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GOOD morning, Ladies and Gentlemen.  

 

First, please allow me to express my appreciation for the 

opportunity you have afforded me to address you today. 

 

The Centre for Strategic and International Studies is one of the 

world’s leading think-tanks, and I believe its reputation is 

thoroughly deserved. Your crucial work looking for solutions to 

foreign policy, security and development problems continues to 

have a tremendous impact on the international community. 
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I want to speak to you this morning on a subject that is causing 

growing anxiety among many of us in Africa, and most of you 

here with us this morning. That subject is what appears to be the 

democracy deadlock. 

 

There is real fear in Africa that a new pattern of failing elections 

is emerging. It is all the more alarming that this represents a 

sharp regression.  

 

After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, we saw in Africa the 

emergence of what we called the Second Liberation. This 

established or re-established multi-party political systems, and 

demanded greater transparency and accountability in the 

management of national affairs.  

 

It swept out some old dictators, and began a new era that 

promised an end to election rigging.  

 

And in some ways, it has worked. Twenty years ago, only about 

10 per cent of African leaders were competitively elected. 
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Today, elections are vigorously contested across the continent. 

Since 2007, at least 10 African countries have held presidential 

or parliamentary votes or constitutional referenda. This year, 21 

nations will go to the polls.  

 

Opposition parties are better organized, election monitoring is 

more effective and voters are better informed. People are no 

longer silent in the face of election fraud, and African leaders 

can no longer guarantee themselves landslide victories. They 

know they will face challengers at the polls, and that they could 

lose to their opponents.  

 

For the first time in its history, Africa also has retired presidents.  

Since 2000, more than 10 presidents have retired when their 

allotted terms have finished. Previously, power changed hands 

only by violent overthrow or assassination, or when old men 

died.  
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But, unhappily, some new problems have arisen, and there are 

fears that much of Africa could be drifting towards a new 

authoritarianism.  

 

A significant and worrying pattern is emerging of a troubled 

ballot. Closely fought elections with heavily disputed results are 

becoming the norm. Incumbents are coercing electoral 

commissions to skew the polls in their favour and then, when 

their opponents protest, they resort to force. Many thousands die 

and are displaced, until the international community steps in to 

work out some kind of power-sharing arrangement. 

 

I am sure you are all aware of the Kenyan situation, where the 

presidential election results were disputed and the problem was 

resolved by an internationally mediated power-sharing 

arrangement.  

 

This was not exactly an export to be proud of, but now, 

alarmingly, it seems to have become a new tool for dictators. It 

is a template that was enthusiastically embraced by Robert 
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Mugabe of Zimbabwe, who used it to resolve his own rigged 

elections.  

Unequal power is a characteristic of coalition governments, with 

incumbents grabbing the lion’s share. In Zimbabwe, Mugabe’s 

side retained control of the military, police and security services, 

leaving their coalition partners with economic development and 

reconstruction. Mugabe’s coalition partner was thus expected to 

rebuild the nation after conflict, while being undermined by 

Mugabe’s side. The result has been deadlock in government and 

paralysis in the country. 

 Kenya’s case is not dissimilar. Most damaging of all, the 

coalition arrangement in Kenya and its inherent tensions have 

meant that preparing for the next election has been almost 

continuous since the conclusion of the last one. This has 

distracted from critical day-to-day issues, and has often rendered 

parliament a theatre of the absurd. The lesson being learned is 

that power-sharing is at best a deeply unstable temporary 

measure, with negative long-term consequences. 

The continent has seen other depressing developments. In 

Gabon and Togo, the deaths of long-serving dictators Omar 
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Bongo and Gnassingbé Eyadéma created room for elections in 

which power was smoothly transferred – to their sons.  

Mauritania, Guinea, Madagascar and Niger have all had coups 

since 2008, in most cases because of incumbents’ refusal to 

transfer power. 

In some other countries, elections are being won by incumbents 

after intimidation of opposition supporters. A number of other 

countries have held a massively flawed election that left 

hundreds of protesting opposition supporters dead. Opposition 

parties have subsequently been vandalized and many 

oppositionists jailed making them unable to compete in 

subsequent elections.  

It is telling that, for the past two years, the Mo Ibrahim 

Foundation, which offers the world’s richest prize to African 

leaders who help develop their countries and then peacefully 

leave office, has decided to make no award. No leaders met the 

standards.  

 

There have been a few bright spots – such as Ghana, where 

presidents have twice conceded defeat and handed over power to 
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leaders from the opposition, Botswana and Benin. South Africa 

has consistently exercised democratic, free and fair elections 

with a free media, despite the African National Congress’s 

dominance of post-apartheid politics. 

 

But those countries that have done well are overshadowed and 

outnumbered by the great majority where backsliding has 

occurred. Last year, Freedom House, which is based in this very 

city, found that political freedoms had declined in 10 countries 

on the continent in 2009, and improved in just four.  

This growing trend away from democracy includes not only 

pariah states such as Eritrea and Sudan, but also such key 

Western allies and recipients of foreign aid as my own country, 

as well as Ethiopia and Uganda, where troops have functioned 

as de facto Western proxies in battling radical Somali Islamists 

in Mogadishu.  

 

The West’s reluctance to challenge autocratic regimes appears 

driven by security concerns, leading to the fear that global 

politics might once again be pushing the world to tolerate 
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dictatorship in Africa – just as it did in the Cold War. At that 

time, the usefulness of various countries to Washington or 

Moscow came with unquestioned access to military and 

financial aid – aid that had no governance conditions, and 

required no accountability.  

 

Everyone had a vested interest, and everyone turned a blind eye. 

All this is happening when groups such as the US Agency for 

International Development and the UK’s Department for 

International Development are striving for the UN aid goal of 

0.7 per cent of gross national income, to ensure Millennium 

Development Goals are met. But if governance is bad, no 

amount of aid money will lift African countries out of poverty. 

We have to fix the politics first.  

 

 Ladies and Gentlemen; 

I have always been an Afro-optimist, and developments in 

Africa give me more reason to be hopeful about the future of the 

Continent. Some of our governments and civil societies have 

woken up to the fact that regular multi-party elections alone do 
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not lead to good governance, rule of law, and economic 

development, and that elections have not eradicated corruption, 

repression and underdevelopment.   

 

People are demanding more than just trappings. They want 

constitutional changes that create inclusivity, stability, 

responsibility, proper separation of powers, effective checks and 

balances, an independent judiciary and media, clear election 

schedules and full limits on presidential terms and powers. 

 

Some nations are also working to end inter-ethnic tension, 

through the devolution of power and genuine federalism, and to 

combat corruption by limiting the power of the executive and 

increasing government transparency.   

 

I can proudly say that Kenya leads the pack in taking proactive 

steps. Last year, we promulgated a new Constitution that limits 

executive power, sets dates for elections, devolves control of 

resources and sets stringent integrity and accountability 

requirements for leaders.  
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I believe the idea will spread. Events in Libya, Egypt, Côte 

d’Ivoire and Tunisia have shown that the people are ready to 

take on those who abuse power and deny the majority their due.   

 

It is also a mark of progress that the African Union summoned 

up the courage to take a stand in the Ivory Coast and tell now 

deposed Mr Laurent Gbagbo that he had been defeated and must 

leave office.  

As the middle-class emerges and forms critical mass, as modern 

economy develops and professionals establish their associations 

and codes, and as educated youth becomes a large majority of 

population, surely the yawning for true democracy will rise. It 

will rise to the extent that the old order can no longer contain. 

The peaceful birth of a new African nation, South Sudan, is a 

case in point. This is a cause for celebration – celebration of the 

democratic rights of the poorest of the poor 

The culture of democratic constitutionalism has definitely taken 

root in parts of Africa, often thanks to citizens and civil society 

activists determined to make every vote count. Progressive 

leaders are emerging.  I believe that, if this determination on the 

part of the people is buttressed by the support of the 
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international community, hope is alive that these early years of 

the 21st Century can finally see the true blossoming of the 

African continent. But to stay its course in charting this surer 

destiny, Africa needs your support.  

Thank you.  

 


