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Trump’ First Semester and Africa 

Although African countries represent over a quarter of United Nations member states as well as the 

largest regional bloc in many international fora, Trump might wonder whether destabilization 

originated in Africa may actually threaten American interests; whether humanitarian assistance is 

looted and whether funds devoted to Africa would be better spent within the US instead; whether it 

is worth it for the US to continue to be involved in the fight against the Islamic State in West Africa – 

better known as Boko Haram – and Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) or Joseph Kony’s Lord 

Resistance Army (LRA) in Central Africa without so far having been able to defeat them. However, 

under Trump the US role in the counter-terrorism operations against Al-Shabaab, Boko Haram and 

a variety of armed groups across the Sahel band will probably be expanded, as well as the military 

approach towards the Continent, as well explained by the recent venue of the African Land Forces 

Summit, organized by the US. Over 40 African national armies participated in the African Land 

Forces Summit entitled ‘Enhancing Capacity Through Partnership in Africa’ held in Lilongwe, Malawi 

(8-11 May), aimed at strengthening regional co-operation on the grounds of expanding of violent 

extremist organizations (VEOs) on the Continent. 

Actually, half of the six Islamic countries, whose citizens are interdicted to enter into the U.S. 

according to the Executive Order Travel Ban, are African, namely: Libya, Somalia and Sudan. 

Furthermore, as far as Sudan is concerned, in July, the Trump Administration extended the waiver 

of sanctions on Sudan, delaying by three months their possible relief, thanks to the cooperation that 

Khartoum has secured over the last few months in the fight against terrorism and the maintenance 

of unilateral ceasefire in the various active outbreaks across the State. Meanwhile, however, 

Sudanese President, Omar al-Bashir, wanted by the Hague International Criminal Court (ICC), has 

been invited to Moscow to discuss bilateral issues, subsequently threatening to annoy the United 

States, even if neither Khartoum, neither Washington nor Moscow are ICC’s members. 

In reality, Washington considers Angola, Nigeria and South Africa as the three main strategic 

partners in Sub-Saharan Africa. In May, Angola’s former Defense Minister João Lourenço – now the 

new President of the Republic of Angola – paid an official visit to the Secretary of Defense, James 

Mattis, at the Pentagon. So far, the only bilateral talks with Trump and his African counterparts were, 

January the 23rd with the Egyptian President, Al-Sisi, February the 13th, with the Nigerian President 

Muhammad Buhari and the South African President Jacob Zuma, and, March the 7th, with the 

Kenyan Head of State, Uhuru Kenyatta; always in March, when Rwandan President, Paul Kagame, 

was in Washington, the Trump Administration did not meet him. Until now, the most controversial 

“African” episode was the failed-meeting of the US Secretary of State, Rex Tillerson, with the 

President of the African Union (UA), Moussa Faki Mahmat. In fact, in April, the State Department set 

the meeting between the two and, at the very last moment, cancelled it, creating some embarrassing 

misunderstandings. Yet, in June, Tillerson received the Mozambican President, Filipe Nyusi. Early 

July, at the G20 Summit in Hamburg, another uncomfortable occurrence regarded President Donald 

Trump walking out of a working session about Africa having been replaced by his daughter, Ivanka. 
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Major nominations: Green (USAID), Sartor (NSC) e Yamamoto (Africa Bureau) 

Most senior strategic posts for USAfrica relations are still vacant, such as the USAID Assistant 

Administrator for Africa, the Assistant Trade Representative for Africa, some African related positions 

in the Commerce, Treasury, Energy and Justice Departments and the U.S. Executive Directors to 

the World Bank and African Development Bank. However, August 3, the United States Senate 

confirmed Mark Andrew Green to be the eighteenth Administrator of the United States Agency for 

International Development (USAID). He had previously served as Ambassador to Tanzania (2007-

2009), as Member of the House of Representatives from Wisconsin, as Member of the Board of 

Directors of the Millennium Challenge Corporation as well as President of the International 

Republican Institute. 

What is more, at the beginning of August, Cyril Sartor, deputy assistant director for Africa at the 

Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), has been named Director for Africa at the National Security 

Council (NSC). Sartor has served in a variety of senior leadership positions on behalf of CIA within 

the intelligence community, including serving as Briefer for two National Security Advisors, Acting 

National Intelligence Officer for Africa at the National Intelligence Council (NIC) and Director for the 

Office of Africa, Latin America and Global Issues. He believes that in Africa the socioeconomic roots 

of local grievances must be addressed and that violent Islamic ideology is a foreign import to Sub-

Saharan Africa and as such it only thrives where it can coopt local grievances, citing complaints 

among nomadic Tuareg people in Mali and clan frustrations that spur the insurgency in Somalia. 

Besides, Sartor thinks there is a need for an approach that goes far beyond security assistance for 

the United States in Africa. It is interesting to note that before Sartor, two other candidates had been 

chosen and dismissed immediately after: Robin Townley1, due to divergence with the CIA, and then 

Rudolph Atallah2. 

In reality, in the United States, within the Department of State, the top “African” position is that of 

Assistant Secretary of State for Africa. Since the departure of Linda ThomasGreenfield in January, 

the Africa Bureau3 has been managed by another career Foreign Service Officer, Peter Henry 

Barlerin, who was then nominated ambassador to Cameroon. Barlerin served as a Special Advisor 

to the Chair of the Kimberley Process, an international body that seeks to prevent rebel groups from 

profiting from the illicit sale of rough diamonds, and from 2009 to 2012 was Deputy Chief of Mission 

in Bamako, Mali. Unexpectedly, September the 5th, at the State Department’s Africa Bureau, Donald 

Yamamoto has taken office as Acting Assistant Secretary of State for Africa. It is worth noting that 

this is a one-year assignment, so as to give to the administration more time to decide whom to 

formally nominate for the position, upon Senate confirmation. Particularly, Yamamoto served as 

Acting Assistant Secretary, after Carson’s 2013 departure. He is currently senior vice president of 

the National Defense University. Before that, he was U.S. ambassador to Djibouti from 2000 to 2003 

and to Ethiopia from 2006 to 2009 and chargé d’affaires in Somalia in 2016; he held senior posts in 

Afghanistan in 2014 and 2015. In truth, Yamamoto’s appointment was a surprise, as another 

candidate was in pole position, J. Peter Pham, Vice President for Research and Regional Initiatives 

and Director of the Africa Center at the Atlantic Council4.  

 

                                                        
1  Before Attallah, Lt. Gen. Michael Lynn, Trump’s first NSC head, named Robin Townley to that post, but he was unable 

to take the job after the CIA rejected his security clearance. 
2  Rudolph Atallah, a retired lieutenant colonel who spent 21 years in the U.S. Air Force. He previously served as defence 

attaché accredited to six West African countries and director of the Sub-Saharan Africa Orientation Course at the U.S. 
Special Operations Command (USSOCOM). 

3  The State Department’s Africa Bureau operates on the basis of the following four guidelines: strengthening of 
democratic institutions; support African economic growth and development; promotion of peace & security; facilitating 
business opportunities. See: http://www.state.gov/p/af/ 

4  See www.atlanticcouncil.org 

http://www.state.gov/p/af/
http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/
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In actual fact, the Republican Senator of Oklahoma, Jamese Inhofe, pro-Polisario, considering Pham 

too prone on Morocco’s positions has contributed a lot to boycotting Pham’s nomination, even 

preferring to him a former Republican member of the U.S. House of Representatives from Georgia, 

Jack Kingston. 

 

Fiscal Year 2018 and Africa 

By and large, it is a concern of many African governments and observers, President Trump’s 2018 

fiscal year proposal for closing or reducing various US initiatives in Africa by October the 1st 2017, 

when the Congress will vote on the economic plan of the New US Administration.  

Such a spending-review will probably focus on both the bilateral relations that the State Department 

has with individual African countries and the multilateral ones, when it comes to Washington 

contributions to international organizations such as the United Nations (UN) and its related agencies, 

as well as the International Financial Institutions (IFIs); for instance, a reduction of about 33 million 

dollars per year to the detriment of the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)5 has already been 

announced. Also the Agency for International Development (USAID) and the Millennium Challenge 

Corporation (MCC)6 budgets will be also revised. Regarding the Peace Support Operations (PSOs), 

a 25 percent reduction in US contributions to UN peacekeeping operations is foreseen that is highly 

controversial, since in an enhanced security context, it would sooner or later lead to a greater direct 

involvement of US troops on African territory; at the same time China now employs almost three 

thousand men in seven peace operations in Africa, which is a growing trend. Besides, some 

American embassies across Africa could run the risk to be closed. Indeed, as early as March, 

President Trump had firstly announced a cut of $11 billion budget of the State Department, and 

secondly another one of 28 percent – that is to say $3 billion – for Africa’s development aid, so to 

scale down from current 8 billion annually to 5.2 per year. Furthermore, Trump has revealed his 

intention to resize some state agencies such as the United States African Development Foundation 

(USADF)7 through a cut in funding of $3 million. The American initiatives for Africa at risk are Power 

Africa, Feed the Future, PEPFAR and AGOA. The Power Africa program, conceived in 2013 by 

Obama, in order to overcome the lack of and the inadequacy of African electrical infrastructures, to 

make about thirty thousand Watts of electricity available, has money saver outcomes too, letting the 

average American citizen save almost ninety billion dollars in a five-year period, which is why it has 

received bipartisan support from Democrats as well as Republicans, so that ending its activities 

would be objectively counterproductive. Yet, another Obama’s program is also jeopardized: Feed 

the Future8, with the goal to improve the quality of seed, agricultural techniques, irrigation, crop 

storage and distribution in the market, especially in Africa. Started by Bush in 2003, the President’s 

Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) 9, to help those with HIV-AIDS syndrome, particularly in 

Africa, will be reduced by one billion dollars a year. So far, PEPFAR has committed more than $70 

billion in funding to fighting HIV-AIDS as well as tuberculosis and malaria, having provided life-saving 

antiretroviral drugs for 11.5 million people. Enacted in 2000 by Clinton, the Africa Growth and 

Opportunity Act (AGOA) 10 is a multilateral treaty that has increased the commercial exchange 

between the United States and Africa.  

                                                        
5  See: http://www.unfpa.org/  
6  The MCC is an initiative that George W. Bush wanted in 2004, thanks to which the US have increased their aid to the 

most powerful African countries with more than thirty billion annually. See: https://www.mcc.gov/  
7  The USADF is an independent state agency established by the Congress, to support African businesses that improve 

their lives in poor and vulnerable communities in Africa. See: http://www.usadf.gov/ 
8  See: https://www.feedthefuture.gov/ 
9  See: https://www.pepfar.gov/  
10  See: http://trade.gov/agoa/  

http://www.unfpa.org/
https://www.mcc.gov/
http://www.usadf.gov/
https://www.feedthefuture.gov/
https://www.pepfar.gov/
http://trade.gov/agoa/
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AGOA, which has been the cornerstone of US trade policy with Africa, was renewed in September 

2015 by Obama, and is slated to expire in 2025. So far, it has been allowing 39 eligible Sub-Saharan 

Africa countries to export certain goods to the US market duty-free. The U.S. trade deficit with African 

countries dropped to $4.7 billion in 2016, from $16.7 billion in 2000, when AGOA was put in place. 

Notwithstanding, the United States is falling behind in Africa to China and the European Union: 

Chinese exports to Africa in 2015 totaled $102 billion, while the U.S. exported only $17.8 billion. 

Since AGOA’s enactment, Angola, South Africa and Nigeria have dominated exports to the US, 

accounting for almost 80 percent of its total. It is foreseeable that, being Trump likely to support 

bilateral trade deals over multi-party agreements, he would suggest a preference for individually-

negotiated deals. However, no precise action in this direction was taken at the AGOA Forum Togo11, 

under the theme “The United States and Africa: Partnering for Prosperity through Trade”, organized 

in August in Lomé and co-chaired by Washington. 

There are other private or public entities with activities in Africa that run the risk of being scaled 

down: OPICS, USTDA and EXIM Bank. Established in 1971, the Overseas Private Investment 

Corporation (OPIC)12 is a self-sustaining U.S. Government agency that helps American businesses 

invest in emerging markets, managing the risks associated with foreign direct investment. The United 

States Trade and Development Agency (USTDA)13 has more than doubled the size of its Africa 

portfolio in the last eight years, supporting 135 projects across 14 countries. This early-stage 

investment, which has the potential to mobilize more than $17 billion in private and public financing, 

has already helped to realize $2.5 billion in U.S. exports. From 2009-2016, Export-Import Bank of 

the United States (EXIM Bank)14 authorizations doubled in Sub-Saharan Africa as compared to the 

previous eight-year period, and rose across all of Africa by 45 percent. In the past five years, EXIM 

Bank has approved more than $6.3 billion in financing for U.S. exports to Sub-Saharan Africa, 

including a record $2.1 billion in 2014. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

According to the most relevant political analysts, during Trump’s first six months in office, US-Africa 

policy has been adrift. As a matter of fact, at no time, since the creation of the State Department’s 

Africa Bureau in 1958, has Washington been so distracted and disengaged on African policy.  

Late August, Secretary of State Tillerson gave an outlook of US foreign policy priorities, touching on 

North Korea, China, Syria, Ukraine, and Venezuela, among other issues, without mentioning Africa 

at all. At the same time, though, U.S. exports to Africa have declined from 38 billion in 2014 to 22 

billion dollars in 2016, while China is Africa’s largest trade partner, with $102 billion in exports in 

2015. The number of Chinese-funded projects increased by more than 100 percent in 2016 

compared to the previous year, creating some 40,000 jobs in Africa, more than three times as many 

as American investments. That would be enough to push Washington to focus on investing in Africa 

rather than reducing them. 

Sponsored by the Corporate Council on Africa (CCA)15, the 2017 US-Africa Business Summit, held 

(13-16 June) in Washington, was attended by US Secretary of Commerce, Wilbur Ross, too. Ross, 

strong in Trump’s assertion at the G7 of Taormina, for which Africa is a place of opportunity, assured 

that there would be continuity in American commercial trade with Africa, according to ‘trade-not aid’ 

pattern. He said that we cannot ignore such a large, dynamic and vital part of the world, adding that 

the Administration would like to see Africa continue to grow and become more self-reliant.  

                                                        
11  See: http://www.agoa-togo.tg/ 
12  See: https://www.opic.gov/  
13  See: https://www.ustda.gov/  
14  See: https://www.exim.gov/  
15  Since 1993, the Corporate Council on Africa is the leading U.S. business association focused solely on connecting 

business interests in Africa. See: http://www.corporatecouncilonafrica.com/ 

http://www.agoa-togo.tg/
https://www.opic.gov/
https://www.ustda.gov/
https://www.exim.gov/
http://www.corporatecouncilonafrica.com/
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Ross noted that Africa is home to some of the fastest-growing economies on the planet, and that’s 

generating new demand for goods and services.  

“The critical question that decision-makers in Africa must ask is this: As these upward trends 

continue, with whom do you want to collaborate? I believe that the more African nations partner with 

U.S. businesses, the better off both Africa and the United States will be.” On that occasion, the 

President of the African Development Bank, Akinwumi Adesina, reiterated that the U.S.-Africa 

business relationship has to go beyond trade till ultimate investments. “Africa offers you all the Deal 

of the Century and America should not be left behind,” said he. In fact, one has to think of a continent 

where household expenditures will rise to $1.4 trillion in the next three years, where business-to-

business investments will rise to $3.5 trillion in the next eight years and where the population by 

2050 will be the same size as India and China taken together today. Will the new US Administration 

accept these guidelines? 

 

 

 

 


