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Esteemed Delegates, 

It is my honor to welcome you to GWCIA XXV! I’m incredibly excited for some 

excellent debate on a complex and developing topic that remains relevant to not just diplomacy 

within Africa but across a much broader scale. Dara and I are looking forward to creative 

solutions, productive debate, and substantive discussions within the framework of the African 

Union. Now that this conference has shifted to an online format, we are extremely excited to 

share our knowledge about conducting Model UN virtually and hope that you can come away 

with insight into making your own Model UN experiences more productive and positive in the 

online format as well. 

A little bit about myself; my name is Caleb Trantham, I am a Junior in the Elliott School 

of International Affairs and a Co-Head Delegate of GW’s Model UN team. I study International 

Affairs with a focus on the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region along with the Arabic 

language. I’m originally from Minneapolis, Minnesota, and have been living in Baltimore, 

Maryland since the start of COVID-19. My area of study means that I have a lot to share on this 

topic and am very happy to educate you all as we work through this conference together! 

 

Your Chair, 

Caleb Trantham 
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Introduction: The Legacy of Colonialism in Africa and the Creation of the African Union 

Much of the continent of Africa, with some exceptions, has for lots of its recent history 

been under the rule of various colonial powers in Europe. You do not have to look far to see 

evidence of this, for example, of the 6 official working languages of the African Union, 4 of 

them (English, French, Portuguese, and Spanish) are languages of European colonial powers. In 

1884, the great powers of Europe convened the Berlin Conference with the goal of carving up 

swaths of Africa for colonial extraction and to ensure that they would not go to war on the 

continent. From that conference through both World Wars, Africa saw violence and a lack of 

infrastructure development as the European controlling powers sought to develop what was 

needed to extract natural resources and profits, not the benefit of the inhabitants. 

After World War 2 ended, many of those same European powers that had carved up the 

continent years prior no longer had the necessary resources to maintain their colonial empires 

and a period of decolonization began. This was initiated, in part, by the spiritual predecessor to 

the African Union, the Pan-African Congress. The 5th Congress, which met in 1945, set its 

sights on demanding the end of European colonial rule, and along with increasing international 

pressure for self-governance. By 1963, the direct predecessor to the African Union was formed, 

called the Organization of African Unity (OAU). The formation of the OAU was led by Emperor 

Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia and was headquartered, like the AU, in Addis Ababa. 

The OAU was disbanded in 2002 and replaced by the AU largely due to a sentiment that 

it did not do enough to ensure the individual rights of the peoples of Africa and was instead 

focused too heavily on nominal improvements and on decolonization, not enough on furthering 

development on the continent. Since then, the AU has been the premier regional body in Africa, 
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with a list of primary goals enshrined in the AU charter. These goals include but are not limited 

to achieving greater unity on the continent, defending the sovereignty of member states,             

accelerating the socio-economic integration of Africa, promoting sustainable development, 

developing common trade and defense policy to ensure the strength of its negotiations, alongside 

many others. 

Lastly, a brief primer on the internal governance of the AU. There are two key highest 

bodies in the AU, one is a supreme governing body and the other is a legislative body. In 2004, 

the African Union’s highest legislative body held its inaugural session and began debating policy 

for the continent. The African Union’s highest governing body is the Pan-African Parliament 

(PAP) and it functions very similarly to the General Assembly, albeit with some key differences. 

The PAP is composed of 5 representatives from each member state of the AU, for a current total 

of 265 representatives. The PAP has the unique distinction of each member state having 

universal elections for these representatives, even if the member state does not have a 

democratically elected head of state. The PAP debates and passes resolutions on economic policy 

for the continent, promoting democracy and universal suffrage, and policy that helps unify 

African nations’ disparate existing laws. The supreme governing body of the AU is the 

Assembly of the African Union. The Assembly is composed of all the heads of state of AU 

members, and as such has more legal authority than the resolution passing abilities of the PAP. 

The Assembly can consider new membership requests, decide on actions during times of crises, 

and create the budget for the AU at large. Both bodies along with the lower assemblies are 

critical to ensuring the AU does not suffer the same fate as the OAU by promoting suffrage and 

democracy which keeps the AU running smoothly. 
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What is the Belt and Road Initiative? 

The Belt and Road Initiative or BRI, for short, is a foreign direct investment (FDI) and 

trade policy of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). Through the BRI, China sends funds to 

almost 70 different countries which primarily go towards improving various aspects of the 

receiving country’s infrastructure with the primary goal of improving the receiving country’s 

trade relationship with the PRC. President Xi of China considers the BRI to be the cornerstone of 

his country’s foreign policy, with the BRI helping to establish stronger trade relationships with 

nations across the world and increase demand and availability of Chinese goods on global 

markets. Additionally, as of 2017, the BRI was incorporated into the Chinese Constitution with a 

goal of completion by 2049, the centennial of the PRC. 

Sino-African Relations and Chinese Influence in Africa 

The BRI is not alone as a part of the PRC’s long relationship with the continent of Africa, 

with prior aid from the PRC being sent to African nations who had poor relations with the Soviet 

Union as the PRC and USSR grew further apart following the Sino-Soviet split. After the fall of 

the USSR in 1991, China redoubled its efforts to secure influence in the continent. Prior to the 

establishment of BRI, China still had held many summits providing aid and loans to Africa 

through the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC), starting in 2006. 

In sending this aid and promoting infrastructure development on the continent of Africa, 

China seeks to build more robust trade relationships with African nations and increase their 

political influence. Indeed, China surpassed the United States as the single largest trade partner 

of the continent in 2009, and as of 2014 yearly trade between China and the continent had 

exceeded 220 billion USD. A large part of this increase in trade is through Chinese-funded and 
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built infrastructure such as dams, ports, airports, roads, and railways. All of these facilitate 

increased economic output, and the resulting trade with China and increased capacity to extract              

natural resources has made this worthwhile investment for China. In fact, the African Union 

headquarters building in Addis Ababa, built in 2012 with an estimated cost of $200 million, was 

built by China State Construction Engineering. This has led to accusations by many Western 

nations, such as the United States, of espionage on China’s part by placing listening devices into 

the new headquarters building. 

Negative Aspects of BRI Within the AU 

While the investment in the continent’s infrastructure has had measurable success in 

economic development and growth of exports, especially natural resources such as oil, the BRI is 

not without its detractors. COVID-19 has caused many of the initially planned projects to be 

placed on hold as countries manage the pandemic, thus limiting their ability to pay back loans on 

the original purpose of the spending is not being fulfilled. Indeed, the total combined debt of 

African nations to China is around 145 billion USD, a figure approaching the net trade and 

combined economic output of these projects. In 2020 alone, there is about 8 billion USD in 

failing debt, and many African leaders fear the economic consequences of defaulting on these 

loans.  

This has led to much support amongst African nations for debt forgiveness to prevent 

defaulting on these loans without increased inflation or a need to liquidate assets of their central 

banks. Defaulting on these loans is also bad for Sino-African relations more broadly, as it shakes 

Chinese leaders’ confidence in African development and reduces prospects for future soft loans 

or other sources of infrastructure funding. Additionally, many African leaders fear the 
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consequences of giving China controlling stakes in these infrastructure projects, as it limits their 

ability to control their own economic development and instead places it into the hands of a 

foreign country. 

Things to Consider for Debate 

Some prudent topics for discussion as delegates therefore are those surrounding the BRI 

and its impact on African development as a whole. Carefully consider your nation’s positions on 

BRI and how it has impacted your nation, as well as what alternatives are. Think critically about 

the double edged sword of taking on debt to finance infrastructure development, and whether or 

not many of the infrastructure projects on the continent contribute to enough growth to justify 

taking on the debt. Also consider the diplomatic implications of these loans and how they may 

result in increased Chinese influence over receiving nations. 

Many Western nations such as the United States, France, Germany, and the UK have 

themselves begun their own infrastructure funding projects in African nations for much the same 

reasons as China, albeit to a lesser extent. As delegates would you like to consider these options? 

Do you believe that they present a meaningfully different alternative, or is it much the same as 

the BRI. Conduct your own research into how your nation handles foreign direct investment and 

what has worked in the past. 

Chair’s Expectations for Debate 

Before you come to the conference, there are a few things I wanted to touch on as 

expectations for debate and how to make sure the day is as productive as possible! Firstly, while 

the purpose of this conference is first and foremost helping you learn more about world 

diplomacy and cooperation, that cannot happen if you do not come prepared to debate. Make 
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sure to conduct lots of research into your nation’s prior positions on BRI and know how to 

defend them! This will ensure you will be more productive in writing resolutions and giving 

substantive speeches that get new ideas on the floor. Secondly, be engaged! I’m very glad you’ve 

all decided to participate in Model UN despite it being online and it will be far more interesting 

if you can be present for the entire time we’re in session with your cameras turned on to make 

sure there’s lots of active participation. Thirdly, be respectful of the topic and its history. The                

history of Africa and foreign investment in the continent is a highly contentious topic and we ask                 

that you are all respectful of this history. Debate will be a lot more fun and engaging if everyone                   

is respectful and understands that this topic is just as much about the people in Africa it affects as                   

it is about the broader economic consequences. Fourthly, be respectful of your fellow delegates              

and conduct yourselves as if you were diplomats. It goes without saying, but any speeches, notes, 

messages, or resolutions with deliberately offensive or inflammatory content will be reported to 

your advisors and could potentially prevent you from winning any awards. Lastly, have fun! 

We’re looking forward to seeing you all in February and seeing what you all bring to the table! 
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