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A turning point in the U.S. foreign policy towards Africa? 

The new course of the Trump administration had been greeted with some scepticism by those who 

hoped for continuity in the US policy towards Sub-Saharan Africa. According to some analysts, the 

realism of the new US policy-makers and the emphasis on the protection of the American economic 

interests could have translated into a gradual reduction of existing financial commitments to African 

countries, endangering the continuation of development aid programs and preferential trade treaties 

such as the Young African Leader Initiative (YALI), Power Africa or the African Growth and 

Opportunity Act (AGOA). 

The publication of the draft budgetary plan for the year 2018, titled "America First", has to some 

extent confirmed the coldness of the new administration towards the instruments of soft power and 

the will to focus on the military dimension of the relationship between the US and the African 

continent1. "America First" prefigures a sharp increase in the defence budget at the expense of the 

State Department and the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), which is 

supposed to undergo a 28% combined reduction of the appropriations for the year 2017.  

Another clue of Trump’s realism in the realm of foreign policy emerges from the proposal to abolish 

several cooperation agencies – for instance, the African Development Foundation – and merge the 

State Department and the USAID into a single agency, so as to make development aid more 

subordinated to the needs of diplomacy. Although the aforementioned data suggest a deep revision 

of the US foreign policy towards Africa in general and Southern and Eastern Africa in particular, it is, 

however, presumable to think that such statements of intent will be profoundly revised following the 

scrutiny of the legislative branch. The current dialectics between the White House and the Congress 

on the approval of the new budget for 2018, in fact, reveals the existence of a transversal consensus 

between Democrats and Republicans against the hypothesis of drastic cuts, as well as the 

determination to preserve the centrality of diplomacy and development aid in the management of 

North-South relations. 

 

A difficult relationship 

Trump's nominations so far offer further insights on possible patterns of continuity and rupture in the 

US foreign policy towards Africa. In his speech to State Department officials in May, the new 

Secretary of State, Tillerson, reiterated that the United States' main objective in Africa is to prevent 

the spread of the Islamic State, Al Qaeda and any other terrorist organization, confirming the primary 

role of the military instrument in pursuit of US interests in the continent. At the same time, Tillerson 

warned about the need to look at Africa as an opportunity, foreshadowing a greater presence of 

American business groups there2. 

Indeed, the appointment of the former CEO of Exxon, Tillerson, to the post of Secretary of State 

suggests a more pragmatic foreign policy approach and the abandonment of Obama's idealistic 

rhetoric. The choice of a former three-star general such as McMaster to the role of National Security 

Advisor (NSA), in turn, is an indication of the growing influence of the military in the decision-making 

process, as it represents a net reversal of the recent trend that saw the appointment of civilians to 

the NSA office. There is, however, another point that suggests that Africa is not at the top of the 

White House's foreign policy priorities, at least at this stage. It is the fact that the Trump 

administration has not yet identified an Assistant Secretary for African Affairs.  

                                                 
1  Office of Management and Budget, “America First: a Budget Blueprint to Make America Great Again”, 

https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/whitehouse.gov/files/omb/budget/fy2018/2018_blueprint.pdf 
2  https://www.state.gov/secretary/remarks/2017/05/270620.htm  

https://www.state.gov/secretary/remarks/2017/05/270620.htm
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This administrative vacuum could indicate the will not to give strong political guidance to the agency 

responsible for developing the diplomatic strategy towards Africa, thereby delegating such 

responsibility to the Pentagon. 

The lack of interest towards Africa has so far found confirmation in the behaviours of the new US 

head of state. The only two leaders with whom Trump had a telephone conversation after his rise to 

office were the Presidents of Nigeria and South Africa. If the meetings at the margins of the G7 of 

Taormina and the presence of the Sudanese president during the visit to Saudi Arabia are ruled out, 

Trump has not yet had any official diplomatic meeting with African Heads of State. Another sign of 

Africa's marginality in this first glimpse of Trump administration is the diplomatic incident that involved 

the head of the African Union (UA) Commission, Moussa Faki, and the Secretary of State 

Tillerson. The set back took place in April, when Tillerson at the last minute cancelled a bilateral 

meeting in Washington DC with Faki, who then declined the alternative proposal of a meeting with 

minor officials from the State Department3. In this case, the diplomatic stalemate between Tillerson 

and Faki may in part be explained in light of the not very idyllic relations of the new Secretary of 

State with the Chadian government – of which Faki was Minister for Foreign Affairs from 2008 to 

2016 – during the course of his mandate at the head of EXXON.  

 

South Africa 

The intention to improve relations with those African countries that are suitable to provide new 

opportunities for US businesses groups overseas makes it reasonable to believe that South Africa 

can become one of the privileged partners of the United States in the next future. It is no coincidence 

that bilateral trade was at the centre of the conversation between Zuma and Trump in February.  

The phone call to Zuma was also a sign of pragmatism and willingness to reset the diplomatic 

squabbles that had marked the election campaign. In fact, it should not be neglected that the South 

African President had somewhat sided with Clinton in September 2016, when he decided to reject 

the Republican candidate's invitation to a bilateral meeting at the margins of the United Nations 

General Assembly meeting in New York. 

Despite a seemingly encouraging start, relations between Washington and Pretoria have so far been 

characterized by dialectical tension. This is mainly due to the White House's decision to withdraw 

from the Paris agreements on Climate Change: an announcement that was immediately followed by 

a strong statement on the part of the Department for Environmental Affairs of the South African 

government, which depicted the decision of the United States to get out of the Paris agreements as 

contrary to the US global responsibility to human mankind and in contrast with its moral obligation 

as a major producer of global emissions4. 

 

Horn of Africa 

The policy hitherto followed by the American government in the Horn of Africa is in many ways a 

litmus test of what could be the priorities and the modus operandi of the White House in Africa in the 

next future. The journey of the Secretary of Defense in April to Djibouti to "reaffirm the fundamental 

military alliances"5 of the United States in the region, combined with the aforementioned non-

appointment of an Assistant Secretary for Africa, confirms the decision-making shift from the State 

                                                 
3  http://thehill.com/policy/international/africa/330513-tillerson-snubs-african-union-head-report 
4  South Africa asks US President Donald Trump to reconsider his Paris agreement decision, Firstpost, 3 June 2017, 

http://www.firstpost.com/world/south-africa-asks-us-president-donald-trump-to-reconsider-his-paris-agreement-
decision-3514013.html  

5  https://www.defense.gov/News/Article/Article/1152333/mattis-trip-to-make-stops-in-middle-east-africa/ 

http://www.firstpost.com/world/south-africa-asks-us-president-donald-trump-to-reconsider-his-paris-agreement-decision-3514013.html
http://www.firstpost.com/world/south-africa-asks-us-president-donald-trump-to-reconsider-his-paris-agreement-decision-3514013.html
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Department to the Department of Defence. Mattis' visit also suggests a potential downplay of the 

axis between Washington and Addis Ababa in the war against Al Shabaab.  

The decision to stop in Djibouti alone and bypass the Ethiopian capital has not gone unnoticed, as 

well as the fact that Ethiopia has never been quoted directly by the Trump administration in any 

official speech, unlike the repeated calls by Obama to Ethiopia as an oasis of stability and economic 

development in a region otherwise marked by conflicts and under development. 

Ethiopia has every reason to be worried by the US foreign policy paradigm shift, but it is not the only 

one. According to an unpublished report from the East African web site, the US administration plan 

is to cover the lower appropriations for the 2018 State Department budget through a rationalization 

of development funds to Ethiopia, Uganda, Rwanda, Tanzania today, Kenya and Burundi6. The US 

Embassy in Addis Ababa dismissed these projections as mere speculation, but still admitted that it 

could not forecast about the maintenance of many aid programs carried out during the Obama 

presidency. 

Somalia, on the contrary, is probably going to benefit from net increase in development and military 

aid allocations. The former Italian colony will probably be, along with Djibouti, one of the main 

priorities of the Trump administration. In the case of Djibouti, the underlying reason is the presence 

of the AFRICOM Headquarters and the will to preserve a privileged relationship with the Djiboutian 

government and maintain unhindered access to the base at Camp Lemonnier. In the case of 

Somalia, the main issue at stake is the fight against Al Shabaab. Trump's working team had already 

sent a critical report to the State Department during the transitional period, questioning the 

effectiveness of the counter-insurgency strategy pursued by Obama during his term. In March, 

Trump designated the country as a temporary area of active hostility and changed the rules of 

engagement for the American armed forces there. While under Obama air bombing and military 

operations on the ground had to go through the screening of multiple agencies and could be 

authorized only whether the goal of the raid was posing a direct threat to US interests, the new rules 

exclude inter-ministerial scrutiny and authorize operations against groups or infrastructures related 

to Al Shabaab even in presence of nearby civilians, as long as the number of potential collateral 

victims is considered proportionate to the relevance of the objective. In April, the United States 

announced the further deployment in Mogadishu of several dozen units from the 101st airborne 

division for training mission to the Somali armed forces. 

The innovations introduced by the Trump administration, albeit relevant, do not mark a turning point 

with the US policy in Somalia under Obama, who had already made extensive use of drones and 

Special Forces for targeted operations. The most important element that emerges from the above-

mentioned measures is rather the confirmation of AFRICOM's weight in the elaboration of the US 

policy towards the region. Change in the rules of engagement, in fact, followed a specific request 

from AFRICOM commander, Waldhauser, who has argued how the new regulatory framework will 

provide greater flexibility to US troops on the ground7 . 

 

                                                 
6  http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/US-spending-in-East-Africa/2558-3912632-c3n6ubz/index.html  
7  C. Savage, E. Smith, “Trump eases combat rules in Somalia intended to protect civilians”, New York Times, 30 March 

2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/30/world/africa/trump-is-said-to-ease-combat-rules-in-somalia-designed-to-
protect-civilians.html 

http://www.theeastafrican.co.ke/news/US-spending-in-East-Africa/2558-3912632-c3n6ubz/index.html

