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Reviving the AU’s maritime
strategy
Timothy Walker

Recommendations

1

The AU must help define the 		
term ‘blue economy’. A core
definition will help clarify objectives
and responsibilities, and map the
way forward. It will also position the
blue economy at the centre of
Africa’s economic and social
transformation under the framework
of Agenda 2063.

2

	Establish an office or 			
department of maritime affairs.
A specialised body of experts
would support the work of all
AU stakeholders involved in 		
the blue economy, and help the
AU Commission implement
Agenda 2063.

3

Determine the future of the 		
strategic task force. All AU
member states and the regional
economic communities (RECs) must
be encouraged to nominate
representatives to participate in this
decision-making process.

4

Present a reviewed 2050 Africa’s
Integrated Maritime Strategy
(2050 AIMS) and draw up a road
map for its implementation. This will
secure necessary support and
funding by detailing implementable
activities and how they are linked.

Summary
Despite having drawn up several key maritime strategies, the
African Union (AU) is failing to implement them owing to lack of
resources and expertise. This inertia must change in 2017, else
the AU risks marginalising maritime security work. This policy
brief is based on the assumption that long-term, coordinated and
sustainable development will lead to improvements in security,
economic development and governance in the African maritime
domain – a process in which the AU must take the lead. It offers
four recommendations, which, if pursued, will enable the AU
to advance beyond this impasse and immediately revitalise its
maritime activities and the institutions involved.

Increasingly aware of the major challenges facing Africa’s maritime
security – piracy being the foremost challenge for the past decade – the AU
Commission developed what became known as the 2050 Africa’s Integrated
Maritime Strategy (2050 AIMS). Initially this strategy focused on the need to
combat piracy, as all African states were vulnerable to this maritime threat
yet few could single-handedly provide a solution to it. Later, the 2050 AIMS
expanded in scope to incorporate ways in which African countries might
benefit from not only enhanced maritime security, but also development and
governance.1 Moreover, few problems on the continent apply to one state
or region alone, and common problems require common solutions was the
thinking. If Africa is to successfully benefit from the potential of its maritime
economy, the African maritime domain (AMD) must be the site of safe, secure
and sustainable development. The AU plays the key role in bringing together
efforts to achieve this at multiple levels. The AU is the coordinator and driving
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force behind the implementation of several strategic documents, including
the comprehensive 2050 AIMS,2 as well as specific endeavours, such as the
Revised African Maritime Transport Charter.3
Many African countries are initiating their own maritime projects and
implementing policies with interlinkages between security, economic
development and governance in the AMD. Many perceive that the maritime
sector is underdeveloped but that it has the potential to be a greater source
of employment and economic development, especially by making more of
industries such as fisheries, shipbuilding and tourism.

Despite the strategic importance the AU accords the
blue economy, agreeing on what it should mean is
proving to be one of the most difficult challenges
Maritime insecurity has a negative impact on development, with crimes
such as piracy and illegal fishing driving up costs if not controlled. It also
prevents the sustainable development of maritime resources, which cannot
be achieved without improved safety and security in the maritime domain.
However, there is the potential to create more from Africa’s maritime
industries, creating jobs and generating wealth from maritime resources. This
potential economic dividend is centred on the concept of the blue economy,
as discussed in the next section.

The need to define the term ‘blue economy’ 		
The importance the AU attaches to the idea of a blue economy can be seen in
various AU documents. The blue economy has been described, for instance,
as the ‘new frontline of Africa’s renaissance’.4 By including maritime issues in
Agenda 2063, the AU Commission has made the blue economy central to its
vision, as will be explained in the following section. This is seen increasingly
in the AU discourse, which has lauded the impact that blue economies might
have – ‘The future of Africa … resides in her blue economy.’5
However, despite the strategic importance the AU accords the blue economy,
agreeing on what it should mean in practice is proving to be one of the most
difficult challenges facing maritime stakeholders, including the AU.

38 African states
have a coastline
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For instance, converging around a common vision for the blue economy is
scuppered by the fact that each state is pursuing its own approach, policies
and interests at a national level, with varying degrees of capacity and focus,
while some also have competing regional and international interests.6 For
the AU Commission to coordinate the intentions and actions of 54 African
states, 38 of which have a coastline and six of which are islands, is no mean
feat. In addition, inland lakes and waterways are considered part of the AMD,
meaning countries such as Uganda and Malawi have interests in developing
shared and common maritime resources. Successful coordination can be

enhanced only by agreeing on a common and aligning
vision, goal or concept – in this case coalescing around
a common vision of an African blue economy in which all
interests are served.

It is now vital for the AU to organise a conference

Although the relevance of the blue economy is clearly
understood, the same cannot be said of how the
concept is defined. For example, when the 2050 AIMS,
Agenda 2063 or the outcomes of the AU’s Extraordinary
Summit in Lomé are compared they are found to be
lacking in consistency.

so that conference outputs feed into the work of the

The 2050 AIMS talks of a blue economy in terms
of ‘a marine version of the green economy, one
that improves African citizens’ well-being while
significantly reducing marine environmental risks as
well as ecological and biodiversity deficiencies’.7 The
definitions section of the 2050 AIMS does not define
the blue economy, but instead provides a definition of
maritime prosperity, which has not figured prominently
in the discussion. Although it is beyond the scope of
this briefing to provide a suitable definition, numerous
supporting documents, such as the UN Economic
Commission for Africa Handbook, provide a good start
for consideration.8 The Handbook was developed with
inputs from the AU and is therefore a good departure
point for considering the blue economy.
This also raises the importance of the Lomé
Charter process for both maritime planning and
the implementation of the 2050 AIMS.9 Confusion
surrounding the definition is also evident in initial drafts
of the Lomé Charter, which state that defining the blue
economy is a process best left to an AU Assembly
decision.10 If this process were to be followed, it means
that, realistically, the AU Assembly would not be able to
agree on a definition until 2018 at the earliest. It therefore
makes little sense to await an AU Assembly definition.
The lack of clear or concrete articles on development
in the Lomé Charter must be viewed as a missed
opportunity. By downplaying or underemphasising
economic maritime development in favour of securitycentric provisions, the charter does not clarify what the
blue economy means, or will mean, for states parties.
The movement to unpublished annexes of many key
passages of text that explain how maritime security,
development and governance will be related to each has
further delayed the start of wider project implementation.

focusing on the blue economy in early 2017 to decide
on a common and acceptable conceptualisation. This
needs to occur with the support of the AU Commission,
various AU Specialised Technical Committees, which
will be working on the annexes of the Lomé Charter.
Such a conference was to have taken place in July
2015, and the opportunity should not be missed again.

Establishing an AU office or
department of maritime affairs
Including the blue economy among the major goals of
the Agenda 2063 10-year implementation plan was
encouraging. In so doing, the AU placed maritime
security and blue-economy development goals and
actions as central components of Africa’s future
economic and social transformation. This momentum
now needs to be maintained, however, especially
as the AU Commission is being restructured to
ensure it is capable of implementing Agenda 2063.
This could be best accomplished by establishing a
specialised maritime office or department within the
AU Commission.11

It is now vital for the AU to organise
a conference in 2017 focusing on
defining the blue economy
Establishing a dedicated and capable maritime entity
within the AU, with the mandate to coordinate and steer
action towards accomplishing the AU’s maritime-related
objectives, is in fact a long-standing and unrealised
recommendation. It was recommended, for example, in
a resolution of the Third Sea Power for Africa Symposium
in Cape Town back in 2009.12 African maritime ministers
also supported the proposal in the Addis Ababa
Declaration of 2012, which endorsed 2050 AIMS. The
2050 AIMS also called for a standalone department to
be established as soon as possible.13 This declaration
also called for the establishment of many supportive
institutions, such as the High Level College of Champions
(HLC2) – a group of eminent people who would help
promulgate the work of this maritime department.14
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Revitalising the process is now urgently required.15
The present maritime focal point in the AU consists of
an interdepartmental 2050 AIMS task force, formed in
June 2011 to help draft and implement the strategy.16
This task force has unfortunately declined in numbers,
as many long-term and experienced staff left in 2016,
leading to a loss of expertise, administrative support and
institutional memory.17 This raises questions over the
continued location of the 2050 AIMS task force within
the Office of the Legal Counsel (OLC). This position
within the AU structure was considered apposite when
the task force was formed, as there it could play a
cross-cutting role in a central location – a nexus for
development, security and governance, under the
chairperson. The team would therefore be close to the
top of the AU, be informed by legal expertise and have
access to all departments.18 Despite these advantages,
the task force should now be moved.

record of success is unsatisfactory, and hardly likely
to improve in the immediate future. Given the many
changes of commissioners and personnel within the AU
Commission that will result from the 28th AU Summit,
any new staff will have competing calls for their attention,
while having to strengthen the maritime team at the AU
from its marginal position.
Secondly, communication between, and coordination
of ongoing work in other maritime-related departments
could be achieved if there were a dedicated office within
the AU Commission.22 Undoubtedly, security is a key
part of Africa’s maritime strategy, but the developmental
aspect of maritime affairs has been underemphasised.
To redress this, the over-riding focus must now be on
the sustainable development of African maritime industry.
One way to help achieve this would be to locate the
maritime-affairs office within the AU’s Department of
Trade and Industry or Transport. Hitherto, the AU’s

The over-riding focus must be on the
sustainable development of African
maritime industry

maritime strategy has failed to leverage the industrial
and economic potential of Africa’s blue economy. This
has been noted in both the lack of trade and industry
involvement in task force meetings, as well as the lack of
relevant Specialized Technical Committees meetings.23

The relocation of the 2050 AIMS task force to the

Maritime stakeholders would also do well to reflect on

OLC from the AU’s Peace and Security Department in

the status and history of the Revised African Maritime

2011 was not accompanied by a release of sufficient

Transport Charter.24 Despite being welcomed as a major

resources.19 Moreover, in the five years since the

step forward in improving African maritime development,

task force was established it has struggled with

albeit with some criticisms of its shortcomings, it has

marginalisation, funding, leadership and managing

largely disappeared from sight.25 The Revised African

multiple maritime tasks and expectations.20 Although

Maritime Transport Charter was launched and adopted

members of the task force were able to hold intermittent

while the 2050 AIMS was being drafted, and required

meetings, which kept it active, these were usually informal

the AU Commission to further engage in maritime

and were not institutionalised and therefore were not a

coordination and activities. Whether this was the

regular part of AU business. Furthermore, the OLC had

sole prerogative and responsibility of the Transport

to submit supplementary budget requests for funding,

Department was not clear. At the same time, a broader

leaving maritime continually competing against better-

discussion was needed on the long-term security and

established departments and against seemingly more

development implications of maritime policies, but this did

urgent concerns. The strategic task force was able to

not happen. This may indicate that a similar fate awaits

organise only two major events and there is little prospect

the Lomé Charter unless action is encouraged together

that this will change in 2017 if things are left as they are.

with deeper institutionalisation of the maritime strategy

21

Restructuring the 2050 AIMS task force into a dedicated

4

within the AU.

maritime office and moving it from the OLC to a different,

A core group of enabled and empowered people, as

or new, AU Commission department are therefore

referred to earlier, would be in a stronger position to

urgently needed for two reasons. Firstly, the task force’s

support and coordinate the work of all AU maritime and
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blue-economy stakeholders and processes, including that
of the strategic task force for the 2050 AIMS.

an official meeting before either the original date of
November 2015 or the revised date of October 2016.

Determining the future of the
Strategic Task Force

The failure of the STF to convene any official meetings
and its subsequent inability to accomplish its goals
became the major stumbling block to the implementation
of the 2050 AIMS. Had it been able to meet, the
strategic task force should, or might, have produced the
documents (such as terms of reference and a road map)
needed for action and guidance – key documents that
could have been used to secure funding and support
from potential international donors or member states.
The lack of funding is indeed a significant constraint, yet
it is the failure to reach quorum at the July 2015 meeting
that is arguably indicative of a more worrying and broader
indifference – or even a sheer lack of interest – among
the member states and RECs over whether the strategy
is implemented.

The 2050 AIMS Strategic Task Force (STF) is the lynchpin
for the AU’s maritime strategy, as currently mandated
and configured. The task force was established following
a decision by the AU Executive Council meeting in
Malabo in 2014. The Malabo Declaration called for the
establishment of a multi-member strategic task force,
consisting of representatives from member states,
the AU Commission and the RECs. The STF was
mandated to develop and produce a fast-track road
map for implementing the 2050 AIMS, in conformity with
international maritime law.26
The STF was therefore mandated to determine what
needed to be done to implement the 2050 AIMS, while
the interdepartmental team’s role was to promote the
maritime strategy and get institutional buy-in from
the AU. Several innovative institutions, such as the
Maritime Information Coordination Centre (MIC2) and the
Combined Exclusive Maritime Zone for Africa (CEMZA),
in the 2050 AIMS and its plan of action require sufficient
time to design and implement (in addition to the vexed
process of determining who funds what, how much and
how). The HLC2 could arguably have played a key role
in promoting and creating awareness of this group’s
work and of the necessity of the institutions it would help
create, but it has yet to materialise.
Thus far, the STF has proven to be unsuccessful. It was
supposed to have an initial meeting by the end of October
2014, but as of the time of writing it has managed to
meet only once, in July 2015.27 Even then, because
only seven member states and one REC representative
participated in that meeting, it failed to meet quorum
and, as a consequence, is unofficial. Participants decided
to declare the meeting an open event, which outside
observers could attend for an informal deliberation.28 The
failure of this meeting to achieve results was supposed
to be resolved at a follow-up meeting, scheduled for
September 2015. That meeting did not take place,
however, as a result of a lack of budget. The STF was
also expected to contribute to the proceedings of the
AU’s Extraordinary Summit in Lomé, but failed to hold

The continual inclusion of the caveat ‘in conformity with
international maritime law’ alongside any mention of 2050
AIMS also appears unnecessary, as such ‘conformity’ is
already implied given the lengthy process of drafting the
2050 AIMS and the weighty consideration it received.
At this stage, implying that the strategy could be
implemented in a manner that is not in conformity with
international law might delay the ongoing work of AU
maritime officials.

The Strategic Task Force is the lynchpin
for the AU’s maritime strategy – but has
so far proven unsuccessful
Establishing the STF was an important step. It was
necessary for the AU Commission to move beyond
criticisms that it was confining itself to producing abstract
and vague/lofty ambitions. The immediate requirements
are now clear. The strategic task force must meet soon
to produce the necessary outputs, and representatives
of member states, the AU Commission and RECs
must be encouraged and invited to participate. The
AU Commission must urgently send a note verbale to
member states and RECs (which could coordinate and
nominate member states) so that each can respond and
indicate their willingness to attend as well as fund the
next meeting of the STF. If the lack of interest prevails,
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then it might be advisable to scrap what would appear to be an already
scuttled team. Continued inertia will otherwise hinder the prospects of
coordinated action.

Presenting the reviewed and revised 2050 AIMS
and road map for adoption
Despite the notable importance of the Lomé Charter as a milestone in
enhancing awareness and governance of the maritime domain at the highest
level in Africa, it should be clear that Africa already possesses, in the 2050
AIMS, a detailed and comprehensive maritime strategy.29 This strategy was
specifically designed to be the departure point for all future efforts and to bring
together experts and government ministers over the years to produce a final
document. The 2050 AIMS therefore outlines the way forward in greater detail
than is to be found in the Lomé Charter.30 The latter does not yet include any
specific and technical maritime institutions, whereas it did in previous drafts.
This is a flaw and it remains to be seen what will happen. This is particularly
unfortunate, as some proposed institutions, such as the MIC2, were earlier
proposed at the 5th Ordinary meeting of the AU’s Specialized Technical
Committee on Defence Security and Safety.31

The AU must play a stronger role in developing
maritime security and supporting blue-economic
growth for all member states
The next steps are clear: when the AU Assembly adopted the 2050 AIMS
in 2014, states parties undertook to review the strategy every three years
and annually organise a maritime security and development conference.32
This process could review implementation of the plan of action and is now
overdue. The AU Assembly has made the key point that it expected strategies
or plans to be based on, or aligned with, the 2050 AIMS, which would then be
incorporated into Agenda 2063.33 This echoes the position of the International
Maritime Organization, which takes into account ‘the objectives of the
2050 AIM Strategy in the implementation and delivery of relevant technical
cooperation activities in the continent’.34

Conclusion
The AU must play a stronger role in developing maritime security and
supporting blue-economic growth for all member states. Reforms within the
The 2050 AIMS is Africa’s
departure point for
improving maritime
security and building
its blue economy

AU Commission are necessary – both structurally, in terms of the composition
and location of the task force it depends on to develop the maritime agenda,
and conceptually, in terms of how it understands the idea of the blue economy
and how it approaches the implementation of maritime strategies. Its role
is complicated, however, by both the many activities expected of it and the
limited capacity it possesses. African maritime stakeholders must now enable
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the AU Commission to focus on undertaking necessary
reforms and activities, such as the encouragement of
blue-economic activities in line with Agenda 2063. This
will ensure that there can be long-term implementation
of the maritime strategy, carried out by coordinated and
supported maritime officials, aligned with Agenda 2063
and pursuant to all relevant AU Assembly declarations.
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