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The EU in Africa: Increasing Coherence,

Decreasing Partnership

 The relationship between the European Union and Africa has under-
gone major changes since the beginning of the twenty-fi rst century. First, the 
Cotonou Agreement, adopted in June 2000, brought transformations to the 
long-standing relationship between the EU and the African, Caribbean, and 
Pacifi c (ACP) group of countries, particularly in the areas of foreign aid and 
trade. These transformations not only ended a system of preferential treatment, 
but also put a strain on the traditional partnership that had characterized the 
Lomé Convention. Second, the EU-Africa summit held in Cairo in April 2000 
marked the EU’s intention to pursue a continent-wide approach and to politi-
cize its relations with Africa. The 2005 EU’s Africa strategy and the 2007 joint 
Africa-EU strategy aimed to integrate trade, foreign aid, and political affairs 
in order to create a coherent EU foreign policy and give new emphasis to the 
idea of partnership. In reality, the second EU-Africa summit held in Lisbon in 
December 2007 showed that the two parties were pursuing different goals.

Against this background, this chapter is divided into two broad sections. The 
fi rst section looks at EU-Africa relations in the context of the various EU-ACP 
conventions, with a focus on the Cotonou Agreement. Three areas of particular 
relevance are analyzed: the introduction and implementation of multi-year pro-
gramming; the involvement of nonstate actors (NSAs) in the development pro-
cess; and the negotiation of new economic partnership agreements (EPAs). The 
second section examines the evolution of EU-Africa relations since the Cairo 
summit. The conventional argument is that the partnership and the extended 
privileges that had distinguished the EU’s approach to Africa from the 1960s 
through the 1990s have been replaced by a more normal relationship. How-
ever, although the new relationship puts an apparent emphasis on African own-
ership and responsibility, it often hides the pursuit of European interests. An 
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important component of this chapter is to understand the type of role that the 
European Union plays or wants to play in this process.

EU-ACP Relations between Rome and Cotonou

The EU’s policy toward Africa has its origin in the Treaty of Rome and has 
evolved through a number of agreements. Initially infl uenced by France, it was 
limited to francophone Africa and then, following the fi rst EU enlargement in 
the early 1970s, was extended to cover the African members of the British Com-
monwealth, as well as other former colonies in the Caribbean and the Pacifi c. 
The Yaoundé Convention (1963–75) maintained the system introduced by the 
Treaty of Rome: an aid allocation for fi ve years, channeled through the European 
Development Fund (EDF), and a trade regime based on reciprocal preferences.

The ensuing Lomé Convention (1975–2000), negotiated at fi ve-year inter-
vals (Lomé II in 1980, Lomé III in 1985, Lomé IV in 1990, and Lomé IV-bis in 
1995), was initially considered the most comprehensive, innovative, and ambi-
tious agreement for North-South cooperation. First, it was conceived as a part-
nership: decisions were not imposed by the EU, but discussed and agreed with 
the ACP governments. A set of joint institutions was also established to ensure 
a permanent dialogue between the parties.1 Second, it was based on a “contrac-
tual right to aid”: resources were committed to the ACP countries for a fi ve-year 
period, irrespective of performance. Third, it reversed the previous trade regime 
to allow nonreciprocal preferences: almost all ACP goods entered the EU free of 
tariff or quota restrictions.2

Nevertheless, the development record of the Lomé Convention was disap-
pointing. Although a small number of ACP countries managed to improve 
their level of development, the conditions of the majority worsened. The pro-
gressive inclusion of economic and political conditionalities meant that by the 
mid-1990s the Lomé Convention was “no longer the model of development co- 
operation to which other agreements could aspire” and that “the unique fea-
tures of the Convention have been so diluted and undermined as to become 
almost indistinguishable from other development aid programs.”3

Following a long period of consultation and negotiations, the Cotonou 
Agreement was signed in June 2000. It built on the Lomé acquis, but in several 
respects it represented a fundamental departure from it.4 The major changes 
were as follows: aid allocation would be made conditional not only on needs but 
also on performance through a system of rolling programming; new free trade 
agreements, the so-called economic partnership agreements, to be negotiated 
and agreed on a regional basis before January 2008, would replace the previ-
ous preferential trade regime; nonstate actors (for example, civil society, social 
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groups, business associations) would be involved in all phases of the develop-
ment process; the political dimension, which included issues that had previ-
ously fallen outside the fi eld of development cooperation (peace and security, 
arms trade, migration, drugs, corruption) would be reinforced.5

These changes had profound implications. Adopting a neo-Gramscian per-
spective, Stephen Hurt argued that the nature of the relationships between 
the EU and the ACP shifted from “cooperation” to “coercion.”6 The new trade 
arrangements and the need to comply with the principles and rules of the WTO 
were a refl ection of the hegemonic dominance of neoliberalism. Kunibert Raf-
fer argued that in the new Cotonou Agreement the idea of real partnership is 
largely absent: “The present ‘partnership’ is an Orwellian relation where one 
partner has no rights at all, the other perfect arbitrariness. It is a horse and rider 
relation, as the rider also depends on the horse as a means of transport while 
ACP countries appear to be a historical burden the EU might not be unhappy 
to get rid of.”7

Less than two years after it had come into force (because of the protracted 
process of ratifi cation), the Cotonou Agreement was revised in February 2005. 
The overall structure was not altered, but the changes largely refl ected the EU’s 
priorities. Security became a central concern, and the new provisions in this 
area—such as combating terrorism, countering the proliferation of weapons 
of mass destruction (WMD), preventing mercenary activities, and committing 
to the International Criminal Court (ICC)—were strongly criticized by Afri-
can countries. The EU’s proposal to introduce further fl exibility into the EDF 
allocations so that funds could be made available to meet exceptional needs 
in the event of crises was also opposed by African countries out of fear that 
funds would be diverted from socioeconomic development to security-oriented 
programs. Nevertheless, a larger reserve was instituted, with the possibility to 
alter the amounts allocated for each country or region in light of special needs 
or exceptional performance or to cover international initiatives benefi ting the 
whole ACP group.8

Foreign Aid

One of the most important components of the Cotonou Agreement is the 
reform of aid management. Resources are disbursed using a three-step pro-
cess. First, a draft country strategy paper (CSP) and an accompanying national 
indicative program (NIP) are prepared by the EU delegation in collaboration 
with local governments and nonstate actors, the EU’s member states, and other 
international donors. The CSP offers an analysis of a country’s situation and 
outlines the development strategy based on the EU’s comparative advantage, 
while the NIP provides a detailed account of how resources must be spent.9 

03-0140-8 part3.indd   24103-0140-8 part3.indd   241 11/18/09   3:41 PM11/18/09   3:41 PM



242  The EU and Other Countries / Africa

Second, the draft documents are scrutinized by an interservice Quality Support 
Group (iQSG) and then by the EU member states in the EDF committee. Third, 
the CSP and NIP are adopted by the College of Commissioners. The CSP and 
the NIP can be adjusted in the course of the mid-term review (MTR) process, 
which is meant to assess how recipients have performed in the implementation 
of the development strategy.

The assessment of the fi rst-generation CSPs produced mixed results. A 
report published by the European Commission in November 2002 emphasized 
the successful efforts to ensure coordination and complementarity between the 
EU and the member states and to involve NSAs in the programming process. 
Little analysis was devoted to how the money was used or how the EU aid con-
tributed to poverty eradication.10 A less optimistic view came from a number of 
assessments supported by European nonstate actors. The most important point 
concerns the contribution of the CSPs to poverty eradication. Budget support, 
which prioritizes human development, had indeed increased. But despite the 
fact that sub-Saharan Africa is the region that is the furthest from achieving the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), only a very small number of CSPs 
identifi ed education and health as focal sectors. Moreover, the failure to main-
stream gender implied that the EU’s contribution to the fi ght against HIV/AIDS 
and child mortality was not optimal. Support to the transport sector, by con-
trast, appeared in a larger number of CSPs. While the European Commission 
often emphasizes that transport benefi ts poverty eradication, in a large number 
of cases the EU supported the building of international roads, which, unlike 
rural roads, are usually not driven by pro-poor interests.11

Similarly, during the mid-term reviews conducted in 2004, limited changes 
were made to the existing development strategies.12 At the same time, new 
emphasis was given to political issues, such as the fi ght against terrorism, the 
protection of human rights, the promotion of democracy, and the prevention 
of migration.13 Even the European Commission acknowledged this time that 
“there is obviously a tension between new policy commitments defi ned unilat-
erally by the EU and the principle of country ownership of national develop-
ment strategies and donor support to them.”14

The preparation of the second-generation CSPs for Africa started in early 
2006. Although the revised Cotonou Agreement included the achievement of 
the MDGs as the key objective of the EU’s development policy for Africa, ini-
tial evidence seemed to show that there was “a very distinct de-prioritization 
of the MDGs” and that the priorities set by the EU still dominated the vari-
ous strategies. It should also be noted that the CSPs are developed worldwide 
at the same time and do not respect the economic and business cycles of the 
country in question. The involvement of local governments was in most cases 
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limited to the trade and transport ministries, whereas the social ministries were 
rarely consulted.15 The EU delegations often imposed their priorities; in some 
instances the ACP offi cials even saw the programming process as a serious chal-
lenge to their sovereignty.16

Participation

The new provisions on the participation of nonstate actors in the develop-
ment process are another major innovation of the Cotonou Agreement. NSAs, 
which include business associations, social partners, and civil society, must be 
involved in all phases of the programming process, including the elaboration of 
the CSPs and the NIPs, the mid-term reviews, and the fi nal evaluation.17 They 
must also be provided with fi nancial resources, to be agreed on during the pro-
gramming process; up to a maximum of 15 percent of the initial NIP allocation 
could be directly allocated to nonstate actors. These provisions, according to 
Jean Bossuyt, were important because they contributed to strengthening the 
role of NSAs in countries where a participatory culture was largely absent and 
to enhancing their visibility and the credibility of civil society in relation to 
governments.18

By contrast, Stephen Hurt argues that the EU’s new emphasis on civil society 
should be understood as part of the neoliberal nature of its relations with devel-
oping countries, which supports the retrenchment of the state, the promotion 
of the private sector, and the greater integration of developing countries into 
the global economy.19 Claims to partnership and participation are thus designed 
to give legitimacy to the Western model of democracy and to create conditions 
that are conducive to the operation of a liberal market democracy. For these 
reasons, Hurt argues, participation is often limited to those actors that support 
the EU approach.

The fi rst opportunity to assess the practice of participation was in the con-
text of the ninth EDF programming process. According to the European Com-
mission, in almost all countries some form of consultation took place. In half of 
the cases, the draft CSP was changed, though nothing is said about whether the 
changes were due to the involvement of the NSAs. In the remaining cases, no 
changes were introduced because of a coincidence of intents between the NSAs 
and the recipient governments, a lack of capacity by the NSAs to participate in 
the programming process, and signifi cant delays in the consultation process. 
This trend was broadly confi rmed in the case of the mid-term reviews, when 
similar problems were faced. A number of reports funded by European NGOs 
offered a more critical view. Several limitations were shown: a too-short period 
set aside for consultation and invitations on short notice; ad hoc instead of 
institutionalized dialogue; a limited range of NSAs involved, with urban NGOs 
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and private sector groups privileged; limited information provided before the 
meeting and insuffi cient reporting back to NSAs on the results of the consulta-
tions; government-led discussions.20

This situation did not change signifi cantly in the context of the tenth EDF 
programming exercise. Again, the European Commission claimed that “effective 
consultation” occurred in about half of the countries, whereas in the remain-
ing cases dialogue was ad hoc and consultation took the form of information 
sessions at a late stage in the process.21 A number of case studies written by 
African NGOs maintained that the programming exercise failed to adequately 
involve nonstate actors. While some forms of consultation occurred, the exer-
cise was neither inclusive nor comprehensive. In most instances, there was a 
lack of transparency in the selection of participants, inadequate provision of 
preparatory documents, and little feedback on the results.22

Trade

The most controversial innovation of the Cotonou Agreement is in the area of 
trade. The European Commission argued that the existing preferential regime 
had to be replaced by regional free trade agreements, compatible with the WTO 
rules. The aim of these new trade arrangements was to accelerate the integration 
of the ACP countries into the global economy by enhancing production and the 
capacity to attract investment, while taking into account different development 
levels. During the negotiations in the Council of Ministers, various options were 
on the table, such as preserving the status quo by asking the World Trade Orga-
nization (WTO) for a waiver or integrating the whole ACP group into the EU’s 
Generalized System of Preferences (GSP).23

In the end, the European Commission presented the establishment of 
regional economic partnership agreements as the most feasible option. The 
preferences of the member states broadly refl ected their approach and tradi-
tions in international development. On one side, France wanted to preserve 
the integrity of the ACP group and the existing trade regime; it also wanted 
to avoid trade liberalization as a way to protect its agricultural sector. On the 
opposite side, Germany wanted to “normalize” relations between the EU and 
the developing world and therefore suggested regrouping the ACP states into 
three regions. Trade liberalization and regional integration would complement 
this project. In the middle, the United Kingdom and the Nordic states shared 
concerns about the potential marginalization of the least-developed countries 
(LDCs) caused by the proposed free trade agreements. The fi nal compromise 
softened the initial proposal by granting an extended interim period before the 
EPAs entered into force in January 2008, and by maintaining trade privileges for 
“essentially all products” coming from the LDCs.24
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Using a two-level game theory, Genevra Forwood argues that the EU’s mar-
gin to maneuver in the negotiations with the ACP was restricted by its negotiat-
ing mandate, which had been the result of a compromise that could not easily be 
changed.25 On the contrary, the ACP group, rather than playing a proactive part 
in the negotiations, often reacted against the EU mandate. The weakness of the 
ACP group can be explained by the lack of a coherent and fi rm position, which 
followed the rule “the more, the better.” It should be added, however, that the 
ACP group is a more informal entity than the EU; it also lacks a strong suprana-
tional institution. The ACP Secretariat had no formal role in the negotiations, 
whereas the European Commission played a key role.

The EU’s mandate and subsequent negotiation strategy, therefore, were 
heavily infl uenced by the achieved compromise. The European Commission, 
with the Directorate-General for Trade in the lead, drafted a ”vague” negotia-
tion mandate that left little room for changes during the Council discussions. 
Some member states (Denmark, Sweden, the United Kingdom) were still critical 
of the mandate and expressed their doubts in the offi cial minutes of the meet-
ing, a highly unusual practice in EU trade politics. The negotiation mandate 
was agreed to unanimously in June 2002 because all the member states wanted 
to present a united front to the outside world. Negotiations with six regional 
groups—four for Africa, one for the Caribbean, and one for the Pacifi c—started 
in September 2002, but for a few years there was little publicity and only mar-
ginal involvement by the member states.

The negotiations conducted by the Directorate-General for Trade empha-
sized the trade aspect of the EPAs to the detriment of the development side. Still, 
it was surprising that in March 2005 the United Kingdom issued a statement in 
which it urged the EU to stop its “mercantilist approach and offensive interests.” 
This statement was followed by some “non-papers” (informal discussion docu-
ments) underlying the social and development aspects of the EPAs sent to the 
Council committee in charge of monitoring the negotiations.26 The majority of 
African countries acted passively since they perceived the European Commis-
sion to be ignoring the concerns of the developing world.

As time passed and the ACP countries and NGOs became more dissatis-
fi ed, additional member states publicly criticized the Commission’s approach. 
In March 2005 the U.K. trade and development secretaries issued a very criti-
cal statement that was immediately censured by the European Commission. 
This statement was not coordinated with the “friends of EPAs,” a group that 
included Denmark, the Netherlands, Sweden, and sometimes Ireland, Belgium, 
and France. They became more vocal in the Council group that monitored the 
EPA negotiations, emphasizing the development and social dimension of the 
EPAs. This behavior started to have its effects, and the European Commission 
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was forced to take into account these heterodox views.27 By the autumn of 2007, 
it was clear that no full EPA would be signed with African countries. This meant 
that the LDCs would be subject to the provisions of the “everything but arms” 
(EBA) regulation and non-LDCs were subject to the Generalized System of Pref-
erences. Some alternatives to the EPAs were requested, such as the extension of 
the previous preferential regime through the prolongation of the WTO waiver 
and the granting of GSP+ (duty-free access to European goods in addition to the 
preferences extended by the standard GSP) to all ACP countries. The European 
Commission stated that there were no alternatives to the EPAs. Many African 
countries continued to denounce the pressure exercised by the European Com-
mission, which was contrary to the partnership principle. It was not surprising 
that, by the agreed deadline, no full EPA had been signed with any African region.

EU-Africa Relations between Cairo and Lisbon

With the adoption of the Treaty of Maastricht and the institutionalization of the 
Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), it became clear that the Euro-
pean Union wanted to play a signifi cant role in international politics. The Treaty 
of Maastricht also introduced the principle of coherence, which referred to the 
fact that all EU external policies must work in synergy. Africa became the natu-
ral place to exercise these ambitions. Traditional EU policy toward Africa had 
to broaden its original goals from foreign aid and trade preferences to include 
more political issues, such as democracy, human rights, and confl ict prevention 
and management.28

Moreover, the adoption of the European Consensus on Development in 
December 2005 committed member states and the European Community to 
a common view on the promotion of international development. The Africa 
strategy became the fi rst opportunity to operationalize the European Consen-
sus on Development.29 The evolution of EU-Africa relations was also strongly 
infl uenced by events in Africa. The adoption of the New Partnership for Africa’s 
Development (NEPAD) and the setting up of the African Union (AU) reassured 
the international community that African leaders wanted to take ownership in 
their future.30

This context contributes to understanding why, since the beginning of the 
2000s, the European Union has attempted to pursue a unitary policy toward the 
entire African continent, under the slogan “one Europe, one Africa.” This task 
was not easy. In addition to relations with the members of the ACP group, the 
EU had developed formal relationships with North Africa through the Euro-
Mediterranean Partnership (EMP) and European Neighborhood Policy (ENP), 
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and with South Africa through the Trade and Development Cooperation Agree-
ment (TDCA). Moreover, the EU member states had different development pri-
orities that were not easy to reconcile.

The fi rst EU-Africa summit in 2000 was an initial attempt to address these 
issues. One of the unoffi cial messages of the summit was that Europe cared 
about Africa, but not enough to commit new resources.31 European representa-
tives placed more emphasis on political issues, notably democracy and peace 
and security, while African representatives concentrated on economic aspects, 
notably trade and aid.32 The ensuing Cairo plan of action laid out the main aims 
of the new Africa-EU dialogue: to strengthen political, economic, and sociocul-
tural relations between the EU and Africa; to eradicate poverty and attain the 
MDGs; and to promote human rights, democracy, and the rule of law.33

New plans were made for a second meeting in Lisbon in April 2003, but the 
summit was postponed owing to lack of agreement over the presence of Robert 
Mugabe and other Zimbabwean leaders. The EU member states did not want 
to allow President Mugabe to enter the EU area and urged African leaders to 
take a stronger stance against his poor record on human rights and democratic 
practices. African leaders, however, argued that it was not possible to hold a 
meeting without representation from all the African states. 34 In the absence of 
a more formalized dialogue at the highest political level, the European Com-
mission tried to pursue an alternative strategy, such as holding regular meetings 
between senior offi cials.

Meanwhile, Africa had taken a central place on the global as well as the Euro-
pean agenda, as confi rmed by a number of important initiatives and commit-
ments. Following the report of the Commission for Africa, the United Kingdom 
was instrumental in the adoption of the Gleneagles commitments on foreign 
aid and debt relief. At the European level, under the leadership of the European 
Commission, in April 2005 the EU decided to boost its volume of aid, including 
doubling development assistance to Africa by 2010. In the same context, a new 
ambitious agenda was agreed to on policy coherence for development.35

A number of decisions and initiatives confi rmed that the European Union 
saw its involvement in confl ict prevention and management as necessary to 
become a signifi cant player in Africa. In June 2003 the Council of Ministers 
adopted a resolution authorizing the presence of EU military forces in the Dem-
ocratic Republic of the Congo. According to some this was meant to show that, 
following the failures in the context of the war in Iraq, the EU member states 
were still willing and able to work together. In March 2004 a decision to estab-
lish the Africa Peace Facility concluded a long discussion on the importance of 
tackling confl ict prevention as a precondition to development.36
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The EU’s Africa Strategy

Following up on the April 2005 initiatives and a specifi c request of the June 2005 
European Council, the European Commission published a communication in 
which the central concern was the achievement of the MDGs. Peace, security, 
and good governance were also seen as preconditions to development. These 
views were emphasized even more in a paper written by the High Representative 
for the CFSP, Javier Solana, in which he argued that peace and security were not 
only central to the new EU’s strategy for Africa but also to the CFSP.37

In December 2005, the European Council adopted a rather short document 
entitled “The EU and Africa: Towards a Strategic Partnership.” This new EU Africa 
strategy, which set up a single framework for all EU players (that is, the European 
Commission, its member states, and nonstate actors), rested on three elements: 
(1) peace, security, and good governance as preconditions to development; (2) a 
central role for regional integration and trade in fostering economic growth; and 
(3) the need for better access to social services (such as health and education) and 
environmental sustainability in order to achieve the MDGs by 2015.38

The EU Africa strategy did not, however, result in any new commitment by 
Europe to support Africa’s efforts to develop. For instance, it was decided that the 
strategy would be implemented with existing fi nancial resources, while major 
emphasis was placed on non-aid policies through the ambitious agenda on 
policy coherence for development.39 Integration into the world trading system 
would be ensured through the new EPAs. Finally, the EU’s Africa strategy did not 
mention the issue of political conditionality, but the EU spelled out its support 
of the African peer-review mechanism (APRM), an instrument for assessing 
governments’ progress toward democracy and the protection of human rights.40

But the EU’s Africa strategy was criticized not only for its lack of ambitions, 
but also because it was agreed without adequate consultation of all stakeholders. 
On the European side, the drafting process was led by the European Commis-
sion and the British Presidency, with the remaining member states and nonstate 
actors playing a marginal role, if any. On the African side, there was limited con-
sultation outside the AU Commission.41 In light of this criticism, at the EU-AU 
ministerial meeting in Bamako in December 2005 it was agreed to develop a new 
joint EU-Africa strategy—“a partnership with Africa, rather than a strategy for 
Africa.”42 This time the drafting process was more participatory. Negotiations 
started in February 2007 and an earlier draft was approved in May 2007. The 
fi nal version was presented at the second EU-Africa summit in December 2007.

The joint Africa-EU strategy was a much longer and comprehensive docu-
ment than its predecessor. The starting point was the idea of a “new strategic 
partnership” based on a “Euro-African consensus on values, common interests 
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and common strategic objectives.” Four main objectives were included: (a) to 
address issues of common concern, in particular peace and security, migration 
and development, and a clean environment; (b) to strengthen and promote 
peace and security, democratic governance and human rights, and sustainable 
development, and to ensure that all African countries meet the MDGs by 2015; 
(c) to jointly promote and sustain a system of effective multilateralism, mak-
ing sure that the system of global governance is more representative, and to 
tackle global challenges together; (d) to promote people-centered development, 
including a better involvement of nonstate actors.

To meet these objectives, a very detailed action plan for the 2008–10 period 
was adopted, including eight EU-Africa partnerships: peace and security; dem-
ocratic governance and human rights; trade and regional integration (including 
the implementation of the EU-Africa Partnership for Infrastructure, launched 
in 2006); Millennium Development Goals; energy; climate change; migration, 
mobility, and employment; and science, information society, and space. In sum, 
as Siegmar Schmidt has cogently argued, there was hardly any fi eld where EU 
and Africa were not meant to cooperate.43

Unavoidably, the EU’s renewed interest in Africa cannot be separated from 
the threats coming from China’s heavy involvement in Africa as well as the new 
strategic interest of the United States. Moreover, although the joint Africa-EU 
strategy was a comprehensive document, the result of an extensive dialogue 
between European and African actors, the EU’s motivations and views were still 
dominant. The Lisbon summit was overshadowed once again by the debate over 
the presence of Mugabe, which several EU member states opposed. Although 
the British prime minister did not attend the summit, the African leaders did 
not publicly condemn Mugabe’s behavior. But the differences ran deeper, and it 
seemed clear that leaders on the two continents still had different agendas: for 
the EU, the priorities were security and migration; for Africa, they were more 
and better aid and improved trade deals.

Conclusion

Following the end of the cold war, it seemed that the EU was losing interest 
in Africa. The post-Lomé debate and the adoption of the Cotonou Agreement 
showed that the relationship with the ACP group had become almost “normal.” 
Changes in the areas of foreign aid, trade, and political dialogue sent a clear 
signal: the preferential treatment given to post-colonial Africa had come to an 
end. The process toward a comprehensive strategy for Africa, beyond the divi-
sion of northern and sub-Saharan Africa, which started in Cairo in April 2000 
and culminated in the joint Africa-EU strategy adopted in Lisbon in December 
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2007, meant that the EU was trying to play a leading role in international poli-
tics and development.

Africa therefore became central not only to the EU’s development policy, but 
to all of its external relations. The cases of trade and aid, however, show that 
the rhetoric of partnership does not match the reality. On the one hand, the 
EU seems too preoccupied with improving its development record and image; 
on the other hand, it has failed to take into account the voice of the developing 
countries. Another element that has characterized the EU’s approach to Africa 
since the turn of the century is the attempt to pursue a coherent external policy. 
To some, however, this attempt has purposely concealed the real concerns of 
the EU: security and migration. This may or may not be true, but the search for 
coherence has once again bypassed the traditional partnership that had typifi ed 
the EU’s approach when the Lomé Convention was signed in the 1970s. The 
2007 joint Africa-EU strategy seems to go in the right direction, but its imple-
mentation will be central to understanding whether a new chapter in the EU’s 
external relations has begun.
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