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It may sound somewhat flippant that the operationalisation of the African Standby Force (ASF) by the African Union has been a flavour of the past few months, in the continent and outside the continent. This is justifiable because strides have been made in the past 10 months. With hindsight, it may be that we are justified to be cynical that the current talk about the ASF carries undertones that seemed to cast a doubt on whether the ASF was a feasible concept. Be that as it may, indeed tremendous strides have been made and will continue, so long as determination and commitment drives those charged with this monumental task. It is daunting because Africa as a continent has never enjoyed such international goodwill and confidence among the developed world. Generally audiences are eager to understand just how far we have gone, since the concept was approved by our leaders in 2002. 

The shortcomings remain, ie the acute shortage of expertise at the strategic level structures of the AU. It remains so primarily because the institutional systems that are geared to recruit sufficient African expertise wherever it lies are not responding quick enough to the task at hand. And the task at hand is that by 2010 the AU should be able to deploy in regional brigade formations for PSOs. We must be reminded that indeed the AU was founded on the structures of the OAU that were not designed to mount complex peace support operations. Hence it requires resilience to understand that institutional transformation from OAU to AU is a process, very tiring and admittedly frustrating. It requires the calmness of the minds, focus to the vision and leadership.   

Enough said about challenges, the pivotal question is: what has been done so far? The current Peace Support Operations Division  which I have been leading since July 2005 until June 2008, drawing guidance from the Roadmap adopted by the Regional Economic Communities (RECs) that spelt out the steps to implement the ASF, opted to concentrate on the development of policy tools at a strategic level. Primarily the Roadmap identified Doctrine, SOPs, Training and Evaluation, Logistics and C3IS as the core areas for policy development. We will all appreciate that to convene a continental meeting on each of these topics could never be a simple matter, particularly considering that the outcomes should be valid and endorsed by the RECs and guide further development. Workshops were held to develop these policy areas, at a very excruciating pace, but the ultimate outcome is that workshops produced what we now call base documents, that attempt to reach African consensus on African perspectives and common understanding on these areas. These were not meant to be once off, as the process itself revealed that much more work needs to be done at a policy level. In addition, the process further indicated that the Roadmap neglected extremely and equally critical areas that needed attention. These are: Legal Aspects, Civilian Dimension, Finance and Medical/Health Aspects.  

It will be rather laborious to detail each and every step we intent to take in this process, suffice to say, we have begun on a good footing and it is common nature that progress gives rise to many other unresolved areas that need attention. It would be foolhardy to expect the process to be at a100 percent perfection, however, like all other concepts that require stoic leadership, we need to be determined. 

At the regional level, admittedly the regions had done much of what perhaps they could with the little information they got since 2002.  Today it is easy to identify them by name. Our process has instilled seriousness that indeed the ASF should be realized. There is clearly no uniformity on how each brigade structure and its management capacity is formed. The pace of progress will even continue be uneven, as we as Africans emerge from a legacy of colonial influence, where the degree of military professionalism and conceptualization is not standard.  The ASF as a whole indeed leverage on those regions that at least, for now have shown and demonstrated dedication.

The concept of the ASF is plausible but equally triggers a number of fundamental theoretical questions about future peace support operations in the continent. It certainly will reshape defence relations, will alter national defence planning processes and of course needless to ask: how is the UN reshaping itself conceptually about deployments in Africa? Will it continue to rely solely on TCCs or perhaps, rather ambitiously, consider the ASF as its African Force generation capacity for peace support operations? 

We must acknowledge the disparities among our armies in the continent, compared to those of the developed world. The reality will be that in each ASF brigade, the country that is endowed with resources and carries the requisite regional legitimacy and political support will need to be prepared to support neighboring armed forces during deployment. The principle of inclusiveness however remains and the “stronger” nations should enable the less endowed ones to develop niche capabilities. This frankly points to the SA Army in the Southern region, for example. 

