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B r i e f R e p o r t N o . 5 4
(No t f o r P u b l I c a t i o n )

T H E O R G A N I S A T I O N O F A F R I C A N U N I T Y : T H E C R I S I S C O M E S A T L A S T ?

The Organisation of African Unity (OAU) was scheduled
to hold Its 20th Summit Meeting In Conakry (Capital of
Guinea) In May. However, the death of President Sekou
Toure of Guinea In March and the subsequent coup In
Guinea raises some doubts about whether the annual
gathering of African Heads of State will take place.
Should It be Impossible to hold this meeting, It would
plunge the OAU Into a deep crisis.

This Brief Report discusses some of the background to
the OAU, analyzes the contemporary scene and speculates
on the future of the OAU. Finally, It considers some
Impl Icatlons for the OAU of recent developments In
southern A f r i c a .

A . B A C K G R O U N D

E s t a b l i s h e d In A d d i s A b a b a In M a y 1 9 6 3 a t a m e e t i n g , o f 3t I n d e p e n d e n t
s t a t e s , t h e O A U w a s t h e f u l f i l l m e n t of t h e P a n - A f r 1 c a n Ist I d e a l . T h e
A d d i s m e e t i n g b r o u g h t t o g e t h e r t h r e e r i v a l p o l i t i c a l g r o u p i n g s , e a c h o f
w h i c h e n v i s i o n e d a d i f f e r e n t t y p e of A f r i c a n u n i t y . T h e s e g r o u p s w e r e :
T h e f i v e - m e m b e r C a s a b l a n c a g r o u p , c o n s i d e r e d a t t h e t i m e t o b e r a d i c a l ;
t h e M o n r o v i a g r o u p ( c h i e f l y A n g l o p h o n e ) , c o n s i d e r e d at t h e t i m e t o be
m o d e r a t e ; a n d a F r a n c o p h o n e g r o u p , u n o f f i c i a l l y c a l l e d t h e B r a z z a v i l l e
T w e l v e , w h i c h w e r e c l o s e l y a l l i e d t o P a r i s .

T h e a n v i l u p o n w h i c h A f r i c a n u n i t y w a s f o r g e d w a s f u n d a m e n t a l l y
o p p o s i t i o n t o c o l o n i a l i s m and t h e " W h i t e S o u t h " . T h i s o p p o s i t i o n
f o r m e d t h e b a s i s of an h i s t o r i c c o m p r o m i s e b e t w e e n t h e t h r e e f a c t i o n s ,
c r e d i t f o r w h i c h Is g i v e n t o t h e A l g e r i a n l e a d e r , B e n B e l l a . He c a l l e d
u p o n A f r i c a n s t a t e s t o " d i e a l i t t l e , so t h a t t h e p e o p l e s s t i l l u n d e r
c o l o n i a l d o m i n a t i o n m a y be f r e e , a n d A f r i c a n u n i t y m a y n o t b e a v a i n
word•"
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The OAU has largely set the rules for the conduct of intei—state
relations In Africa- This Is part Icularly so with regard to the tin I n
problems of Irredentlsm and border disputes. The particular primacy of
these two problems was endorsed through the adoption of a special
resolution at the 1964 Cairo Summit, which declared "special respect"
for boundaries Inherited at Independence. The question of borders has
been a major problem In generating African disputes, and the OAU »s iron
rule In this regard has prevented the solution of many African
problems.

B. THE CONTEMPORARY SCENE

There are current Iy two substantial political problems, with their

roots In the border Issue, which face the OAU. The first Is the Issue

of Western Sahara, which Is claimed by Morocco. This claim Is,

however, contested by the Polisarlo Front which, as early as 1976, set

up a government In extle cal led the Saharan Arab Democratic RepublIc

(SADR). In 1980, 26 African countries had recognised the Polisarlo and

pressed for Its OAU membership. This sparked a major crisis In the

OAU, and the conflict over the Western Sahara still remains.

The second question concerns the recognIt Ion of a contested government

In Chad. The contending claIwants, Goukoun I and Habre, were supported

by competing factions Inside the Organisation (see Brief Report

no. 44).

This Issue and the Western Sahara question completely para Iyzed the

Organisation In 1982, and two attempts to hold the 19th Summit In

Tripoli failed. While on the surface the political questions hamstrung

the OAU, at that time the claim to the leadership of the OAU by Colonel

Muammar Gaddafi In 1981 was probably the root cause for that crlsls-

The crisis lasted for 12 months and was only resolved when Gaddafi

gave up his claim to the leadership.

At the meeting of the OAU In Addis Ababa In June 1983 the participants

papered over the divisions In the Organisation and gave the

Chairmanship of the OAU to Colonel Menglstu of Ethiopia* At that

meeting It was hoped that a new era of co-operation In the Organisation

wouId be forthcom Ing.

One authorative voice argued that the Addis Conference "had a

remarkable healing effect and, although the problems have largely been

put on the shelf rather than solved, the re-assert Ion of the prImacy of

the continent over Its Individual problems was a we I come sign that

hopefully has been exert! ng Its own Influence- There were In Addl s

Ababa enough leaders ready to realise that the OAU was worth saving".

(West Africa. London, 23 January 1983).

Much of this renewed optImlsm pivoted around the fact that Guinea's

PresIdent Sekou Toure was to become the Organtsatlon's next Chalrman,

after the 20±h meeting of Heads of Government was held In Guinea.

Sekou Toure hlmself had spent consIderoble energy, prior to his death,

to assure African leaders of his good Intentions.
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More especially, Sekou Toure's symbolic link with the 1963 Addis Ababa

meeting would have provided a legitimacy and a continuity for the

Organisation. Therefore, his death has left a clear vacuum In the

leadership of the OAU. The coup In Guinea, which followed four days

after Sekou Toure's death, also raises some doubts whether a meeting

can take place In Conakry at all-

These Important Issues aside, the OAU Is Itself in considerable

financial debt- While the Ministers meeting recently proposed an

annual budget of $25,3 million for the Organisation's services In

*84/»85, less than 60? of the contributions are normally made- The

OAU's Interim Secretary said that some countries had not made a

contribution to the OAU coffers since 1970- Such financial constraints

have an obvious debilitating effect on the Organisation's capacity to

fulfill Its Intended role. There is, however, an obvious political

problem In punishing financial delinquency for fear that those, so

punished, would turn their backs on the Organisation.

C. SOUTHERN AFRICA

The recent Initiatives by the South African Government at reaching an

accord with Mozambt que and a dlsengagement agreement with Ango la have

provIded spec!fIc and Immedlate probIems for the OAU.

After Initially questioning Mozamb1que*s attitude, a meeting of OAU

Foreign Ministers began to moderate their Initial hostile stance- The

basis of their revised position was similar to a 1969 decision which

argued that southern African states often had no choice but to

co-operate with the Republic* In that particular context, Botswana,

Lesotho and Swaziland were given OAU sanction to have commercial and

trade ties with the Republic- The OAU position on Nkomatf was that

Mozamb Ique In particular had been dr I ven to the accord, and the

Nigerian Foreign MlnIster stated a position which was widely echoed

elsewhere In the OAU: "We understand the need and the right of any

sovereign regime to reach accommodatIon with whomever poses a threat to

their national security. Integrity, and ex Istence." This position Is

likely to become the official OAU position on the question of ties

between South Africa and other southern African states should the Issue

arise at a future OAU Summit Meeting.

The Namfblan question and the dlsengagement agreement with Ango la also

present specific problems to the OAU- It seems unlikely that an OAU

Summit Meet 1ng wouId want to stymie any effort by an African country to

reach a settlement- In any case, the Namlblan Issue has not

prom Inently featured In the OAU, primarily because responsIb11 1ty for

Namibia and Its future has resIded In the UnIted Nations-

Should an OAU meetlng take pi ace, therefore, the question of South

Africa Is unlikely to feature prominently, unless the Organisation Is

forced to Invoke Its hostility to racism In an effort to save the

Organ 1satlon*


