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Table 1: Soviet military aid (1955-74) and economic aid (1954-76) to the Thirc World (in million $)





	Recipient
	Countries
	Military Aid, 1955-74
	Economic Aid, 1954-76
	Total Military and Economic Aid





	




	Asia
	Afghanistan
	490
	1,251
	1,741



	
	Bangladesh
	35
	300
	335



	
	Burma
	negl.
	16
	16



	
	Cambodia
	10
	25
	35



	
	Cyprus
	25
	—
	25



	
	India
	1,400
	1,943
	3,343



	
	Indonesia
	1,095
	114
	1,209



	
	Iran
	850
	750
	1,600



	
	Iraq
	1,600
	699
	2,299



	
	Laos
	5
	1
	6



	
	Lebanon
	3
	—
	3



	
	Maldives
	negl.
	—
	negl.



	
	Nepal
	—
	20
	20



	
	Pakistan
	60
	652
	712



	
	Sri Lanka
	10
	95
	105



	
	Syria
	2,100
	417
	2,517



	
	Turkey
	—
	1,180
	1,180



	
	Yemen (Aden)
	80
	39
	119



	
	Yemen (Sana)
	80
	98
	178



	Africa
	Algeria
	350
	715
	1,065



	
	Angola
	—
	10a
	10a



	
	Benin
	—
	5
	5



	
	Cameroon
	—
	8
	8



	
	Capc Verdc
	—
	b
	b



	
	Central African Republic
	—
	2
	2



	
	Chad
	—
	10
	10



	
	Congo
	15
	14
	29



	
	Egypt
	3,450
	1,300
	4,750



	
	Equatorial Guinea
	2
	1
	3



	
	Ethiopia
	—
	105
	105



	
	Ghana
	10
	93
	103



	
	Guinea
	35
	201
	236



	
	Guinea-Bissau
	—
	14
	14



	
	Kenya
	—
	48
	48



	
	Mali
	10
	86
	96



	
	Mauritania
	—
	5
	5



	
	Morocco
	45
	98
	143



	
	Mozambique
	—
	2
	2



	
	Niger
	—
	2
	2



	
	Nigeria
	10
	7
	17



	
	Rwanda
	—
	1
	1



	
	Sao Tome and Principe
	—
	b
	b



	
	Senegal
	—
	9
	9



	
	Sierra Leone
	negl.
	28
	28



	
	Somalia
	115
	154
	269



	
	Sudan
	65
	64
	129



	
	Tanzania
	5
	20
	25



	
	Tunisia
	—
	82
	82



	
	Uganda
	20
	16
	36



	
	Upper Volta
	—
	1
	l



	
	Zambia
	—
	6
	6



	Latin America 
	Argentina
	—
	245
	245



	
	Bolivia
	—
	31
	31



	
	Brazil
	—
	83
	83



	
	Chile
	—
	238
	238



	
	Colombia
	—
	10
	10



	
	Mexico
	—
	b
	b



	
	Peru
	35
	28
	63



	
	Uruguay
	—
	20
	20



	
	
	

	

	




	Total Aid
	
	12,010
	11,362
	23,372






aestimate

bagreement signed, but information on amount of aid extended not available.

SOURCES: Military aid 1955-74: US Department of State, Communist Aid to Lest Developed Countries in 1974. Economic aid, 1954-76: Material provided by the US Central Intelligence Agency.






Preface

Great-power rivalry in Africa is among the legacies left by European statesmen who, a century ago in Berlin, carved up the continent and whole nations within it into tidy colonial compartments, several with frontiers still in dispute. Russians and Americans attended that inglorious conference but stayed out of the scramble for territories that followed. It is one of history's ironies that Moscow and Washington emerged, with proxies to help them, as leading contestants in the contemporary struggle for position, presence and power in Africa.

This book deals with some of the causes and effects of the east-west confrontation in lands and among people deprived too long of their resources and rights. The process of study has resembled a safari in search of realities through the jungles and swamps of deceptive rhetoric. The search has gone far beyond libraries and files. It has involved visits to key African capitals where national leaders have been interviewed; it incorporates personal reporting of many conferences on African affairs, as well as discussions with politicians, diplomats and academics in Washington, London, Paris, Brussels, Moscow, Peking, Pretoria and elsewhere, over a period of years; it includes on-record and off-record correspondence and conversation with some of the principal players in the drama of east-west tussling in Africa's zones of conflict.

In a situation concerning the two great power blocs and their proclivities in a continent embracing more than fifty states, the ideal of a comprehensive, country-by-country study has proved impossible for reasons of time, space and constant change. Documented vignettes describing historic turning-points have supplanted statistical data on occasions when mood and personalities seemed to reveal more than the dry accounts of bureaucrats. Policies of major world powers in the African setting have been analysed for their geopolitical content; the high price of western associations with the apartheid (racial separation) Republic of South Africa has been assessed; and events in Angola and Ethiopia have been detailed for the light they shed on the misconceptions of Washington and its partners and for the way those misconceptions provided the socialist bloc with opportunities they were quick to exploit. Omissions, simplifications or superficialities have, where possible, been balanced by extensive references for readers wanting to know more about specific episodes. The focus, overall, has been less on the state of African countries than on the tactics and techniques used by east and west to advance their competing economic, ideological and strategic interests. The work is offered, therefore, as an introduction to a subject which seems certain to preoccupy powers, pundits and scholars for an indefinite time to come.

Two realities central to the evolving east-west contest have emerged - one with continental, the other with global, implications. In the continental context, the reality is that Africans will ultimately find their own solutions for the daunting problems inherited from their former colonial rulers and for those imposed upon them by their contemporary economic masters in a divided, recessionary world clouded by dangers of war. In the global context, the truth seems to be that a catalogue of western misjudgements, beginning with the American-British refusal to finance the Aswan High Dam in Egypt in 1955, gave the Russians chances to establish an impressive presence throughout Africa.

'African solutions for African problems' may possess the ring of a slogan but the logic of the concept, if fulfilled, could have profound implications. Leaders of the Organization of African Unity (OAU) were aware of the issues when (in Lagos, Nigeria, 28-29 April 1980) they adopted their own plan of action for the economic development of the continent by the year 2000; and committed themselves to set up an 'African Economic Community'. The idea of 'Africa for the Africans' would, again, cast doubt on European-American assumptions that the continent, particularly in the light of past bitterness and present discontents, could be preserved as a primarily western sphere of influence. It would, equally, foreshadow Africa's rejection of capitalist as well as communist intervention in future conflict.

It follows, therefore, that east and west will need to reappraise their approaches to the troubled continent, particularly if turbulence persists and spreads. The Russians will risk losing all credibility if they continue denouncing what they call western 'imperialism' without doing more to help its suffering victims. Tanks, missiles and Kalashnikovs have been, and still are, welcome to liberation movements and beleaguered governments but they hardly raise living standards. The Americans have provided more economic aid but when that support resembles rewards for often-corrupt regimes assuming pro-western stances, the net effect can be counter-productive. Furthermore, if assistance is seen to be related either to the strategic interests or mineral needs of the United States, it can generate jealousies and resentment among non-recipients as has happened, for instance, in the case of President Sese Seko Mobutu's Zaire.
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For a majority of African countries the decade of the 1980s began with growing mistrust of all the great powers; with deepening disenchantment over failure by Arab and other oil producers to make more of their huge petrodollar earnings available to the near-bankrupt economies of their continental neighbours; and with brooding bitterness towards the International Monetary Fund (IMF) for imposing harsh, austere terms on borrowers and for what Tanzanian President Julius Nyerere termed its 'meddling' in the affairs of Third World countries generally. Ten of the world's wealthiest non-communist countries control 56 per cent of the IMF vote, which means that directors representing developing countries find themselves consistently outvoted and outmanoeuvred on lending policies; and in 1980 IMF assets exceeded $60 thousand million.* For 1981 alone, the petrodollar surplus of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) was estimated at around 887 thousand million, most of it earning high rates of interest in the western banking system. It was bad enough for Africa's needy, non-oil-producing nations which were receiving few, if any, direct OPEC loans or grants; it was worse having virtually to plead with western banks to borrow recycled petrodollars at interest rates higher than those paid to OPEC whose total external assets were expected by the IMF to exceed $400 thousand million.

The consequence was that each post-independence year, especially since the 1973-4 oil crisis, brought a widening of the gap between the standards of most African states and those of America, Europe and the Middle East. The Africans could not - and never tried to - conceal their reliance on non-African countries for aid to develop, to modernize, to establish their own national identities and a distinctive continental destiny. But by the end of the 1970s most of their export earnings were being used to service debts, mounting steadily because of the everrising costs of fuel.

It was a vicious circle. Help that reached the Africans enhanced, rather than reduced, their reliance on outsiders. Among other reasons this was because the aid was usually qualified by hidden political conditions which did not merely divert African inclinations from preferred non-alignment; they also thwarted African yearnings for true economic and political independence. Out of these circumstances flowed new frustrations, aborting high expectations of better times, complicating the business of government in a swiftly changing world. Except for some carefully chosen elitist groups, most leaders of Africa's former colonies were as ill-prepared for the rigours of sovereign independence as the development of their countries had been stunted. It should have come as no surprise when constitutions, nicely drafted in the corridors of West European power, went through window after window. One-party political systems arose. Adventurous soldiers from generals to master-sergeants ousted civilian leaders, at times with the help of still-influential metropolitan conspirators.

The period of transition was one of violence and pain for the fledgeling nations, and southern protagonists of white supremacy enjoyed a golden summer of propaganda asserting that blacks were not yet fit to govern. Yet troubles attend most processes of political transition and by the 1980s there were several signs that Africans were collecting themselves together for a long march along the winding, rocky trail towards stability.

It was one thing for Africans unsophisticated in the arts of government to make their mistakes. It was quite another thing for the experienced, well-travelled politicians and diplomats of west and east to display as much ignorance as they did about a continent that was not so much dark as darkened. Most of the major powers - and the South Africans who claimed to know their continent best - blundered in their concern to outmanoeuvre one another.

American involvements wavered between benign neglect and romantic embrace - corresponding with the range of Soviet inaction or action. A major Washington misjudgement was for years to arm and fund Portugal, fellow-member of the North Atlantic Alliance (NATO), during the wars of liberation in the Lusitanian empire in Africa. This left the resistance movements with little option but to lean more and more on the east for help. Until Lisbon's authority collapsed, the Kissinger thesis that 'the whites are here to stay' in southern Africa remained accepted wisdom in Washington. It was a basic blunder that contributed to the transformation of the political map of sub-Saharan Africa.

The French invariably marched to their own drams in Africa and elsewhere. For years military actions in francophone countries kept pace with sales of arms and nuclear equipment to South Africa in defiance of United Nations resolutions. By 1981 interventions in and around countries like Tunisia, Chad and the dismantled Central African Empire had become subjects of international controversy, with Paris assailed for maintaining military and civilian personnel in Africa far in excess of the Russians, Cubans and East Germans combined. Between 10,000 and 15,000 French troops were garrisoned in countries sprawling from East to West Africa and more than 320,000 French civilians, settled in the continent, were spreading French culture, commerce, language and tied aid.

British interests, implicitly and often explicitly, were identified with stability in the white supremacist south. Publicly professing abhorrence for apartheid, the British nevertheless effectively supported the status quo through business dealings, massive investment and a protective diplomacy that staved off extreme international action envisaging trade boycotts and oil embargoes. Britain, with its allies, argued for a nonviolent resolution of the black-white struggle in which the blacks vowed to settle for no less than political equality. However, Africans regarded the British position as specious, if not hypocritical, because they said it ignored the violence and force used by South Africa's own troops and police against blacks for the purpose of safeguarding the structure and philosophy of white privilege.

South Africa's white tribe went into an April 1981 election politically traumatized by the pace of change in neighbouring lands which had long cushioned the Republic against pressures from the black North. 'We must adapt or die!' Prime Minister P. W. Botha exhorted his countrymen. But then Ronald Reagan swept into office, vowing to confront the Soviet Union almost everywhere and signalling friendship to the South Africans. For Botha's government this was more of a stimulant than a tranquillizer, and so there were more black deaths than white adaptation as his well-oiled war machine thrust deeply into Angola (via Namibia), into Mozambique and, covertly, into Zimbabwe. Internally, despite official talk about constitutional change, the screws of apartheid tightened on black lives and hopes in order to consolidate the quasi-military regime's grip on power. Botha's National Party won the election, yet not without yielding ground to opponents on the far right and, in white South African terms, the liberal left.

Moscow's miscalculations included failure to persuade Africans to assume socialist forms remotely resembling the Soviet brand. Russians shared some of the economic deficiencies experienced by Africans, yet displayed impatience when their protégés encountered difficulties in advancing from traditional social structures and cultural values towards late-twentieth-century systems of scientific, technical, industrial and political organization. Consequently some of their most important relationships turned out to be alliances of convenience, transient, costly, unfulfilled and disintegrating finally into mutual hostility as in the cases of Egypt, President Sékou Touré's Guinea, and Somalia.

China's obsessive concern with what it termed Soviet efforts to establish its own 'social imperial system' in Africa and other Third World regions led Peking into strange company. The ideological dispute between the giant communist neighbours brought China into working relations with the Americans, Botswanans, Zaireans and Zimbabweans. There were other occasions when Peking, before and after the Angolan episode, collaborated with groups and movements backed by Pretoria. Many African governments, resenting the transplantation of the Sino-Soviet conflict into their backyards, found this hard to accept.

As this book went to press, Ronald Reagan took over from Jimmy Carter as American president with an electoral commitment radically to revise what he had earlier described as the 'incoherence' of his predecessor's foreign policy. In the African context, specifically, Reagan and his advisers, before and during the campaign for the presidency, criticized Carter's- responses to Soviet and Cuban activities, calling them 'confused and misguided'. 'Ί don't know about you, but I'm concerned - scared is the proper word - about what is going on in Africa,' Reagan told a radio audience soon after Carter's 1976 election. 'Many Americans have interpreted our interest in Africa as an extension of our own desire to achieve racial equality and elimination of injustice based on race. I'm afraid that is a naive over-simplification of what really is at issue.' As he saw it, the basic issue was the power struggle between the United States and the Soviet Union. He suggested that the Russians had the advantage because democracy was rare in most African countries where the people believed in 'one man, one vote, once'. He added: 'Whoever gets in power cancels out the opposition.' That led him to the conclusion that 'the African problem is a Russian weapon aimed at us'.

The rhetoric of candidates in American and most other western electoral contests is rarely matched by their performance in office. Therefore in Africa, and elsewhere, governments adopted a wait-and-see attitude before pronouncing any judgements on what they believed might lie ahead for them if a Reagan administration were to give global geopolitical considerations priority over regional realities or if the Americans were to seek somehow to unify both approaches. Nevertheless, few in African and other world capitals doubted that Reagan would be driven by the desire to limit the spread of Moscow's influence through the continent; and that this desire would result in a softer, friendlier stance in relation to South Africa's white minority rulers, committed as they were to the anti-communist crusade.

Reagan himself had helped to spread that impression, notably when he observed during the campaign that South Africans 'certainly don't need us to tell them how to solve their race problems'. And although he maintained he was against the apartheid system, he and his aides frequently stressed the importance of South Africa's strategic position and its mineral resources. The new president, at the same time, had to recognize that certain constraints on his administration's freedom of action were implied by, for example, Nigeria's emergence as the second biggest supplier of oil to the United States. Little of all this, however, had the immediate effect of tempering the gleeful expectations of South African leaders who perceived that the rise of Ronald Reagan heralded for them an era of greater comprehension and collaboration with the nations of the west. White South Africa's wish for an alliance was understandable in a continent committed to destroy racism. Yet for the west even economic links with the apartheid state posed political and moral problems. Influential African leaders, including Nigerian President Alhaji Shehu Shagari and Zimbabwean Prime Minister Robert Mugabe, sombrely warned outsiders to choose between friendship with black Africa and white South Africa.

In the final two decades of the century, whoever occupies the White House or the Kremlin, it seems certain that a new phase of interdependence faces the nations. Pressures are building up on east and west alike to contribute substantially towards evolving a new international economic order that would make that concept of interdependence a reality. East and west have the choice between controlling, if not abandoning, their rivalries in Africa and elsewhere or risking the breakdown of national and international systems.

*All money totals, for the sake of convenience, are given in dollars with reminders that the pound sterling was devalued by about 30 per cent to $2 80 in 1949, by a further 14 per cent to $2 40 in 1967, and since then has fluctuated between $1.55 and about $2.45.
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Part One
 East-West Confrontation in Africa


1. Overview

The grass grows tall from May to October in much of Africa south of the Sahara. And this is the time when tribesmen feed the sour soil as their fathers used to do, by burning the grass. So huge fires race across the savannas and turn whole forests into walls of flame. Then the game runs free and good hunting follows and fine feeding, too.

There were other fires in black Africa beginning in the 1960s and smouldering or blazing on into the 1980s. They swept from Nigeria in the west to Ethiopia in the east, from Sharpeville and Soweto in South Africa to the Mountains of the Moon in Uganda, northwards. But the hunters searched for different prey. Insurrections, wars of independence and black-white conflict scorched the earth and threatened new dangers as the great outside powers intervened, bringing their ideologies and high-grade weaponry with them.

Beyond the ravages of war, famine, poverty and disease racked whole nations. There were numerous inherited border conflicts to be settled. Profound social injustices, some with political or racial origins, split black- as well as white-ruled societies. East and west had long since been competing for facilities and raw materials, not for Africa's sake but in their own global interests. The problems bequeathed by colonialism, which for centuries had darkened the continent and dispossessed its millions, remained to be resolved.

The Soviet Union and the United States, trailed by China and ambitious Islamic countries, led the quest for influence among young states still searching for stability and security. Europe's former colonizing powers, with their huge investments intact even after the dismantling of their imperial systems, went on making and breaking governments. If certain African countries happened to benefit, that was something for the outsiders to shout about. But if Africans were hurt as a result of some foreign squeeze-play, it was usual for either protagonist to blame the other.

Turbulence attended most of Africa's fifty-two countries from the time they achieved an independence that was - and for years remained - more shadowy than substantial. Until the downfall of Portugal's dictatorship in 1974 and, with it, Portugal's empire in Africa, American and West European - policy had rested on the Henry Kissinger thesis for southern Africa that 'white rule is here to stay'. White rule not only collapsed in Mozambique and Angola, pulling down with it the structure of a European state system in Portugal, but it also hurried Rhodesia's reincarnation as Zimbabwe, shook the apartheid Republic of South Africa, and transformed the entire continent into a theatre of superpower competition. Ever since, Soviet-American rivalries in Africa have intensified, either directly or indirectly, via 'surrogates' - modern diplomacy's new catch-all phrase for the other side. An ally of the Soviet Union was invariably branded a 'surrogate'. An ally or friend of the United States was invariably described as 'ally' or 'friend'.
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Since the break-up of the Portuguese empire in Africa, the world has watched direct French, Moroccan, South African, Cuban, Somalian, Ugandan and Libyan intervention across borders. The Russians and Americans also have intervened, overtly or covertly, in areas of conflict. French and Cubans alike maintained and used thousands of well-armed air and land strike-forces in support of countries willing to be their hosts. In the northern half of the continent there were wars in the Western Sahara, Chad and, of course, in the Horn itself.

There were also clashes between Arab states; Islamic penetration into black Africa; invasion and counter-invasion by African neighbours; and South African air and land assaults on Angola and Mozambique. The conflict in Western Sahara, suspected depository for a trove of strategic minerals, at times brought Algeria near to war with Morocco, which sought to annex the former Spanish territory. Libya intervened, mostly without success, in Egypt, Sudan, Niger, Uganda, Tunisia, the Central African Republic and the Western Sahara before announcing a 'fusion' with Chad - a conquest that took resurgent Islamic teachings and Soviet and French weapons towards equatorial Africa. Ethiopia, backed by Cuba and the Soviet Union, struggled to suppress Eritrean and Somalian separatism that had the support of anti-communist powers. Uganda under Idi Amin invaded its Tanzanian neighbour, to be met with a counter-offensive that led to the downfall of the dictator. White-ruled South Africa, possessing the most sophisticated war machine on the continent, devastated the military installations of Angola and sent a land force into the Mozambican capital of Maputo to blow up the supposed hide-outs of anti-apartheid guerrillas. From the Cape to Cairo, from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean, years of civil and transborder strife took a countless toll of lives. In most situations an east-west element was discernible.

But the main focus of danger had begun moving inexorably southwards, where the white minority rulers of South Africa vowed to preserve their system of apartheid to the bitter end. They sought to reinforce themselves through informal, sometimes secret, alliances with protégés in Namibia, Zimbabwe, Angola and other lands to the north.

It took a British master-politician with a sense of history - and a Conservative one at that - to warn the white South Africans against themselves. Sir Harold Macmillan, prime minister in 1960 which has been designated the 'Year of Africa', travelled through the continent and, in a famous speech to the South African parliament in Cape Τ own, urged his listeners to reappraise their supremacist racial philosophy: 'The wind of change is blowing through this continent and whether we like it or not this growth of national consciousness is a political fact.' Unless the force of black nationalism was recognized, he went on, the precarious east-west balance might be imperilled, with Africa's emerging new states drawn into the communist camp. As if to emphasize his own country's readiness to practise what it preached, Britain the same year began hurrying the process of decolonization throughout Africa.1

White South African lawmakers, led at the time by Prime Minister Hendrik Verwoerd, heard Macmillan out in silence but then proceeded along their own chosen course; rather than come to terms with black nationalism they resolved to resist it. And so began South Africa's programme of massive armament which, by the 1980s, had given the country the immediate capacity to build nuclear weapons, if not the actual weapons themselves.

After Verwoerd, South Africa's incumbent prime minister, B. J. Vorster, since disgraced, borrowed from Macmillan's imagery to tell his volk (nation) in a 1977 New Year's Day broadcast: 'The storm has not struck yet. We are only experiencing the whirlwinds that go before it.' His judgement appeared to be confirmed in the report of a specialist study group to the Committee on International Relations of the US House of Representatives. One of its major conclusions said in part that southern Africa 'seems to be the new troublespot of the world ... the Angolan civil war may well have opened up an era of acute instability that could threaten regional peace and produce superpower confrontation'.2

Here then were some of the objective conditions making for a new-style power scramble in Africa. A century earlier the rape of Africa had been formalized when Europe's imperial powers divided the continent into 'spheres of influence', so creating an international framework for the systematic exploitation of the continent and its people. The mapmakers ruled straight lines on school atlases, carving up huge chunks of Africa into neat colonial compartments. In effect, this division set the illogical frontiers that now demarcate the states of post-colonial Africa. There were no defined boundaries in pre-colonial Africa. But today approximately one-third of the continent's frontiers are the straight lines drawn arbitrarily at the Berlin Conference of 1884-5.

The Conference of Berlin was historic not only for the cynicism displayed by its participants but also for their lack of foresight. Repeatedly, decisions taken at Berlin brought the great powers of Europe to gunpoint. Germany's drive for colonies formed part of the chain of circumstances that led to the outbreak of the First World War. Britain and France - old rivals who were to become close friends - nearly found themselves in a shooting match over the Fashoda incident.3 And Britain lost friends around the world because of what was taken to be its perfidy in going to war against the Boers of South Africa from 1899 to 1902.
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The Superpowers Move In

There were essential differences between the manipulating and manoeuvring by the great powers over Africa before and after decolonization. Since the break-up of the European empires in Asia and Africa - initiated by the British in the early days of the east-west cold war - stronger players arrived on the African scene. In a nuclear world grown politically more complex, the newly liberated countries drew gradually together to form a power centre in their own right, aligned neither to east nor west. This did not prevent Moscow or Washington from making the countries of the Third World targets of their attentions. Some of these fledgeling states had debts to repay to the Russians, for instance, because in their independence struggles they had been helped with arms and money by Moscow. Other Third World countries felt that they had scores to settle with their old imperialist masters who, before yielding independence, believed that they could count on American backing through the 1970s.

Thus dangers of confrontation intensified, especially when the Russians moved to fill the vacuum left behind by the departing colonizers. Interventionism, too, assumed forms more sophisticated than the vulgar land-grabbing solemnly sanctified in Berlin.

Foreign forces, for example, determined the outcome of several African civil and transnational conflicts at the 'invitation' of forces they recognized. The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) of the United States estimated that more than 40,000 Cuban combatants served in Angola and Ethiopia using arms supplied by the Russians. Fidel Castro would later say that the CIA figure was an underestimate. Authorities in Paris reported that between 15,000 and 20,000 French troops were deployed at times through twenty-two states of francophone Africa, some in a combatant role. The situation in Chad provided another ironic pointer to the changing pattern of intervention. When that desert insurrection first began in 1965, rebels of the Chad National Liberation Front fought on camels. Later, with up-to-date Soviet equipment placed at their disposal by Libya, they controlled three-quarters of the country; and in 1978 the French ordered Jaguar fighter-bombers into action to prevent the total victory of guerrillas who, by then, were using tanks, missiles and other modern military paraphernalia. By mid-1980 France withdrew, leaving its parastatal, Elf-Aquitaine, to acquire extensive oil exploration rights in Libya; and the Libyans to announce a 'merger' with a now-compliant Chad leadership on 6 January 1981.

Whereas the nineteenth-century Europeans had been motivated by greed, now there was a scarcely concealed need for their successors to expand their neo-imperial interests. Africa possessed in immeasurable quantities about all of the thirteen basic industrial raw materials needed by a modern economy. No jet airplane, for instance, can be built without cobalt. The United States produces no cobalt but Zaire and Zambia do. The Americans are 88 per cent dependent on imported bauxite, 95 per cent on imported manganese ore, 90 per cent on nickel, 100 per cent on tin - and the relative figures for West Europe show an even greater dependency. The reliance of the west on Africa's strategic materials extends also to aluminium, zinc, chromium, iron, lead and tungsten.4 These illustrations, of course, leave such energy-yielding commodities as oil and uranium out of account. Africa has deposits of both.

Moscow and Washington consistently acted as though successive crises in Africa were simple extensions of their global geopolitical struggle. Both tended to regard the contest in zero-sum terms with a gain for one perceived automatically as a loss for the other. Captives of their ideologies, each perpetrated a series of resounding blunders in their efforts to win the support of the 440 million Africans.

Ideologues of the Kremlin, convinced that history had a red tie around its neck, favoured the judicious injection of guns, and sometimes combatants, into Africa's flashpoint regions when that seemed likely to make life harder for, or hasten the exit of, the capitalist west. This was one way of giving practical expression to Lenin's concept that revolution and wars of liberation against 'the imperialist west' would, in time, flare in the colonial empires of Asia, Africa and South America. Thus the power of the imperialist nations would be eroded and could be sustained only by force. The colonies, Lenin wrote in a 1917 pamphlet entitled Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism, would thus emerge as the west's 'weakest link'. He who holds Africa, he went on to suggest, holds Europe. After the establishment of the Soviet state he persisted in pressing this theme, with special emphasis on the potential for revolution in the lands of Asia.5 This provided the Russians with a theoretical basis for attempting to develop a functional and symbiotic relationship between their own Marxist revolutionary aims and those of the nationalist-minded people of Africa, Asia and South America seeking true independence. Moscow was assailed constantly in the west for the sparing, even miserly, amounts of economic aid and trade it made available to friendly African states.

Occupants of the White House, guilt-ridden by association with the west's colonial past and neo-colonial present, preferred to seek out African governments ready to live behind the shield of American security. Later they would provide them with more worldly goods including arms, liberally laced with dashes of anti-communism. It was an approach that followed rather than preceded Moscow's penetration of the continent. The Americans had stumbled from the neglect of the immediate post-war years by way of John F. Kennedy's idealistic do goodism to a late appreciation of Africa's geostrategic potential. In between, Washington had looked upon black Africa as no more than an extension of US security arrangements in allied Europe and the Middle East, with former colonial powers like France, Britain, Belgium and Portugal exercising first responsibility for keeping the continent stable. The Europeans signally failed in that task.

By the 1980s it had become clear that both the Soviet and American attitudes, fashioned in the decade of the cold war, were obsolete. They had to recognize that hungry Africans could no more easily eat bullets than they could cure their rampant diseases with doses of anti-communist or anti-capitalist medicine. Specialists of various United Nations agencies called attention to some of Africa's other more pressing realities. More than four million black refugees or displaced persons were moving across the continent in waves of misery. Five Africans out of six lacked access to safe water supplies. Life expectancy at birth was twenty-five years less in Africa than the European average. In rural areas near rivers where blackflies breed, one in ten Africans went blind in the prime of life.6

The dry statistics of major international organs disclosed even greater tragedies for Africans, which shamed some big powers.

From 1968 to 1974 the most devastating drought tor sixty years spread famine and death among up to 200,000 people and more than 3 5 million cattle in a region south of the Sahara, comprising six countries of the Sahel (shoreland). Neighbouring areas also were seriously affected. Yet it took four years to get a coherent programme of international relief going with emergency U S grain shipments moving for the first time in November 1972. The United States, France, Canada and the West European states joined the mercy programme, working alongside several African and other governments which pooled their resources and aid plans. But the initial lack of coordination was unwittingly revealed by the nearby Sudanese who, in the early stage of the disaster, exported food supplies to Japan at low world prices and then, weeks later, found themselves importing grain at great expense because they, too, were affected by the drought. The World Bank in its first development report noted that in 1978 the wheat needs of the Sahelians could have been met by one-twentieth of the wheat that Europeans feed annually to their cattle.7

From 1973 to 1975 famine also struck in Ethiopia but the aged Emperor Haile Selassie for long denied that starvation was rampant. And the international community in Addis Ababa, including officials of relief agencies, diplomats and others, colluded in the monarch's cover-up, in order not to embarrass a regime already being assailed for its corruption, incompetence and lack of care for the condition of its people. It took Haile Selassie eight months, under pressure by demonstrators, to acknowledge with shock that the crisis had become a catastrophe, with an estimated 100,000 Ethiopians already starving to death and with countless thousands emaciated, diseased, and weak with hunger. The nakedness of the emperor's policies had been exposed. His fifty-year regime could 'boast' fewer than no doctors for its thirty-one million people; a 5 per cent literacy rate; and a 2 per cent growth rate. More than half of America's programmes of economic and military aid over a twenty-year period had gone to buy modern tanks, supersonic jet fighters and other weapons needed to crush Eritrean separatism in the north and Somalian expansionism in the south. The conspiracy of silence by international observers, far from protecting the imperial Ethiopian government, in fact hastened its downfall 'in the sense that the inevitable revelation of the coverup was perhaps the principal event triggering the military revolt against the Emperor'.8

From 1960 to 1975 the Economic Commission for Africa (E CA), also a UN agency, reported that there had been no marked improvement in most African economies. In an even gloomier projection of the continent's prospects, EC A suggested that if past trends continued, and if no changes were to occur in the international economic system, Africa by the end of the century would be worse off, compared with the rest of the world, than it had been in 1960.9

The nineteenth-century colonizers bequeathed another explosive legacy. Europe's arbitrary, often illogical partition of Africa split whole peoples and concentrated diverse and often hostile tribal groups into territories which ultimately became sovereign states, so making internal and transborder strife inevitable. It also had the spin-off - could this have been the motive? - drawn from the classical imperial technique of divide and rule. Any map showing the major ethnic, language and kinship groupings of Africa today illustrates the insensitivities and absurdities displayed by the colonizers who, beyond the rhetoric of their 'civilizing missions', in reality made sure that twentieth-century Africa would become a setting for conflict. The contrasts shouted their messages of inequity and iniquity alike.

The vast Zairean land mass in the continental heartland, for instance, is bounded by nine national frontiers. The mosaic of mini-states around the West African bulge, from Senegal to Benin, is its own monument to the rivalries of the nineteenth-century British and French empire-builders. The nicely drawn administrative units within francophone Africa, from Mauritania and Algeria south-eastwards to Chad and the Central African Republic, have been swept, since independence, by gusts of war and civil unrest. In a Scandinavian study, African Boundary Problems, edited by Carl Gosta Eifdytsnf, thirty-two frontier disputes in the continent were listed as unresolved in 1970. Chester A. Crocker, an academic chosen by Reagan as assistant secretary of state for foreign affairs, wrote that the Scandinavian catalogue 'represents only a fraction of the potential for conflict'. He observed: 'Nearly half of Africa's international frontiers, as of 1967, had not been physically demarcated, suggesting the scope for argument over essentially territorial questions.'10 The scope for international exploitation of those arguments also was implicit.

The territorial and personal security of African states and their leaders predictably emerged as a paramount issue in the development of the continent since the early 1950s. They transcended, in many cases, the pressing problems of economic and social advancement. Ambitious outside powers with arms for sale, or to give away, over the years found ready takers.

Nearly sixty successful coups took place against established African governments from the early 1950s, with the pace quickening in the late 1970s. There were, in addition, an undisclosed number of failed attempts to seize power. These upheavals were quite apart from wars of secession, cross-border incursions, full-scale invasions, wars of conquest and the interventions of foreign forces requested or invited by beleaguered governments or liberation movements.

To recognize these realities of regional and continental life was not to reflect upon the competence or the wishes of Africans to resolve their own problems in their own ways. Early in its formation the OAU set forth as cardinal articles of faith the precepts that member-nations should respect the sanctity of existing frontiers and refrain from interfering in the internal affairs of fellow members. But they were precepts foredoomed to failure in the conditions bequeathed by the colonial powers and given the deliberation with which the superpowers pursued their global, or geopolitical, designs at the expense of regional realities. Nor, in fact, was this a phenomenon confined to Africa. Virtually every major conflict that flared in the aftermath of the Second World War was in or over a former imperial territory (Indonesia, Palestine, Malaya, the Indian subcontinent and Indo-China, among non-African states or regions).

Conflicts, perhaps, would have been easier to resolve if Africans had been left to themselves to seek their own solutions. They were not. Nor were the sophisticated political structures imposed upon them either relevant to their experience or conducive to their need for stability and security. A majority, therefore, moved into a phase of authoritarianism. As the 1980s began, just fifteen of Africa's fifty-two territories had plural-party systems; twenty-one were under one-party regimes; and sixteen military or civilianized-military governments held office.11 Namibia, awaiting independence, was under South African control.

It should have been no surprise that independent Africans would want their political institutions to evolve in ways related to systems they knew. What, in fact, was their experience of government in the immediate past? The European-structured colonial systems in fact embodied single-party arrangements. The French, British and Belgian colonial administrations never implanted the refined democratic subtleties of their Parisian, London and Brussels parliaments in the colonial administration of Africa. Instead they imposed rigid frameworks which permitted political opposition only within clear-cut guidelines drawn by the metropolitan power. The radicals of Africa's colonies who gave voice to their nationalism - risked imprisonment. In time it became almost a precondition for any aspiring nationalist leader to spend part of his apprenticeship behind bars or in banishment. Ben Bella of Algeria, Habib Bourguiba of Tunisia and Morocco's Sultan Mohammed V were among leaders locked up or exiled by the French. The British did the same with Ghana's Kwame Nkrumah, Jomo Kenyatta of Kenya and Zambia's Kenneth Kaunda before each became president of his state. Patrice Lumumba, first prime minister of the Congo, was released from prison in order to attend the constitutional conference that preceded independence in 1960. All wore those distinctions like badges of courage.

The late twentieth century faced Africans with the challenges of three simultaneous revolutionary situations. First, the revolution of national liberation after centuries of underdevelopment. This involved, primarily, problems of personal and general internal security for leaders in what, for them, was a volatile world. Next, die revolution of science and technology faced new states with the need somehow to overcome their instilled backwardness and to adjust their societies to contemporary demands. All needed communications, power, mobility, education, health, housing and the profoundly complicated infrastructure of a modern economy.

Finally, there was the ideological revolution, imposing on African leaders a choice of competing political systems, cultures, organization and alliances. Concepts of 'pro-communism' or 'anti-communism', of 'western orientation' or 'moderation', were irrelevant to the immediate, workaday needs of peoples yearning for enough food and safe water, more schools and better shelter, hospitals and roads and a coherent agricultural and industrial system that could give them the necessary skills and a bigger share in the resources that their lands could yield.

Governments outside Africa knew what urgent requirements Africans had. But they paid attention to those needs invariably by playing to the gallery of nations. This attitude did not pass unnoticed by the more shrewd leaders of Africa who were well aware of the shifts and swerves in the policies and relationships of some of their own continental partners. They took due note of the manner in which outsiders accommodated themselves to those changes. They became resolved, therefore, to seek 'African solutions for African problems'. They did not intend to sit idly by and wait for a changing of the foreign guards in their own lands.

For the Soviet and American superpowers, able with their nuclear arsenals to destroy every city in the world, life in the days of the cold war had been much simpler.12 Nations then were neatly divided between east and west, communism and anti-communism. Indeed, the late John Foster Dulles, when he was US secretary of state, found it possible once to denounce countries which took a neutral or nonaligned stance in the cold war as 'immoral'.13 If this were so, most late-twentieth-century African governments would have to confess to that kind of sin.

The Third World Takes Shape

The iron laws of history were, however, at work in the 1950s. A phase of straightforward adversary politics came to an end in the aftermath of Joseph Stalin's death in 1953. The superpowers had lost the capacity to make any political use of their destructive capabilities, thereby losing their commanding roles. A bipolar world had gone multipolar.

If a single event appears to change the affairs of men and nations, it can fairly be seen as a watershed. Between the 1950s and 1970s three such events were identifiable, each with its own momentum, yet all interacting and developing a collective logic.

The British-French invasion of Egypt in 1956 led the Americans to dispel any assumptions that still lingered among the European colonial powers that they could rely on their major ally for help to preserve their empires. Then there was the Soviet-Chinese ideological feud which festered for years before erupting into a conflict of global dimensions and with Africa a major testing-ground. It was a happening that also began the process of loosening Moscow's tight leadership of the worldwide communist movement. Finally came the 1973 Arab-Israeli war and the fivefold increase in oil prices by the Arab producers.

In the background, perhaps even promoting this pattern of shifting alignments, the dispossessed nations of South America, Africa and Asia were moving slowly closer into a grouping which became known as the Third World. In the late fifties and sixties they had begun establishing a basis of cooperation. The principal factor unifying them was a demand for a fairer share of the earth's wealth and a bigger say in the management of the world's affairs. The less developed countries (LDCs) were beginning to pit themselves against the industrialized consumer societies of the northern hemisphere, communist and capitalist alike, and to assume all the characteristics of a new centre of power.

More than one hundred countries belong to the Third World, half of them African. Together they make up two-thirds of the membership of the United Nations. The Afro-Asian bloc could vote embarrassingly at the UN General Assembly but without compelling the big powers to deviate much from their chosen policies. The outcome invariably was stalemate.

Third World countries cover more than twenty million square miles of the earth's land area of fifty-one million square miles, with Antarctica excepted. They command most of the world's oceanic passageways or straits. Africa, over three times bigger in area than the United States, is at the centre of the system despite its economic impoverishment. Nearly half the world's four thousand million people live in the Third World, including one thousand million mainland Chinese. These people are at varying stages of development, practising some of the world's oldest religions, loyal to certain ancient creeds, different in colour, a few with civilizations pre-dating the Christian era.

Shared experiences and aspirations bind them. Almost ali endured centuries of European - or Arab - colonial exploitation. Although a majority graduated to political independence after the Second World War, they remained dominated economically and financially by their former rulers.

The straggle of African countries, among others in the Third World, for true and total independence was the thread that ran constantly through the pattern of the post-decolonization years. It became a central source of accord with the east, and of discord with the west. 'Neocolonialism', meaning a reassertion of control by the colonial powers and their allies, became a dirty political word in Soviet and Third World lexicons. Independence had ushered in false expectations for the people of the newly freed colonies. In addition, the former European colonial powers were unwilling to surrender control of their protected markets, their access to prized raw materials and the infrastructure of their investments. They were grudging in transferring their expertise and jealously preserved their mastery of international commodity buying and selling.

Summing up the general beliefs of fellow Africans and other Third World delegates, President Kenneth Kaunda of Zambia, a middle-of-the-road leader, told a conference of non-aligned states in Colombo, Sri Lanka, in 1976: 'We are opposed to the present system whereby the wealthier and industrialized countries retain the monopoly of making decisions affecting all other states. We believe in power-sharing as an important guarantee for peace within the international community.'14

Emerging as it did from the dangerous bitterness of the east-west cold war, the Third World owed its latter-day influence to European-American, Soviet-Chinese and Islamic-Christian rivalries.

The Transatlantic Front

The watershed in European relations with the Americans came in the mid-1950s. The late Gamal Abdel Nasser, then president of Egypt, accepted a Soviet offer of arms at a time when the British were still occupying the Suez Canal zone. This led the Americans and British to decline what they had long been pondering - the financing of Nasser's multimillion-dollar dream project for a high dam at Aswan that would irrigate a large part of the Nile valley. Moscow consequently volunteered to take on the commitment and, in a single gesture, leapfrogged Soviet influence across the lands of Araby into Africa for the first time on any grand scale. That act gave Nasser the confidence to nationalize the Suez Canal, then operated by a British-French controlling company. In retaliation and in collusion with Israel, the British and French thereupon invaded the Suez zone in October 1956, hoping thus to oust Nasser and regain control of the international waterway that linked them with their colonial bases in the Indian and Pacific Oceans. Washington opposed the venture and the west was split. At one point the US Sixth Fleet, permanently patrolling the Mediterranean, sailed right through the British armada carrying part of the invasion force to its destination.

Under ever-stiffening US pressure, first the British and then the French abandoned the venture, leaving a trail of bitterness and suspicion that took years to eliminate. It turned out also to be the last occasion on which the British, at least, felt they could act militarily without prior American consent.

The Soviet-Chinese Front

Chairman Mao Tse-tung in the 1950s first challenged the assumption of the Soviet leadership that they alone had the right to interpret Marxist-Leninist ideology. Peking criticized Moscow's 1956 invasion of Hungary and its 1968 attack on Czechoslovakia as acts of imperialism. The Chinese also resented the refusal of the Kremlin to share its nuclear weapon secrets with its major ideological ally. There were, in addition, clashes of state interests, notably over Soviet occupation of Chinese territories seized in the nineteenth century. On one level the quarrel between the giant communist neighbours was manifested in their contest for the support and sympathy of Third World nations, particularly in Africa. Each sought to check the spread of the other's influence in a game of far-reaching geopolitical importance.

In Africa, Peking could not match Moscow's free-wheeling sale of modern weapons, often made available to handpicked clients at bargain-basement prices. The Chinese accordingly set out to win friends through functional aid projects, maintaining as they did so a low profile that contrasted with the flamboyant Soviet undertakings. They also took good care to make the most of the fact that they too, like the Africans, were not white.

Mao's boldest achievement, perhaps, was to construct what became known as the Great Uhuru (freedom) Railway, linking Dar es Salaam in Tanzania with Lusaka in landlocked Zambia, 1,200 miles away. The $500-million project was undertaken after the United States, Britain and Canada disputed its value or relevance to the needs of the two countries. Even when whispers of Chinese interest began filtering through, the western powers dithered and dissembled. British authorities expressed doubts over whether Peking would pick up so costly a commitment and indeed whether, having picked it up, they could ever fulfil it. Pessimistic feasibility studies by World Bank and United Nations teams, led variously by American and British specialists, dampened interest in Washington and Ottawa, too. It was Aswan revisited.

After careful preparation Peking finally took on the task in 1969. More than 20,000 Chinese and 50,000 African workers were thrown into the enterprise which was completed in 1975-6, ahead of schedule. The railroad climbs from Tanzania's coast into the savanna where lions and elephants roam, then 10,000 feet into the mountains before running down to the Congo-Zambezi basin. It became a symbol of China's identification with Africa and its people; a symbol designed also to outshine the Soviet showpiece on the Nile and to demonstrate to the west the depth of Chinese determination to re-enter the world community with a contribution of a very special kind. In that sense it was judged by key African leaders as a triumph for their own diplomacy and for the capacity of poor, developing countries to collaborate in their shared interests.

The Arab-African Front

Some leading Arab oil producers, with thousands of millions of petro-dollars to spend, teamed up with key African leaders not only to advance Islam as a spiritual, political and social force but also to counter the influence of western capitalism and Soviet communism. On the face of things nothing seemed more natural. Two-thirds of all Arabs live in Africa. Within the framework of Third World cooperation, Arabs and Africans share the aim of seeking a new international economic order that will end the dominance exercised so long by the industrialized nations of the northern hemisphere. The Arabs have pushed and prodded the Africans to follow their lead by vastly increasing prices of Africa's scarce raw materials as a means of winning the bigger returns needed for the development of their lands. In the process, too, the Arabs have used the weapon of oil in order to ensure African backing for their anti-Israeli policies. In the aftermath of the 1973 oil crisis they demanded, and got, African acquiescence for a rupture of relations with Israel and, in return, agreed first to guarantee African fuel supplies and then to consider expanding investment and trade with African countries.

Against that, the Africans urged Arab governments to adopt a more activist policy to help them in their own priority objective of liberating southern Africa from white minority rule. On paper both sides agreed to work towards these aims. But, under cover, some key African countries still continued dealing informally with the Israelis, just as some Islamic states kept on doing business with the South Africans. Yet nothing the Arabs said or did ever succeeded in eliminating an African awareness that the Arabs in bygone centuries were as active as the Europeans, perhaps even more active, in the nightmarish traffic in black slavery.

Edgar Snow, the famous American foreign correspondent and author, during a long interview once asked Mao Tse-tung for his appraisal of the implications of the French Revolution. Mao reflected a while and then mused: 'I would think it's a little too early to tell.' By that somewhat cautious token, contemporary historians certainly would insist that a time-span of two or three decades is too brief to permit anything but the most provisional judgements on the evolution of international policies towards independent Africa. With governments, people and problems in a state of constant change, it would indeed be hazardous to predict future trends in superpower attitudes towards the vast and disparate continent. Distance lends haziness to the view of Africa whether from Moscow or Washington. Russians and Americans, like modern Vasco da Gamas, discovered the place for its political and strategic pickings almost by accident, in the course of their global meanderings.

In the case of the former European colonizers, likely policy trends seemed easier to foretell. After all, they had been around the continent for centuries, knowing what it offered and, anyway, apparently able to continue old practices in new forms. It was possible to assume, therefore, that they and the Arab states, too, would go on trying to extract from Africa as much in the future as they had done in the past.

Significantly France provided a symbolic signal that old imperialists never really die. On the eve of independence in Zaire (the former Belgian Congo) in 1960, the Paris government sought to invoke an old preferential claim to take over the country. It cited an 1884 promise by King Leopold II of Belgium that France would have preferential rights to the Congo if, for any unforeseen reasons, the Belgians themselves could no longer exercise control over it.15

In responding, the astonished Belgians offered France an answer as dusty as the nineteenth-century pledge. 'In 1884 it was possible to envisage cessions which were either gratuitous or at a heavy cost,' Prime Minister Eyskens said. 'Today territories and peoples are no longer property which may be a matter for international commerce!'

Paris dropped the matter of cession like a hot brick - but without abandoning its ambitions for a stake in the resources of the country's south-eastern province of Katanga.

In the first, full, fine flush of independence men like Kwame Nkrumah, Sékou Touré, Julius Nyerere, and the leaders of francophone countries to the north and west fired their followers with the spirit of Pan-African unity. But it was a spirit that evaporated quickly in the jungle and desert air as soon as the initial generation of elitist rulers began fashioning their nation-states in images inherited from their colonial past. Inevitably, the interests, rivalries and jealousies were transplanted into the O AU from the day of its founding in 1963. The governments of Africa began behaving just like those in Europe.

Yet conditions in the African continent were different. The challenge of shared disease brought together seven governments in the basin of the Upper Volta in a common programme of functional cooperation. Famine forced the formation of the Club du Sahel. The high cost of oil and credit deepened African poverty. In the subcontinent, South Africa's deliberate disruption of landlocked Zambia's outlets to the oceans compelled nine countries of the region to plan a $2,ooo-million system of road, rail and port development which could provide a basis for a broader economic constellation.

The contemporary African experience therefore suggests that the only certain thing in a changing continent is uncertainty; and, paradoxically, that true progress depends on the degree to which its people face up jointly to adversity. For the superpowers, bracing for a new phase of confrontation in the 1980s, that could be a reminder and a warning.


2. Realities

Blindness opened the eyes of seven West African governments to the need for united action in the basin of the Upper Volta a decade or so after colonial power had taken a formal departure.

They surrendered normal control of their frontiers in a fight to conquer a disease that over generations had robbed many millions of their sight. Since 1974 official cars and trucks, with oncho on their windscreens as their password, have been allowed to roll freely across international borders.

Oncho is an abbreviation for onchocerciasis or river blindness. It is carried by tiny blackflies which lay their eggs in fast-flowing, well-oxygenated rivers and streams. The carrier lives on human blood and, as it bites, it deposits a threadlike worm under the skin of its victims. The bites cause great itchiness. The worms multiply and their larvae spread through the host body. When they reach the eye they cause lesions which, unless swiftly treated, lead to part or total blindness.

The Upper Volta basin has been perhaps the worst affected but the scourge afflicts Africans in many other parts of the continent.

With so many sufferers, the governments of Ghana, Upper Volta, Benin, Mali, Niger, Togo and the Ivory Coast joined in a$120-million, twenty-year control programme, backed mainly by the former colonial powers and by international agencies, to combat the disease and to restore the once-productive Volta valleys to their old fertility. It was a challenging enterprise. Blackflies have a flight-range of 100 miles and respect no man-made borders. Only cooperative international action could deal with the problem in a systematic way. Several hundred communities had been forced to leave their waterside settlements for safer but harsher and less yielding pastures because of the scourge. Aerial spraying of the breeding grounds began in 1974 with an American product (Abate), proven non-lethal to other freshwater organisms. Monitors moved freely along and across the nearly 300,000-square-mile region in backing-up exercises and their assessments showed positive results emerging in test areas: almost a halving of the proportion of oncho victims.

The political by-product of the control programme has been almost as significant as its health gains. The seven concerned governments began extending cooperation into other areas.

Africans are becoming aware that they have far more to share than to quarrel over. In 1978 an official of the United Nations World Health Organization (WHO), Dr David Rowe, illuminated the point for people elsewhere around the world, when he wrote:


If you happen to be born and grow up in rural Africa you are liable to harbour four or more different disease-producing organisms simultaneously. And yet, as a parent you must be fit enough to work, or your family will starve. In your village every child at times suffers the paroxysms of malaria fever, and you and your wife will mourn the death of one or two children from this disease. The snails in the village pond carry schistosomiasis, and you do not consider it unusual when your children pass blood in their urine. You take for granted the disfigured faces and fingerless hands of the beggars in the village street suffering from leprosy. If you live near a river where blackflies breed, one in ten of your friends and neighbours will be blind in the prime of life. You know that waves of killing disease such as measles and meningitis and perhaps sleeping sickness are liable to strike your village. But lacking effective remedies, you tend to philosophize in the face of sickness. You make the effort to walk the ten miles to the nearest dispensary when you or your child is ill, but there nay be no remedies and it may be too late.



Africans have come to realize as well their need jointly to fight diseases not mentioned by Dr Rowe: diseases of malnutrition, such as rickets and pellagra. Food insufficiencies resulting in general from poor or exhausted soil conditions, a lack of animal protein, of mineral salts, of vitamins, have all contributed to the weakening of a continental stock already decimated by the disasters of nature and men alike.

With the dawn of political freedom, Africans yearned for the knowledge, techniques, effective transportation, agricultural and communication systems that had been denied them so long. They wanted safe water, better housing and funds to exploit their own resources which they then could use for their own purposes and for downstream development. They asked for peace, stability, and the chance to share in the technology of the twentieth century, hoping that somehow these things would enable them to achieve the most basic human right of all: the right to eat.

The Sahelian Disaster

For the twenty-three million people of the Sahelian zone of West Africa, the right to eat was endangered from 1968 to 1974, when the worst and longest drought of the century descended upon them. Famine killed an estimated 200,000 people. Up to six million more were in the grip of malnutrition, reducing their already-limited life expectancy. More than 3·5 million cattle died, by UN counts. The environment and economies of the six worst affected countries - Mauritania, Senegal, Mali, Niger, Upper Volta and Chad - stretching nearly 2,500 miles along the southern edge of the Sahara Desert, were damaged, perhaps permanently.

An international relief operation was launched four years after hunger had begun leaving its deadly imprint. Appeals for help from the Sahelians and warnings from independent authorities had arrived too late - or so UN specialized agencies later claimed - for emergency help to have been provided in good time to head off tragedy.1

In the catastrophic case history of the Sahel there was much to criticize in the failed organization of relief. 'Taken singly none of the failures in the international relief effort in the Sahel seemed at the time irreparable,' averred Hal Sheets and Roger Morris, who analysed the situation on behalf of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. 'None alone seemed decisive. Together, however, they formed a pattern of neglect and inertia that made the rescue operation far less effective than it might have been. An administrative and bureaucratic disaster was added to the natural calamity - inevitably at a higher cost in human lives and suffering.'2

Political factors lay behind this major failure of the international rescue effort. Because of Parisian dominance in these stricken countries of francophone Africa, several governments provided only the minimum help needed to restore control of the situation. In the east, the communist states apparently saw little benefit to themselves in offending French susceptibilities at a time when the late President Charles de Gaulle was disengaging militarily from NATO. And besides, there were easier political options available elsewhere in Africa. In the west, the allied powers left it to the French, if not to the Africans, to take the lead in initiating and then packaging a rescue operation.

The Soviet Union looked on inscrutably as the tragedy unfolded. Faced with world-wide appeal by the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations for at least fifty-one air transports to deliver food supplies to the disaster zone, Moscow made a single Antonov aircraft available.3 Three years later, when Somalia invaded Ethiopia, the Russians in a crash programme delivered more than 200 planeloads of arms to their new allies in Addis Ababa, in addition to an even bigger sealift. A senior Soviet diplomat was questioned about Moscow's inactivity at the time of the Sahelian disaster. 'What makes you think the French would have welcomed our planes flying around their new francophone "empire"?' he replied. 'What leads you to believe they wanted unlimited help even from the Americans, their allies?' He was asked if Moscow, nevertheless, had offered more help, given the dimensions of the tragedy and Moscow's professed concern for the Africans. 'The Soviet Union', he replied, 'is not in the business of public relations.'4

The performance of the United States and other non-communist powers was considerably better than Moscow's effort in the Sahelian saga, despite a sadly slow start.
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