
The Cabo Delgado crisis is testing the African Union (AU) peace and security architecture. Troop 

deployments from the Southern African Development Community and Rwanda show that Africa can deal 

with security challenges in various ways. So far, however, the AU and its Peace and Security Council have 

taken a back seat. Coordination and a joint vision for tackling the root causes of violent extremism are 

crucial going forward. 
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Key findings

	 The African Union (AU) Peace and Security 

Council (PSC) endorsed the Southern African 

Development Community (SADC) Mission 

in Mozambique (SAMIM) six months after it 

was deployed. The AU regards SAMIM as a 

deployment under the framework of the African 

Standby Force.

	 Up to January 2022, the AU’s role was minimal 

in coordinating multilateral and bilateral 

deployments in Cabo Delgado. 

	 SADC has been reluctant to involve the AU in its 

security challenges due to an historic mistrust 

of the continental body and an insistence on the 

principle of subsidiarity.

Recommendations

The AU should:

	 Support coordination between all its member 
states involved in Mozambique. 

	 Emphasise the need to address causes of 
the crisis.

	 Advise and assist on the inclusion of civilian 
and police components in SAMIM and 
support SADC in financing the intervention.

	 Hold regular PSC meetings about Mozambique 
to inform AU member states and the 
international community. 

	 Ensure that AU decisions on combating terrorism 
are shared and implemented in Mozambique.  

SADC should:

	 Invite all parties with a military presence in 
Mozambique to discussions on the crisis. 

	 Assist Mozambique to develop a long-term 
strategy for peace in Cabo Delgado and 

	 There have been no high-level meetings of 
Mozambique, SADC and Rwanda to discuss 
a joint strategy against violent extremism. 

	 Rwanda sees its Mozambique intervention 
as effort to combat terrorism in the 
region spanning Rwanda, Tanzania and 
northern Mozambique.

	 Rwanda is protecting Cabo Delgado’s 
coastal areas around liquefied natural gas 
(LNG) projects. SAMIM is deployed in other 
parts of the province, together with the 
Mozambican armed forces.

	 International partners face difficult choices in 
financing the various foreign interventions.

implement SADC summit decisions on socio-
economic and development challenges and 
humanitarian assistance.

	 Communicate regularly to the media in 
Mozambique and the region about progress. 

	 Ensure the new counter-terrorism centre in 
Tanzania is operating as soon as possible.

Mozambique should:

	 Consult with civil society and political parties 
about foreign intervention on its soil. 

	 Ensure that all agreements on this 
deployment are made public, including 
SAMIM’s concept of operations and the 
Rwandan force’s mandate.

	 Address the causes of the crisis, including 
underdevelopment in the north. 

	 Help internally displaced people to return to 
their homes when it is safe to do so.
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Introduction

When violent extremist attacks started in the Cabo 

Delgado province of Mozambique in 2017, there 

were calls across the region for the Southern African 

Development Community (SADC) to intervene. It 

was urged to stop Islamic State-linked insurgents 

from launching indiscriminate attacks on civilians and 

from halting economic activities in the resource-rich 

area.1 SADC, however, was largely silent until its first 

extraordinary summit devoted to the crisis in Cabo 

Delgado, in May 2020. 

At the same time, Mozambique indicated it didn’t 

need the region’s help. It invoked the principle of 

national sovereignty and initially presented the problem 

as ‘criminal activity’. Then, in 2019, it contracted 

mercenaries from Russia and later South Africa, but 

these interventions were unable to stem the flow 

of violent extremist attacks by the Ahlu Sunnah wal 

Jammah, or al Shabaab as the group is known locally.2 

The much-publicised March 2021 attack on Palma, 

near liquified natural gas (LNG) projects, prompted 

greater SADC action. On 23 June 2021, it decided to 

send a 3 000-strong SADC Mission in Mozambique 

(SAMIM) intervention force to Mozambique.3

The African Union’s (AU) first mention of the conflict 

came at the February 2020 plenary of the AU Assembly 

during discussions on the state of peace and security in 

Africa report. The document was compiled by the then-

AU Peace and Security Department (now the Political 

Affairs, Peace and Security Department – PAPS).4 

There was, however, no formal Peace and Security 

Council (PSC) discussion on Mozambique until its 

1 062nd meeting on 31 January 2022,5 when the council 

endorsed SAMIM’s deployment as part of the ASF. In 

September 2021, PAPS Commissioner Bankole Adeoye 

visited Cabo Delgado and pledged US$100 000 from 

the AU to halt the conflict.6

Since July 2021, around 2 000 Rwandan forces 

have been in Cabo Delgado on the invitation of the 

Mozambican government under a bilateral security 

agreement and with implicit AU backing.7 This 

intervention was deemed necessary given the slow 

reaction by SADC and little AU attention. SADC officials 

and South Africa’s minister of defence, however 

questioned the timing of the Rwandan deployment, 
indicating a lack of coordination.8 

To date, more than 3 800 people9 have died and 
800 000 have been driven from their homes. Important 
gains by SADC and Rwanda aside, the insurgency is far 
from over.

The question may be asked whether the intervention in 
Mozambique – with both a regional force and a bilateral 
intervention – can be seen as a model of effective 
‘African solutions for African problems’. And if so, does 
the continent’s peace and security architecture need 
to be reviewed? What are the risks involved in such an 
intervention if there is no political coordination? Could 
a better framework regulating the implementation of 
subsidiarity and the AU-regional economic community 
(RECs) relationship ensure a greater AU role in 
intervening in crises such as that in Cabo Delgado?

South Africa’s minister of defence 
questioned the timing of the Rwandan 
deployment to Cabo Delgado

This policy brief explores responses to these questions 

to help shape policy understanding and thinking on 

processes that should inform regional and continental 

interventions. It draws on qualitative interviews with 

officials, diplomats and experts in Addis Ababa, 

Maputo and Pretoria, as well as telephonically and via 

virtual platforms. Key documents and publications were 

also consulted online. 

SADC and AU differences

According to the PSC Protocol,10 the council is the 

main continental organ to prevent, manage and resolve 

conflicts. The AU recognises eight RECs and regional 

mechanisms (RMs), among them SADC, comprising 

16 Southern African member states. Subsidiarity 

is recognised, which holds that the immediate 

region is the first responder in crises. However, it 

has been noted that ‘the inconsistent and complex 

implementation of the concept of subsidiarity’ has, at 

times, been an obstacle in continental efforts to make 

peace in Africa.11
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The AU-RECs relationship is highly political and often 
causes conflict. Southern Africa has long maintained 
an insistence on subsidiarity.12 A perceived lack of 
SADC and AU coordination and consultation have also 
led to friction between the regional bloc and the AU in 
Addis Ababa.13

SADC didn’t inform the PSC of its intention to deploy 
troops to Cabo Delgado in early-April 2021, when the 
decision was first discussed. Some Southern African 
officials noted it was ‘a mere formality’ and that the 
delayed discussion was not a significant obstacle to 
SAMIM’s deployment. Yet, an official at the AU said the 
delay should be seen against the historical background 
of SADC’s insistence on sovereignty on peace and 
security matters. At times, this approach was motivated 
by ‘a suspicion that the AU will come and meddle in 
affairs in Southern Africa.’14 

The AU-RECs relationship is also not only because of 
the regions’ insistence on subsidiarity, but is influenced 
by AU weaknesses, notably in the implementation of 
its peace and security architecture. In a fast-moving 
security landscape, where new and evolving threats are 
continually confronting member states, there have been 
calls for reform of the peace and security architecture, 
particularly the African Standby Force (ASF).

A force divided

The ASF, a pillar of the architecture, was initially 
intended to be one continental peacekeeping force.15 
The AU Commission would provide guidance and 
standardised approaches, notably on the need to focus 
on governance and causes of crises. In practice, this 
has not happened and each of the five regional standby 
forces has developed largely independently with its own 
instruments and standards.16 While progress has been 
made in East, Southern and West Africa, North and 
Central Africa have no meaningful capacity. 

This is partly due to the AU’s lack of capacity to 
provide much-needed coordination and guidance,17 
and resistance by RECs such as SADC, as noted 
above. The original ASF frameworks have also not 
kept pace with the reality of peace and security on the 
ground. Experts question whether the ASF is indeed 
the best way to combat threats of terrorism and 
violent extremism.18 

SADC’s regional standby force, meanwhile, has held 
several joint exercises, including Amani I and II in 
2013 and 2015 in South Africa. It launched military 
deployments in Lesotho and in the eastern Democratic 
Republic of Congo – the latter deployment both in the 
late-1990s and currently as part of the United Nations 
Force Intervention Brigade.

Invoking SADC’s mutual defence pact,19 the region 
decided in June 2021 to deploy an initial 3 000 
troops.20 The first six months after its deployment 
on 15 July 2021, involved mostly troops from South 
Africa, Botswana, Tanzania and Lesotho.21 SAMIM, 
for now, is focused on peace enforcement rather than 
peacekeeping, given that no peace agreement or 
dialogue is in place. 

Rwanda and Mozambique

The decision to deploy the Rwandan Defence Force 
to Mozambique in July 2021 followed a request from 
Mozambican President Filipe Nyusi. It was seen as a 
solution to a problem that had to be resolved urgently. 
Insurgents had occupied the strategic harbour town 
of Mocimboa da Praia since August 2020, and it was 
feared that they would return to Palma and the Afungi 
Peninsula where LNG projects were progressing. 

Experts question whether the African 
Standby Force is the best way to combat 
violent extremism 

Oil multinational TotalEnergies pressured the government 
to secure the area to restore economic activity. At stake 
were not only the lives and livelihoods of the inhabitants 
of Cabo Delgado, but vast investments and potential 
financial gains from gas extraction.

Rwanda had initial successes, driving insurgents from 
Mocimboa da Praia and surrounding villages such as 
Awase, Mbau and Diaca and securing key roads to bring 
stability to crucial towns such as Palma. This provided 
the government of Mozambique with a clear argument for 
Rwandan deployment.

Rwanda argues that its deployment stems from, firstly, 
its painful past marked by genocide and the death 
of hundreds of thousands of civilians in conflict. Its 
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military intervention should be seen as protecting civilians and saving lives, 
which it did in its first months in Mozambique. Secondly, it is concerned 
with the spread of violent extremism throughout the southern and eastern 
African regions.22 

The country sees itself as geographically and linguistically part of the region 
from the Great Lakes to Uganda, Tanzania and northern Mozambique. It, in 
fact, applied to join SADC in 2005, but, as did neighbouring Burundi, failed. 
It opted then to throw its weight behind the Tripartite Agreement of SADC, 
the East African Community, of which it is part, and the Common Market for 
East and Southern Africa. The established links between the Islamic State in 
Central African Province, comprising both the Uganda-based ADF and Ahlu 
Sunnah in northern Mozambique, is telling. 

While SADC sees northern Mozambique as part of 
Southern Africa, Rwanda sees it as part of the eastern 
region, along with the Great Lakes and Tanzania

The lack of transparency around financing of the deployment has, however, 

often been raised by opposition parties and civil society in Mozambique.23 

Such a costly intervention could hardly be financed solely by the domestic 

resources of a small country such as Rwanda, which is already engaged in 

military operations in other parts of the continent. Claims have been made 

that France is financing the deployment, but Rwanda and France have both 

denied these claims.24 

That the deployment was not brought before parliament was criticised by the 

Mozambican opposition Renamo.25 Rwanda’s internal political situation, and 

the lack of freedom of speech and adherence to democratic values underpin 

much of the negative sentiment and mistrust.26 Civil society activists also 

point to the strong links between the Rwandan and Mozambican presidents, 

Paul Kagame and Filipe Nyusi.27 This, they say, potentially increases Rwanda’s 

bid for a bigger role in the Southern African region, undermining values of 

democracy, rule of law and freedom of speech. 

The SADC and Rwandan deployments in Cabo Delgado differ in two ways. 

First, while SADC regards northern Mozambique as part of Southern Africa, 

Rwanda sees it as part of the Swahili-speaking eastern region, linking it with 

the Great Lakes and Tanzania. Second, the governance model envisaged 

by Rwanda is one of efficacy and tight control over decision-making, while 

SADC countries, in the main, claim to adhere to values of democracy and 

free speech.

SADC’s challenge in sustaining peace

SADC’s institutional weaknesses are linked to capacity challenges and the 

inadequate size of its secretariat in Gaborone,28 lack of sufficient buy-in from 

RWANDAN TROOPS 
DEPLOYED IN CABO DELGADO

2 000
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member states and a complicated structure to manage 
governance, peace and security issues. It also has 
minimal experience in dealing with a violent extremist 
threat such as that in northern Mozambique.29 Its slow 
reaction to the Mozambique crisis is indicative not only 
of institutional weaknesses, but reveals a lack of trust 
and solidarity among the region’s leadership. 

In the past, solidarity among former liberation 
movement parties in the region created a united front 
to ensure stability – sometimes at the expense of 
democratic and sustainable solutions.30 Why then 
did President Filipe Nyusi wait so long to authorise a 
SADC deployment? 

the case. That country is the biggest investor in 
Mozambique and its brands dominate,32 as they do 
in most of Southern Africa, which does at times lead 
to suspicion and resentment.

In addition, solidarity among the political elite has 
been affected by changes in the region’s leadership.33 
Above all, Mozambique’s sense of sovereignty and 
its insistence, especially at the outset, that its own 
security forces could deal with the threat, were 
significant factors in its slow acceptance of SADC’s 
intervention. The ruling party Frelimo has also been 
divided over whether SADC intervention should have 
been accepted.34 

For SAMIM to achieve rapid results would be more 
difficult than for any bilateral deployment given the 
complicated nature of multilateral missions. While there 
have been successful joint exercises by the SADC 
Standby Brigade, as noted above, working in one 
deployment with forces from different countries, with 
varying skills levels and military cultures, is exceptionally 
challenging. In that sense, the Rwandan deployment is 
salutary since it contributes to the success of security 
efforts in Cabo Delgado.

By the end of 2021, coordination between SAMIM and 
Rwanda had been established on an operation level.35 

Source: Author

Chart 1: Territorial division of labour between SAMIM and Rwandan forces (March 2022)
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Rwanda was deployed largely in the coastal region around Palma, the Afungi 
Peninsula and Mocimboa da Praia, with SAMIM covering Nangade, Mueda 
and Macomia. 

Despite SAMIM’s many challenges, SADC and Mozambique should take the 
lead in seeking a political strategy and end goal for the deployment. It is there 
for the long haul and is likely to be transformed from a peace enforcement or 
counterinsurgency mission to a peacekeeping effort, depending on how the 
situation evolves. 

The PSC Protocol tasks the AU Commission Chairperson 
to harmonise peace and stability activities to ensure they 
align with AU principles 

At its extraordinary summit in Lilongwe, Malawi, on 23 January 2022,36 the 

SADC Framework for Support to the Republic of Mozambique was approved 

to ‘consolidate peace, security and socio-economic recovery of the Cabo 

Delgado province.’ SADC also welcomed Mozambique’s reconstruction 

plan for the province and intention to organise an international fundraising 

conference to finance it. 

These are important initiatives that recognise the need to tackle the causes 

of the conflict and focus attention on the non-military responses needed 

to achieve lasting peace. Coordination among all the actors is required to 

realise this.

What can the AU do?

The AU has over many years adopted several measures and protocols to 

deal with terrorism and violent extremism.37 It must ensure this experience 

doesn’t go to waste. The continent benefits from knowledge in dealing with 

extremism, post-conflict reconstruction, and disarmament, demobilisation 

and reintegration. It also has the African Centre for the Study and Research 

on Terrorism in Algiers. 

Experience has shown, for example, that a greater police and civilian 

component in peace missions helps to secure buy-in from local communities 

and increases the focus on non-military responses and rule of law. The AU 

Commission has many instruments that could be used in Mozambique. 

These include the AU Peace Fund – revitalised in 2018 and currently holding 

more than US$230 million – which could support SAMIM had modalities for 

its use been finalised.38 

The PSC Protocol tasks the AU Commission Chairperson to harmonise all 

peace, security and stability activities of RECs/RMs to ensure that they are 

consistent with the objectives and principles of the AU. These requirements 

are set out in articles 3 and 4 of the Constitutive Act of the AU (2000).39

AMOUNT IN AU PEACE 
FUND THAT COULD 
SUPPORT SAMIM

> US$230
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The PSC is member states’ main decision-making 
body on peace and security between AU Assembly 
summits. Discussing conflicts at this level is essential for 
a number of reasons,40 not least bringing them to the 
attention of the international community.41 Should the 
insurgency in Mozambique continue to grow, this would 
be crucial, as further funds would need to be sourced 
from the European Union (EU) and, eventually, the 
United Nations (UN). 

In its communiqué following the PSC meeting of 31 
January 2022 discussing SADC’s deployment,42 the 
AU endorsed the mission and its extension to April 
2022, ratified at the Lilongwe meeting in January. It 
also urged the AU Commission to intensify dialogue 
and engagement with SADC on SAMIM. It ordered it 
to provide SAMIM with equipment from the continental 
logistics base in Cameroon and asked that it supply the 
military aid donated to the AU by China. 

The PSC appealed to all member states, the UN, EU 
and international community to extend their support to 
SAMIM and Mozambique, through materials, technical 
and financial resources.43 SADC has, meanwhile, 
discussed possible funding through the AU Peace Fund 
and asked for help from the AU to access EU finance.44 
The AU endorsed the disbursement of €2 million for 
SAMIM from the EU-funded Early Response Mechanism 
in March 2022.45 So far, SADC has financed SAMIM 
through member state contributions.

Path to more effective African solutions

The crisis in Mozambique is a test case for Africa’s 
responses and shows the need for greater coordination 
and clarification of the continent’s peace and security 
architecture. Sustainable solutions for Mozambique call 
on all those involved to not only coordinate their actions, 
but their vision for the future of the country. Long-term 
political solutions are needed to ensure development, 

the equitable distribution of revenues from resources, 
job creation and other measures to eradicate poverty 
and marginalisation.

In that sense, the military intervention in Mozambique 
could show the way for solving the continent’s 
problems. This would involve speedy and effective 
bilateral interventions, financed by either local funds or 
foreign powers, while larger multinational deployments 
could implement more lasting solutions.46 This is 
not to be seen as a choice between multinational 
deployments and a bilateral intervention such as that 
of Rwanda in Mozambique. A flexible approach to 
mutual military assistance outside the ASF framework 
is also possible.

So far, SADC has financed its SAMIM 
deployment through contributions by its 
member states

It is fortunate that the PSC, in January 2022, endorsed 
SAMIM, albeit six months after its deployment. Going 
forward, this should mean greater visibility of the crisis, 
and increased financial and other support to the efforts 
to bring peace to Cabo Delgado and surrounding areas.

More broadly, the AU took steps to promote 
greater AU-RECs coordination through its mid-
year coordination meetings. It established special 
representatives and offices of RECs and RMs at AU 
level and vice versa. REC summits were attended by 
the AU Commission Chairperson. 

As is clear, much must still be done to ensure 
coordination. Ultimately, funding constraints drive RECs 
such as SADC to approach the AU for assistance, while 
better frameworks and division of labour could ensure 
smoother and more mutually beneficial cooperation. 
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