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I recognize much of Koert’s presentation. When looking at 
Africa, our impressions tend to go up and down from optimism 
about Africa to pessimism. Or, as a British colleague described it 
to me recently: a perpetual cycle between hope and despair. 
We are somehow caught between being impressed by Africa’s 
potential on the one hand and concern for its challenges on the 
other. There is a historical continuity to this as well. Two 
decades ago our Africa policy was entitled ‘Strong People, Weak 
States’. 
 
Furthermore, in reaction to Koert’s image of African politicians 
walking with their head in the clouds, I would like to add that 
for decades now, these politicians are still the same people. 
Post-colonial political elites in African countries have been 
remarkably resilient and capable to adjust to changing 
circumstances (experience in Kenya, South Sudan and South 
Africa).  
 
Pinning hope on new generations is tempting, but in my 
experience risky as well. Yes, the potential is there and yes, in 
some cases like the civilian revolution in Sudan, results are 
achieved. But these results prove to be fragile and in many 
places, young people decide that their chances are bigger when 
they just blend in and copy the behaviour of the elite (South 
Sudan experience)   
Africa is truly the continent of the future with a youthful 
aspirational population eager to assert themselves, insisting to 
be heard. We saw this over the last year when in Kenya and 
Nigeria, Gen-Zs took to the streets to be seen and heard about 
bad governance, corruption and the increasing cost of living. 
On the positive side, aspirations for change from the young 
electorate recently led to democratic transfers of power in 
Senegal and Botswana.  And the ruling ANC in South Africa 
being forced to share power in a government of national unity.  
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At the same time, instability and conflict persist in many corners 
of the continent. In Sudan a coalition of warring parties fell 
apart and overturned a popular revolution. Humanitarian aid is 
blocked and 6 million people risk starvation. In the Sahel youth 
took to the street to celebrate military Junta’s taking on 
jihadists with Russian support, before being silenced by the 
same governments to prevent them from turning their anger on 
them. 

 
Meanwhile the European Union finds it increasingly difficult to 
find its role in supporting African partners to take their 
responsibility. We are faced with dilemmas on how to engage 
with governments with disputed legitimacy. On Sudan a 
resolution calling for a cease fire, backed by all three African 
Security Council members, was vetoed by Russia, while the 
Sudanese Armed Forces thanked them for protecting their 
sovereignty. 
 
And while international relations face a fundamental shift in the 
balance of power, several governments in and around Europe 
turn their attention inward, instead of playing a role in the 
world to address some these issues. In the Netherlands, this 
comes with serious budget cuts facing international 
cooperation, diplomacy, research and education. So, in order to 
deal with the proverbial perpetual cycle between hope and 
despair, I was very happy to be given the chance to think and 
write about how to deal with the enormous diversity and rapid 
changes on the African continent.  
 
Our Africa strategy was part of the coalition agreement of the 
previous government and submitted to parliament just before 
they became de-missionary. It was adopted by the outgoing 
parliament with broad support from left to right. In recent 
parliamentary debates, majority support for the strategy was 
articulated in sessions dealing with trade, aid and foreign 
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affairs. It is now for us to see how policy changes and cuts to 
our budgets, staffing and possibly embassies will affect the 
implementation of this strategy. What is clear is that, like Africa 
and our relations with our African partners, this ten-year 
strategy will out-live our current government. 

 
The contrasts discussed before between hope and despair, 
between our worries about governance and our trust in the 
people of Africa is well reflected in our strategy. It is not only a 
whole of government strategy, but a whole of society strategy. 
The strategy was originally a response to our business 
community that sees Africa’s potential. But they need public-
private partnership, diplomatic support and knowledge to 
navigate a complex business environment to unlock this 
potential. They also need advice and people watching them to 
ensure they do the right things and that they do things right. To 
ensure that our promise to positively impact people and planet, 
and not only profit, proves to be more than a slogan, we need 
you: we need researchers and journalists passionate about 
Africa. We need Africans from all walks of life to tell us how we 
are doing. We know that if we want to be relevant to Africa, we 
need to know Africa. We need to understand and empathize. 
We need to continually study and report on Africa so that we 
are not stuck in stereotypes and assumptions. That is crucial to 
get any closer to our goal of more equitable relationships. But 
please get out of your Ivory Tower. Perhaps curiosity driven 
fundamental research is not really relevant for us. We need 
more applied research on dynamics in society, relevant for our 
relations with African countries. 

 
Let’s join each other in conversations with our African friends. 
Let’s connect what the Netherlands has to offer to what is 
needed by Africans in the context of their local realities. And 
let’s be open and receptive to what Africans have to offer us. 
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In this time of scarcity we may need to be selective and we may 
need to focus, but we definitely need each other. If we do that 
well, perhaps after these times of austerity, there will be times 
again of broadening opportunities. 

 
Thank you! 

 


