertainty. This means we must continue
to improve our understanding of trends,
their interaction, and the range of risks the
Department may be called upon to respond
to or manage. We should act to reduce risks
by shaping the development of trends through
the decisions we make regarding the equip-
ment and capabilities we develop and the
security cooperation, reassurance, dissua-
sion, deterrence, and operational activities
we pursue.? (emphasis added)

In this document, Gates sees the pres-
sures closely related to the environment
and the sustainable use of its resources.
He would like to position the DOD in a
proactive position of shaping trends in
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order to avoid the riskier, potentially
more expensive, and less effective method
of reacting to those trends. The secretary
does not specifically refer to Africa here,
but this does leave AFRICOM the pos-
sibility of orienting the mission around
Gates’s concerns.

A refinement of Secretary Gates’s posi-
tion can be seen in Department of De-
fense Instruction (DODI) 3000.05, which
discusses stability operations. This instruc-
tion places stability operations on par
with combat operations as a core US mili-
tary mission with the goal of establishing
order—often with indigenous forces—
that advances US interests and values.
These operations “may range from small-
scale, short-duration to large-scale, long-
duration” with the goal to “establish civil
security and civil control, restore essential
services, repair and protect critical infra-
structure, and deliver humanitarian assis-
tance until such time as it is feasible to
transition lead responsibility” to another
American or foreign agency.! DODI
3000.05 helps to bring the strategy discus-
sion down to the operational level and
encourages the military to reorient its fo-
cus from purely traditional combat opera-
tions to a wider variety of tasks to proac-
tively prevent armed conflict. The
significance of this directive to AFRICOM
is that a stability operation, which could in-
clude environmental security, is a valid type
of military operation that the new com-
mand could adopt as its primary focus.

These three important documents,
which call for sustained engagement with
African countries with an emphasis on
environmental issues, can help guide de-
velopment of the US-African relationship
through AFRICOM. Although this stress
may change with President Obama’s ad-
ministration, all indications suggest that his
interest in multilateral options and engage-
ment with other nations will tend to make
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any subsequent documents even more em-
phatically in favor of environmental secu-
rity. The American emphasis on environ-
mental security, however, is only half of the
equation; the other half concerns the views
of potential African partners.

Engaging an African Perspective

The evolving mission of AFRICOM must
be able to justify American policies by see-
ing them from another perspective—that
of potential partners in Africa. As men-
tioned previously, the specifics of bilateral
and regional relationships are important,
but itis equally critical to understand some
of the general, publicly articulated conti-
nental views. The latter bolster an American
environmental security strategy by showing
the confluence of interests and positions in
which all partners, American and African,
can gain. In the evolving post—Cold War se-
curity landscape, African countries them-
selves often emphasize the importance of
the environment within many of the pro-
grams of international organizations. Ex-
amples from the United Nations (UN) and
the New Partnership for Africa’s Develop-
ment (NEPAD) follow. Similar themes
emerge within the goals of other conti-
nental organizations or regional group-
ings such as the Economic Community of
West African States (ECOWAS) or the
Southern African Development Commu-
nity (SADC).!!

At the global level, under the umbrella of
the UN, all nations of the world have for-
mulated and endorsed the eight general
UN millennium development goals. The
UN bills this as a blueprint for action to be
completed by 2015. Of significance here,
African nations have pledged to work in
cooperation with others in order to, inter
alia,

¢ eradicate extreme poverty and hunger,

* reduce child mortality,

e combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other
diseases, and

e ensure environmental sustainability.'?

All of these goals have clear environ-
mental connections to and implications
for Africa. In rural areas, poverty and
hunger usually relate closely to farming
practices and use of the land, while in ur-
ban areas, poverty and hunger are gen-
erally concentrated in the expanding
shanty towns with little infrastructure and
few services. However, urban poverty and
hunger stretch to the surrounding rural
areas due to urban use of rural resources
such as firewood and frequent travel back
to families outside the cities. Environmental
dangers such as unhealthy living condi-
tions, malnutrition, and climatic condi-
tions contribute to high child mortality,
while diseases such as malaria and, to a
lesser extent, AIDS tend to be associated
with environmental conditions.

The UN has further defined the fourth
millennium development goal of achiev-
ing environmental sustainability by list-
ing four targets by which to measure
progress:

Target 1: Integrate the principles of sus-
tainable development into country policies
and programmes [sic] and reverse the loss
of environmental resources

Target 2: Reduce biodiversity loss, achiev-
ing, by 2010, a significant reduction in the
rate of loss

Target 3: Halve, by 2015, the proportion of
the population without sustainable access
to safe drinking water and basic sanitation

Target 4: By 2020, to have achieved a sig-
nificant improvement in the lives of at least
100 million slum dwellers'?



Although the first goal will tend to be a
prerogative of the national governments,
AFRICOM could easily contribute to the
attempts of African states to meet the
other three objectives. The key here is
that AFRICOM personnel must be willing
to consider the goals of their African part-
ners in setting up programs and be willing
to devote themselves to these programs
over the long term.

Moving from the global to the conti-
nental level, one can see an additional
African perspective by looking at the NE-
PAD, an African initiative. This partner-
ship, which has the general goal of reduc-
ing poverty and underdevelopment on
the continent, states its four primary ob-
jectives as follows: “to eradicate poverty;
to place African countries, both individu-
ally and collectively, on a path of sustain-
able growth and development; to halt the
marginalization of Africa in the globaliza-
tion process and enhance its full and ben-
eficial integration into the global econ-
omy; [and] toacceleratetheempowerment
of women.”!*

The first two objectives of eradicating
poverty (as in the UN program, above)
and encouraging sustainable growth call
for addressing environmental issues, es-
pecially given the large proportion of the
African population dependent on the en-
vironment. Historically, African countries
have been producers of primary resources
rather than manufactured products. Glo-
balization has reinforced this tendency,
putting a large strain on the environment,
whether through agricultural monocrop-
ping, unregulated production in mines,
or the unsustainable exploitation of natu-
ral resources such as fisheries and forests.
Lastly, female empowerment and the en-
vironment also are tightly intertwined
since women tend to be farmers or family
breadwinners and thus are hostage to ag-
ricultural production. The 2004 Nobel
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Peace Prize awarded to Wangari Maathai
is significant in this regard since it con-
nects empowerment, environment, and
women’s position of supporting their
families.

These first two examples of the millen-
nium development goals and NEPAD il-
lustrate the positions of African national
governments, which cover the political
spectrum ranging from functioning, mul-
tiparty democracies to totalitarian states.
Ideologically, the United States prefers to
cooperate with democracies, but the
American military often works with na-
tions from across the spectrum. As such,
it is important for the United States to
consider the opinions of the African
people themselves. American engage-
ment with less-than-free nations can still
bear fruit for American policies when the
United States is pursuing not only the
goals that the government supports, but
also goals that the African people tend to
find admirable.

One can identify the opinions of the
African populations in many ways, such as
examining the press, statements by African
nongovernmental organizations, or posi-
tions of religious groups. However, if one
wishes to see which issues African publics
tend to consider important, the Afrobarom-
eter provides insight. This series of public
opinion polls, taken in a number of African
countries since 2000, illustrates that the en-
vironment is important to the public—not
just the African governments in interna-
tional forums. The majority of African
people responding to these polls see un-
employment as the main problem in Africa.
Health comes next in priority, followed by
the fast-rising problems of poverty and
hunger with the parallel problem of food
security.’® In the rural areas, as discussed
above, unemployment, poverty, hunger,
and food security are all intimately con-
nected with the health and sustainability
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of the environment since the majority of
these rural residents are subsistence farm-
ers. Rural unemployment often means
that subsistence farming must be accom-
panied by family members holding jobs to
earn cash—often connecting rural to ur-
ban areas.

Intersection of American
Justification and the African
Perspective

AFRICOM can use knowledge of the
priorities of African leaders and African
populations to help adjust its engagement
programs. As the command evolves, it can
get the most mileage out of its engage-
ment dollars by investing wisely to solve
African problems that not only are impor-
tant to the people locally, but also further
American democratic interests on the
continent. The question then is, how can
AFRICOM effectively marry the impor-
tance of environmental security as voiced
in American strategy documents with the
African perspective on the area’s prob-
lems? The answer lies in two important
areas—true interagency operations and
devotion to a public diplomacy effort. On
the one hand, AFRICOM must have the
right mix of American experts who can
effectively relate to their African partners
and problems. It is crucial to show that
the relationship is not purely a military
venture. On the other hand, the com-
mand needs to work on a two-way commu-
nication process with African partners in
order to truly understand how African
governments and the continent’s people
perceive AFRICOM’s actions. It then
must be willing and able to adjust its
programs, based on this feedback.

Since the first proposals to establish AF-
RICOM, the DOD has been looking at a
“command plus” structure, incorporating

a wide range of interagency players along
with military personnel. In trying to do
this, AFRICOM has experienced only a de-
gree of success—partly due to budgetary
problems and partly due to the reactions
of potential interagency partners.!® How-
ever, AFRICOM needs to think beyond the
bounds of the usual interagency partners—
Department of State, US Agency for Inter-
national Development, Treasury Depart-
ment, and so forth—to those who would
provide additional synergy for emphasis
on environmental security. AFRICOM
should look towards the Department of
Agriculture, the Forest Service, the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency, and other
agencies involved directly in environ-
mental issues. Not only would this pullin a
wider range of government officials with
different types of expertise, but also it
would present a more coherent face to Af-
rican partners relating security to environ-
mental issues. AFRICOM must look at se-
curity as the US administration now views
it: as a wide range of issues with the primary
goal of preventing rather than reacting to
problems.

Public diplomacy, the second way to in-
tegrate American policies with African
perspectives, emphasizes communicating
with African governments as well as with
the various publics so they can understand
American aims and, potentially, support
American actions.!” This is not just a one-
way street; rather, it calls for the develop-
ment of long-lasting relationships with key
individuals, groups, and organizations.
This conscientious development provides
a means for long-term feedback to AFRI-
COM leaders, which will help the com-
mand adjust its activities over time to truly
meet African needs. Furthermore, this ad-
justment will help the policies survive over
the long term, showing America’s commit-
ment to its African partners as well as pro-
viding evidence to the American public



that the money being invested is well
spent.'® To effectively meet its goals of sup-
porting an environmental security policy,
AFRICOM needs to openly inform and
engage African counterparts, seeking feed-
back and true collaboration.

Conclusion

Both American and African policy
statements and opinions support the en-
gagement of AFRICOM with African na-
tions to help strengthen the continent’s
environmental security. With this as a
background, the remaining letters turn
to three potential areas of engagement.
In the next letter, John Ackerman looks at
the various dimensions of environmental
degradation in Africa that can lead to
conflict. He provides two short case stud-
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