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The continent of Africa is enormously diverse. Africa includes 54 countries and 
more than 1.2 billion people.1 According to U.N. estimates, Africa may hold up to 
a third of the world’s entire population by 2100.2 Africa encompasses a remarkable 
range of geography, language, culture, economies, and political organization. 

Yet, incredibly, the United States is at a moment where some of its most senior 
government leaders seem to question the value of engaging on the continent 
in a significant and forward-looking fashion. The notion that the United States 
would offhandedly dismiss the importance of an entire continent should be 
absurd on its face, and it would be easy to write off the current posture as simply 
reflecting the worldview of President Donald Trump as an individual. However, 
the U.S. view toward Africa is more deeply embedded than President Trump. 

Unfortunately, few Americans consider Africa and think about important long-
term opportunities for the United States. Instead, the media and even some U.S. 
policymakers have all too often used the language of threat when discussing 
Africa, creating an oversimplified and distorted vision of the continent. Even 
when making the case for engaging Africa, commentators, government officials, 
and nongovernmental organizations have leaned heavily on issues such as refu-
gees, infectious diseases, famine, and a general portrait of misery to make the 
case for U.S. involvement.   

The reality is that Africa is home to some of the fastest growing markets in the 
world, and its potential as a dynamic future export market for U.S. goods and ser-
vices is enormous.3 Around 1.5 percent of total U.S. exports are currently destined 
for sub-Saharan Africa, underscoring how much room for growth there is over the 
long term.4 In short, the United States stands to significantly benefit from growing 
trade and lasting alliances in Africa if it positions itself strategically today. 

Introduction and summary
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The United States needs to make some key investments and policy choices now 
to seize this opportunity. First and foremost, the United States should immedi-
ately move to staff key positions at the State Department and U.S. Agency for 
International Development (USAID) related to Africa. 

In addition, the administration and Congress should:

• Encourage greater economic integration across Africa—not just through trade 
agreements—but also by assistance and diplomacy designed to cut transport 
times and reduce other nontariff obstacles to goods, services, and people mov-
ing more freely on the continent   

• Renew their commitment to democracy and the rule of law at a time when 
Africa is demonstrating important, but uneven, progress 

• Redouble efforts to make the Power Africa initiative a success

Importantly, all of these steps not only serve Africa well, they also advance U.S. 
interests on a continent that is more stable, prosperous, and democratic. Until 
and unless the narrative shifts, and America begins viewing Africa as a place 
where opportunities—not just threats—exist, the United States will continue to 
do a grave disservice to its own interests and those of the many African nations 
with the potential to serve as increasingly important allies, trading partners, and 
sources of lively and entrepreneurial social innovation and exchange. At a time 
when China and Europe are also fiercely competing to engage in Africa, it is vital 
that the United States find itself on the right side of history by standing with those 
on the continent embracing free governments and markets. 
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While Africa has always struggled to break through the periphery of the broad 
U.S. conversation about international security, economics, and interchange, the 
situation has been exceedingly grim under the Trump administration. Sixteen 
months in, the Trump administration has no assistant secretary for Africa at the 
State Department—the top diplomatic position dealing with the region in the 
U.S. government. While the administration has recently put forward a nominee 
for this role,5 key U.S. ambassadorial appointments in South Africa, Tanzania, 
Sudan, Democratic Republic of Congo, and Nigeria, have yet to be moved 
forward.6 Moreover, the Trump administration has also decided to leave the 
special envoy position for Sudan and South Sudan vacant.7 Finally, the senior 
political positions at USAID dealing with development in Africa are also lacking 
appointments at this juncture.8 

The administration’s tone was set quite early on by a series of snubs of important 
African officials. No senior administration official was made available to meet 
with Rwandan President Paul Kagame when he visited the United States in March 
2017.9 In April 2017, Secretary of State Rex Tillerson invited African Union 
Commissioner Moussa Faki to Washington, D.C., then backed out of the meeting 
for no apparent reason and only notified Faki of that fact at the last minute.10 

Additionally, the administration has repeatedly targeted the foreign assistance 
program for cuts of up to 30 percent, and the impact of these cuts would be 
felt disproportionately in Africa on a whole range of issues as about a third of 
USAID funding is spent on programs on the continent.11 The initial Trump bud-
get request also called for zeroing out a number of important efforts, such as the 
Famine Early Warning System, that have been relatively low cost but very effec-
tive in preventing crises on the continent.12 The administration also suspended 
support for the United Nations Population Fund, a particular concern because 
of the unmet need for contraception and family planning.13 The importance of 
democracy and the rule of law has also been consistently downplayed by admin-
istration officials, and that has surely not gone unnoticed in Africa at a time 
when it is making steady efforts to consolidate free governance.

A record of relative neglect
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Making matters worse, in September 2017, President Trump twice referred to 
the nonexistent country of “Nambia” during a speech at the United Nations to a 
group of Africa leaders.14 (Trump apparently meant “Namibia,” a fairly innocu-
ous gaffe under most circumstances, but it did little to improve the state of 
relations.) Another Trump statement from the same set of remarks had oddly 
colonial undertones: “I have so many friends going to your countries, trying to 
get rich. I congratulate you. They’re spending a lot of money.”15

That same month, Chad—a key U.S. ally in combatting terrorism in the Sahel 
region—was placed on the administration’s travel ban list.16 This move appears 
to have come about literally because of shortage of the proper paper for process-
ing passports and visas.17 While the country has since been taken off the travel 
ban list, the fact that a key counterterrorism partner was added to the travel ban, 
even temporarily, over a dispute about office supplies further fueled perceptions 
that the administration neither cared about, nor understood, the continent.   

Then, in January 2018, Trump made perhaps his most serious misstep with 
regards to Africa when, in a White House discussion with lawmakers from both 
parties on immigration, he referred to African countries saying—”Why are we 
having all these people from shithole countries come here?”18 During the same 
discussion, he reportedly stated his preference for immigrants from Norway and 
Asia, viewing them as of more value to the United States. Trump’s comments 
reverberated widely in the United states and abroad. Spokesperson for the U.N. 
High Commissioner for Human Rights Rupert Colville argued, “There is no 
other word one can use but ‘racist’… [More than just] vulgar language … It’s 
about opening the door to humanity’s worst side, about validating and encour-
aging racism and xenophobia.”19 

Even the administration’s attempts at damage control seemed to backfire. In 
March 2018, Secretary Tillerson made his first visit to Africa, 14 months into his 
term. The trip appeared to get off to a good initial start, as the State Department 
tried to focus on key issues such as development, counterterrorism, and good 
governance. However, a couple of days into the six-day trip, the visit became 
increasingly disastrous, with Tillerson cancelling activities and cutting the trip 
short after being fired by President Trump, sending a clear message that the 
president did not view the trip as of being of particular significance.20  

As Pat Utomi, professor of political economy at Lagos Business School, noted, 
“American foreign policy has always treated Africa as a leftover, which is why it’s 
not a huge shock that Tillerson was in Africa while they fired him.”21 He went 



5 Center for American Progress | From Threat to Opportunity

on to say, “It doesn’t augur well for the long-term message of America to Africa, 
especially with the message he sounded, which was ‘beware of China.’ This 
means that the warning he was giving was of no consequence.” 22 

In terms of policy approaches, to date under President Trump, the U.S. govern-
ment appears much more focused on engaging on the continent militarily than 
in investing in diplomacy and development or exploring how best to maxi-
mize long-term economic engagement through trade.23 In the aftermath of the 
October 2017 ambush in Niger in which four U.S. soldiers were killed, Secretary 
of Defense Jim Mattis told the U.S. Senate Armed Services Committee that 
the military would be focusing more on Africa as part of its counterterrorism 
strategy.24 However, according to recent reports, Secretary Mattis has ordered 
a review of American Special Operations forces, which could result in cuts to 
counterterrorism forces in Africa as the Pentagon shifts its focus to the growing 
threats posed by Russia and China.25

The Africa narrative that views the continent as a place exclusively of fear, 
danger, and desperation doesn’t just emanate from Trump—although he does it 
with a larger megaphone than anyone else. 

To its credit, in April, the Trump administration signed bipartisan legisla-
tion—the African Growth and Opportunity Act and Millennium Challenge Act 
Modernization Act—which renewed some key trade preferences for Africa.26 The 
African Growth and Opportunity Act, often simply known as AGOA, has been a 
key foundation for trade with Africa since it was originally passed in 2000.27 

AGOA provides U.S. trade preferences to African states that are moving toward 
market economies, avoiding serious human rights abuses, and that are not 
undermining fundamental U.S. security interests. More than three dozen coun-
tries now receive preferences through AGOA,28 and as the Office of the U.S. 
Trade Representative notes, “nearly all (97.5 percent) of products from eligible 
sub-Saharan African countries that meet certain basic eligibility criteria” are 
now given such preferences.29 Countries graduate out of AGOA preferences if 
they hit a certain income level. However, as recent experience has made clear, it 
is time for the U.S.-Africa trade relationship to move far beyond AGOA given 
some of its limits, which are discussed below.
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Since World War II, every president—except the current one—has fundamen-
tally understood that expanding the global pool of free market democracies is 
in America’s best interests because doing so helps produce reliable allies, good 
trading partners, and represents a solid bulwark against conflict and extremist 
ideologies. While that realization has often played out very unevenly in how 
different administrations have approached Africa, it is difficult to look at the 
continent at this moment and not see the enormous potential upside of more 
intensive and enlightened U.S. economic, political, cultural, and social engage-
ment moving forward.

The positive case for engagement 
on the continent 

According to data from the World Bank on 2017 gross domestic product (GDP) 
growth estimates, 4 of the 10 ten fastest growing economies in the world were in 
Africa—Ethiopia, Côte d’Ivoire, Djibouti, and Senegal. Forecasts for 2018 are even 
better, with 6 of the top 10 fastest growing economies in Africa—Ghana, Ethiopia, 
Côte d’Ivoire, Djibouti, Senegal, and Tanzania.30 The World Bank also forecasts that 
overall GDP growth in sub-Saharan Africa will be at 3.2 percent in 2018, up from 
2.4 percent in 2017.31 In their report, “Doing Business 2018: Reforming to Create 

FIGURE 1

World's fastest-growing economies

Real gross domestic product (GDP) growth in 2016 and 2017

Source: World Bank Group, "Global Economic Prospects: Broad-Based Upturn, but for How Long?" (2018), available at https://openknowl-
edge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/28932/9781464811630.pdf?sequence=16&isAllowed=y.
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Jobs,” the World Bank also found that sub-Saharan Africa again had the highest 
number of reforms to business regulations and the highest regional score increase, 
all of which reduced the global cost of doing business in 2017.32 

The United Nations projects that more than half of global population growth 
until 2050 is expected to occur in Africa, resulting in a doubling of the popula-
tion—from about 1.3 billion to 2.5 billion.33 This growth will also mean that 
Africa’s share of the global population, which is currently around 17 percent, 
will increase to around 26 percent by 2050. This has enormous implications 
for Africa’s potential as an export market. This comes at a time when Africa’s 
middle class is growing substantially, particularly in urban areas, and will grow 
to more than a billion consumers.34 For instance, according to statistics from the 
U.S. Trade Representative, the number of African households with discretion-
ary spending roughly doubled between 2000 and 2012; real dollar consuming 
spending nearly doubled from $356 billion in 1990 to $680 billion in 2008; and 
Africa’s urban population is now larger than the combined urban populations of 
North America and Europe.35 

As The Economist notes:
Africa’s 1.2 billion people also hold plenty of promise. They are young: south 
of the Sahara, their median age is below 25 everywhere except in South Africa. 
They are better educated than ever before: literacy rates among the young now 
exceed 70% everywhere other than in a band of desert countries across the 
Sahara. They are richer: in sub-Saharan Africa, the proportion of people living 
on less than $1.90 a day fell from 56% in 1990 to 35% in 2015, according to 
the World Bank. And diseases that have ravaged life expectancy and productiv-
ity are being defeated—gradually for HIV and AIDS, but spectacularly for 
malaria. Some of the gains may seem modest, but given that living standards 
across Africa declined during the 30 years after independence they are suffi-
ciently established to prove lasting.36 

In March 2018, leaders of 44 African nations signed the African Continental 
Free Trade Area (CFTA) agreement,37 establishing the free flow of goods and 
services between member states and removing trade barriers, such as a 90 
percent reduction in trade tariffs.38 Following ratification processes in each of 
the member states, the agreement will come into force. And while some of the 
continent’s largest economies, including South Africa and Nigeria, have not 
yet signed on to the CFTA, it is still a landmark agreement—the largest since 
the creation of the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995—which has the 
potential to greatly boost trade, economic growth, and employment. 
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In addition, a number of subregional trading communities are in place across the 
continent—such as the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) 
and the Southern African Development Community (SADC), among others. These 
subregional communities often have more political and economic salience for their 
respective member states than the CFTA, which is in its earliest stages. However, 
one motivation for creating the CFTA was to address inefficiencies created by hav-
ing multiple overlapping regional economic communities.39

Africa has also been home to some important steps forward in innovation, with 
the use of technology allowing for a quantum leap in everything from health 
care to the economy. In 2000, only about 1 percent of Africans had phone con-
nections. Today, more than 50 percent of Africans have mobile phones, and 
that number continues to rise rapidly.40 The number of Africans online has also 
climbed, growing from 53.62 million users on the continent in 2010 to 190.1 
million users in 2016.41 However, as noted by The World Bank in their 2016 
report on digital dividends, access to digital technologies is not evenly distribut-
ed.42 For instance, across the continent, according to the report, women are “less 
likely than men to use or own digital technologies,” and there are even larger 
gaps between older and younger populations.43 Additionally, the percentage of 
individuals with internet access in the wealthiest 60 percent of the population is 
almost three times that of the bottom 40 percent, and the percentage of individ-
uals with internet access in urban areas is more than twice that of rural areas.44

Despite these disparities, though, digital technologies are providing opportuni-
ties for important innovations and increased job opportunities. For instance, 
Rwanda is using drones for blood deliveries to hospitals and is increasingly 
reliant on solar power.45 Rwanda is also working to provide 5 million of its 
youth population with digital training through its Digital Ambassadors Program 
(DAP).46 In addition, banking through mobile phones has led to an explosion 
in financial access. Across Africa, there are now more than 100 million people 
using mobile financial services,47 and African banks now rank second in the 
world in growth and profitability.48 As the global management consulting firm 
McKinsey & Company notes, “Africa is the global leader in mobile money,” with 
an increasingly diversified set of providers and annual growth rates of 30 percent 
between 2013 and 2016.49 

Even with all of these positive developments, the overall volume of U.S. trade 
with Africa remains relatively low and has been dominated by oil and gas 
imports from Africa—which have proven to be quite vulnerable to price shocks, 
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particularly after the 2008 global financial crisis.50 However, major U.S. manu-
facturers such as Boeing see the considerable potential in Africa. Air traffic is 
expected to increase 6 percent annually to 2034, creating a need for some 1,170 
new airplanes, valued at approximately $160 billion.51 Clearly, now is the time 
for the United States to more effectively engage in trade with Africa given that it 
hosts some of the world’s fastest growing economies and that more and more of 
the world’s population will be centered there over time. 
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America’s economic competitors, such as China, Europe, and India, have already 
been heavily targeting Africa as a market and partner. As the global economy 
grows ever-more competitive and Africa experiences real growth, the continent 
cannot solely rely on favorable terms, such as those embodied in AGOA, to 
drive its economies and is being pushed toward reciprocal trade agreements 
with more developed nations in Europe and beyond.52

As the Office of the U.S. Trade Representative states:
Even with trading partners on other continents—such as the European Union 
and China—Africa has been updating and formalizing its relationships. These 
are generally positive developments. But in some cases they may also pose 
challenges for U.S. exporters to Africa, who do not have comparable access to 
African markets and are increasingly finding themselves hemmed out of the 
African market by their foreign competitors. 53 

The United States is frankly already badly behind in Africa. In 2017, the United 
States accounted for only 6 percent of Africa’s total trade of more than $875 
billion.54 This figure was well behind the European Union’s 34 percent share and 
China’s 19 percent share.55 Interestingly, nearly 60 percent of total U.S. trade 
with Africa in 2017 occurred with only four nations—South Africa, Nigeria, 
Egypt, and Algeria—which are some of the continents largest economies.56  

Between 2008 and 2017, U.S. exports to Africa declined by 23 percent, whereas 
China’s grew by 86 percent.57 Over the same period, U.S. imports from Africa 
declined by 70 percent, largely because of less U.S. reliance on energy imports, 
compared with a 35 percent increase for China.58

Competition on the continent 
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FIGURE 2

U.S.-Africa trade, 2008–2017 

Source: International Trade Centre, "Trade Map," available at https://www.trademap.org/Index.aspx (last accessed May 2018).
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FIGURE 3

China-Africa trade, 2008–2017

Source: International Trade Centre, "Trade Map," available at https://www.trademap.org/Index.aspx (last accessed May 2018).
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These rather stark figures aside, the United States can enjoy some distinct com-
parative advantages if it pursues a forward-looking strategy in Africa.

In understanding what makes most sense for U.S. engagement in Africa, it is 
useful to detail in part how China approaches Africa. While there is certainly a 
lot of debate about China’s intentions on the continent, China is clearly pursu-
ing a strategy that reflects its own interests in Africa, including in the continent’s 
vast natural resources and market potential—and African states are responding 
in kind. 

Certainly, Chinese investment on the continent has made an impressive leap 
forward, growing from $1.4 billion in 2009 to $2.4 billion by 2016.59 Notably, 
U.S. investment flows over this same time period declined from $9.4 billion to 
-$5.5 million. Additionally, Chinese aid to the continent has grown, though the 
Chinese government tends to blur the lines between its foreign aid and other 
investments and finance.60 

FIGURE 4

Foreign direct investment (FDI) flows to Africa

Sources: Center for American Progress analysis of 2008–2012 data from United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), 
"Bilateral FDI Statistics," available at http://unctad.org/en/Pages/DIAE/FDI%20Statistics/FDI-Statistics-Bilateral.aspx (last accessed May 2018); 
2013–2017 data from Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA), "U.S. Direct Investment Abroad: Balance of Payments and Direct Investment Position 
Data, Quarterly Data, Financial transactions without current-cost adjustment," available at https://www.bea.gov/international/di1usdbal.htm (last 
accessed May 2018); 2013–2016 data from National Bureau of Statistics of China, "Annual Data," available at http://www.stats.gov.cn/english/statis-
ticaldata/annualdata/ (last accessed May 2018).
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As the Brookings Institution notes, China’s approach closely intertwines “for-
eign aid, direct investment, service contracts, labor cooperation, foreign trade 
and export.”61  When it comes to Chinese aid to Africa, very little is in the form 
of grants; instead, most of it in the form of loans that will eventually make their 
way back to the Chinese treasury. In what has been referred to as the “Angola 
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Model,” China often “provides low-interest loans to nations who rely on com-
modities, such as oil or mineral resources, as collateral.”62 As a result, recipient 
nations tend to then suffer from low-credit ratings, making it difficult for them 
to secure additional funding from the international financial market, which then 
provides an opening for China to make additional financing “relatively avail-
able—with certain conditions.”63 Such conditions might include preferential 
contracts for Chinese state-owned companies to build infrastructure projects or 
easier access to a country’s natural resources. 

In this regard, China’s approach on the continent rather closely resembles the 
approach of the U.S. foreign assistance program in the early 1960s, where loans 
at relatively low interest rates were given to developing countries, often for big 
infrastructure projects. In exchange, developing countries underwrote these 
loans with their natural resources, and both parties ensured that a lion’s share 
of the work on the infrastructure project went to construction and other firms 
from the lending country. 

The United States moved away from such lending practices because it left many 
developing countries facing a mountain of unserviceable debt.64  But that is only 
part of the story. One of the other primary reasons that this approach fell out of 
favor was that it simply was not effective toward the long-term goal of encour-
aging the political and economic reforms that made development and growth 
self-sustaining. 

The Johns Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies China-Africa 
Research Initiative estimates that between 2000 and 2015, Chinese financiers 
provided a total of $94.4 billion in loans to African governments and state-
owned enterprises, which have given rise to serious concerns about increased 
debt levels over the long run.65 Additionally, China’s approach offers vital finan-
cial support to any number of governments in Africa, regardless of their track 
records on human rights, economic reform, or good governance. This is an effec-
tive short-term strategy for gaining access to natural resources, but it may also 
serve to alienate China diplomatically from many Africans over the long term, as 
they are left to wonder why China was so eager to underwrite governments that 
repressed them or were openly corrupt.   

China has also expanded its engagement on the continent in other areas as well. 
For instance, China recently announced that it will host the first China-Africa 
defense and security summit at the end of June.66 China has also increased its 
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role in U.N. peacekeeping missions, contributing more troops than any of the 
five permanent Security Council members.67 Additionally, China has increas-
ingly targeted African students for scholarships and study abroad opportunities 
in China. As a result, there has been a surge in the number of African students 
going to China, growing from 2,000 students in 2003 to nearly 50,000 in 2015, 
according to Michigan State University.68 China now surpasses the United States 
and the United Kingdom as a destination for African students studying abroad, 
however, France still remains the top destination for these students. 

U.S. engagement, however, should not be guided solely by fear of a Chinese 
takeover of Africa. Rather, it should pursue an approach that also incorporates 
a clear-eyed analysis of the considerable mutual benefits to be gained by both 
the United States and African countries of genuine partnership in areas such as 
economic growth, security, the environment, and more. Furthermore, the U.S. 
approach in Africa must not lose sight of the core imperative to help bolster 
countries with strong institutions, vibrant trading systems, and respect the will 
of their own people—that is where the greatest opportunity today lies. 
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Areas where the United States can most effectively engage with Africa, particu-
larly on the economic front, are best drawn from a sound analysis of the current 
challenges that continue to put a damper on more rapid growth and trade in 
Africa and how the United States is positioned to help address them.  

Here are some of the key areas that continue to dampen growth and trade on 
the continent: 

• Africa’s markets remain too small and fragmented, too many institutions on the 
continent are fragile, infrastructure is in need of substantial improvements, and 
labor productivity in a number of key sectors remains low.69

• There continues to be resistance to free trade in a number of countries such as 
Nigeria and South Africa where political parties remain eager to maintain con-
trol over industrial policy.70 Similarly, a number of countries, such as Ethiopia, 
have not enjoyed the full benefits of mobile banking or other technological 
innovations because the state maintains fairly central control over the banking 
and telecoms industries. 

• Africa’s intraregional trade levels are very low with about a third the level of that 
in Europe or North America, at around 18 percent.71 Much of the heavy lifting 
to be done here is not through sweeping new trade agreements, but by dealing 
with the more mundane, daily obstacles to trade across borders on the conti-
nent. As The Economist notes:

Research also shows that the largest gains come not from reducing tariffs, 
but from cutting non-tariff barriers and transport times. That will come as 
no surprise to drivers in the long lines of lorries queuing at a typical African 
border post. The World Bank estimates that it takes three-and-a-half weeks for 
a container of car parts to pass Congolese customs.72

A forward-looking U.S. role



16 Center for American Progress | From Threat to Opportunity

• Many African countries are dependent on commodity prices, which are often 
prone to rapid rises and falls that create considerable economic shocks in the 
process. As such, these countries need to pursue a more diversified export 
strategy.

• Many of even the fastest growing countries in Africa still have large percentages 
of unbanked populations or percentages of the population that lack internet 
access, suggesting the potential for even more dynamic growth throughout 
Africa. Across the continent, roughly 22 percent of individuals use the internet, 
and roughly 18 percent of households have internet access.73 As noted previ-
ously, the proportion of individuals with internet access is not evenly distributed 
within countries and across different demographic groups, and the distributions 
also vary between countries. For instance, Morocco (58 percent), the Seychelles 
(56 percent), and South Africa (54 percent) have the highest percentage of 
individuals using the internet, as compared with Guinea-Bissau (3.8 percent), 
Somalia (1.9 percent), and Eritrea (1.2 percent), which have the lowest percent-
age. For comparison, 98 percent of individuals use the internet in Iceland and 
76.18 percent of individuals use the internet in the United States. 

• Relatedly, access to electricity across the continent remains the lowest in the 
world, though there have been notable gains in recent years. Roughly 57 percent 
of the population in sub-Saharan Africa (around 590 million people) still do 
not have access to electricity, more than 80 percent of whom live in rural areas.74 
However, according to the 2017 World Energy Outlook report, “since 2012, the 
pace of electrification has nearly tripled relative to the rate between 2000 and 
2012,” and for the first time in 2014, “electrification efforts outpaced popula-
tion growth.”75 Major contributors to these positive developments include Côte 
d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Sudan, and Tanzania. Additionally, the United 
States’ Power Africa initiative—which was launched in 2013 and codified into 
law with the passage of the Electrify Africa Act of 2015 in February 2016—has 
helped support efforts to increase electricity access. As summarized in their 
latest report, the initiative has helped provide approximately 53 million people 
with access to electricity to date.76
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What is clear is that the United States should avoid a blanket one-size-fits-all 
approach to the continent. Many of the steps that will be most influential in 
driving growth and trade and fostering solid U.S. relations with African states 
for years to come are very context specific. Everyone will have to see clear 
economic and political incentives for reform, and there will be a great variety of 
arrangements that make the most sense. 

First and foremost, the United States should be supporting African regional eco-
nomic integration, by identifying and helping to address the delays at borders 
caused by bureaucratic red tape, inadequate infrastructure, conflicting or con-
fusing regulations, and lack of uniformity in standards. These steps to increase 
trade between states in Africa will at the same time pave the way for these coun-
tries not only to be more dynamic economically, but it will make it easier for the 
United States to reach reciprocal trade agreements with them. 

The United States should continue and intensify efforts to promote export 
diversification across Africa, and this is a strategy that the United States has 
used effectively dating all the way back to Korea and Taiwan in the early 1960s. 
As the Office of the U.S. Trade Representative observed, “Africa’s economic 
future depends, in important part, on its ability to add value on the continent to 
its vast natural resources and agricultural commodities, as well as on its ability 
to diversify its exports.” Continuing, the office said, doing so “could not only 
bring more labor intensive links of global supply chains onto the continent and 
produce more jobs, but it could avoid some of the issues that have made African 
trade with countries like the United States more difficult.” 77 

Given the enormous energy needs in Africa—and the profound impact of 
energy on almost every facet of development and economic growth—the 
administration should redouble efforts to make the Power Africa initiative a suc-
cess. While the administration may have some hostility to the initiative because 
it began under former President Barack Obama, it has wide bipartisan sup-
port, is embraced by the private sector, and is an important complement to any 
approach to help drive economic growth.  

In an effort to provide financing alternatives to China and to become more com-
petitive, Congress and the administration should ensure the swift passage of the 
Better Utilization of Investment Leading to Development, or BUILD, Act of 2018, 
which would allow for the creation of a new development finance corporation that 
can better harness private sector resources for international development.78
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Lastly, and this is where the administration would need to shift its approach and 
rhetoric most dramatically, the United States should renew its commitment to 
democracy and the rule of law at a time when Africa is demonstrating impor-
tant, but uneven, progress in that regard. In 2018, there will be elections in at 
least 24 African countries, and the results of these contests will have an enor-
mous impact on not only these countries but the shape of U.S.-Africa strategic 
and economic relations for years to come.79

America simply cannot be seen as abandoning its support for democracy and 
human rights when it has been its clearest and most consistent champion since 
World War II.
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