
 
 
 

1 
 

High Level Group on Africa Europe Partnership 
Secretariat @ Place du Luxembourg 2, 1050 Brussels secretariat@highlevelgroup.eu | +32 2 735 82 30 | www.highlevelgroup.eu 

 
 

 

   

 

REPORT & RECOMMENDATIONS  

2nd MEETING 
 

23 June 2020 

 

 

 
 
During its 2nd (virtual) meeting on 23 June 2020, the independent tripartite High Level Group on 

Innovation on the Africa Europe Partnership  continued to ‘think outside-the-box’, as is the task given 

to these temporary think tanks, set up following an initiative in the Competitiveness Council.1  The 

High Level Groups (HLG) are an ‘open innovation’ approach between governments, business and 

academia, to inject innovative policy ideas into the EU system.2  

The HLG on Trade Policy Innovation, working since 2018, created this spinoff HLG in order to focus on 

the future Partnership with Africa and to involve fully African participants. 

 
Agenda 
 
The chairman John Bruton welcomed everyone and emphasized that all opinions expressed are privy 
to the HLG. He proposed to change the agenda and to deal first with two papers related to the future 
architecture of the Partnership, and after the break with three papers related to issues of substance.  
 
 

1. Roadmap towards a Partnership 
 
It is essential to have a shared vision and roadmap for any partnership to bring mutual prosperity. A 
partnership of high importance must be understood clearly as a geo-political relationship with much 
economic and social potential. A partnership is more than another market place, and this requires a 
mind-set change with many political actors.  Observing what is going on between the EU and Africa 
shows that one is far away from this; a couple of speeches and meetings are not enough to shift a 
paradigm dominating for so long. 3 
 
 
 

                                                      
1 Council of the EU, 5-6 December 2011, Presidency Note.  
2 All members participate in their personal capacity. All recommendations for action and all ideas for further consideration have not always 
been agreed on by all members, but advice is based on a very wide consensus. The final version is written under responsibility of the 
chairman and the secretary general.  
3 See recommendation of the 1st HLG meeting and the need for elaborating a new comprehensive narrative.  
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In the case of the Partnership with Africa, the EU must base its vision on the 2063 Agenda of the AU 
which is shared by all African countries. This is a normative framework, based on African contextual 
conditions and common agreed African objectives, and the EU must develop its proposals for a 
Partnership in alignment with the various steps envisaged in this agenda. An integrated and 
prosperous Africa is very much in Europe’s own interests too. 
 
The EU must not again seek to impose a European vision and priorities, but discuss until there is 
alignment of vision and objectives. The alignment should also be made at regional and national levels 
to ensure that EU interventions support and help enhance Africa’s own integration process. Previous 
policy deficiencies and failures now require a radical policy innovation which takes account of current 
and future geopolitical, economic and ecological conditions. The Commission to Commission meeting 
can be seen as a beginning of a new approach, but the road is long and difficult.  
 
However, since the college to college meeting no high level structured dialogue took place with the 
African side nor was there an engagement of civil society actors. Summit preparation has not started. 
If it is to be an inclusive process, it is high time to launch stakeholders debates. 
 
In particular, Europe needs to break away completely from the development concept which is based 
on subconscious colonial thinking (ignoring African political, economic and social history before the 
19th century) and on colonial style, unequal trade relations (perpetuating the focus on trade in 
commodities). The development policy practice resulting from it is a fundamental obstacle to a new 
start on equal footing. The newest economic historical evidence must be used to develop a balanced 
narrative for the future Partnership. There are enough common interests to do so, such as creating 
jobs, economic transformation and regional integration, or climate change, which are joint priorities.  
 
While moving forward, it is important also to recognise diversities in Africa and the interests of specific 
regions and of individual countries. Africa is diverse in its historic, cultural, economic and ecological 
conditions. The EU, similarly diverse, consists of former colonial powers, countries that have been 
cooperating with African countries for a long time, and others with very little experience in Africa.  
 
While there is no dialogue with the AU, the post-Cotonou negotiations are pressing ahead without 
involvement of the AU. But Africa’s own priorities are known since 2018 at least (AU Summit). The 
current covid health and economic crisis and their long term consequences should facilitate alignment 
around a number of shared interests (such as how to manage debts and recovery, how to prevent 
future pandemics, climate change). Nobody is safe until everybody is safe.   
 
The future Partnership must also synergize and/or harmonise the different types of existing 
agreements and seek joint institutions to manage them. Common institutions (provided there is a 
careful planning and well-thought structure and clear vision for such a way) and common agreed rules 
are key for a meaningful operation.  
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The Agreement must be constructed continent to continent, but also country to country, region to 
region, business to business, civic society to civic society, whilst ensuring overall alignment and 
coherence. Such a complex relationship needs careful structuring and cannot be pressed into the 
existing outdated agreements and structures, therefore a carefully crafted roadmap is needed from 
the start, but still missing. Digital technology can perfectly help to organise interdependent platforms, 
but it cannot replace meetings in person, where mutual trust and understanding can be nurtured.   
 
The burden of history can be seen in government administration. Relations with Africa are still 
dominated development co-operation departments operating without a coherent strategy by 
ministries of foreign and economic affairs. While these ministries certainly have competence and 
experience, they perpetuate the tradition of donor-recipient relations. True partnership cannot be 
built on such a basis. On the ground, Africans are eager to see the re-purposing of aid into job creation 
and investment. Entrepreneurship is booming, but investment is scarce.  
 
The first HLG meeting shared the critical views of many experts on the efficacy of the ACP Agreement 
and the EPAs, which lead to fragmentation of trade relations and have a negative impact on the African 
integration agenda. They are an outdated concept born in different circumstances. Experts should be 
listened to not only during a health crisis, but also when a new policy initiative such as a Partnership 
is being prepared. The European Council should exercise sufficient political leadership now: people 
had a very different world view at the time that the ACP was conceived (4). It must be fundamentally 
adapted now to more appropriate political agreements made later (such as JAES) or planned (such as 
the Partnership) and to the new geopolitical and economic world.     
 
The current Commission / EEAS negotiations for renewal of the ACP Agreement should be integrated 
in a new approach, which in practice does not yet exist; therefore one should take a step back and 
take a one-year pause in the ACP negotiations. There are no reasons to rush these: trade negotiations 
take time, as shown by the EPA negotiations or other trade agreements between the EU and its 
partners, another building block to be taking into account, just like existing regional economic 
communities in Africa.  
 
AfCTA is only one flagship project of the AU Agenda 2063, others such as the Programme for 
Infrastructure Development in Africa (PIDA), need to be taken into account as well. This complexity 
means that simply continuing existing policies in a fundamentally changed context will lead to 
inevitable policy inefficacy and waste of resources.   
 
The EU needs to take account of the institutional arrangements in place in Africa. The AU-EU Summit 
includes African countries which are not covered by the ACP agreement, such as the countries north 
of the Sahara; in practice, the ACP Agreement thus covers only part of Africa and misses countries 
which have been integrated in inter-African trade for many years.  
 

                                                      
4 The Schuman Declaration aimed to keep the former colonies in the future common market. See P. Hansen & 
S. Jonsson, Eurafrica, the untold history of European integration and colonialism, 2014.  
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The funding mechanisms of the ACP therefore risks contributing to the unequal treatment of non ACP 
members, whereas full support for a Pan-African common market, with a continental customs union 
as a stepping stone, is in the overriding mutual interest. Asymmetries (such as with Caribbean and 
Pacific Countries in the ACP) should be taken into account and not covered up by woolly talk devoid 
of geo-political and economic insights.  
 
There are many arguments for not rushing to conclusions in the ACP negotiations before the AU-EU 
Summit planned for late 2020 (if it takes place); on the contrary, time will allow people to find the 
necessary cooperation and synergies and the Summit can focus on a Roadmap to achieve in the next 
year the outline of a coherent future architecture, also in Africa, where the roles of AU and regional 
organisations (and EPAs) requires further clarification. 
 
As a pragmatic solution, the current ACP Agreement and related arrangements and instruments 
should be prolonged with one year, until 2021; by then a Roadmap towards the Partnership should be 
elaborated together and agreed.  The Summit this year should make a political commitment for 
elaborating a Roadmap and for intertwining the various structures, in order to achieve much better 
cost-efficacy. Another option would be to plan a review of any future agreement to adapt it if 
necessary to the Partnership.  
  
Recommendation 1 
 
The development of a Partnership does not culminate by holding a Summit. A well organised, multi-
level discussion among various stakeholders from both continents is required to shape the content, 
taking into account different priorities and frameworks and seeking alignment between them. This 
requires a comprehensive mandate from the Council to the Commission, which should be given before 
the October Summit in order to allow it to launch a roadmap towards a real, equitable Partnership. 
The recently adopted conclusions of the Council fall very much short of providing such a mandate. 
 
Recommendation 2 
 
It would be helpful too if the ongoing process giving a mandate to the AUC to negotiate on behalf of 
its Member States would be speeded up. This will facilitate the establishment of a joint roadmap at 
the forthcoming AU-EU Summit. Without intruding on the policy space of the Member States to 
negotiate their own trade agreements, at least for dealing with the European Union there should be 
a common mandate to the AUC.   
 
Recommendation 3 
 
There should be coherent roadmap towards a Partnership. This requires a clear mandate by the 
competent authorities on both sides before the October Summit. In addition, a start should be made 
with an engagement process for stakeholders, in particular business from both continents, and civic 
society organisations, for the negotiator to benefit from real world inputs and advice. This does not 
have to wait and can be launched sooner. 
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2. Governance of a Partnership   
 
At the moment, EU policy towards Africa is too fragmented, with no or incomplete (independent) 
impact assessment on Africa and individual countries. In fact, Brussels is out of touch with the 
contemporary realities in Africa and in reality (understanding of contemporary Europe also needs 
upgrading in Africa). Therefore, a representative range of African experts should be brought into 
preparatory discussions, including Africans from the diaspora who are better suited than anyone to 
bridging the cognitive gaps. The incomplete coverage and outdated approach of the APC has its roots 
in the dismantlement of the colonial relationships, and thus, it can be seen derogatory in principle.  
 
The Commission and EEAS should upgrade cooperation with the AU, to start with in terms of their 
own capacities and capabilities. The African institutional arrangements should be studied carefully to 
avoid misalignment. A similar effort is required in Africa about the evolving EU. Synergies and 
harmonisation of practices are also needed with various other European institutions and international 
organisations cooperating with Africa. The current overlaps are inefficient and wasteful. A new effort 
must be made to overcome or reduce overlapping responsibilities and institutions (EIB, EBRD, EFD, 
et.al.) and lack of coherence inside the large institutions.  
 
By the end of this year, the MFF negotiations will probably be over, which will clarify the future budget 
available by the EU and the role of existing and perhaps of new funding mechanisms. After 70 years 
of only modest results, it is time for a new departure and to shift the largest part of development 
funds to investments in (physical and digital) infrastructure and in trade facilitating architecture in 
each country.  
 
Therefore, the Commission should also take stock of the trade based development support of some 
other countries (such as USAid) and take inspiration from it for itself. This is a concrete and pragmatic 
form of linking investment and trade with development through capacity acceleration. This could be 
very useful in reducing or eliminating   some of the most important hurdles for trade (for example 
customs or taxation processes). It requires an increased involvement with the private sector from 
Africa and Europe, which is missing at the moment due to lack of proper consultation mechanisms 
and ‘inappropriateness’ of the ACP to drive private investment. An assertive take on trade relations 
and a clear picture on the way forward is needed, at least on the European side. 
 
For African countries, the plurality of donors, each with their own (marginally) different objectives, 
criteria and procedures, creates confusion and inefficacy. For the private sector it makes cooperation 
unnecessary difficult, their own common institutions are often not sufficiently equipped to deal with 
the tasks given to them.  
 
For the EU, the main concern is the lack of coherence between policies (ACP and EPA objectives and 
format, EEAS and Commission approach, development versus investment and trade, etc.).  
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The mechanism of inter-service consultation is often insufficient to avoid that well intentioned 
proposals of one DG do not contradict those of another. This bring the risk that collateral effects of 
proposed legislation cause might (serious) harm to the economic potential of Africa, for example by 
creating unnecessary hurdles for its exporting SMEs. Obviously compliance with EU rules must be 
assured, but modern technologies (such as block chain and simplified processes) can achieve this more 
efficiently than another mountain of paperwork or complex bureaucracy which SMEs cannot cope 
with.  
 
On the African side, the AfCTA, which is a stepping stone towards the establishment of the African 
Economic Community (Abuja Treaty of 1991) is not intended to replace existing regional organisations, 
while at the European side the patchwork of EPAs cuts across them. In the view of many experts, 
though not all, the EPAs have reached their limit, they were conceived in the past before the AfCTA 
which has far better potential to bring sustainable growth and prosperity to all Africa.  
 
To bring synergies and coherence, required to attract long term investments and for business 
strategies, there should be a clear institutional set-up for the AfCTA5. At the moment, the AfCTA 
Secretariat (in Accra) will be responsible for the implementation of the AfCTA. The AUC will be 
responsible for intra-African trade policy, trade negotiations involving all AU Member States as well 
as for African external trade relations, which include negotiations involving all AU Member States and 
non-African countries. Since AU Member States have not yet given mandate to the AUC to negotiate 
on their behalf, the EU has no clear institutional partner to negotiate with.  As of today, only two 
(working) months before the summit, the AUC still has no mandate. The lack of a supra-national 
institution (equivalent of the European Commission) to negotiate trade agreements with third parties 
is a problem 6. The asymmetry of the mandates should be considered.  
 
It should be fully acknowledged that the AfCTA must be central to the Partnership. It is not intended 
to be a traditional trade agreement but a common flagship project for African countries and a step 
towards economic integration and structural transformations. However whilst the relationship 
between the AfCTA Secretariat and the AUC has now been delineated, the relationship between the 
AfCFTA Secretariat and the AU Commission, the regional organisations (SADC, COMESA, ECOWAS, 
etc.) is still being worked on in the context of the Framework of Collaboration. There is a platform for  

                                                      
5 The institutional architecture of the AfCFTA is provided in the Agreement establishing the AfCFTA (articles 9 – 14).  Article 
9   -  ‘ The institutional framework for the implementation, administration, facilitation, monitoring and evaluation of the 
AfCFTA shall consist of the following: a) The Assembly of Heads of State and Government; b) The Council of African Ministers 
responsible for Trade; c) The Committee of Senior Trade Officials; and d) The Secretariat.’ Note that the Assembly of the 
African Union is designated the highest decision making body of the AfCFTA -its role is as follows:  ‘The Assembly, as the 
highest decision making organ of the AU, shall provide oversight and strategic guidance on the AfCFTA, including the Action 
Plan for Boosting Intra Africa Trade (BIAT).’ 
 
6 The AfCFTA, as a free trade area, means that state parties, retain their policy space to negotiate trade agreements with 
other partners (they can do this independently, or if they are a member of a customs union – then collectively with their 
other customs union members). These issues are currently being debated as the US and Kenya start FTA negotiations.  In this 
case the important question is whether the East African Community is de facto a customs union – or work in progress towards 
a customs union.     
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addressing these issues (the mid-year coordination Summit between them) from a managerial 
perspective, they can be solved, if political and bureaucratic interests can be superseded.  
 
The economic and social pressures caused by the COVID-crisis, and the risks of a geo-political scramble 
for dominance, may provide a useful stimulus to do so quickly. In any case, the future institutional 
architecture must be designed in accordance with the objectives to be achieved, and must ensure 
coherence in Africa between institutions of all kinds and with the EU and its member states, leaving 
also sufficient place for industry and civic society. The days of top down policy making are over due to  
the fundamental shifts in our digitalised societies and globalised economies in which, in Africa, SMEs 
will play an important role (as they do in Europe).    
 
The EU would gain credibility if it made clear that it wished to seek a really new departure, i.e. a real 
Partnership based on strategic autonomy for each partner and negotiated interdependence 
concerning mutual interests. It should also take account of existing asymmetries in Africa and in 
Europe (Brexit). But the recent Council Conclusions do not reflect the ambition for such a new 
departure 
 
Recommendation 4 
 
The Roadmap process  should be led by the AU and include the issue of institutional re-arrangement 
by both partners, starting from what is in place, and looking at the most efficient mechanisms to 
achieve what is desired. It should take account of the sequence to be followed, depending on ongoing 
processes (such as ratification of existing agreements). The current negotiations with the ACP 
countries for the new Africa Pillar do not address these issues and are a continuation of the past 
instead of a new beginning. Therefore they should pause for a year. 
 
Recommendation 5 
 
 Inside the Commission, the preparations should involve by all DGs which are relevant for the AU 
priorities. However, the contextual conditions are changing rapidly and require appropriate holistic 
thinking, involvement of independent experts, and going beyond bureaucratic silos and legalistic 
rigidities; therefore, a dual approach will be appropriate : informal without mandates followed by 
formal ones.    
 
 

3. The EU Green Deal and the future Partnership  
 
The Green Deal and other new policies, such as the Circularity Package or the Farm to Fork Strategy, 
will have also an impact outside the single market. The key question is if and how they respond to 
African 2063 objectives and if and how they will be helpful or not to achieve these, and if not, what 
the EU could do to mitigate the external effects of its policies.  
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When it comes to Green Deal, green industrialization, agriculture and forestry in Africa are the real 
topics to deal with, and in ways appropriate for Africa, to be determined by them, but there can be 
place for constructive European input and contribution, not least for research and innovation, and 
education and capacity acceleration, but also (green) technology transfer. Agricultural development 
and sustainable forest management are fields of work which can give positive answers both on acute 
food, nutrition and health problems, and on longer term issues of soil and water, climate and 
biodiversity, livelihood and peace. All other issues should be seen as secondary. An African circular 
economy concept, anchored on specific flagship projects of Agenda 2063,   should be elaborated in 
order to address this (and European positive and negative experiences can be useful for this), but the 
real work needs to be done by Africans for Africans.     
 
Caution is required. The contextual conditions in AU and EU are very different whichever paradigm 
one considers. In particular, the overriding objective of job creation in Africa for its rapidly rising 
population is fundamentally different from Europe’s demographic conditions and this inevitably will 
be translated in their respective economic policies and priorities. The “village” is the basic unit of life 
in Africa, despite rapid urbanisation requiring specific attention (such as infrastructure, sustainability, 
or food production). Livelihood, culture and economic activities stem from villages – and future 
prospects should use the strength of villages and rural communities. Trade channels, manufacturing 
networks, skills development and finance arrangements should be designed accordingly. Such an 
approach will make headways in Africa and destress overpopulated cities. Roads, energy, light, 
infrastructure, schools and universities in remote areas will have a positive impact on security issue 
and population displacement.   
 
Simply ‘copy-pasting’ EU policies in Africa is not going to be efficient. The entire integration process 
for Eastern European Countries into the EU should have provided enough learnings for the Union 
leadership to consider the specific needs of societies in transition towards full market economies and 
working democracies. This namely may concern the pressure on ‘equal standards’ for African imports 
into the EU.  
 
The mutual goal of sustainable growth in practice has different ways of achieving it: Europe must 
transform existing industrial sectors, whereas Africa has to build many new ways, in addition to 
transforming some existing ones. In the agriculture and forestry sectors, climate change and ecological 
differences also require different approaches to achieve productivity and sustainability, though joint 
platforms could be established to ensure effective public-private cooperation in policy design and 
implementation. The overall objective should be to develop a stronger African manufacturing sector, 
converting raw materials locally instead of exporting them. This requires a clear strategy, major 
investment and offers Europe interesting opportunities too. 
  
Cooperation can be beneficial provided that the EU and AU develop a comprehensive policy of 
technology transfer for a ‘mutual Green Deal.’ In some areas, such as legislation for nature based 
energy solutions, Africa is more advanced and Europe could learn from it (for example the INGA 
hydrogen project).  
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But Europe risks to create new barriers to development, if the external effects of certain aspects of 
policy, such as a carbon border tax adjustment without consideration for development is put in place 
without considering alternatives. Mitigating climate change is a priority for African countries, many of 
which are among the most affected, but it comes after the priority of inclusive economic development, 
which may lead to conflicts between these two goals. Access to the single market must be guaranteed 
and supported by comprehensive accompanying measures. This is particularly important for Africa’s 
millions of SMEs, which mostly do not have the capacities to deal with complex foreign regulations. 
 
The setting up of an alternative energy fund, perhaps with some of the post-COVID funds, could be 
considered, but one should be cautious when discussing renewable energy in Africa from Europe.  The 
high cost of capital for renewables is a key element for competitiveness in comparison with other 
forms of power generation. The cost of capital is not the same in Africa as in Europe and the EU should 
examine how this fundamental issue can be dealt with.  
 
While Europe will soon have carbon neutrality, at least in its laws, emissions remain a worldwide issue. 
Climate change is not a regional, but a global issue. Climate change mitigation measures cannot ignore 
economic realities, for example the value for the US dollar plays an important role in the energy price 
and investments; or social realities, for example in Africa for millions of people there is still a basic 
problem of access to energy. A specific African policy needs to be developed by Africans, and Europe 
can cooperate with them in ways which may be different from its own approach, for example it may 
be possible to reduce emissions in Africa with a better capital efficiency.  
 
Digitalisation needs to be addressed, as it includes a broad range of cooperation issues that are 
mutually beneficial and can be helpful to realize the Green Deal and economic growth simultaneously. 
Africa is rapidly digitizing and can often “jump” analogue solutions, especially in the administration, 
in favour of digital solutions. EU countries with functioning analogue solutions can learn from Africa 
when there is pressure to switch to digital.  
 
Recommendation 6 
 
A Partnership cannot be developed without an impact assessment and this one must include African 
expertise. European institutions must stop assuming the role of all-knowing authority by setting up 
joint expert groups to examine the collateral effects of its Green Deal and Circular Economy Package 
for Africa and to elaborate mitigating measures, without reducing the necessary goals of future 
sustainable growth. Such joint expert groups and a high level dialogue should be instituted rapidly, 
should be inclusive of all actors and should provide input to the summit. 
 
Recommendation 7 
 
A European Investment Initiative to promote the private sector in Africa and to promote European 
Investment in Africa could boost the industrial transformation in Africa. The EU and the Member 
States should pool their resources to put together such an initiative for the summit. It should be linked 
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to the overall roadmap towards the Partnership and include a clear specific roadmap of eliminating 
obstacles to investing in Africa.  
 
 
 

4. Resilient health systems 
 
A similar concern exists in the health sector, as shown during the COVID-crisis. Access to basic care for 
millions hardly exists in parts of Africa, promoting solutions which work in Europe makes little sense. 
A fundamental rethink of existing support mechanisms from Europe is needed in the context of a real 
Partnership. 
 
Ecologically sound policies and regulations, and their application, are an important part of combating 
the emergence and the spread of diseases (in particular viruses), as shown by many studies. Ecological 
degradation is also the cause of displacement and subsequent migration of people and of nearly 
unmanageable urban sprawl, causing additional ecological challenges. 
 
European solutions can provide inspiration, but again, they cannot be copied because of very different 
contextual conditions. But Europe can increase its support, and the efficacy of it, for research, 
education and capacity building. In the digital sector alone, more than 100 000 experts are needed in 
Africa and this requires to build up a network of research capacities. For the future African common 
market, large numbers of public officials needs capacity acceleration, and so do approx. 5 mil. SME 
managers.          
 
This issue will be further discussed at the next meeting in order to elaborate recommendations for 
the future of research cooperation and health systems reform.  
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