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Over the past two decades, engagement between the European Union (EU) and the African Union (AU) has 
steadily grown in scope and complexity. The EU has dedicated substantial diplomatic, financial and 
institutional attention to the AU, recognising the latter’s central role in African foreign and security policy 
matters. The AU has not only developed significant institutional sophistication in recent years, including a 
Peace and Security Council, a Continental Early Warning System and an African Standby Force (ASF), but 
has also played a crucial role in wide-ranging security activities, from its peacekeeping mission in Somalia 
to recent mediation successes in the Tigray war.  

However, the process of institutional development is uneven and exhibits important ambiguities. Despite 
ideological commitments to pan-African ideals of continental unity, Member States are reluctant to 
compromise on their national sovereignty. The AU also faces competition over its legitimacy, 
resources and authority from affiliated sub-continental organisations, such as the Economic Commission 
of West African States, and ad hoc coalitions outside its peace and security framework, such as the G5 Sahel 
Group. Additionally, the AU faces constraints regarding its funding and administrative capacity. 
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Despite these challenges, the AU has become a central reference point for numerous international 
partners and has begun to play a role in foreign policy beyond the continent, albeit selectively. The 
EU-AU relationship is thus subject to increased competition. At present, though, it remains unrivalled in 
terms of its level of funding as well as the density of interregional formats and cooperation mechanisms, 
ranging from high-level EU-AU summits to regular meetings between the two Peace and Security Councils, 
and to inter-parliamentary diplomacy. Yet, the depth of these interactions cannot mask the substantial 
historical asymmetry when compared to other interregional partnerships, contrasting with the proverbial 
‘commitment to an eye-level partnership’. Against this postcolonial backdrop, the AU is increasingly 
unwilling to tolerate any form of paternalism from the EU. 

As it continues to enhance its political and institutional profile, the AU’s relationship with the EU has also 
grown more multifaceted and, to some extent, more conflictual. The Russian invasion of Ukraine has 
been illuminating as it exposed political differences and expectations between the two partners. At the 
same time, the EU is adopting a more flexible approach to support African security initiatives that does not 
always entirely involve the AU. Its adherence to the AU is no longer a given, and vice-versa, as illustrated 
by disagreements over the war in Ukraine and its impacts on Africa. Then again, thematic divergences in 
the partnership may not necessarily reflect antagonism, but rather a new-found ability to accommodate 
more substantive discussions and contentious politics. 

The EU should seek to shape its future partnership with the AU in a politically mature manner that does 
not jeopardise the progress accomplished thus far. The study’s main recommendations, therefore, 
concentrate on how the EU should adapt its financial arrangements, cooperation formats and multilateral 
engagement in its relationship with the AU, so as to remain in tune with the pace and direction of political 
integration in Africa. Supporting a shift to more multilateral funding, dedicated support to Ukraine's 
engagement with the AU that respects AU positions and a clearer prioritisation of thematic issues are some 
of the recommended measures. In this context, the European Parliament can add specific value by 
engaging in a principled but nuanced manner through its parliamentary diplomacy. 

The study is split into three main thematic chapters. Chapter 2 focuses on the AU’s political and security 
integration. After setting the scene with a long-term perspective, the main regional actors are analysed: 
the AU, its affiliated Regional Economic Communities and ad hoc coalitions. Based on this assessment, 
three overarching elements that reflect an ambiguous relationship with the AU’s political integration 
ambition are presented: national sovereignty, subsidiarity with Regional Economic Communities and 
international partnerships. Convergences and divergence with reference to the AU’s political integration 
project among AU Member States are then analysed. The AU’s approach to external partnerships is also 
examined, with a focus on the United Nations, China and the United States of America. 

Chapter 3 analyses the EU-AU relationship with a focus on foreign and security policies. After setting 
the scene with a long-term perspective, the areas of divergence and convergence between the AU and the 
EU are analysed. This is followed by examining the various formats through which the relationship is 
conducted, involving a great diversity of EU institutions and instruments. In Chapter 4, two case studies 
provide an in-depth analysis of regional and interregional dynamics in the realm of foreign and security 
policy, demonstrating how divergence and convergence arise between the EU and the AU. The first case 
study concerns the AU’s response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. The war in Ukraine has introduced 
new diplomatic challenges to the EU-AU partnership, from dealing with increased food and fertiliser prices, 
to engaging parties of an extra-African conflict. This case demonstrates the AU’s efforts in becoming a 
foreign and security policy actor despite sharp divisions between its Member States. The second case 
study examines the regional and international security partnerships that have emerged in response 
to the Sahel crisis since 2012. The EU’s initial involvement focused on military intervention through an 
ad hoc coalition of five regional states, known as the G5 Sahel. This engagement demonstrates that forming 
specialised sub-regional coalitions presents advantages in responding to specific security challenges 
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rapidly. Nonetheless, their fluid nature and informality have threatened the AU’s eminence in conflict 
resolution and overall collaboration within the EU-AU framework. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This executive summary will be available in the following languages: English and French. The study, which is 
available in English, and the summaries can be downloaded at: Think Tank. 
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