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Abstract. This article examines the African Union’s (AU) strategies for strengthening the 

sovereignty of African states—a core driver of the region’s political development—within the 
framework of its cross‑border policy. The study centers on the potential of African state 
sovereignty and how it evolves under AU initiatives, with a focus on the AU’s regional policy of 
integrated border management. The aim is to evaluate how the AU’s integrated border 
management policy shapes the sovereign development of African states. The analysis draws on 
theoretical approaches to political borders as tools for sovereign state development. Since 
decolonization, state border policies have reflected political maturity and ideological 
orientation—spanning neoliberal, Marxist, and рostmodern traditions. The meaning of political 
borders in Africa is tied not only to the capacities of sovereign states but also to the interplay 
between pan‑Africanism and state nationalism. A key insight of the research is the significance of 
cross‑border management challenges. The concept of transborderness poses critical questions 
about the relationship between state sovereignty and regionalism in intra‑African relations. 
Against the backdrop of Africa’s growing agency and the “African solutions to African 
problems” principle, states across the continent grapple with defining their political identity while 
working to foster inclusive political practices. AU initiatives to regulate borders and address 
postcolonial legacies affecting sovereignty serve as a crucial mechanism for building an 
integrated political space in Africa.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The issue of political borders in Africa touches upon a wide range of problems 

related to international cooperation among states of the region. This issue is connected 
with the need to study the factors that influence sovereignty development and with the 
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search for sustainable formats for international interaction in Africa, both in the areas of 
security and development. For Africa, which is seeking resources to expand its 
subjectivity and agency [Degterev 2024: 59], the solution of this issue hinges on the 
contradiction between the theoretical/normative definition of sovereignty and the 
practical model of sovereignty of African states.  

In this context, the African Union (AU) highlights border management as an 
important priority for the continent. Adopted in 2007, the African Union Border 
Programme (AUBP) outlined the tasks of cross-border management—ranging from 
security issues and counterterrorism to measures to regulate migration policy1. Important 
regulatory documents included the 2014 Niamey Convention2 on Cross-Border 
Cooperation and the 2020 Strategy for a Better Integrated Border Governance3 The AU’s 
cross-border development vector is also enshrined in Agenda 2063. Key projects of the 
Agenda—from the creation of a high-speed rail network to the launch of the African 
Continental Free Trade Area and the introduction of a visa-free regime—aim to 
strengthen the continent’s cross-border connectivity4.  

Studying the issue of border governance allows us to partially determine the 
influence of the pan-African model of regionalism on the legitimization of African states’ 
political processes, both in the context of the normative entrenchment of classical de jure 
sovereignty and in terms of recognizing the “decentralized transborder influence” of local 
non-state actors. 

This study focuses on the African Union’s approaches to promoting sovereignty as a 
fundamental concept for the political development of countries in the region in the 
context of a broad understanding of African regionalism and its special role in shaping a 
multi-level, transboundary model of border management. The article takes as its 
theoretical starting point the issue of the sovereignty potential of African states and its 
development under the influence of the AU’s pan-African initiatives. The aim of this 
paper is to determine the impact of the AU’s integrated border management policy on the 
sovereign development of African states.  

Methodologically, the study emphasizes theoretical approaches to understanding the 
potential of African states to ensure their sovereignty and political boundaries. The article 
examines selected approaches to studying the sovereignty of African states: from the 
classical interpretation of the “weak state” and acknowledging the role of political 
borders in perpetuating the Westphalian sovereignty model to a critical assessment of the 
modern state’s role in ensuring the integrity of national borders. It also identifies the 
African Union’s cross‑border strategies as a decisive instrument for shaping the regional 
cooperation agenda and strengthening the sovereignty of African states. 
  

                                                
1 African Union Border Programme (AUBP). AU. 19.01.2025. https://peaceau.org/en/page/85-au-
borderprogramme-aubp (accessed: 25.03.2025) 
2 African Union Convention on Cross-Border Cooperation (Niamey Convention). AU. 2014. https://peaceau.org/ 
uploads/au-niamey-convention-eng.pdf (accessed: 25.03.2025) 
3 African Union Strategy for a Better Integrated Border Governance. AU. 2020. https://peaceau.org/ 
uploads/2020-english-au-border-governance-strategy-final.pdf (accessed: 25.03.2025) 
4 Flagship Projects of Agenda 2063. AU. https://au.int/en/agenda2063/flagship-projects (accessed: 25.03.2025) 
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ON CERTAIN FEATURES OF THE INTERACTION  
BETWEEN THE STATE AND THE BORDER PERIPHERY IN AFRICA 

 
The modern African state faces a wide range of systemic problems. The intersection 

of these problems in the context of the political culture of African society, against the 
backdrop of the current level of development of state institutions and the high instability 
of political processes, gives rise to discussions about the nature of the sovereignty of 
African states [Loshkariov 2024b]. For the African state, neither the dominance over 
territory nor spatial boundaries have historically been the decisive factor in political 
development and influence. To a greater extent, the nature of domination was manifested 
through the regulation of multidimensional social interactions and the special social 
categorization of the state along lines of clan ties, army hierarchy, party-bureaucratic 
groups, local elites, etc.  

In the late 1980s, the concept of the “weak state,” developed by American political 
scientist Joel S. Migdal, began to gain currency in Western expert circles. According to 
Migdal, a “weak state” is incapable of controlling society and reproducing or recreating 
the values that unite this society and the various social structures integrated within it. At 
the same time, Migdal challenged the ability of a “weak state” to fully realize its 
functions. Among the causes, Migdal identified the high degree of fragmentation of 
society, as well as governance methods often aimed more at the desire of political elites 
to remain in power than at ensuring societal development [Migdal 1988: 261]. 

According to this discourse, a “weak state” experiences destructive influence from 
internal and external political actors that erode its monopoly on sovereignty. In relation to 
the territorial influence of the state, this position can be defined as the inability of the 
state power to fully control the population and the territory of the state and as the state’s 
inability to ensure the interests of society as its legitimate representative [Feraru 2018: 
103–104]. 

According to I.K. Hlovor (Ghana): “The problem facing African state builders is the 
difficulty in projecting state power and control to remote, sparsely populated, 
inhospitable regions…” and “…the limited capacity of the state means that it is forced to 
concentrate on areas of export production” [Hlovor 2020: 40]. Essentially, such a state 
abandons the population of border regions to their fate and protects exclusively its own 
interests. Strategic disregard for borders appears to be a characteristic feature of a “weak 
state” and gives rise to complex processes in the borderlands/periphery.  

In this context, the border periphery of African states is experiencing the influence of 
a wide range of destabilizing factors, such as marginalization of border territories, the 
increasing permeability of international borders to illegal and criminal activities, the 
intensification of border and territorial conflicts, the growth of migration flows against 
the backdrop of the socio-economic insecurity of the population [Obah-Akpowoghaha, 
Ojakorotu, Tarro 2020: 91–92], and others. 

Thus, ensuring security and development for all citizens of the state, particularly 
those living in border areas, is becoming a systemic problem for a number of African 
states. The integrity of state sovereignty and borders is becoming the subject of both 
normative and military-political engagement of regional and external actors. In this 
context, recent events in the Sahel, related to the signing of the Liptako-Gourma Charter 
by three states in the region and the proclamation of the Alliance of Sahel States (AES), 
are also of interest. Analyzing the initial steps and nature of the AES, I.D. Loshkarev 
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outlines a new discourse in interpreting the prospects for the development of sovereignty 
of African states [Loshkariov 2024a]. He highlights the minilateral model of cooperation 
in the Sahel as a promising mechanism for developing sovereignty and overcoming the 
limitations of a “weak state.” 

 
AFRICAN BORDERS AND THE WESTPHALIAN SOVEREIGNTY FORMULA  
 
The problem of political borders in African countries is directly linked to the 

definition and condition of state sovereignty. Researchers of contemporary sovereignty in 
Africa note a certain separation between statehood and its specific territorial 
manifestation [Loshkariov 2024b: 40]. 

The Westphalian vector of developing sovereignty through the consolidation of 
territoriality and the fixation of borders turned out to be poorly compatible with the 
traditional ideas of Africans about the organization and functions of borders dividing the 
territories of various peoples [Okumu 2010: 4–5]. In pre-colonial Africa, tribal 
boundaries were not static. They existed as social constructs and zones through which 
human and intercommunal relations were regulated. Typically, boundaries were shaped 
by “сultural reciprocity practices,” or the right to use others’ lands according to need. 
Borders were conceptualized as zones of contact between cultural and political groups for 
shared residence, or as buffer zones not under the authority of any one community, or as 
enclaves for migrating communities.  

According to Nigerian researcher Professor L. Amusan, “before the Berlin Conference, 
Africa’s boundary system relied on three systems of frontier of contact (where people of 
distinct political and cultural uniformity lived together) ...The second type is the frontier of 
separation. This is when peoples of different culture and political system are separated with 
natural obstacles... Lastly is a group of people that were separated by people of enclave. 
These are nomadic people such as the Tourages, Somalis, Fulanis, and Massai...” [Amusan 
2018: 6521]. In the pre-colonial period, the border did not serve as an instrument for shaping 
the territorial basis of political authority and sovereignty. 

During the colonial period of African development, borders were drawn 
“by Europeans for Europeans” [Griffiths 1986: 205]. The colonial period consolidated the 
Westphalian concept of a territorial sovereign state in Africa. During this period, borders 
were viewed as a means of administration, a means of delimiting spheres of influence, 
and a means of “civilization.” Political borders in Africa were defined primarily between 
1884 and 1904, and the final division of Africa was completed in 1920. According to 
E.I.  Asiwaju,  a  professor  of  history  at  the  University  of  Lagos,  in  Africa,  there  are  
109 international borders that separate 177 cultural or ethnic groups [Asiwaju 1985]. 

Paradoxically, during decolonization, the de jure political border becomes a symbol 
of independence, a symbol of the international legal sovereignty of African states, and the 
international legal system supports this paradox [Herbst 1997: 120–123; Matshanda 
2016: 471]. The Montevideo Convention (1933) establishes four criteria of state 
sovereignty: a permanent population; a defined territory; a government; and the capacity 
to enter into relations with the other states.5 The presence of a border is recognized as a 
stable attribute of a state capable of exercising its sovereignty.  

                                                
5 Montevideo Convention on Rights and Duties of States. 26.12.1933. LichtlanD. https://www.lichtland. 
org/docs/Konvention_von_Montevideo_1933.pdf (accessed: 21.03.2025) 
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According to Canadian researcher Lee J.M. Seymour, “Africa’s postcolonial borders 
have proved remarkably resilient in the decades since independence.” [Seymour 2013: 
17–18]. The borders remain virtually unchanged, despite the general recognition of the 
negative effects of the colonial division of territories, such as the existence of divided 
peoples, the destruction of natural habitats of African ethnic groups, the growth of illegal 
migration, and the entrenchment of conflictual patterns of interaction between border 
communities [Kassae Nygusie, Ivkina 2020: 25–26; Asiwaju 1985; Griffiths 1996]. 

This is directly related to the strategies of national liberation movements aimed at 
building African political nations and protecting African uniqueness through the 
development of territorial nationalism or the nation-state [Amusan 2018: 63–65]. Borders 
have established the potential for sovereignty and the ability of African states to be 
“visible” on the international stage, and only within these borders are the “weak states” of 
Africa able to realize their subjectivity [Jackson, Rosberg 1982: 13, 17]. These 
approaches are derived from discussions about the nature of the sovereignty of African 
states, as well as the nature of “territorial nationalism” [Bondarenko 2022: 63–64].  

Congolese Prime Minister Patrice Lumumba noted that a colossal problem facing 
Africa on its path to development is the weak expression of a national idea and, as a 
consequence, the ethnicization of political processes in the continent’s countries: “These 
divisions, which the colonial powers have always exploited the better to dominate us, 
have played an important role—and are still playing that role—in the suicide of Africa”6. 
Lumumba was a consistent supporter of African nationalism, viewing it not only as a tool 
for combating colonialism and a means of building an independent Africa but also as a 
crucial resource for the political unification of Africans and the overcoming of ethnic and 
other social contradictions within nation-states. 

In studying the nature of the modern nation-state in Africa, it is impossible to ignore 
the interplay between the ideas of Pan-Africanism and territorial nationalism. The 
question of the ultimate goal of decolonization in Africa was not straightforward for 
contemporaries and was closely intertwined with the understanding of the potential of the 
African state. Thus, Ghanaian leader K. Nkrumah believed that the nation-state was an 
inevitable stage on the path to pan-African unity for the continent. The state must evolve 
from full sovereignty to the status of a state within a single African Federation or 
Continental Union, since as sovereign players outside of pan-African unity, African 
states, under the conditions of systemic neocolonialism, would become politically 
dependent, economically vulnerable, and perpetually backward [Nkrumah 1963]. 

Tanzanian leader J. Nyerere, unlike K. Nkrumah, recognized the intrinsic value of the 
nation-state in the fight against neocolonialism, since it is through strengthening the 
sovereignty and self-reliance of the state that genuine unity and gradual integration 
through regional mechanisms can be achieved, whereas territorial nationalism (state 
nationalism) represents a form of “tribalism on a state scale” that hinders African unity7. 

This approach to understanding the role of territorial nationalism was aimed at 
building a distinctive African statehood and, as Ivor Chipkin, a researcher of the 
development of political identity and nationalism in South Africa, observed, "nation-
building presupposed the formation of an independent political community" [Kohnert 
                                                
6 Debating Nationalism in Africa. AfSol. 13.05.2016. https://afsolblog.wordpress.com/2016/05/13/ 
debatingnationalism-in-africa/ (accessed: 25.03.2025) 
7 Shivji I.G. Pan-Africanism in Mwalimu Nyerere’s thought. Third World Resurgence. 2009. № 227. Pp. 25–29. 
https://twn.my/title2/resurgence/2009/227/world1.htm (accessed: 25.03.2025) 
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2009: 112–113; Robinson 2014: 709–711]. Moreover, the effectiveness of state 
sovereignty was directly related to the idea of territorial nationalism, as well as to the 
state's ability to maintain its presence and control within former colonial borders. This 
was generally consistent with the sovereignty of the modern state, since sovereignty, in 
its basic features, presupposes precisely the “supremacy of state power within its 
territory” [Okoli 2024: 120]. 

Discussing the methods of consolidating colonial borders during the wave of 
decolonization, Nigerian researcher L. Amusan points out that border demarcation was 
often used by central governments to suppress minorities. “the principle of majority rule 
and democratisation that blew across the continent of Africa further entrenched instability 
as the minorities were side-tracked in governance.” [Amusan 2018: 6522]. 

Researchers frequently note that liberal expectations of democratization in African 
society have encountered irreconcilable contradictions at the level of the value‑driven 
organization of the political process in Africa, mainly due to the lack of a democratic 
political culture among the general public [Bondarenko 2022: 65–69]. The failures and 
partial inconsistency of democratization strategies for African countries have weakened 
the sovereignty of most sub-Saharan African states [Emelyanov 2015: 109], which, in 
turn, has led to the degradation of political boundaries, primarily due to the increasing 
role of tribalism and the ethnicization of the political process. 

 
RETHINKING THE POTENTIAL OF AFRICAN BORDERS 

 
The widespread understanding of African borders as the most “porous and 

permeable” in the world inevitably leads researchers to question the need to strengthen 
the influence of central authorities at borders in order to advance state interests and 
consolidate territorial sovereignty. It is also noted that African states, as a rule, are unable 
to fully control their border territories and are even interested in “border porosity” to 
reduce the intensity of interstate conflicts [Hlovor 2020: 44]. 

A postmodern perspective on the development of African borders assumes that, 
firstly, in order to strengthen the security of border territories and ensure the vital 
interests of the communities living there, it is necessary to consider the pre-colonial 
experience of regulating these territories, the specific living conditions of nomadic 
pastoral tribes, and the economic interests of local populations interested in active cross-
border operations [Hlovor 2020: 38]. This approach necessitates an understanding of the 
security and governance of African borders in the spirit of Ken Booth’s theory of 
emancipation [Floyd, Croft 2011: 156–158, 163–165]. 

Research within the theory of emancipation focuses on issues of human security, 
prioritizing the interests of the population itself. From Ken Booth’s perspective, only the 
liberation of individuals from physical and human constraints (e.g., poverty and 
inequality, etc.) leads to genuine security. States are meant to serve as instruments, not 
the ultimate goal, of security. Yet, they often disregard emancipatory objectives in pursuit 
of their own interests, substituting the concept of security with their own agendas. In the 
era of the “broad understanding of security,” sovereignty, according to Ken Booth, loses 
its traditional significance—and some governments themselves become sources of threats 
to their own citizens [Booth 1991]. 

In this vein, studying border security in African countries is associated not so much 
with understanding the role of state institutions as with examining the role of local 
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authorities and communities in these processes. An analysis of the state of border areas 
by the Sahel and West Africa Club (Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, OECD) in the context of population security shows that violence is more 
likely to occur in border areas, where there are 67% more incidents of violence than in 
other areas8. Communities living in border areas are interested in border management for 
their own security and economic interests, rather than for the sake of sovereignty and the 
dominance of the “center” over the border periphery. Various non-state actors are willing 
to assume responsibility for cross-border security in the country’s peripheral areas. 
[Hlovor 2020]. 

Secondly, postmodern scholars propose a model of transregional, or transborder, 
governance as an important alternative to strengthening state borders within the 
framework of classical sovereignty theory. Within this framework, they propose to stop 
treating the “porosity of borders” of African states as a problem hindering the growth of 
sovereignty. It is more important to harness the potential of border permeability to 
develop effective formats for subregional interaction. Yuichi Sasaoka, a professor at 
Meiji University, in his work “New Perspectives on the African State Borders,” argues 
that, despite the African Union’s reaffirmation of its commitment to state sovereignty and 
recognition of colonial borders in 2002, the AU is currently seeking to implement a 
model of multi-level border governance that takes into account the interests of states, 
local communities, and all cross-border stakeholders [Sasaoka 2022: 3]. According to 
Sasaoka, “The pre-modern state vacuum in Africa should be used to create a postmodern 
sub-regional society” [Sasaoka 2022: 2]. 

At the same time, it should be noted that, amid the permanent crisis of African 
statehood, scholars are increasingly drawn to the potential of border zones (borderlands) 
as an instrument for shaping and defining power‑based relations. According to 
F. Söderbaum and J. Taylor, the emergence of specific microregions in borderlands 
reflects the transformation of the state's role as a key structure in the economic and 
political organization of society [Söderbaum, Taylor 2008: 13]. These microregions exist 
at the intersection of the national and local levels, often perceived as a single entity. The 
development process on the part of local communities is rooted in traditional cross-border 
development, characterized by weak state control over these territories due to the natural 
landscape and the economic practices of the local population. As German scholars 
T. Hüsken and G. Klute note, “political realities on the periphery and borderlands of 
many postcolonial African states appear to challenge state concepts of sovereignty, 
territoriality, and citizenship” [Hüsken, Klute 2010: 109]. 

 
BORDERS IN THE CONTEXT OF AFRICAN REGIONALISM 

 
It should be noted that, since the independence of African states, the issue of 

recognizing existing borders has become a pressing issue within the Pan-African 
movement. The legal settling of former colonial borders began in 1964, when the 
Organization of African Unity (OAU), at the first ordinary session of the Assembly of 
Heads of State and Government meeting in Cairo (United Arab Republic), adopted 
Resolution 16 (I)9. The resolution affirmed the principle of the inviolability of borders on 
                                                
8 Security, borders and development. OECD. https://oecd.org/en/topics/security-borders-and-development.html 
(accessed: 12.02.2025) 
9 Resolutions adopted by the first ordinary Session of the Assembly of Heads of State and Government held in 



Journal of  th e Ins ti tut e for Afri can Studi es 202 5 Vo l.  11 № 4(73) 

 

35 

the African continent as they existed after the independence of African countries. Since 
that time, the OAU, and subsequently the AU, have closely linked the existence of 
manageable and secure borders with the stability and legitimacy of the sovereignty of 
African states. 

Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, Prime Minister of Nigeria (1960–1966), noted the 
importance of “respect for existing boundaries which must, in the interest of peace in 
Africa, remain the recognized boundaries until such a time as the peoples concerned 
decide of their own free will to merge into one unit or redraw boundaries”10 [Esidene, 
Onyebuchi 2012]. In 1963, when the OAU was established, the position of the African 
countries participating in the Monrovia Group [Kassae Nygusie, Ivkina 2020: 32–34]11 
on border regulation prevailed. They defended the position that the map of Africa, based 
on the doctrine of uti possidetis juris12, should be respected, since redrawing the map 
based on racial, religious, psychological, and linguistic criteria could lead to the erasure 
of a number of states on the continent [Amusan 2018: 6522]. Following the OAU, since 
its establishment in 2002, the AU has recognized the colonial borders of states in the 
region based on the same legal principle. 

Since its inception, the African Union has not only served as a leading regional 
guarantor of the border integrity of African states. Relying on the international normative 
context, the African Union also promotes the pan-African concept of regionalism within 
its cooperation, primarily based on the organization’s Constitutive Act13. For example, 
Article 4 of the document, along with the fundamental principles of peaceful co-existence 
(Article 4i), non-interference in the internal affairs of other states (Article 4g), and the 
peaceful resolution of conflicts (Article 4e), among others, includes a principle outlining 
the special potential of regionalism. Article 4h provides for “the right of the Union to 
intervene in a Member State pursuant to a decision of the Assembly in respect of grave 
circumstances, namely: war crimes, genocide and crimes against humanity.”14 

In the context of the “responsibility to protect” principle (R2P)15 [Adu, Bokeria, 
Degterev et al. 2023: 424–425], relying on this article of the Constitutive Act, the African 
Union gains the ability to collectively intervene in the affairs of sovereign actors. It also 
                                                                                                                                                   
Cairo, UAR, from 17 to 21 July 1964. 1964. AU. https://au.int/sites/default/files/decisions/9514-
1964_ahg_res_1-24_i_e.pdf (accessed: 12.02.2025) 
10 Ashiru O., Olufemi G. Nigeria and the Organisation of African Unity/ African Union: fifty years journey: an 
article in commemoration of fifty years of the establishment of the continental organization. The Nigerian Voice. 
24.05.2013. https://www.thenigerianvoice.com/news/114515/nigeria-and-the-organisation-of-african-unity-
african-union.html (accessed: 25.02.2025) 
11 The Monrovia Group, in contrast with the more progressive Casablanca Group, demonstrated a more moderate 
approach not only to the issue of delimiting African states’ borders but also to broader questions of Africa’s 
international development in the post‑decolonization era. The Monrovia Group’s primary objective was for 
African states to attain international sovereignty as a balancing instrument—both in relations among former 
colonies themselves and in their interactions with former colonial powers. International legal recognition 
emerged as one of the key resources for legitimizing the nascent African sovereign states. 
12 Within  the  doctrine  of  uti possidetis juris (the general law of state succession), a successor state fully 
recognizes as its own territory the lands inherited from the colonial period—within the exact boundaries it 
received from the former colonial power. 
13 Сonstitutive Act of the African Union. Article 4 (h). AU. https://au.int/sites/default/files/pages/34873-
fileconstitutiveact_en.pdf (accessed: 25.03.2025) 
14 Ibid. 
15 The concept of the "responsibility to protect" (R2P) was included in the 2005 World Summit Outcome 
Document and enshrined in Security Council Resolution 1674. 2006. UN. https://refworld.org/ru/legal/ 
resolution/unsc/2006/ru/31964 (accessed: 25.03.2025) 
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gains the ability to regulate the vast, poorly controlled border territories of African states. 
This approach by the African Union is implemented through joint peacekeeping 
operations with the UN or regional African organizations (e.g., ECOWAS)16 [Bokeria, 
Degterev 2024]. 

Through international cooperation in implementing peacekeeping missions, as well as 
through the hybrid nature of its operations, the AU is strengthening its influence on the 
continent. Moreover, according to Russian researcher A.V. Khudaikulova, the UN 
currently increasingly requires active partnership with the AU and other African regional 
structures in the field of peacekeeping. [Khudaykulova 2023: 355] This normatively 
strengthens the AU's position in matters of ensuring the stability of its member states' 
sovereign borders. In terms of funding and support for peacekeeping operations, the AU 
is directly dependent on its international partners and “still has a long way to go before 
becoming a self-sufficient actor in the field of peacekeeping” [Yutyaeva 2021: 201]. 
However, in terms of legitimizing its influence on sovereign actors through 
peacekeeping, the African Union has significantly strengthened both its 
political/normative and “coercive” position on the continent. The regional security 
agenda inevitably remains one of the fundamental components of the African model of 
regionalism, encompassing the principles, goals, and strategies of regional cooperation 
that define the inclusive regional parameters of Africa's development as a subject of 
global interaction. 

At the same time, in the context of the pan-African development agenda, the African 
Union is reaching strategic heights in global competition, not only pursuing the “hard 
power” objectives of ensuring regional security but also steadily advancing its own 
integration strategies that define the economic foundation of African regionalism. Here, 
first and foremost, the launch of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) 
should be discussed. However, while recognizing the pan-African FTA as the largest and 
most promising in the world, experts note the exceptional complexity of implementing 
this cooperation, manifested in the development contradictions between various African 
regions, the lack of necessary infrastructure and investment deficits, the imbalances in 
internal and external trade flows, and other issues17. Among the obvious challenges to 
advancing the AfCFTA is the problem of unsettled African borders. 

In the context where only 35% of Africa’s 170 000 km of borders have been 
demarcated18, the African Union, in collaboration with regional organizations, is 
developing mechanisms to foster the development of borderland areas and to strengthen 
the border management systems of African states. This AU practice reflects a significant 
contradiction in the political development of African countries—namely, the tension 
between two competing imperatives. On the one hand, there is the core vector of regional 
cooperation among African states, which emphasizes the recognition of sovereignty’s 
integrity and the consolidation of its territorial foundations [Feraru 2018: 107–108]. On 
the other hand, there is the inevitable need to embrace a cross‑border model of border 

                                                
16 For example, at the end of 2012, the AU and ECOWAS initiated the International Support Mission to Mali 
(AFISMA). 
17 Morozenskaya E. V. The African  Continental  Free  Trade  Area:  Is  It  the  First  Step  Toward Establishing  the  
African Economic Community? Institute for African Studies. (In Russ.). https://inafran.ru/node/1698 (accessed: 
01.02.2025) 
18 African Union Strategy for a Better Integrated Border Governance. 2020. AU. P. 7. https://peaceau.org/ 
uploads/2020-english-au-border-governance-strategy-final.pdf (accessed: 01.02.2025) 
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governance rooted in African regionalism—a model that, to some extent, erodes the 
concept of territorial nationalism. 

 
CROSS‑BORDER DIMENSIONS IN AU POLICY  
AND INTEGRATED BORDER GOVERNANCE 

 
The African Union, as the leading regional organization, seeks to structure 

continental relations on the premise that states bear primary responsibility for protecting 
their populations and territories and ensuring the security of their borders. 
Simultaneously, the AU aims to foster an “integrated continent, politically united on the 
basis of the ideals of Pan‑Africanism and the vision of Africa’s Renaissance”19. The 
AU’s approach is not merely rooted in the preservation of Pan‑African identity within 
international engagement; it is also geared towards establishing an “world class 
integrative infrastructure that criss-crosses the continent” and a “continent of seamless 
borders and management of cross-border resources through dialogue”20.  

Cross‑border connectivity constitutes a defining feature of African political 
consciousness, an integral element of the continent’s historical experience, and a 
fundamental aspect of everyday life for its peoples. This reality is inherently supported by 
the African Union, particularly in the domains of border governance, sovereignty 
stabilization, and the development of normative frameworks for border management 
amid the growing prominence of cross‑border regionalism. 

As E. Asiwaju has observed, Africa demonstrates a clear potential for cross‑border 
development of peripheral zones and cross‑border border management practices [Asiwaju 
1999: 28]. Through his examination of transboundary communities in Nigeria, the scholar 
emphasized the necessity of addressing African border challenges via integrative 
development grounded in cross‑border regionalism—an approach consistent with the 
principles of both the Organization of African Unity (OAU) and its successor, the African 
Union (AU)21. Asiwaju identifies several key factors of cross‑border regionalism in 
Africa, including the phenomenon of cross‑border peoples, the all‑encompassing nature 
of cross‑border trade, transboundary natural resources (such as the so‑called “rivers of 
unity”—the Nile, the Niger, the Senegal, and the Orange River)22, transboundary 
strategic resources, and historical cultural ties [Asiwaju 1999: 35–36]. 

The African Union has progressively integrated principles of cross‑border 
cooperation into its strategy for managing state borderlands. From the 1964 Cairo 
Resolution on Border Disputes Between African States23 to the 2020 Strategy for Better 

                                                
19 Agenda 2063. Our Aspirations for the Africa We Want. AU. https://au.int/agenda2063/aspirations (accessed: 
28.02.2025) 
20 African Union Strategy for a Better Integrated Border Governance. AU. 2020. P. 10. 
https://peaceau.org/uploads/2020-english-au-border-governance-strategy-final.pdf (accessed: 01.02.2025) 
21 Professor Anthony Asiwaju’s Border that Unites and Anti-Nigeria Sentiments: Quo Vadis for Regional 
Integration? ThisDay. 29.12.2019. https://thisdaylive.com/index.php/2019/12/29/professor-anthony-asiwajusborder-
that-unites-and-anti-nigeria-sentiments-quo-vadis-for-regional-integration/ (accessed: 12.02.2025) 
22 This allows one to trace the development of quasi‑regional integration groupings that manage transboundary 
rivers  and  water  bodies,  such  as  the  Lake  Chad  Basin  Commission,  the  Mano  River  Union,  the  International  
Conference on the Great Lakes Region (ICGLR), and others. 
23 Resolutions adopted by the first ordinary Session of the Assembly of Heads of State and Government held in 
Cairo, UAR, from 17 to 21 July 1964. Organization of African Unity. AU. 1964. https://au.int/sites/default/ 
files/decisions/9514-1964_ahg_res_1-24_i_e.pdf (accessed: 12.02.2025) 
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Management of African Borders24, the AU and its predecessor, the OAU, have 
consistently upheld the principle of respect for African states’ borders25, the principle of 
resolving border disputes through negotiation26, as well as a commitment to continue 
demarcation and delimitation as instruments of peace, security, and socio‑economic 
progress27. 

The Strategy delineates the foundational principles of integrated border governance 
across the African continent. Upon examining the distinctive underpinnings of border 
governance, one observes the African Union’s holistic approach, which intricately links 
governance, development, and security imperatives. The framework set forth in the 
Strategy reflects the AU’s pronounced commitment to safeguarding the sovereignty of 
African states. As a result, the document underscores key objectives in the domains of 
security, cross‑border cooperation, migration policy, and community involvement in the 
development of borderland regions28. Notably, the Strategy also embodies the AU’s 
intent to amplify regional potential by promoting a cross‑border model of integrated 
border governance. 

Within the framework of African Union activities, the development of a 
comprehensive (integrated) border governance model is rooted in wide‑ranging regional 
initiatives designed to foster sustainable cross‑border cooperation among African states, 
in keeping with the ethos of Pan‑African collaboration. This strategic approach is 
operationalized through a diverse set of AU policy instruments, notably the African 
Peace and Security Architecture (APSA) (2002) and the Continental Early Warning 
System (2007); the AU Migration Policy Framework (2006) and the Common Position 
on Migration (2015), which together encompass the Protocol on the Free Movement of 
Persons in Africa (2016) and the accompanying Action Plan (2018); the Policy 
Framework for Pastoralism in Africa (2011); the Integrated Maritime Strategy up to 2050 
(2012); and the African Continental Free Trade Area (2021), among others29. 

It is evident that the aforementioned AU initiatives are aimed not only at fostering 
cross‑border cooperation in Africa but also at establishing a sustainable model of 
integrated border governance, with borders themselves conceptualized as nodes that 
connect states in the implementation of a wide range of policies30. 

In January 2007, the African Union launched the African Union Border Program 
(AUBP), which was designed to provide a negotiating platform for continuous 
engagement among stakeholders on border‑related issues across Africa. The program 
emphasized the need for proper border demarcation, the advancement of cross‑border 
integration, and the effective management, control, and maintenance of border security31. 
                                                
24 African Union Strategy for a Better Integrated Border Governance. AU. 2020. P. 7. https://peaceau.org/ 
uploads/2020-english-au-border-governance-strategy-final.pdf (accessed: 01.02.2025) 
25 The principle is enshrined in the OAU Charter, Resolution AHG/Res. 16(I) On Border Disputes Between 
African States (OAU, 1964), and Article 4(b) of the Constitutive Act (AU, 2002) 
26 CM/Res.1069 (XLIV): Resolution on peace and security in Africa through reservation by Somalia negotiated 
settlement of border conflicts. Council of Ministers. Organization of African Unity. 1986. https://au.int/sites/ 
default/files/decisions/9604-27com_1986b.pdf (accessed: 15.11.2024)  
27 Ibid. 
28 African Union Strategy for a Better Integrated Border Governance. AU. 2020. Pp. 17‒46. https://peaceau.org/ 
uploads/2020-english-au-border-governance-strategy-final.pdf (accessed: 15.11.2024) 
29 Ibid. Pp. 13‒14.  
30 Ibid. P. 13. 
31African Union Border Programme (AUBP). AU. 2007. https://peaceau.org/en/page/85-au-border-
programmeaubp (accessed: 28.01.2025)  
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Since the Program’s inception, the timelines for the demarcation and delimitation of 
interstate borders have been extended twice. Initially conceived as a 10‑year initiative, 
the Program was revised in 2016, when a new implementation deadline of 2022 was set32. 
However, upon the expiration of that deadline, work under the Border Program has 
continued: for instance, the East African Community member states have established a 
new target date of 202733. Legal scholar Gbenga Oduntan, critiquing the Program’s 
decade‑long timelines, already noted in 2015 that realistic implementation periods should 
be projected over a 30‑year horizon [Oduntan 2015: 115]. The Program’s overarching 
strategic objective is to build secure and open borders, effecting a transition from borders 
conceived as barriers (“boundaries as barriers”) to borders functioning as bridges 
(“boundaries as bridges”). Given its multifunctional nature, the Program engages partners 
both within Africa—including regional integration groups and individual states—and 
among external actors. Notably, from 2008 to June 2023, the Program received 
substantial funding through a partnership with the German Agency for International 
Cooperation (GIZ), with the total budget over this period amounting to €71.4 million34. 

In collaboration with the East African Community, the African Union, through its 
Border Program, implemented a “Peace Caravan” project in Namanga, Kenya, in July 
2023. The aim of the project was to inform local communities affected by unsettled 
borders about ongoing national, regional, and continental initiatives for the peaceful and 
sustainable resolution of conflicts35.  

In the context of the Border Program’s implementation, the African Union’s key 
approaches to cross-border governance, cooperation, and development were also 
systematized. Perhaps the most decisive document in this regard was the Niamey 
Convention on Cross-Border Cooperation (2014)36.  

The Convention, in its definition of transboundary cooperation, recognizes an 
important fact: the diversity of participants in cooperation, alongside central and regional 
government institutions. Cross-border cooperation is defined as “any act or policy aimed 
at promoting and strengthening good-neighbourly relations between border populations, 
territorial communities and administrations or other stakeholders within the jurisdiction 
of two or more States, including the conclusion of agreements and arrangements useful 
for this purpose.”37  

According to the AU, the Niamey Convention aims to develop effective integrated 
border management with the goal of transforming border areas into catalysts for growth 
                                                
32 Meeting of Ministers on African Border Issues concludes with the adoption of the Addis Ababa Declaration on 
AUBP. Press Release. AU. 07.10.2016. https://peaceau.org/uploads/pr-aubp-meeting-of-ministers-3-to-5-
oct2016.pdf (accessed: 28.01.2025)   
33 Deadline on Africa’s contested borders nears. The EastAfrican. 05.07.2023. https://theeastafrican.co.ke/ 
tea/news/east-africa/deadline-on-africa-s-contested-borders-nears-4293724 (accessed: 28.01.2025) 
34 Border governance: Support to the African Union Border Programme (AUBP) Effective and sustainable 
border governance prevents conflicts between African states and promotes integration. Deutsche Gesellschaft für 
internationale Zusammenarbeit. 2023. https://giz.de/en/downloads/giz2023-en-support-african-union-
borderprogramme.pdf (accessed: 25.03.2025) 
35  The Peace Caravan EAC project and comparative analysis for the border communities of Kenya, Uganda and 
South Sudan have been launched in Namanga, Kenya. The East African Community. 03.07.2023. 
https://eac.int/press-releases/154-peace-security/2833-eac-peace-caravan-and-benchmarking-tour-for-
bordercommunities-in-kenya,-uganda-and-south-sudan-launched-in-namanga,-kenya (accessed: 20.02.2025) 
36 African Union Convention on Cross-Border Cooperation. (Niamey Convention). AU. 2014 
https://peaceau.org/uploads/au-niamey-convention-eng.pdf (accessed: 20.02.2025) 
37  Ibid. 
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and socio-economic and political integration of the continent. The Convention establishes 
a legal basis for integrated management through the principle of subsidiarity and 
transboundary partnerships at all levels of border management: continental, regional, 
national, local, and community. 

Despite the strategic importance of the Niamey Convention for advancing a pan-
African vision for Africa’s cross-border development, the document has not yet entered 
into force. As of July 2024, only 18 of the 55 countries have signed it, and only 11 have 
ratified the Convention38. The document can only enter into force after the 
15th instrument of ratification has been submitted to the AU Secretary General39. The 
complexity of adopting the Convention reflects the difficult process of introducing 
transboundary policy into the daily practice of African states and the significant 
contradictions that the states themselves face within the framework of this policy [Obah-
Akpowoghaha, Ojakorotu, Tarro 2020: 107–108]. 

Integrated border management, as a key area of activity for the African Union, can 
primarily be defined as a critical vector of regional cross‑border policy. Its central 
objectives are to ensure the security of African borders, promote cross‑border trade and 
integration, and improve living conditions for populations in borderland areas. This 
approach is designed to coordinate the efforts of multiple stakeholders—including 
national government agencies, local communities, and international partners—to achieve 
effective border control. Crucially, it aims to transform borders from mere lines of 
separation into instruments of development and bridges of cooperation among AU 
member states. Integrated border management consists of numerous AU strategies, 
programs, conventions, as well as cross-border projects and working platforms.  

One current example is the Integrated Border Stability Mechanism (IBSM) in West 
Africa, launched in 2023 in the region jointly with the International Organization for 
Migration (IOM), the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), and the 
United Nations Office of Counter-Terrorism (UNOCT). The initiative aims to strengthen 
cooperation in border management and security in regions that are strategically important 
for regional stability40.  

The effectiveness of the African Union’s efforts to build integrated border 
management is directly linked to the partnership system the African Union seeks to 
establish. These partnerships primarily involve African regional economic communities, 
individual states, local border communities, as well as international and extra-regional 
partners. Since 2011, as part of its annual African Border Day celebrations (June 7), the 
African Union has focused the attention of all possible actors of power—from local 
groups and border communities to member states and regional organizations—on the idea 
of a transborder model of development, cooperation, and conflict resolution: “Our 

                                                
38 List of countries which have signed, ratified/acceded to the African Union convention on cross-border 
cooperation (Niamey Convention). AU. 08.07.2024. https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/36416-
slAFRICAN_UNION_CONVENTION_ON_CROSS-ORDER_COOPERATION_NIAMEY_CONVENTION_0. 
pdf (accessed: 25.03.2025)   
39African Union Convention on Cross-Border cooperation (Niamey Convention). AU. 2014. https://au.int/sites/ 
default/files/treaties/36416-sl-african_union_convention_on_cross-border_cooperation_niamey_convention.pdf 
(accessed: 25.03.2025)  
40 Integrated Border Stability Mechanism Set to Strengthen Border Governance and Security in West African 
Countries. IOM. 15.09.2023. https://unofficeny.iom.int/news/integrated-border-stability-mechanism-
setstrengthen-border-governance-and-security-west-african-countries (accessed: 20.11.2025) 
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borders emerge as instruments of opportunity, playing a crucial role in the pursuit of 
peace and security across the continent.”41 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
The most apparent and general conclusion of this study is the functional uniqueness 

and dynamism of African states’ sovereignty, which manifests in the expanding African 
agency across various levels of international engagement. 

The pre‑colonial historical experience of Africa documents the predominance of 
cross‑border models in the political processes of African states. Colonialism introduced a 
new system of political coordinates and anchored political sovereignty to the inviolability 
of borders. The decolonization of the continent yielded two salient consequences for 
African states: first, the acceptance of colonial borders as a prerequisite for international 
recognition and the adaptation of Africans to the post‑colonial development model; and 
second, the advancement of regional integration as a mechanism for fostering African 
political identity. 

Within the framework of the African Union’s political pragmatism, the issue of 
border demarcation and delimitation in Africa has revealed all possible imbalances in 
political processes, ranging from the escalation of interstate territorial disputes to the 
challenge of reconciling the principles of sovereignty and regionalism in intra‑African 
interactions. In today’s evolving international landscape, marked by persistent armed 
conflicts across the continent, rising transboundary migration, and intensifying terrorist 
threats, the African Union continues to address border demarcation and delimitation 
through cross‑border initiatives. However, these efforts often fail to secure consistent 
support from African states. 

The African Union prioritizes the role of sovereign actors in the development and 
security of the continent while simultaneously promoting the growth of cross‑border 
mechanisms at the regional policy level42. Pursuing integrated border governance, the 
African Union seeks, on the one hand, to consolidate cross‑border principles in member 
states’ interactions, and on the other, to strengthen African states’ sovereignty through 
transboundary cooperation. 
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Аннотация. В данной статье предпринимается попытка рассмотреть подходы 

Африканского союза (АС) к укреплению суверенитета африканских государств как 
базового вектора политического развития региона в контексте трансграничной политики  
организации. В основу положена проблема суверенитета африканских государств и его 
развития под влиянием инициатив АС. Практический вектор анализа предполагает 
изучение региональной политики АС по интегрированному управлению границами. 
Рассматриваются теоретические подходы в изучении роли политических границ как 
инструмента развития суверенных акторов. Начиная с периода деколонизации, политика 
государств в отношении границ выступала показателем зрелости политического процесса  
и индикатором его идейных основ: от неолиберальной и марксистской до 
постмодернисткой традиции. Толкование природы политических границ в Африке 
коррелирует не только с пониманием возможностей суверенных африканских государств, 
но выявляет характер взаимовлияния ценностей панафриканизма и идей территориального 
национализма. Важным результатом исследования стало понимание индикативного 
характера проблемы трансграничного управления границами. Концепция 
трансграничности ставит перед нами вопрос о соотношении потенциала суверенитета 
африканских государств и инструментов регионализма во внутриафриканском 
взаимодействии. В условиях растущей субъектности Африки и продвижения принципа  
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«африканским проблемам – африканские решения» страны континента сталкиваются с 
вызовами определения политической идентичности и стремятся выработать инклюзивные 
политические практики. Инициативы АС по вопросам регулирования государственных 
границ и преодоления негативных явлений, связанных с постколониальной спецификой 
развития африканских государств, являются важным инструментом АС на пути 
формирования интегрированного политического пространства Африки.  
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