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WAR IN UKRAINE: YET ANOTHER CRISIS FOR AFRICA
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The war in Ukraine and the sanctions imposed on Russia are im-
pacting the entire world. In Africa, their consequences are joining
those of other crises and mutually exacerbating one another, from
the ripple impact of the 2008 global financial crisis to that of the
Covid-19 pandemic, from the repercussions of severe food crises to
those of the widespread debt crises that make it so difficult for
many governments to take action.

CHILDREN OF A LESSER GOD

Following the Russian invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022, the
refugee crisis was the first of many to manifest itself. In addition to
millions of internally displaced people, some 6.7 million Ukrainians
have sought immediate refuge in neighboring countries, many with
the intention of moving on later to other countries!. The numerous
Africans who were part of this flight faced discrimination both be-
fore and after crossing borders; at least 10,000 African students
who left Ukraine have been unable to continue their studies in other
European countries due to bureaucratic obstacles?2.

THE ENERGY CRISIS

After Russia invaded Ukraine the cost of oil soared to $120 per bar-
rel, later dropping back down to the current $933. It is still high due
to both war-related anxiety and the reluctance of the OPEC coun-
tries to increase oil production, which is still about two million bar-
rels below the pre-pandemic level4. While African oil-producing
countries could benefit from the high cost, every other country will
be harmed. In recent years Russia has supplied about 40% of the
gas consumed in the European Union3; the need of the latter to di-
versify supply sources could benefit some of the African countries
rich in this resource, including Algeria, Egypt, Nigeria, Mozambique,
Congo-Brazzaville and Angola.

THE FOOD CRISIS

The food crisis is a complex issue often featured in articles con-
taining biased and seemingly contradictory data®?. The price of
food on international markets is set in dollars, a currency that re-
cently strengthened considerably; for many countries, this meant
an increase in the cost of imports, including those of food. The cost
of transportation has also increased significantly; for example, the
cost of sea transport alone increased by 60%?2 between February
and May 2022 (UNCTAD). It has also been claimed that the much-

feared “world food crisis” is nonexistent since our planet produces
enough food for everyone on it? and is being aired for purely spec-
ulative or propaganda reasons.

As Amartya Sen explained some 40 years ago, many famines occur
at times when there is an abundance of food; however, the fact
that there is enough food for all does not mean that it is available to
all. This has always been the case. Many African countries are now
faced with ever worsening food crises, and the blockade of Ukraine's
ports has only exacerbated situations that are already dire due to
climate change, drought and conflict, especially in the Horn of
Africa. Overall, African countries import around 40% of their grain
needs from Russia and Ukraine™, but are now being impacted dif-
ferently given the different ways each depends on its imports: Er-
itrea and Somalia are close to fully dependent on them; Madagascar
and Egypt depend on them for over 70% of their needs; Namibia,
Tanzania, Congo, Rwanda, Djibouti and others for more than 50%,
and so on®2, Furthermore, half of the grain stuck in Ukrainian ports
was intended for World Food Program operations in Africa.’®

REBUILD AFRICAN AGRICULTURE?

Given that Africa contains 60% of our planet’s remaining arable
land, the African Development Bank has allocated $1.5 billion to find
a solution, through investment and funding, to the food crisis plagu-
ing the continent, with an increase in agricultural production and
improved distribution®*. The war in Ukraine has given a boost to
such initiatives, ideas and objectives, including one that advocates
for increased production of traditional grains such as fonio,
sorghum, teff and millet, which are nutritionally rich and well-suited
to the climate of many African countries®®. But these are ideas for
the future; in the immediate term, millions of people — estimates
range from 20 to 50 million — are at risk of hunger in the Horn of
Africa alone, an area now entering its fifth consecutive year of se-
vere drought®®. The crisis in Ukraine has indirectly aggravated
the situation, with many donor countries now allocating funds
there rather than crises in poorer countries in Africa and else-
where%18.19 |t js worth recalling that rising food prices were the
spark that ignited the Arab Spring in 2011.

WAR AND DIPLOMACY

The war in Ukraine has only hastened the “scramble for Africa”
that was already underway to secure both access to its vast nat-



ural resources and diplomatic backing from its 54 nations. In late
July, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov began a tour that
took him to Egypt, Ethiopia, Uganda and the Republic of Congo,
during which he reiterated that one of the objectives of Russia's
"special military operation" is to counter the West's global hege-
monic plan. He also claimed that the blockade of Ukrainian and
Russian grain exports was due not to the war, but rather to the
sanctions imposed on Russia2®. Aimost at the same time, French
President Macron visited Cameroon, Benin and Guinea Bissau?
and, in a long-distance diplomatic battle, called Russia the “last
colonial empire” 22, while President Biden announced that a long-
awaited summit with African leaders would take place in Wash-
ington DC in December 2022. Lavrov then announced in Cairo
that the second Russia-Africa summit would take place next year,
while U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken flew to Johannes-
burg, South Africa, to start his second African tour, including vis-
its to the Democratic Republic of Congo and Rwanda. In the
following weeks a U.S. congressional delegation visited both
Mozambique?® and Macron?4. China and Japan are also going to
great lengths in this regard, with conferences, debt forgiveness
and various other promises5-26:27,

NEW COLD WAR DIVISIONS IN AFRICA?

The war in Ukraine is once again dividing the continent into two
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blocs, one aligned with Western positions and the other with Rus-
sia and China. Regardless of the positions of individual govern-
ments, people in many countries — even those aligned with the
West — seem more inclined to fault the United States and Europe
for hypocrisy and double standards than to share their posi-
tions28,

The very different treatment of Ukrainians and Africans fleeing
Ukraine, the diversion of funds from development aid to aid to
Ukraine, both military and otherwise, and the West's focus on this
war versus its indifference to the many conflicts in Africa, are all
well-founded reasons for skepticism by many in African coun-
tries. In addition, the memory of the Soviet Union's support for
many African wars of liberation from colonialism is still very
much alive; not surprisingly, Lavrov recently stated Russia’s in-
tention to help Africa “complete the process of decolonization”

In conclusion, the consequences of the war in Ukraine are mak-
ing themselves felt worldwide, Africa included. It will take time to
assess their magnitude both in a positive sense, for the oil- and
gas-producing countries, and in a negative one: high inflation, the
energy and food crises, cuts in international aid, and years of ed-
ucation lost by thousands of African students. What we can say
already with 100% certainty is that this war, like nearly all wars,
will create more problems, direct and indirect alike, in both Africa
and the rest of the world, than it can ever solve.
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