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Foreword

With the creation of United States Africa Command and the
resurrection of Seventeenth Air Force, some Airmen responded
with trepidation. The African continent seemed truly unknown
territory, and many believed that the United States had little
prior experience conducting flight operations in the region. But
as Maj Paul F. Spaven points out, such concerns are largely
groundless. Airmen have been operating in Africa for decades, and
rich possibilities exist for crafting an air strategy to serve US in-
terests in the region. This groundbreaking study offers a thorough
analysis of the context for USAF strategy making in Africa, fol-
lowed by a synthesis of what that strategy might look like. The
analysis occurs in three chapters, covering the geography of
Africa, the complex and varied history of US- and European-air
operations in the region, and current US activities and strate-
gic guidance pertaining to Africa. The synthesis occurs in three
chapters, covering the conditions the USAF can expect to en-
counter in Africa, a discussion of how Airmen should think about
the area of responsibility, and an examination of the ends,
ways, and means of a proposed African strategy.

The study concludes that a viable Air Force strategy in Africa
is properly based on modest “ends” that reflect US national in-
terests on the continent that are themselves limited in scope.
These modest ends require that correspondingly limited “ways”
and “means” be applied in order for the entire Air Force ap-
proach to remain balanced. The ways should focus on missions
that create conditions for African states to solve their own se-
curity issues, thereby increasing their legitimacy. The means
should focus on building the capacity for long-term operations
in Africa with access to airfields, a force structure that includes
strike and transport aircraft specialized for the region, an Air
Force organization tailored to the peculiar demands of the con-
tinent, and specialized cultural training for Airmen. Spaven
concludes that “only by accepting the risk of stepping beyond
tactical and operational thinking can the Air Force do great
things for the poorest of continents.”

A US Air Force Strategy for Africa was originally written as a
master’s thesis for the Air University’s School of Advanced Air
and Space Studies (SAASS) at Maxwell AFB, Alabama. The the-
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FOREWORD

sis was sponsored by Maj Gen Ronald R. Ladnier, the first com-
mander of the reconstituted Seventeenth Air Force, and was
directed by Dr. James M. Tucci of the SAASS faculty. Major
Spaven’s thesis was the recipient of the Airlift/Tanker Associa-
tion’s 2008 “Global Reach” Award. SAASS is pleased to partner
with the Air Force Research Institute and Air University Press
to publish it as a Drew Paper, thereby making it available to a
wider audience.

HARD R. MULLER
Professor of Military History and Associate Dean
USAF School of Advanced Air and Space Studies
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Introduction

The creation of United States Africa Command (AFRICOM) be-
gan the process of resolving the complicated planning and action
environment that existed when European Command (EUCOM),
Central Command, and Pacific Command shared responsibility
for American military interests in Africa.! It also created the op-
portunity for fresh thinking about how the United States en-
gages with the countries of Africa. Not surprisingly, a vigorous
debate has emerged regarding the creation of AFRICOM. Some
view it as a diabolical tool of American imperialism. Others see
it as a logical evolution in US engagement with the continent.
While the debate rages on, the Air Force must turn a dispas-
sionate eye to the future and shape its African strategy.

That strategy has a sound basis upon which to build—the
USAF’s long history of operating in Africa. The continent’s com-
bination of great distances, poor terrestrial transport architecture,
recurring civil unrest, and proclivity for humanitarian disas-
ters has made airpower an especially useful means of pursuing
US national interests there. The challenge for the Air Force go-
ing forward is twofold—continue its tradition of service in Africa
while striving to improve that service in light of current realities
on the continent. The creation of AFRICOM presents an oppor -
tunity to effect that improvement by reconsidering Air Force
strategy and its interaction with other instruments of national
power, as well as other foreign organizations with an interest in
Africa. Developing a new USAF strategy for Africa should pro-
ceed in two phases: an analysis of the airpower context and
then a synthesis of Air Force ends, ways, and means.

Analysis of the context in Africa begins with a look at the
continent’s physical and human geographies. Next, a thematic
treatment of the history of British, French, and American air-
power in Africa yields lessons with continuing relevance. Third,
this paper considers current US government operations and
strategic guidance for Africa. The guidance reviewed includes
the national security, defense, and military strategies of the
United States. In sum, the analysis presents geographic, his-
torical, and policy reasoning in support of using airpower to
pursue US national interests in Africa.
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INTRODUCTION

With the analysis complete, this study moves to the synthe-
sis of proposals for USAF strategy in Africa. Since this creative
phase rests on anticipating future conditions in Africa, it be-
gins with a discussion of what political, economic, and mili-
tary conditions may exist in the near term. Next, a few theo-
ries of strategic thought are considered to help guide the
synthesis. This thesis concludes with an Air Force strategy for
Africa consisting of balanced ends, ways, and means.

Notes

1. US Africa Command, Public Affairs Office, “Fact Sheet.” When created
on 1 October 2007, AFRICOM was a subunified command under EUCOM. In
October 2008, AFRICOM transitioned to a unified command.



Chapter 1
The Geography of Africa

Given Africa’s immense size and long history, any analysis of
its geography for Air Force strategy runs the risk of superficiality.
Acknowledging that risk, this study begins with a survey of the
physical and human geographies of Africa. To cope with such a
huge area, the study references African regions that the United
Nations (UN) has identified:

¢ Eastern Africa—Burundi, Comoros, Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethio-
pia, Kenya, Madagascar, Malawi, Mauritius, Mayotte, Mozam-
bique, Réunion, Rwanda, Seychelles, Somalia, Uganda,
United Republic of Tanzania, Zambia, and Zimbabwe

¢ Middle Africa—Angola, Cameroon, Central African Repub-
lic, Chad, Congo, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Equa-
torial Guinea, Gabon, and Sao Tomé and Principe

e Northern Africa—Algeria, Egypt, Libyan Arab Jamabhiriya
(Libya), Morocco, Sudan, Tunisia, and Western Sahara

e Southern Africa—Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia, South Africa,
and Swaziland

e Western Africa—Benin, Burkina Faso, Cape Verde, Cote
d’Ivoire, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Liberia,
Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Saint Helena, Senegal,
Sierra Leone, and Togo!

Physical Geography

The dominant physical feature of Africa is the Sahara Desert.
Its ancient and ongoing impact on everything on the continent
is easily overlooked when viewing only the political borders on
a map. Indeed, this vast and expanding wasteland has a more
profound impact on Africa as a whole than any combination of
state borders. The Sahara is the reason most literature on Af-
rica speaks of two very different Africas—North Africa and sub-
Saharan Africa. Despite this natural break, Africa Command
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(AFRICOM) will deal with both sides of the Sahara, and so must
an Air Force strategy.

The next notable feature of Africa is its size, but most carto-
graphic projections of the globe fail to represent Africa’s extent
relative to the rest of the world. The land area of Africa can ac-
commodate the combined areas of North America and Europe;
it encompasses 29,805,494 square kilometers to the United
States’ 9,161,923 square kilometers, a ratio of 3.25 to 1. Air-
men already impressed with the expanse of the United States
or Europe are rightly humbled by the immensity of Africa. In
aircrew terms, table 1 shows some relevant flight times.? The
C-17A’s range at maximum normal payload is global with in-
flight refueling, and its cruise airspeed is 450 knots true air-
speed (KTAS). The C-130J’s range is 1,800 nautical miles (NM),
with a cruise airspeed of 362 KTAS.?

Across such a huge area, large variations in terrain are in-
evitable. It ranges from the aforementioned Sahara Desert that
covers approximately nine million square kilometers, nearly a
third of the entire continent, to the southern edge of the Sa-
hara, where desert gives way to grassland called the Sahel.
This area acts as a “coastline” on the edge of the Sahara, host-
ing several concentrations of people. Continuing south leads to
the lush jungles of the Congo River basin and a return to the
large savannas beyond. Another important feature of Africa is
its major river systems. In addition to the Congo that snakes
through middle Africa, the Nile River’s historic importance con-
tinues in northern and eastern Africa. In western Africa, many
ethnic, linguistic, and economic divisions follow the banks of
the Niger. The importance of rivers as a means of transport is
heightened by the dearth of road and rail networks, as is dis-
cussed below.

A continent spanning roughly 70 degrees of latitude is, un-
surprisingly, home to a dramatic range of climates. The Sahara’s
arid expanse is contained to the south by the lush river valleys
of western and middle Africa. The mountainous plateaus of
eastern Africa are cool and dry in comparison. Africa’s wide
range of terrain and climate has led to another challenge for an
air force operating there—malaria. The impact of malaria had a
profound impact on European operations in Africa, which “had
been defeated before the nineteenth century as much by dis-



Table 1. Relevant flight distances and times

THE GEOGRAPHY OF AFRICA

Origin 3 Dest{'natio_r? Distance Aircraft Flight dL{ration
(ICAO Identifier)*  (ICAO identifier) (NM) (hours:minutes)
TS w200 oA
ggfgiﬁg?kggg? Gsﬁnn;it;?i?éih) 3,722 C-17A 8:31
B e e
GZr?nn::;? i(nEﬁ'H) Eﬁn?gpi)?aA(?ﬁa/E:é) 2,885 C-17A 6:40
Gsﬁnn:mt?i(nE{-\ri‘R ) MonrgiLaélé;beria 2,747 C-17A 6:01
TR MRS s oma e
TR TRINET s om e
ORI M s o on
Ascir;ﬂ%\l,fland Abtzj[?;l,’\l':‘ff ria 1,647 c-130J 4:48
Asce(rlmz?_i'oAr:AI;Iand Monr(calli_aélé;beria 886 C-130J 040
S?Lno% e(ﬂ“gf\'f,{) Nair(%bk J'fg”ya 857 C-130J 2:37

Adapted from author’s original work and “C-17 Globemaster III” (updated October 2008) and “C-130
Hercules” (updated September 2008), fact sheets, Air Force Link, http://www.af.mil/factsheets.

aInternational Civil Aviation Organization

ease as by Africans.” The region of western Africa was so in-
fested with malaria during early colonization that it was called
the “white man’s grave.” Although modern medicine allows
nonindigenous people to operate in regions rife with malaria,
specifically western and middle Africa, the logistical burden of
providing medicine and sanitation to preclude widespread in-
fection will remain a factor for any military operation. Beyond
the operational hindrance of malaria, the Air Force must con-
sider the disease’s impact on the continent: approximately

3
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900,000 deaths per year, mostly children and pregnant women,
and annual health and productivity costs of $12 billion.® This
variability in climate will complicate air operations in Africa,
while the disease profile of the continent makes humanitarian
missions there more likely.

Natural Resources

Africa’s natural resources are important to its growth as well
as to the economies of many other countries. From a strategic
perspective, it is helpful to divide these resources into two broad
categories: energy and minerals. Though recent increases in
the cost of oil have attracted great attention from many quar-
ters, Africa’s mineral wealth is also important to America. Two
different perspectives, one external and the other internal to
Africa, depict the importance of both categories of natural re-
sources. The first is from the US view of importing resources
vital to its economy. The second is from the view of African
states seeking to profit from their natural resources. The for-
mer points to US efforts to secure resources it imports from
Africa, while the latter hints at US intervention in conflict on
the continent.

Oil is the first African resource that typically comes to mind,
a notoriety driven by recent price increases. Comparing daily
US consumption of petroleum to the amount it imports from
Africa allows an appraisal of its importance to America. Based
on recent data from the US Department of Energy, the United
States consumes 20,698,000 barrels of petroleum per day. Of
this, 13,942,000 barrels (67.4 percent) are imported.® From the
African continent, specifically, the United States imports 14.3
percent of its total daily consumption of oil. The United States
does not currently import much natural gas from Africa; that
data is included in table 2 for the purpose of comparison to oil
imports.

The bulk of African oil exports to the United States comes
from Nigeria, Algeria, and Angola. Their current position as
sources of America’s oil in the world is shown in table 3.

Though Africa’s mineral resources have decreased in impor-
tance relative to oil, they remain crucial to many aspects of the
global economy. This importance is due to the fact that “Africa

4
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Table 2. US energy imports

Share of US natural

Continent African region infhg;ﬁs ?/;ggggg gas imports
P Jan 2008

Africa 21.2% 0.8%
Eastern Africa 0.0% 0.0%
Middle Africa 6.6% 0.0%
Northern Africa 5.5% 0.8%
Southern Africa 0.0% 0.0%
Western Africa 9.0% 0.0%
Antarctica 0.0% 0.0%
Asia 23.0% 0.0%
Australia 0.4% 0.0%
Europe 6.5% 0.0%
North America 33.8% 99.2%
South America 15.1% 0.0%

Adapted from “U.S. Imports by Country of Origin: Total Crude Oil and Products,” Energy Informa-
tion Administration, Department of Energy, http://tonto.eia.doe.gov/dnav/pet/pet_move_impcus
_a2_nus_ep00_imO_mbbl_m.htm.

Table 3. Top sources of US oil imports

Top six global oil exporters Percentage of daily
to the United States US consumption
Canada 12.9%
Saudi Arabia 7.5%
Mexico 6.5%
Nigeria 5.9%
Algeria 3.2%
Angola 2.9%

Adapted from “World Petroleum Consumption, Most Recent Annual Estimates, 1980-2007,” Energy
Information Administration, Department of Energy, http://www.eia.doe.gov/emeu/international /
RecentPetroleumConsumptionBarrelsperDay.xls.

is richly endowed with mineral reserves and ranks first or sec-
ond in quantity of world reserves of bauxite, cobalt, industrial
diamond, phosphate rock, platinum-group metals (PGM), ver-
miculite, and zirconium.” Mineral resources are also vital to
many African economies since “for many of these countries,
mineral exploration and production constitute significant parts
of their economies and remain keys to future economic growth.””
A full examination of the importance of mineral resources to
African countries would be quite detailed, but the density of

5
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major mineral facilities in Africa gives an idea of the industry’s
importance on a regional basis (see table 4).

A full analysis of Africa’s natural resources is beyond the
scope of this argument, but this brief treatment shows the im-
portance of the topic for strategic planners. The United States
and, to a growing degree, China receive a large share of their
energy from middle, northern, and western Africa. Further-
more, most African states depend on natural resources as an
economic engine. This is particularly true in southern Africa.
The implications of Africa’s natural resources for Air Force
strategy are covered in chapter 4.

Physical Infrastructure

Though every form of military power relies on physical infra-
structure such as storage, maintenance, and transport facili-
ties to operate most effectively, airpower is perhaps most be-
holden to it. Any long-term airpower presence in Africa requires
airfields and means of aerial navigation, though satellite navi-
gation has replaced some land-based aids to navigation. The
ability to provide continual, cost-effective awareness of other
air traffic, useful for issues of both sovereignty and safety, is
currently available only by means of a few ground-based radar
sites in Africa. Although low-cost means of maintaining aware-
ness of aircraft are available, they rely on cooperative aircraft—
an invalid assumption when dealing with air sovereignty.® For
the near future, Africa’s airspace will remain largely unmoni-
tored. Thus, from the Airman’s perspective, operations in Af-
rica are similar to those in a series of widely dispersed islands:

Table 4. Mineral facilities in Africa

Concentration of mineral

Continent African region mi/%l;gbfsgi% os facilities per land area
relative to Africa

Africa 1,060 100.0%
Eastern Africa 265 120.4%

Middle Africa 135 58.5%

Northern Africa 249 83.5%

Southern Africa 285 299.2%

Western Africa 126 58.4%

Adapted from US Geological Survey, US Department of the Interior, 2005 Minerals Yearbook: Africa
(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 2007).
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a few locations that can support aviation separated by vast areas
of which little is known. While this would impinge large-scale
or long-duration strike operations in Africa, the lack of aviation
infrastructure would not drastically affect limited applications
of violent force, such as B-2 bomber or cruise-missile strikes.
The same is true of long-range intelligence, surveillance, and
reconnaissance (ISR) missions performed by platforms such as
the U-2 and Global Hawk. If the US Air Force wants to conduct
any other air operations in Africa, though, infrastructure on
the continent takes on great significance for airpower. One way
to assess the state of that infrastructure is along three facets:
roads, rails, and airfields.

A review of airfields seems natural for a discussion of Air
Force strategy, but the inclusion of road and rail is less intui-
tive. The reason for this concern over terrestrial infrastructure
is twofold: the paucity of road and rail in Africa increases the
value of aircraft for mobility and will limit the ability to connect
airfields with other transportation nodes.® The first case will drive
added requirements for air mobility in Africa while the second
will frustrate the effectiveness of it. Table 5 compares the
world’s road networks (by continent and subcontinent), while
table 6 is a similar comparison of the world’s rail networks.

Table 5. Global road networks

Km? per square km Km per capita

Continent African region land area relative to relative to North
North America America
Africa 21.7% 15.7%
Eastern Africa 27.8% 13.2%
Middle Africa 15.3% 19.3%
Northern Africa 12.9% 12.0%
Southern Africa 47.4% 56.3%
Western Africa 23.2% 11.9%
Antarctica 0.0% 0.0%
Asia 64.0% 17.0%
Australia 30.9% 260.5%
Europe 286.0% 64.6%
North America 100.0% 100.0%
South America 42.8% 44.5%

Adapted from Central Intelligence Agency, 2008 World Factbook, https://www.cia.gov/library/
publications/the-world-factbook/index.html.

aKilometers
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Table 6. Global rail networks

Continent African Region Km per sq km land Km per capita
area relative to relative to North
North America America
Africa 21.8% 15.7%
Eastern Africa 23.4% 11.1%
Middle Africa 12.6% 15.9%
Northern Africa 17.5% 16.3%
Southern Africa 70.2% 83.3%
Western Africa 14.5% 7.5%
Antarctica 0.0% 0.0%
Asia 55.1% 14.6%
Australia 38.9% 328.7%
Europe 368.6% 83.3%
North America 100.0% 100.0%
South America 39.0% 40.5%

Adapted from Central Intelligence Agency, 2008 World Factbook, https://www.cia.gov/library/
publications/the-world-factbook/index .html; and Air Mobility Command (AMC), Airfield Suitability
and Restrictions Report (Scott AFB, IL: HQ AMC/AS3AS, 29 January 2008). The information used in

this paper is released with the permission of HQ AMC/AS3AS.

Table 7 shows the dearth of aviation infrastructure in Africa
in terms of total numbers of airfields and airfields that can ac-

commodate C-130 transports. Although the Air Force operates
other transport aircraft capable of operating in more places than
the C-130, it is the standard of comparison used herein due to

Table 7. Global airfields

Airports per square

C-130 airfields per

Continent African region km relative to square km relative to
North America North America

Africa 15.9% 15.8%
Eastern Africa 25.6% 19.1%
Middle Africa 12.9% 8.8%
Northern Africa 8.1% 16.2%
Southern Africa 43.8% 17.7%
Western Africa 7.4% 18.5%
Antarctica 0.3% 0.7%
Asia 15.9% 25.7%
Australia 7.1% 7.0%
Europe 85.5% 179.3%
North America 100.0% 100.0%
South America 67.3% 22.1%

Adapted from Central Intelligence Agency, 2008 World Factbook, https://www.cia.gov/library/
publications/the-world-factbook/index.html; and Air Mobility Command, USAF Airfield Suitability

and Restrictions Report.
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its prevalence. The difference in C-130 airfield density, ranging
from approximately 5:1 to 10:1 in favor of North America, is
especially stark when the unsettled areas of Alaska, Canada,
and Mexico are considered. Africa is truly a vast ocean of un-
developed areas with few aerial ports.

The relative dearth of African infrastructure is clear in all
three categories. Furthermore, the state of economic development
on the continent points to continued backwardness. This means
that Airmen accustomed to operating in better-developed re-
gions of the world will find planning for all types of air opera-
tions more complicated in Africa.

Human Geography

The theme of Africa’s human geography is a profoundly sor-
rowful one. Poverty, hunger, and persistent tribal violence have
come to typify African history in recent decades. Though the
continued growth of democratic forms of government on the
continent is a sign of hope for the future, the current reality is
bleak. The Human Development Index, a composite index of
175 United Nations member states and two nonstates, divides
all 177 entities into three categories of human development:
high, medium, and low.!° The entire category of low human
development, entities 156 through 177 in the rank-ordered in-
dex, consists of African countries. Furthermore, only three Af-
rican states make the high human development category.!!
With that sobering snapshot in mind, this chapter moves on to
consider African ethnicity and tribalism, language, religion,
and politics.

Ethnicity and Tribalism

Many scholars believe that eastern Africa, in an area near
modern Kenya, is the evolutionary cradle of modern man.!?
From this common origin, the physical geography of Africa
played a large role in the development and continuance of dis-
tinct ethnic identities among its peoples. Ethnicity in Africa
has become a common explanation for violence there, but this
is the result of postcolonial nationalist rhetoric more than ha-
tred among ethnic groups. Furthermore, “no state . . . is devoid
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of ethnic influence.”!® Every country in the world contains one
or more distinct ethnic groups, often with profound differences
that lead to conflict. This raises the question of what, if any,
aspect of African ethnic groups has contributed an exceptional
share of instability to the region. On a continental scale, the
culprit is tribalism.

The large tribal division of modern Africa arose primarily be-
cause of European colonization. In an effort to manage them
better, colonial leaders often lumped disparate ethnic groups
together into large tribes. This simplified running large colonies
with small European staffs, and Africans soon realized that
conforming to the tribal classifications eased their dealings
with Europeans.!* However, like the state borders imposed by
Europeans, the composition of tribes and the power accrued by
their leaders created a situation ripe for conflict. This dysfunc-
tional tribal system still existed when African nations gained
their independence and was unsuited to the challenges of sov-
ereign statehood. It was thus a ready scapegoat for the many
failures of recently independent African states.

Despite the complicated past of Africa’s ethnic groups and
tribes, they remain a powerful force. That power is not neces-
sarily a bad thing, but like any other means of political mobili-
zation, ethnicity can be misused. Nevertheless, “in each coun-
try, different issues act as the primary point of mobilization.
Nationalism, class, religion, and ideology are all favoured rally-
ing cries gathering individuals together, enabling them to make
their political demands to the state, and to society as a whole.
So why should not ethnicity be a legitimate tool enabling groups
to aggregate demands and mobilize politically?”!® Indeed, the
Air Force should expect to see ethnicity and tribalism join these
other tools as common focal points of political power. The fact
that they are less common rallying points in Western culture
will make discerning their impact even more challenging.

Language

Like the rest of the world, Africa is home to a dizzying array
of local dialects often unintelligible to foreigners. Unlike much
of the world, though, Africa’s colonial experience brought sev-
eral European languages to the continent, making communica-
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tion somewhat easier. The Constitutive Act of the African Union
(AU) reflected this by stating that “the working languages of the
Union and all its institutions shall be, if possible, African lan-
guages, Arabic, English, French, and Portuguese.”'® A later
amendment to the AU Constitutive Act replaced that provision
with, “The official languages of the Union and all its institu-
tions shall be Arabic, English, French, Portuguese, Spanish,
Kiswahili and any other African language.”!” The specification
of Kiswahili, the native language of the Swahili people of east-
ern Africa, is an example of the AU’s continuing interest in
preserving indigenous African culture while retaining ties to its
strongest outside influences.!® Such effort at consolidation,
though, runs counter to Africa’s linguistic diversity.

Given the long history of humankind in Africa, such diversity
is unsurprising. What is impressive though is the magnitude of
it; Africa is home to 2,092 languages in active use.!'® Northern
Africa is dominated by the Arabic language brought by Muslim
conquerors in the seventh and later centuries, while many de-
scendants of indigenous Africans still use other members of the
Afro-Asiatic language family, especially Berber. Like the sparse
terrain of the Sahara, the relative uniformity of language in
northern Africa changes dramatically when the Sahel is crossed
traveling south. The vast majority of Africa’s linguistic diversity
lies along a region straddled by 10° north latitude and the equator
that runs through eastern, middle, and western Africa. The main
language family in this area is Niger-Congo, which includes
Swahili. South of the equator, including southern Africa and
parts of middle and eastern Africa, language diversity lessens
somewhat. In addition to the Niger-Congo family of languages,
this area is home to the Khoisan family of languages.?°

Therefore, despite AU efforts to specify dominant languages
in Africa in the name of improved communication, diversity of
language will persist. Individual countries in Africa still desig-
nate their own official languages. In addition to policy influ-
ences on language in Africa, poor transportation and commu-
nication infrastructures will continue to restrict interaction
between language groups. The effect is heightened by the lack
of formal education offerings for many Africans. The Air Force
can therefore expect a diverse linguistic environment in Africa,
and it may have difficulty interacting directly with many in-
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digenous populations. The influence of colonization, though,
means the language barrier, at least with ruling elites, is lower
than in many other regions of the world. Together, these issues
make efforts to operate along the breadth of African languages
both difficult and of dubious value.

Religion

Africa’s religious landscape is no less diverse than its lin-
guistic one. Though some generalizations are possible, the
same factors that drive many different ethnic and language
groups also splinter Africa into numerous religious orienta-
tions. The three dominant religious categories, though, are in-
digenous, Christianity, and Islam. The following is a brief over-
view of each region:

e Eastern Africa—Predominantly Christian

Middle Africa—A mix of indigenous and Christianity

Northern Africa—Overwhelmingly Sunni Islam

Southern Africa—Predominantly Christian

Western Africa—Mostly Christian and Muslim?!

Africa’s indigenous belief system evolved long before the time
of Christ. Its dominant feature is that native religion is not a
separate aspect of life but rather along with “culture, politics,
and society [it was] part of a seamless whole and no part of it
could stand on its own.” In fact, most African languages lack a
word for religion; the closest linguistic concepts translate as
“custom” or “tradition.” This tradition believes that “the uni-
verse is characterized by order, not chaos. There are forces—re-
ligious, moral, mystical, and natural (in nature) that are ob-
served to be at work. Between all that exists, there is an
interconnectedness and a dynamic correspondence among
these forces, whether visible or not.”?? The holistic quality of
indigenous African beliefs has suffused African Christianity
and Islam with many aspects of continental tradition. This has
the potential to create ideological conflict between African ad-
herents to those religious imports and more orthodox adher-
ents in the rest of the world. Such conflict may also play on a
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global stage, as the African diaspora has taken many of their
indigenous beliefs with them to foreign shores.??

Christianity has gained tremendous influence in Africa in re-
cent history. “During the twentieth century, the number of
Christians in Africa rose from an estimated 10 million to 350
million, a dramatic increase from less than 10 percent to nearly
50 percent of the continent’s population. It is likely that at some
point during the twenty-first century, more Christians will be
living in Africa than on any other continent.”?* This population
growth has occurred largely outside northern Africa, although
small communities descended from ancient Christianity still
exist there. In the rest of Africa, the explosion of the faith is due
largely to the experience of European colonization.?® This iden-
tification with the detested memory of colonial rule could make
the Christian community an easy target for political agitators.

Islam’s strongest presence on the continent is in northern
Africa. Beginning with the Muslim expansion of the seventh
century, this area developed into an overwhelmingly Sunni en-
clave. Salafist doctrine later emerged in northern Africa in re-
sponse to European cultural encroachment during coloniza-
tion. Salafi movements such as the Muslim Brotherhood in
Egypt and the Islamic Salvation Front in Algeria sought a re-
turn to doctrinal purity as a way to preserve its culture.?®
Though northern African states have adapted to the often-
disruptive nature of these sects, western Africa seems particu-
larly prone to their agitation, given the close proximity of exten-
sive indigenous and Christian communities. Even where no
interfaith conflict exists, revivalist Islam poses a challenge to
traditional state sovereignty “in some African countries like the
Sudan, Nigeria, and to a lesser extent South Africa.”*”

Politics

Before widespread European colonization at the end of the
nineteenth century, several large but nonhegemonic civiliza-
tions arose and disappeared in Africa. “Even when state forma-
tion did take place in Africa, the result was very different from
what defines a state today. Pre-colonial Africa did not have per-
manent, precisely delineated boundaries. Power broadcast from
the centre of a kingdom would dissipate the further a village

13



THE GEOGRAPHY OF AFRICA

was from the capital, and would ebb and flow according to the
fortunes of the central administration.”?® Thus, African history
did not provide a firm tradition of state borders upon which to
set the arbitrary lines of colonial demarcation.

The modern political landscape of Africa consists of several
types of government. Forty-one countries have republican forms,
six are democratic, and the remaining countries have other
forms.?® Unfortunately, this simple classification conceals the
incredible complexity of African states. The dominant republic
form admits many variations across the continent—from heavy
Sunni Islam influence in northern Africa, to thinly concealed
dictatorships, to genuine representative governments. In order
to understand this diverse environment, strategists can use
the simple constructs of the state, civil society, and external
influences to understand African politics.3°

States are the embodiment of a country. They include the
instruments of government power, the purpose of which is to
exert authority over a delimited area. This concept sounds fa-
miliar to Western ears accustomed to hegemonic states that have
evolved over centuries. In Africa though, the idea of modern
states was a transplant of the colonial era. Like an ill-conceived
organ transplant, once independence removed the life support
provided by former European masters, the transplant ran into
difficulty. The nonhegemonic tradition of Africa that underlay
the tribal colonial construct simply could not support modern
state structures. Thus, the African body politic rejected them
like a mismatched organ. This has caused many African states
to rely on either force or patronage, rather than legitimacy in
the eyes of the people, as the source of their power.3!

This rejection did not prevent African states from trying to
exert control over their people. In the process, though, civil so-
ciety was often alienated from the state, a condition that con-
tinues today across much of the continent.*? The flight of edu-
cated Africans from the region to join the burgeoning diaspora
is evidence of this alienation. This civil society is vital to the
long-term viability of African states and thus an important fo-
cus of American efforts to strengthen them. The introduction of
American interests raises the issue of external interests with
respect to Africa.
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External interests are “foreign governments, international
organizations and transnational corporations that interact with
African states and civic organizations.”® Prominent examples
in Africa include the UN, Red Cross, World Bank, and extensive
political and economic organizations created by former coloniz-
ers, especially the British, French, and Portuguese. A familiar
theme of both endogenous and exogenous African rhetoric is
that external interests are to blame for the majority of Africa’s
problems. This is understandable given the long history of Eu-
ropean colonization of Africa, a history that still lives in the
memories of many Africans. The power of living memory to af-
fect current events should not be ignored, especially events as
tumultuous as national liberation. Indeed, African leaders are
quick to levy charges of neocolonialism on foreign actors when
it suits their purpose. That purpose can range from sincere
concern for the sovereignty of their state and the welfare of
their people to a cynical application of a favorite lever of popu-
list rhetoric to shore up their own legitimacy. In either case,
any foreign power must be sensitive to this rallying point of
resistance to its actions in Africa. At the tactical level, Air Force
members operating in Africa can expect to interact with nu-
merous national, supranational, and nongovernmental organi-
zations—most of them with ends, ways, and means dramati-
cally different from the USAF.
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Chapter 2

Airpower in Africa
Lessons from the Past

The scope of this study’s historical survey is restricted to the
French, British, and American experiences in Africa. Further-
more, it addresses only applications of military airpower out-
side large-scale conflict. Most notably, this eliminates both
world wars, the Algerian War of Independence, and Israeli air-
power exploits in Egypt from consideration. This choice was
motivated for reasons beyond that of brevity. Specifically, the
experiences of Great Britain, France, and the United States in
Africa share similarities with future American involvement
there: foreign powers located a great distance from Africa, pur-
suing national interests in Africa that are not immediately vital
to their national survival, who saw airpower as a cost-effective
means of accomplishing their desired ends. This brief survey
thus rests on the premise that these historical accounts are
valid analogies for future USAF operations in Africa.

Royal Air Force in Africa

The Royal Air Force (RAF) has strong historical ties to Africa,
which began with Italian employment of military airplanes in
northern Africa in 1911. That Italian experience was “the final
factor in forcing the British government’s hand in reorganizing
the air service.” The Royal Flying Corps (RFC), which together
with the Royal Naval Air Service was the immediate predeces-
sor to the RAF, was founded in 1912 in large part because “the
efficiency of the aeroplane for purposes of military reconnais-
sance has been proved both in foreign manoeuveres and in
actual warfare in Tripoli.”*

Given the influence African military aviation events had on
the formation of the RFC and British colonial interests there, it
is not surprising to find British airmen were engaged early in
Africa. In 1914 Winston Churchill “commissioned a report on
the possible use of aircraft in Somaliland,” a use of airpower

17



AIRPOWER IN AFRICA

that was delayed until after World War 1. Airplanes were used
by the British to exert power in Egypt from 1916 through 1921,
where they “delivered mail, relieved remote garrisons, patrolled
railway lines, and dropped proclamations.” The RAF saw this
experience as proof that Britain needed a permanent airpower
presence to control the large, thinly populated lands of British
territories in Africa. It also served as a substitute for British
troops south of Sudan, where the main ground instrument of
control remained locally recruited personnel. Thus, “aircraft of-
fered highly mobile, fast instruments of warning and retribu-
tion that were generally invulnerable to lightly armed oppo-
nents” and provided what the British governor-general of Sudan
called “swift agents of government.”?

The idea of substituting airpower for land forces in colonial
administration arose during WWI when the RAF’s chief of Air
Staff advocated it as a means to release local African troops for
service in the European theater in 1918.3 Britain first imple-
mented this idea between 1919 and 1920 in both Sudan and
British Somaliland. With WWI over and the need for ground
troops reduced, the argument for substituting airpower for land
forces was recast as a means of economizing financial, rather
than human, resources.* As a means of protecting the newly
won independence of his RAF, Sir Hugh Trenchard, chief of the
Air Staff, sought to use airpower alone in Somaliland, asking,
“Why not leave the whole thing to us? This is exactly the type
of operation which the R.A.F. can tackle on its own.”® The op-
eration was a resounding success and crushed the rebellion of
the “Mad Mullah,” Sayyid Mohamed Abdille Hasan, in only
three weeks.® RAF thinking on the topic developed three terms
for air activity throughout the empire in this time period:

e Air Policing—"*The use of aircraft to uphold the internal
security of a state.”

e Air Control—“Occurred when the Air Ministry assumed
responsibility for the defence of a particular region of the
Empire.”

e Air Substitution—“Occurred when aircraft replaced other
forms of military force in imperial defence. The use of air-
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craft instead of ground troops to police a territory was one
form of substitution.””

In another effort against Islamic fundamentalists, the RAF
was active in Sudan from 1924 until 1927 and chafed under
what it perceived as too much army influence on its operations
there. Since the success of the Somaliland operation, after
which Churchill and the British government as a whole sup-
ported the continued independence of the RAF, this resistance
to reassuming a supporting role was understandable.® Unfor-
tunately, this interservice squabbling led to continued rivalry
between the army and air force under the pressure of deepen-
ing national penury. Though this virulent form of rivalry dissi-
pated somewhat during WWII, the RAF would face new chal-
lenges in Africa after that conflict.

While still dealing with a communist insurgency in Malaya,
Great Britain faced a rebellion in Kenya. The aftermath of WWII,
coupled with the Malayan operation, greatly reduced British
strength in its African colony. This gave the Mau Mau organiza-
tion an opportunity to strike in 1952. Britain had few ground
troops in the country, and it rushed bombers and transports to
Kenya to contain the rebellion, thus allowing time for ground
reinforcements to arrive. This successful air effort was also aided
by the Kenya Police Reserve Wing, an indigenous air unit that
“evolved and developed to a formidable degree of usefulness
from beginnings that were tiny, improvised, and amateurish.”
Air functions during this counterinsurgency included ground
attack, transport, and “sky shouting”—the practice of broad-
casting psychological operation messages from low-flying air-
planes. Airpower’s success in combating the Mau Mau is espe-
cially impressive given Britain’s weakened state, further
burnishing aviation’s reputation as a substitute for other means
in Africa.

After the wave of independence swept across the continent in
the years following WWII, the RAF dramatically curtailed its
involvement in Africa. This is not to say, however, that it has
been totally absent from the continent. One example, Cote
d’Ivoire in 2004, reflects the modern style of RAF involvement.
That year, nationwide civil unrest led to conditions described
as “state-sponsored terrorism against foreigners.”!° The British
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government needed a rapid way to evacuate hundreds of Brit-
ish nationals, and RAF transports were the answer. Working in
conjunction with British ground troops, the RAF mission was
successful in saving lives and avoiding deeper involvement in a
nasty civil war.

There are several lessons to be learned from RAF operations in
Africa. The most important one is that airpower is a cost-effective
means of pursuing national interests there. For example,
Trenchard saw it as a way to guarantee the RAF’s independence,
while Churchill viewed it as a cheap way to maintain Britain’s
global presence. Today, airpower’s role remains compelling.
The vast distances and poor ground transportation networks of
Africa have not changed much since 1914, so airpower retains
much of its value for pursuing national interests there.

Next is the lesson of creativity in deploying airpower. The air-
craft used in the successful 1920 campaign in British Somaliland
were delivered to the area aboard the Royal Navy aircraft car-
rier Ark Royal, a wonderful example of the support other mili-
tary services can provide to an air service.!! Modern USAF
planners may look askance at such ways of force deployment,
given our global reach enabled by air refueling, but Operation
Enduring Freedom showed the continued need for innovative
thinking. Before the invasion of Afghanistan began, special op-
erations forces sought a way to move numerous helicopters to
the theater. The US Navy provided the answer by quickly refit-
ting the amphibious assault ship USS Peleliu into a helicopter
transport ship. This allowed the helicopters and their crews to
move together, enhancing mission planning for the invasion,
and freed air transports from the need to move them. Further-
more, using the ship avoided the complication of getting access
to suitable airfields for air transports to deliver the helicopters.
In the future, low-cost aircraft suited to long-term operations
in Africa, one of the strategic means discussed in this study’s
concluding chapter, may once again hitch a ride to the fight
onboard Navy ships.

Another British lesson dealt with the importance of air infra-
structure. Although modern air infrastructure consists of many
types of equipment, facilities, and procedures, in the early days
it consisted almost exclusively of one class of facility—airfields.
Churchill noted that well-chosen airfields “would enable these
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air forces to operate in every part of the protectorate and to
enforce control, now here, now there, without the need of main-
taining long lines of communication.”!?

To recap, key lessons from the British experience relevant to
today’s USAF are that:

e Airpower is a cost-effective means of pursuing national
interests in Africa.

¢ The remoteness and large size of Africa may require creative
ways of getting airpower assets to the region.

¢ Airpower is fundamentally dependent on infrastructure.

French Air Force in Africa

Like their British counterparts, some French military leaders
saw the potential of fixed-wing aircraft in Africa, though French
aviation experience there was negligible until 1925 during the
Rif War in Morocco.!® This war made French airmen “among
the few aviators to gain valuable combat experience in the 1920s,
heralding a new age for aerial warfare.”'* This new age spawned
new ideas regarding the uses of military aviation and its proper
relation to the other armed services. In the vast expanses of
Morocco, the thinly manned ground positions encouraged inno-
vative use of aircraft, including aeromedical evacuation, aerial
resupply of garrisons, and the rapid shift of aircraft in response
to the movement of widely spaced enemy forces.!®

As the 1930s progressed, France realized that, despite her
significant colonial holdings, the main threat was the German
army. This threat caused French leaders to emphasize building
military power on the European continent at the expense of the
French empire. In 1935 the French war minister “insisted that
sparse French military resources—mechanized weaponry, field
artillery, antiaircraft batteries, and aircraft above all—could
not be squandered across the empire when the decisive initial
battle against the principal foe, Hitler's Germany, was bound to
