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The Institute of Policy Studies (IPS), Islamabad organized a roundtable titled ‘Central 

Africa – An Untapped Region: Prospects and Challenges’ on August 17, 2022, under its 

‘Understanding Africa Program’. The speakers and discussants underscored the need to 

forge a foreign relations policy based on multi-sectoral connectivity and the facilitation of 

business-to-business and people-to-people interactions between African states and Pakistan. 
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Executive Summary 

Africa has been labelled as the ‘Continent of the Future’ owing to its robust economic potential, 

lucrative investment opportunities, abundant natural resources and, most importantly, rich human 

resource. In this continent of the future, Central Africa holds a pivotal, rather strategic, position. Central 

Africa is a diverse area that is unevenly integrated regionally and marked by contradictory dynamics 

and tensions, which could be detrimental to its cohesion amidst several common challenges faced by 

the countries of this region. Central Africa, as per the UN sub-region, comprises countries including 

Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Republic of the Congo (Congo-Brazzaville), Democratic 

Republic of the Congo, Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, and São Tomé and Principe. 

Following independence of the region during the 20th century from European colonial powers, militant 

groups gained momentum and tried to control the region. This region is relatively financially poor and 

sparsely populated. The main professions of the people are farming, herding, and fishing. It is also rich 

in natural resources that include petroleum, copper, manganese, iron, diamond, cobalt and coltan. The 

Congo River is the deepest river system in the world. Lake Chad is located at the borders of four 

countries, causing distress due to water access issue. Deep water lakes like Tanganyika and Albert are 

also the main sources of living for millions of people in the region. 

Cameroon and Gabon are comparatively politically stable countries of the region. Mostly the political 

history of African countries is full of short-lived democratic regimes, corruption, and mismanagement 

which affected their economic stability. Ethnic conflicts led to genocides in Rwanda and wars in Congo 

caused massive migration from one country to another. 

In order to revive Pakistan’s historical and long-standing partnership with Africa, the former PTI 

government of Pakistan launched a multi-faceted ‘Engage Africa’ initiative in 2019 to bolster closer 

politico-diplomatic linkages and economic ties with the African continent. The policy initiative is also 

aimed at expanding cultural and people-to-people exchanges. The ‘Engage Africa’ initiative also aims 

at exploring new markets and diversification of export products. 
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Proceedings of the Seminar 

Opening remarks by Dr. Saif Malik, Senior Research Fellow, IPS 

This roundtable is important as it has brought the significance of Africa into the 

limelight. First of all, thank you to Ambassador Imran Yawar for coming here at 

IPS and introducing to us the African region in general and Central Africa in 

specific. Under the ambit of our ‘Understanding Africa Program’, we have already 

held four lecture series and today we are here for the fifth lecture. And with us is 

our prestigious speaker who’ll shed light on this and will educate our audience. 

First let me introduce our worthy speaker to you all. Ambassador Imran Yawar’s 

last appointment was in Algeria. He has spent a long time on the African continent. And today, we are 

pleased to invite him to speak about his time in Africa. 

Welcome remarks by Ambassador (r) Syed Abrar Hussain  

At the very first, thank you to all, especially chairman IPS and Dr. Saif, for 

arranging this talk. I am also grateful to Ambassador Imran sahib for coming here 

and helping us in deciphering the African region. 

Africa is the rising continent and is often regarded as the continent of the future. 

Our constitution clearly states to have good relations with Muslim countries and 

with the countries of Africa, Latin America, South East Asia and South America. 

But unfortunately, we have ignored these regions. 

Africa has a long Muslim history. Muslims arrived in the Axumite Empire, current Ethiopia, during the 

Hijarat as early disciples from Makkah, persecuted by the ruling Quraysh tribe. They were received by 

the Christian ruler of Axum, whom Arabic tradition has named Ashama ibn Abjar (King Armah in 

Ge’ez and Amharic), and he settled them in Negash. The Muslims had deep connections, especially 

with North Africa. Trade, mobilization, and people-to-people connections between the Arabs and the 

Africans grew significantly. 

But our deep obsession with the west has resulted in the ignorance of other regions. We have not been 

able to establish ties with these regions. But fortunately, the region began to appear in the minds of our 

policymakers and thus we came up with our ‘Look Africa Policy Initiative’. 

Today, IPS, keeping the government’s initiative in consideration, has started its ‘Understanding Africa 

Program’. The champion of this initiative is Ambassador (r) Tajjamul Altaf, whose role is 

commendable. IPS has organized an ambassadorial series and tried to bring the ambassadors who were 

posted there on the platform to talk about their experiences and Pakistan’s possible relationship with 

these countries. 

Ambassador (r) Imran Yawar 

Thank you IPS. IPS has taken the initiative to introduce Africa. Africa is the 

continent of the present. China, the US, France Belgium, Turkey and Russia are 

investing heavily in this region. Before diving into the region, it is important to 

understand its map and geography. 

Located in the middle of Africa, this region has nine countries, including Angola, 

Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Democratic Republic of the Congo, 

Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, Republic of the Congo and São Tomé and Principe. 
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Central Africa is often regarded as the Great Lakes region. The Great Lakes area of Central Africa 

encompasses countries affected by acute past or present conflicts, such as DR Congo, Rwanda, Burundi 

and Uganda. The roots of these conflicts reach back to the colonial era and generally revolve around 

land and mineral resources. Ongoing migration and displacement, ethnic tensions, and innumerable 

rebel groupings and militia all keep the flames of conflict ablaze. The region is richest in natural 

resource but poorest in the entire region. It has 10 lakes and is considered a fertile region. It has a lot of 

potential but due to regional conflicts and poor governance, the region has been a land of turmoil. 

Lake Chad – surrounded by Cameroon, Chad, Niger and Nigeria – has shrunk by 90 percent, from 

25,000 sq km in 1963 to less than 1,500 sq km in 2001. The 30 million people living in the Lake Chad 

region compete over water, and the drying up of the lake could lead to migration and conflicts, according 

to FAO. 

Another important problem that has left the region in turmoil are the long-standing, undemocratic and 

corrupt governments. The rulers in this region are the longest-serving heads in Africa. 

 

Figure 1: The Central African States 

Source: WorldAtlas, https://www.worldatlas.com/geography/middle-african-

countries.html 
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Table 1: Longest-Serving Presidents of African Countries 

 

The Central African region is the least cohesive, least integrated, least developed and the most conflict-

prone region. Socio-political and economic progress in the region is marred by security challenges borne 

out of leadership and governance failures. The leaders in the region suffer from mistrust of the 

neighboring ruling governments. They have been long involved in toppling each other and thus a deadly 

rivalry between states is still present. The leaders are involved in corruption. They have looted their 

economies and smuggled the money into other states. For example, General Mobutu Sese Seko took 

over Congo on November 24, 1965, for 31 years. He practiced building the state by exercising terrorism 

and institutionalized corruption. Mobutu was notorious for corruption, nepotism, and embezzlement of 

between $4 billion and $15 billion during his rule. He was known for extravagances such as shopping 

trips to Paris via supersonic and expensive Concorde aircraft. 

Furthermore, another important challenge that this region faced was ‘The Great Congo War’, often 

regarded as Africa’s World War. The conflict began when in 1996 Rwanda and Uganda invaded the 

eastern DRC in an effort to root out the remaining perpetrators of the genocide. A coalition comprised 

of the Ugandan and Rwandan armies, along with Congolese opposition leader Laurent Désiré Kabila, 

eventually defeated dictator Mobutu Sese Seko. In the brutal genocide that lasted for five years, two 

million people were killed and 15 million were displaced. Nine African countries and around 25 armed 

groups became involved in the war. 

All the countries that took part in this war had their strategic as well as economic interests.  Rwanda, 

Burundi and Angola all claimed to have their interests. Eastern Congo has an abundance of natural 

wealth, including a multitude of minerals such as diamonds, gold, copper, cobalt, cassiterite (tin ore) 

and coltan, as well as timber, coffee and oil, and neighboring countries had their eyes on these resources. 

Furthermore, Rwanda also had huge stakes in this war. Rwanda was once a great empire and thought 

drove it to become the Great Rwanda again. Thus, the Congo War was, and still is, the main issue in 

the whole region. 

Another important problem in this region is the presence of militias. Long-serving presidents of the 

region possess militias. Politics is marked with the emergence of militias and these have their own 

agendas and are major players in politics. The importance of these groups could be gauged from the 

fact that states or the leaders forge alliances with these militias to create instability in the enemy states. 

These alliances give them carte blanche to plunder the economy of a state. 

Porous borders, limited territorial control, and weak state authority in remote zones beyond the capital 

have enabled the militias to carry on with impunity. For example, the militant groups of Libya are allies 

of Khalifa Haftar and they create instability in Chad, they loot and plunder and come back. Because of 

these militias, the states’ writ hardly goes beyond the capital. Rwanda disrupts the peace and stability 

in DRC. A UN report has clearly pointed out the Rwandans’ interference in DRC. The African Union 
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urged the countries to start negotiations and peace talks in Kinshasa, but on the other hand, DRC don’t 

want the Ugandans and Rwandans to be part of the parleys. 

Besides these challenges, another important challenge is the destructive militant group sowing chaos 

across Africa, i.e. Boko Haram. Boko means book (haram book), signaling towards rejection of the 

west. Boko Haram is one of the top insurgent groups with a strong foothold in the region. Since 2011, 

it has resurfaced with greater intensity. In 2015, Boko Haram pledged allegiance to the Islamic State. 

The conflict has displaced nearly 2.5 million people across the neighboring countries. Over 10,000 

deaths were reported between 2009 and 2016, according to the Uppsala Conflict Data Program. 

Terrorist activities and increasing expansion of Boko Haram pose a direct security threat, especially for 

Chad and Cameroon, whose territories bordering Nigeria have been attacked repeatedly. 

Along with these regional challenges, each state has to fight on the domestic front as well. Cameroon 

is one of those states that has to fight at regional as well as domestic front. Domestically, in the north, 

inter-ethnic and religious conflicts are prevalent. The Christians and Muslims there are at odds. On the 

other hand, its western region has a conflict between Anglophones and Francophones. Cameroon was 

once a peaceful region, but now a great human catastrophe is awaiting this country. 

The Democratic Republic of Congo is also a state hit brutally by war, terrorism, economic depreciation 

and poor governance. Today, M23 has emerged as a new threat in the country. The resurgence of the 

M23 comes as the security situation in eastern Congo has deteriorated over the past year, with other 

armed groups, and at times government soldiers, committing widespread violence, unlawful killings, 

and other grave abuses. The M23, formed in 2012 against government, has been working from Rwanda 

and Uganda. Since 2012, 200,000 people have displaced. 

Chad has also been fighting for a long time against terrorism. Fighters from the Libya-based Front for 

Change and Concord are the main threat for Chad. This group crossed into Chad with the aim of 

overthrowing President Idriss Déby. 

The neighboring Central African Republic has also been in turmoil since very long. The crisis is long-

term and characterized by sporadic surges of violence. Recurrent violence in this country is religious in 

nature. Since independence, Muslims in the north and Christians in the south have been fighting against 

each other. Violence and deep ethnic cleavages are deeply rooted in this country. 

Another important hallmark of this region is the electoral violence that has made it a hotbed of conflicts. 

Electoral process has become a cause of violence rather than the guarantor of peace. Pre- and post-

election violence are a common feature of this region. Thus, these challenges have kept the region far 

behind other areas. 

Way Forward 

Regional integration bodies can play a very important role in bringing these confronting parties to the 

table. But unfortunately, the role of these parties has been very limited and their target to achieve peace 

and prosperity has not been attained yet. The Economic Community of Central African States (ECCAS) 

was created in 1983 and launched two years later with the aim to promote and strengthen harmonious 

cooperation among its members. Soon after ECCAS’ establishment, its performance was severely 

affected by financial difficulties and the lack of support from its members, resulting in institutional 

dysfunction. 

Such organizations soon become dysfunctional because of the absence of a proper regulating 

mechanism, financing and budgeting problems, lack of manpower and mistrust between the leaders and 

governments. 

Role of Foreign Actors 

The external powers have always made the region more prone to conflict. In the Cold War era, the 

Soviet Union and the USA were meddling in the region for greater influence. Other countries like 
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France and Belgium also have a great influence. Belgium has a history of looting minerals, especially 

diamonds, from DRC. France too has a major control in the region. But today, there is a growing anti-

French movement in Africa. 

The west has long tried to establish democracy, but unfortunately, Central Africa has witnessed long 

rules or brutal rulers who looted and plundered and kept the region in chaos. 

Today, Turkey is also very influential in the region and is using its soft power. Moreover, Turkey, Saudi 

Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and Qatar are also now looking up to this region. 

The China factor is also rising because of the BRI and Maritime Silk Route. These Chinese projects are 

investing billions of dollars in various African countries. Many Central African countries, like Angola, 

are under debt of China. 

Figure 2: Foreign Military Presence in Africa 

 

Source: Institute for Security Studies, https://issafrica.org/iss-today/proceed-with-caution-africas-growing-

foreign-military-presence 

Policy Options for Pakistan/Recommendations 

Pakistan’s extended neighborhood has always been out of our policy options. Although Pakistan had 

the same historical context but we never tried to build relations based on our history. In fact, now the 

relationship is merely limited to history. 

We were unclear of the roadmap and also had no strategy. We had no idea as to how to approach them 

and what could be the possible areas of cooperation. 

But despite these challenges, in 2017 the then government came up with the ‘Look Africa’ policy, which 

today is called ‘Engage Africa’ policy. The policy was put to paper but the results are still unknown. 

We unfortunately had not been able to follow it up. 
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Furthermore, our interaction with African leaders has always been very limited; there are very limited 

visits by our leaders and policymakers. We have always adopted a non-serious attitude with Africa. 

But today, when Africa is emerging as the ‘Continent of the Future’, we need to move on and we need 

to talk with the new generation. For diplomacy to succeed, we need to be seen, but we are nowhere in 

Africa. 

Our diplomats and the Foreign Office consider it a punishment to take up a post in Africa. Pakistan has 

many potential avenues there. Both the cultures have a huge tendency to accept each other. Their culture 

is tolerant and now we have to change the talking points. Africa is a continent, not a country. Effective 

strategies like new missions and trade policies are the need of the hour. Not only the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs (MOFA), other organizations need to be vigilant as well. 

Concluding remarks by Khalid Rahman, Chairman IPS 

Thank you Ambassador Imran Yawar for enlightening us on this topic. We can 

draw the significance of Africa from the fact that it has 54 countries. Ignoring these 

54 countries in the neighborhood having the second largest population will 

probably a huge blunder by our side. We are blind about this region; we know 

nothing about this region. Late Ambassador Tajjamul sahib initiated this project 

and put his heart and soul into making it a success. Today, he is not with us but 

his work in this regard is commendable. Furthermore, MOFA is also doing a 

commendable job. Their staff posted in Africa has to face extreme challenges. 

The important points of a possible way forward are: 

1. To begin with, change of mindset is important. Think tanks, media and the government need to 

play their role in this regard. Grassroots awareness is necessary. 

2. Vision and consistency is important and we have to see what has been done.  

3. Visibility in diplomacy is vital. It can only be achieved through bilateral visits and more 

embassies must be established. 

4. Connectivity is also important. But unfortunately, only a few options are available when it 

comes to connectivity with Africa. 

5. Added incentives with postings and performance can motivate the civil servants to perform well 

and postings in Africa will also not be considered as a punishment. 

In the end, thank you IPS team, our audience and our worthy speakers for arranging this talk, 

enlightening about the topic and resolving our queries. 
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Interactive Session 

Not too long ago, Africa was called the dark continent. For the west, Africa was never a dark 

continent, although they used to describe it in such a way. Slavery and resource extraction by the 

west were the main tools and these were manifested by the western imperialist designs. The west has 

been always there and it will never leave this continent. But on the contrary, we have always been 

very hesitant. Our policies are merely on paper and no practical application is there. Why is it so? 

Why cannot we go there like we go to the rest of the world? 

Answer: The African continent is not dark. In fact, it is we who have a dark mindset – a mindset always 

attracted to our colonial masters. Now why the west labelled them as dark is because they always have 

portrayed themselves as more educated, more advanced and more intellectual. The west always felt it 

as a duty formerly asserted by white people to manage the affairs of nonwhite people whom they 

believed to be less developed most notoriously known as white man’s burden. And thus, they believed 

that the Africans have a dark mindset. And you know what the west has been doing in the name of 

democracy, education and human rights. 

The geopolitical competition is shifting towards Africa. External powers like China, the USA, India, 

Turkey and Russia are trying to hold strong grounds in the region. But Africans, learning from their 

history, will try not to fall into any of the camps. They know who cheated them and they know who 

to make their partners. Keeping all these scenarios in view, how do you foresee the geopolitical 

competition in the region. Furthermore, which part of Africa is more advantageous for Pakistan to 

start with? 

Ambassador Imran Yawar: You are absolutely correct. Today, many external powers are present in 

Africa. And as you said, they have learnt from their history that in case of any Cold War 2.0 they will 

side with no one as they know who cheated them. They can possibly opt for a hedging policy or any 

other strategy but they will not join a single camp. Multilaterism may be another approach which they 

can possibly opt for. As far as Pakistan is concerned, it needs to actively work on its policies regarding 

Africa. Mere paperwork will not bear any fruit. Our extended neighborhood including East Africa, 

North Africa and South Africa can be an option to start with. 

Pakistan has ignored the African continent for a long time. And that is why it has failed to 

establish cordial relations with them. Recently, Africa has emerged strongly and keeping these 

scenarios in view can you please shed light on how Pakistan can channel its relations with the 

African continent? 

Answer: If there is a will there is a way. West Africa and South Africa are rich. Pakistan has many 

opportunities in that region. And it is not only the government’s responsibility; in fact, the business 

community can help to boost ties. Therefore, the private sector supported by the government can play 

a very good role in improving our ties with Africa. 
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Picture Gallery 
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