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Abstract 
The relations between Africa and Asia have been a long standing one, even before 

the   organization of the Bandung conference which formalized their strategic 

partnership in 1955. Africa and Asia are of the Third World and the global south. 

They also share a common historical experience of colonial subjugation and 

exploitation and all its consequences. The conference was of great significance as 

it hoped to strengthen their resolve for emancipation against the capitalist West 

and the communist Soviet Union through their non-align policy, and to further 

guarantee their national interest without undue external interference. Apart from 

achieving the non-align movement against the Cold War blocs, the succeeding 

decades did not mark much significant growth in their relations. Their shared 

collective ideals and interest waned especially in the 1980’s due mainly to 

leadership changes and lack of engagements among the founding countries. 

Informed by this development, this paper is an attempt to review the relations in 

the contemporary era in view of the successes of ASEAN as a sub-regional 

integration and the New Asian-African Strategic Partnership (NAASP).  The 

paper adopted the historical and comparative analytical approaches for the 

discussion. The study observes that with the change in strategy, ASEAN has 

emerged as the most successful regional organization in Asia and the second 

largest worldwide behind the EU. It concludes that like ASEAN, Africa needs to 

re-direct her focus and resources on the creation of a workable model with far-

reaching economic reforms, for the purpose of building the competitiveness of 

their own economies for ensuring regional integration.  

  

Key words: Regional integration, ASEAN, Non-align Movement, NAASP, Economic 

Reforms  
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 Introduction  

The Association of Southeast Asian nations (ASEAN) relations with Africa have been a 

long standing one. Africa and Asia share a common historical experience as colonized and 

exploited continents with all its aftermaths. The first major and systemic attempt to forge 

a common front for self-determination of both continents with a well-defined objective 

was the Bandung conference of 1955. The conference which had 29 countries in attendance 

formalized the relations of the Third World countries of Asia, Africa and middle east that 

had attained their independence at the time. The focus of the conference were issues of 

security and peace, the role of the third world in the Cold War Order, the promotion of 

Africa-Asia economic, sociocultural interest. It sought also to promote efforts aimed at 

reducing their reliance on Europe and North America and the decolonization of countries 

still under the yoke of the superpowers. The Conference was very significant as it hoped 

to strengthen international alliances against the capitalist West and the communist Soviet 

Union which it pursued through her non-align movement policy (Kenza, 2006; 

historypak.com/bandung-conference-1955). The collapse of the colonial system and 

subsequent emergence of independence states of Africa and Asia came with it the need for 

regional integrations and strategic economic alliances to meet their felt needs. As it is 

expected, having emerged from the many years of servitude, several countries of both 

continents continued to grapple with economic and political challenges which include 

among others, poverty, debt burdens, Dutch disease, backwardness, ignorance, and 

environmental degradation. Besides, their access to the markets of the industrialized 

countries remained limited (GIS-Asie, 2016).   

 

The outcome of the conference in the succeeding years did not make much impact on the 

Africa Asia relations beyond the actualization of their dreams of independence from the 

colonial overlords and a few others as noted earlier. The quest for unity of both continents 

was propelled by their shared history and their irrefutable perception of colonial 

experience, unbalanced economic development, similar security challenges in their 

regions, commitment to the principle of non-interference in the internal affairs of 

sovereign member states and the containment of the presence and the ever-growing 

influence of the major powers like China and United States (Diaz, 2017). It is not surprising 

then to read statements that indicate their oneness as “We all belong to the Third World, 

we are developing countries” (Larkin cited Uchehara, 2009). Unfortunately, despite this 

marked similarities and challenges, the interactions between ASEAN and Africa did not 

witness significant growth.  

   

Overtime, these shared collective ideas, and interest waned especially in the 1980’s due 

mainly to leadership changes and lack of engagements among the founding countries.  It 
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is therefore not out of place to argue that the partnership has yet to achieve its intended 

goal in the political and economic realms, as effort to enhance relation have been, for most 

part intermittent (Diaz, 2017). Among the ASEAN countries, only Indonesia after the 

independence period has kept fate and maintained some level of relations. The years since 

the Afro-Asian conference at Bandung have not seen the much-anticipated development 

of Afro-Asian relations as such. Instead, conferences have tended to go in two directions, 

a concentration on their own problems among African members resulting in the formation 

of organizations composed of only African states and, secondly, the calling of conferences 

of a wider geographic significance and narrower ideological content (Mehden cited in 

Rubiola, nd). Since then, African countries had a more active participation in these forums 

while ASEAN countries diminished their participation except for Indonesia’s influence in 

the Afro-Asian meetings, making up for its neighbors, who were not participating 

(Fortuna Anwar, 2008).   

  

The Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN)  

ASEAN is the successor of the Association of Southeast Asia (ASA). The historical roots of 

ASEAN were laid after World War II by the Bandung Conference, the first large-scale 

Afro–Asian Conference, organized by Indonesia between April 18–24, 1955 in Bandung. 

On the eve of ASEAN’s creation on August 8, 1967, under the lead of Indonesia and other 

four founding countries, Southeast Asia was the center of world events not for “good” but 

because the region was noted for crisis and debilitating insecurity. And so, the end of one 

problem introduced another. At that time, Indonesia had just emerged out of war with 

Malaysia while trying to prevent the creation of Malaysia out of former British colonies. 

The Second Indo-China War was also raging as the aftermath of the withdrawal of France 

in 1954. For Malaysia, a communist insurgency which had posed a serious threat to peace 

and security had just been defeated, while again in Indonesian side a military coup and 

massive communal bloodshed. There was the Cultural Revolution and China’s support 

for several communist movements in Southeast Asia, as well as the region’s fear of the 

United States abandoning its commitment to Southeast Asia. These turn of events and 

emerging threats to the survival of the region gave the impetus to the founding SEA non-

communist countries in the region to form ASEAN. The original five members have had 

in their turns their share of varied military dictatorships to city states and to nascent 

democracies. ASEAN was founded with a limited charter. Their goal at the time was to 

preserve long term peace in Southeast Asia and later in line with the emerging challenges, 

to balance the roles that outside powers, including United States, China and Japan played 

in Southeast Asia (Okere, 2019; wikipedia).      
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ASEAN’s members in accordance with their year of accessions are Brunei (7 January 1984), 

Burma (Myanmar), Cambodia (30 April 1999), Indonesia (8 august 1967), Laos (23 July 

1997), Malaysia (8 august 1967), the Philippines (8 august 1967), Singapore (8 august 1967), 

Thailand (8 august 1967), and Vietnam (28 July 1995). The ASEAN region in 2019 has a 

population of about 655 million (8.5% of the world’s population) and a total area of 1.7 

million square kilometers miles (4.5 million square km, a combined gross domestic 

product of almost US$ 700 billion, and a total trade of about US$ 850 billion. The average 

economic growth of member states from 1989 to 2009 was between 3.8% and 7% 

(Wikipedia).    

 

The creation of ASEAN was initially motivated as means of containing the spread of 

communism with its sphere of influence taken a foothold in the mainland of Asia with the 

occupation of the northern Korean peninsula by the Soviet Union by the end of the second 

world war (Wikipedia). The association of southeast Asia was founded in 1967 at Bangkok 

with the original five member countries of Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, 

and Thailand to accelerate economic growth and to promote peace and security among 

others. The other member countries joined later between 1984 and 1999.   

  

ASEAN which is made up of 10 member states from the sub-region is a political as well as 

well economic union with the general objective of promoting intergovernmental co-

operations and to facilitate economic, political, security, military, educational and 

sociocultural integration among member states, collaboration and mutual assistance on 

matters of common interest, to provide assistance to members in the form of training and 

research, to collaborate for better utilization of agriculture and industry to raise the living 

standards of people, and to promote southeast Asian studies among others . It has as its 

primary objective to accelerate economic growth as a means of achieving social progress 

and cultural development across board. The secondary objective is centered on achieving 

peace and stability in the region in line with the principle of the United Nations. As time 

went on and considering the turn of events in the global community, these initial objectives 

was broadened along the line of the EU prototype. It resorted to establishing three 

Communities: the ASEAN security community, the ASEAN economic community and the 

ASEAN socio-cultural community (Wikipedia). In 1976, the countries of the SEA had her 

first summit meeting in Indonesia, which produced several agreements on industrial 

projects, treaty of Amity and cooperation and a declaration of concord. The Southeast 

Asian nuclear weapon free zone was also signed in 1995 and later became effective in 2001 

after ratification by the Philippines. The treaty effectively banned all nuclear weapons in 

the region (Wikipedia). In order, to chat a new course along the trajectories of EU style of 

community as mentioned above, the countries met in 2007 to launch a treaty that was 
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aimed at turning ASEAN into a legal entity and to also create a single free trade zone for 

the region. This development was described as momentous for ASEAN in her new move 

into the three pillars of community structures. As a matter of fact, it was the end of the 

cold war that paved the way for ASEAN to exercise greater political independence in the 

region which eventually led to her emergence as the regional voice on regional trade and 

security issues (www.Britainica.com).   

 

Also, the ASEAN Vision 2020, adopted on the 30th Anniversary, agreed on a shared vision 

of ASEAN as a concert of Southeast Asian nations, outward looking, living in peace, 

stability, and prosperity, bonded together in partnership in dynamic development and in 

a community of caring societies. For her external relations, the ASEAN Vision 2020 

affirmed an outward-looking ASEAN that should play a pivotal role in the international 

community and advancing ASEAN’s common interests (The ASEAN Charter).   

 

The first Asian-African Sub-Regional Organizations Conferences (AASROC) was held in 

Bandung, Indonesia in 2003 and succeeded by another conference in Durban, South Africa 

where it was agreed by the leaders of both Indonesia and south Africa to work together in 

determining ways and means to improve economic, cultural, social, and political 

cooperation on a multilateral level. The year 2017 was an exciting year in the annals of the 

history of ASEAN and Africa relations, as they engage in a more functional cooperation 

with a World Bank South-South Exchange Visit involving ASEAN and four African sub-

regional organizations. This created a forum for the representatives of the two regions to 

engage in dialogues on climate change, food security, and disaster risk reduction. The 

meeting signified the growing awareness about the non-traditional security challenges 

faced by the two regional blocs (Diaz, 2017). There was still more to come with the first 

ever Africa-ASEAN Business Expo 2017 in South Africa which provided a platform to link 

business opportunities in the two regions, which is an excellent prospect to forge and 

strengthen trade partnerships. The expo builds on the trade momentum between Africa 

and ASEAN as it increased from USD 2.8 billion in 1990 to USD 42.5 billion in 2012 with 

an annual growth rate of 14 percent, making Africa the second largest regional trade 

partner of ASEAN, after Asia (Diaz, 2017).   

 

Notably, the ASEAN summit of October 2021 showed the increased geopolitical 

importance of the Indo-Pacific realm. Today ASEAN is the most successful regional 

organization in Asia and the second largest worldwide behind the EU. ASEAN 

constitutes one of the largest and most important free trade areas (FTA) worldwide. It is 

the most successful regional organization in Asia and globally the second largest behind 
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the EU (Wikipedia). These countries counted around 620 million inhabitants or 8.8 % of 

the world population in 2013 (Kohnerk, 2021).    

 

The worldwide attention for the three-day (virtual) summit of the Association of Southeast 

Asian Nations (ASEAN) from 26 to 28 October 2021, showed the increased geopolitical 

importance of the Indo-Pacific space. The Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

(ASEAN) has been hailed as one of the more successful regional organizations in the 

developing world and credited for maintaining regional peace and stability in Southeast 

Asia for more than three decades. The fact that ASEAN was established at all is 

remarkable given the highly charged relations among its five founding members during 

the 1960s. Not only were there disputes over inter-state borders, but some governments 

were also accused of aiding secessionist groups in neighboring states. However, by 1967, 

these governments had come to realize that these inter-state conflicts were unproductive 

and had diverted their attention from more pressing internal security and political 

governance problems.   

 

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) as Southeast Asia’s primary 

multilateral organization has grown into one of the world’s largest regional fora, 

representing a strategically important region straddling some of the world’s busiest sea 

lanes, including the Straits of Malacca and the South China Sea. Taken collectively, ASEAN 

would rank as the world’s fifth-largest economy and the United States’ fourth-largest 

export market. ASEAN engages in a wide range of diplomatic, economic and security 

discussions through hundreds of annual meetings and through a secretariat based in 

Jakarta, Indonesia. In 2008, the United States became the first non-ASEAN nation to 

appoint a representative to ASEAN, and in 2011 it opened a U.S. mission to ASEAN in 

Jakarta with a resident Ambassador.  

    

On the decades after the Bandung Conference, relations between Africa and Southeast 

Asia as was stated earlier remained unimpressive, not until in the recent decades that 

trade, and investment interest increased on both sides.  This renewed interest in 

interregional relations that emerged in the last few decades led to the second Asian African 

summit that was held in Jakarta in 2005. This event, meant to reinvigorate the Bandung 

Spirit, brought together more than a hundred Asian and African countries (Rediff, 2005).    

From the foregoing, with the renewed zeal in Africa-ASEAN partnership, there is now a 

remarkable increase in trade volume. In Africa, South Africa, Egypt, and Nigeria are the 

leading trading partners. (ASEAN statistics, 2012). This increasing trade relation has been 

accompanied by some political diplomatic initiatives such as the AASROC (Asian African 

Sub Regional Organizations Conference), the NAASP (New Asian African Strategic 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ASEAN
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ASEAN
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/ASEAN
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indo-Pacific
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indo-Pacific
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indo-Pacific
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indo-Pacific
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indo-Pacific
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indo-Pacific


South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                      Vol.5 No.1 March, 2022 
 

Africa-ASEAN Relations in the 21st Century: Challenges and Prospects    279 

Partnership) and the interregional approach between ASEAN and the African Union (May 

2012). And, in the cases of Thailand, Indonesia and Malaysia, there has also been a slight 

development in bilateral relations.  

 

The New Asian-African Strategic Partnership (NAASP)  

The Asian-African Conference which took place in Indonesia, 1955 had in attendance 29 

Asian and African delegates to discuss matters of mutual interest in the Spirit of 

Bandung. It became the first gathering of the newly independent countries of Asian and 

African countries with the demise of the colonial rule. The event was organized without 

the involvement of external powers. Nevertheless, the United States and its allies were 

suspicious of the conference as they feared that countries of Asia and Africa would side 

with the Communist bloc. As the leaders of African and AESAN countries gathered to 

mark the 50th anniversary of the Bandung conference in 2005, one of the notable outcomes 

was the lunching of The New Asian-African Strategic Partnership (NAASP). NAASP was 

founded on the Asian-African Summit in 2005, which was attended by 106 countries, 

including 54 Asian and 52 African countries. This is indicative of the renewed interest 

among member countries when compared to the number of attendees at its inauguration. 

It aimed to revive the spirit of the Bandung conference of the non-aligned movement. 

Also, to be noted is that, in contrast to the 1950s, almost all member countries had gained 

sovereignty and political independence already by the 1960s and 1970s (Khudori, 2014; 

Dlamini, 2019).  

 

The establishment of the New Asian-African Strategic Partnership (NAASP) was 

therefore aimed at reinvigorating the alliance and to forge a new frontier of cooperation 

in response to the prevailing circumstances which is quite different in the post Bandung 

era. Therefore, the partnership is to focus this time on economic relations as most 

countries of this region are grappling with all forms of political, economic, and social 

challenges and debt burdens and to escape poverty trap. Their access to the markets of 

the industrialized countries also remained limited and with NAASP also not able to 

position herself significantly to gain global attention.   

  

Until the conference held in 2005, the relations between Asia and Africa was far from 

being focused on its founding principle of cooperation stipulated in the Bandung 

conference of 1955. It could at best be described as a mutation of ideas with no established 

institutional linkages at the interregional level. Moreover, the approach of the Asian and 

African leaders for bottom-up growth, a framework that has its target on development 

which was based on unity and social solidarity had outlived its usefulness and in dare 

need of replacement, with a development paradigm reinforced by Western rhetoric and 
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supported by the global capitalist market system (Dlamini, 2019). Hence, the new 

partnership was expected (NAASP) to focus on three broad areas which includes 

political solidarity, economic cooperation, and sociocultural cooperation.  

 

More than a decade since the 2005 conference, the same challenge continues to confront 

the operationalization of NAASP, as it is yet to be formally launched and officially 

recognized as a multilateral framework for the two continents. This is despite the 

agreements made in 2005 meeting to fast track the formalization of NAASP as an 

institutionalized formation. From the African perspective, some of the reasons behind 

the delays are attributed to the fact that NAASP does not fall under the overall 

framework on multilateral cooperation with the African Union (Dirco, 2013). According 

to DIRCO, South Africa submitted a proposal to the AU for the integration of NAASP 

into the AU multilateral partnerships.  This was cited as one of the reasons that led to the 

postponement of the second summit in 2013. In that period, the AU Heads of States had 

requested the Commission to take the necessary steps towards the integration of NAASP 

into the AU structures and processes and the status and progress regarding this process 

remains unclear.   

 

In course of the commemoration of the sixtieth anniversary Bandung Conference, yet 

another conference was held 2015 and hosted by Indonesia. Again, with the intentions to 

revive cooperation between African and Asian nations under the theme “Strengthening 

South-South Cooperation to Promote World Peace and Prosperity”. Taking stock of the 

progress of NAASP, the message from the 2015 conference noted, “Asian-African intra-

regional trade and investment has yet to reach its full potential” (Parameswaran, 2015). 

However, while repetitive commitments were made during the commemorative 2015 

summit, the persisting challenges that hinder the progress of NAASP continue to be the 

lack of formal institutional links despite the long-standing rhetoric of Asia-Africa 

solidarity (Dlamini, 2018).  

 

The current Asia-Africa relations are more on the country-to-country bilateral relations 

rather than a multilateral approach as it applies to ASEAN (Okeke, 2019). Here the 

contrary to this model to the case, where “individual Asian powers see Africa as an 

enormous economic opportunity and approach Africa within their own national 

frameworks such as the Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC), India-Africa 

Forum Summit, and the Tokyo International Conference on African Development 

(TICAD) (Santikajaya and Abdurrohman 2015). Despite several projects and programs 

undertaken from 2005 under the NAASP banner, from diplomatic training and technical 

cooperation to business forums, there is little or no evidence which shows an appetite from 
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the Asian and African nations to elevate NAASP as an inter-regional cooperation platform. 

Furthermore, the slow-moving pace from the AU to ingrate NAASP into its multilateral 

partnerships, continues to cast doubt on the seriousness of Africa in elevating this 

partnership.  

 

Interrogating ASEAN integration model  

Until after the Second Indo-China War which ended in the late 1980s, ASEAN’s mission 

evolved only marginally from its original goal. ASEAN made little effort to push for 

greater regional integration or trade liberalization. To this end, most ASEAN states were 

focused on building export-oriented manufacturing sectors that relied on low wages, 

Japanese capital, and open Western markets. This strategy was extremely successful, at 

least for a period spanning through the early 1980s and 1990s, leading to the development 

of economic muscles of some sort especially after admitting new member states who were 

hitherto sidelined on grounds of Cold War politics.  

   

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) haven understood the complexity 

of its region and her future in the global economy, developed an Economic Community 

strategy with the desire to “…transform ASEAN into a single market and production base; 

a highly competitive economic region with equitable economic development … fully 

integrated into the global economy.” To bring to reality this set goal, the SEA countries 

had to work with a renewed focus to ensure economic relations between its members and 

their existing and potential partners for the purpose of “narrowing the development gap 

and accelerating the place of its member states in the global economy.” Indonesia took the 

lead as always to achieving this set objectives having been able to maintain an average 

economic growth on 7% since 1997 making her the biggest economy in this region. True to 

her leading role, it ensured that other SEA countries continue to record impressive 

economic growth. This “big brother” approach in assisting member countries of the region 

has helped to stem the tide of the exploitative tendencies of developed economies of the 

global north and others, while also creating at the same time a viable environment for 

foreign direct investments (Rubiolo, 2012).    

 

The economic integration trajectory of ASEAN is made possible because of her change in 

strategy, which introduced the three pillars to include: trade, economy and security 

anchored after the EU community model (Diaz, 2017). On the area of trade, the association 

went on to sign the ASEAN’s Free Trade Agreements (FTA) which effectively opened the 

space to a kind of “regional free-trade arms race” as it spurred emerging economies and 

major economies within the region to strive and to negotiate free trade deals. Whereas for 

the ASEAN economy, the tariffs reduction across the region helped to stimulate the free 
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trade deal, and other types of regional economic integration efforts. In the wake of the 

Asian financial crisis of the late 1990s, when Asia relied on the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF) for bailouts, several Asian states came into the resolution that Asia should 

amass its own reserves which resulted in the Chiang Mai Initiative (CMI), launched in 

May 2000. The initiative provided for a network of bilateral currency swaps between 

members of ASEAN, China, Japan, and South Korea. Of interest is the fact that it created 

an exchange pool to mitigate members’ vulnerability to international capital inflow, 

speculation, and contagion to shore off any free fall of a member state’s currency. Since its 

introduction, the initiative has since matured into a multilateral currency swap 

arrangement that includes even the U. S dollar while its membership has also expanded 

to booming economic centers like Hong Kong (Okere, 2019).   

 

ASEAN-Africa Trade and Investment Relations  

The main partners of Africa from ASEAN in trade and investment were the SEA-5 and 

the top four from Africa were South Africa, Egypt, Nigeria, and Ivory coast with south 

Africa being the main import and export destinations for Thailand and Malaysia among 

the ASEAN (the UNComtrade database cited in Rubiolo, 2012).   

 

It is on record that South Africa’s exports of diversified export basket, with high 

participation of manufactured products of iron and steel among others found their way to 

the ASEAN market in 2012. Thailand import was well over 52% and 25% was to Malaysia. 

South Africa's main exports to Thailand include stainless steel, aluminum, flat-rolled, iron 

and steel, paper pulp, chemicals, fresh fruit, and ferro-alloys (International Trade Center 

cited in Rubilo, 2012)). In the case of Malaysia, south Africa’s major exports were iron and 

steel derivates and soya beans (UNComtrade, 2014).   

 

 Nigeria’s, total exports to the SEA-5 accounted for an average of 21% between 2005-2009 

with a significant increase in 2012 to 42% and only second to South Africa among the four 

highest SEA partners. This increase is because of the growing percentage of exports to 

Indonesia that has turned out to be Nigeria’s main export destination in Southeast Asia 

with over 90% of her exports consisting of petroleum (UNComtrade, 2014). With this high 

percentage of export, Nigeria counts as the fifth import oil market for Indonesia, while in 

2009 it was the tenth (International Trade Center, 2014).   

 

Egypt and Ivory Coast on the other hand had to their credit the total of exports from the 

main African partners to SEA only about 6.4% and 8.6% respectively. The main export 

product to Indonesia in 2012 was natural calcium phosphate which represented 43.6% and 

dates which accounted for 4%. For Malaysia, the main exports from Egypt were oil and 
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gas which accounted for 40% of total exports and natural calcium phosphate at 23.3%. In 

the case of Ivory Coast, the two main destination markets of the SEA countries in 2012 

were Malaysia and Vietnam. For Malaysia, the export products were rubber which 

accounted for 42% of total, cocoa 32% and cotton 16%. Vietnam total export basket were 

mainly cashew nuts 61% and cotton 19%. Apart from South Africa already noted above, 

the three other African export baskets show a high concentration in raw materials and low-

value-added products. The most outstanding case in this respect is Nigeria, with a 

growing dependence on the oil industry for its trade insertion in Southeast Asian markets 

(UNComtrade, 2014).    

 

On the side of the SEA countries’ exports to Africa, the main destination market has 

traditionally been South Africa with the main exporters in 2012 from the SEA region as 

Thailand and Indonesia. Thailand’s main exports to South Africa in 2012 were 

manufactured products among which are vehicles and spare parts 30%, electronic 

equipment and house machineries 23%, agricultural products and food- rice 9%, and 

canned fish 5%. The top exports from Indonesia to South Africa were precious stones and 

precious metals which were mainly gold 45%, then palm oil 14%, natural rubber 6.4%, and 

vehicles and its parts 5%.  Egypt stands out as the second highest destination for SEA 

exports in the continent with 25% of SEA total exports to the main markets in Africa. 

Malaysia, Indonesia, and Thailand were the main exporters from SEA to Egypt in 2012 

(UNComtrade statistics Database, 2014). In the light of the above, analyzing the trade 

balance between SEA-5 and the main partners in Africa shows that, trade with South 

Africa, Egypt and Ivory Coast, results in a surplus balance for SEA-5, whereas with 

Nigeria, it shows a trade deficit for SEA, that equals the total exports from the region to 

the country.  This deficit is mostly a product of the trade imbalance in the relation with 

Indonesia.   

 

Available statistics has also shown that 52% of exports in ASEAN-Africa trade 

engagements had developed from just US$2.8 billion in 1990 to US$42.5 billion in 2012, 

with an average growth rate of 14 % per Anum.  This record is indicative that Africa is the 

second fastest-growing continent for ASEAN trade and investment other than Asia (GIS-

Asie cited in Emovwodo, 2019) even though the region were still major recipients of 

Foreign Direct Investment.  The SEA nevertheless had evolved into an emerging source of 

investment for Africa and many developing economies of the ASEAN sub-region. The 

total FDI outflow from ASEAN rose significantly from US$ 8.97 billion to US$ 56.36 billion 

in 2000 and 2013 respectively (Sermcheep, 2017). Although, the government of Thailand 

had credited to ASEAN as the third largest region with FDI portfolio in Africa, however, 

this assertion did not seem to match with UNCTAD’s World Investment Reports that 
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revealed the United States, France, the United Kingdom and China as the most significant 

FDI contributors in Africa. In terms of total capital investments, China stands out as the 

most significant FDI contributor to Africa, with over US$72 billion and more than 137,000 

jobs between 2014-2018 (AFR-IX, 2021). Of note also in the rising investment profiles of 

ASEA, is Singapore, with the total FDI of US$ 15.9 billion in 2012, making it ASEAN's 

largest investor in Africa with Malaysia and Indonesia following behind (GIS-Asie, 2016). 

Of the SEA-3 major trading partners to Africa-3, the trade volumes by country are Thailand 

(US$11.6 billion), Indonesia (US$10.7 billion), and Singapore (US$9.5 billion). Regrettably 

though, is the imbalance in trade as the African market value was only 1.7% of ASEAN’s 

total in 2012 (GIF-Asie, 2016).   

 

Africa: Learning from the ASEAN Experience  

Africa is one of the world’s largest and most populous continents and only second to Asia 

in both cases. In terms of size, it covers about 6% of Earths total surface area and 20% of its 

land area with a population of 1.4 billion people as of 2021, that is, 20% of the word’s 

human population.  It has been accounted as the origin of human species (Rashidi and Van 

Sertima cited in Adams, 2001; Financial Times of London, May 10, 2001, cited in 

Emovwodo, 2019). Africa is also credited as the cradle of human civilization as evidenced 

in the findings of archeologists from 1921-1922 (Carr cited in Madu,2009). Africa is well 

endowed with human and natural resources. however, despite its resource endowments, 

it is the least wealthy continent per capita and second least wealthy by total wealth with 

GDP (PPP) at $8.05 trillion, GDP (nominal) $2.96 trillion and GDP per capita $2.180 all in 

2022, (wikipidia). Even with the low concentration of wealth, recent economic expansion 

and the large and young youth population make Africa an important economic market in 

the broader global context. Africa remains the world’s poorest continent, a paradox of sort, 

impoverished in midst of abundance. Africa’s woes are consequent upon many factors 

which include but not limited to misgovernance and corrupt leadership, high level of 

illiteracy, low self-esteem and taste transfer, slave trade, colonialism and colonial legacies, 

lack of capital and access to foreign capital, the cold war and political instability.     

  

 It is admittable that Africa’s perennial challenges had set her on the edge of history. But 

there is no gain saying that Africa is not the only continent of the world that had known 

and experienced these setbacks. ASEAN which is the subject of study had had a similar 

experience and is able to learn from history for a take-off in the face of multi-hegemonic 

influences on the international system. Till date, African countries faced with the challenge 

of adopting a dynamic economic integration model to ensure that her interest is 

maintained does not have a pragmatic ideological framework guiding her economic 

integration, rather she focusses on regional economic integration arrangements which 
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have since been punctured by inter-play of mistrust and miss-giving as well as colonial 

hangovers. It can succinctly be said that Africa’s hopes for broad economic integration in 

the capitalist oriented global system is in a flux and a hoax. In the capitalist economy, 

Africa appears to be pawns, subject to the demands of this dominant and exploitative 

international system powered only by hegemons who benefit at her expense.  

 

Be that as it may, some regions under the same historical experiences and influences of 

economic growth and reversals, as well as imperialism, colonialism and neo-colonialism 

of the 19th and 20th century, have been able to make significant progress in economic 

integration, as such paving the way for higher bargaining chips in the comity of nations. 

One of such is the ASEAN. As regional group, it first ensured the development of her 

member states, by achieving a complimenting economy through economic integration, 

while relating and pitching with the developed and other emerging economies.  

 

The average investment rate in Africa in the recent decades has been about 18%, and below 

the 25% threshold, which is less than 7% average growth rate indicating that the needed 

investment required to reduce poverty and sustainable development is far on the horizon. 

The investment need in the sub-Saharan Africa is required to be about $93 billion annually 

to be able to meet the expected development goals. In the main, the actual investment on 

the sub-continent is about $45 billion, which implies that there is a funding gap of about 

$50 billion per year. Nevertheless, with Africa being an investment destination of other 

continents because of her enormous resource potentials, it will be proper to learn from the 

experience of other regions that have achieved positive economic relations with both 

developed and emerging economies. ASEAN therefore provides a template with her three 

pillars modeled after the EU communities; on trade (FTA), economy and security for 

Africa to emulate in the framing of their integration and development trajectory into a 

single market and production base that is fully integrated into the global economy (Okere, 

2019).  

  

Challenges and Prospects for Africa Integration  

To be able to make any real difference at building a strong and viable integrations on the 

African continent, it must investigate the internal challenges plaguing her alongside other 

external variables. There is a long-held assumption that “external opposition tends to 

increase the adherence to societies norms because of fear for society’s survival”. This 

assertion as it were, doesn’t seem to apply to Africa. In Africa only a certain level of 

integration has already been achieved. If the parts of the whole are weakly involved in a 

collective conscience, outside opposition may destroy the collectivity rather than 

strengthen it. This seems to explain more the problem of African regional integrations over 
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the years, where those factors that could form integrative mechanism equally helped to 

yoke the efforts (Nwosu, 2013).  

  

According to Okolo (1985) integration efforts have not been successful in the third world 

like Africa due to the relative absence of favorable “background conditions” for 

integration; that is, conditions existing before the integrating effort starts. In the first 

instance, the nature of the unity that African states have been trying to build through OAU 

and its successor AU since independence, is that which has not been able to address the 

basic and central element. That is, an image of Africa that does not sufficiently recognize 

the autonomous existence of the ethnic groups that make-up the various countries 

(Bangura, 1995; Maathai, 2009; Nwosu, 2013). Africa will not be able to form the viable 

regional integration systems that is generally alluded to, and which are clearly necessary 

to enhance the continent’s global competitiveness, if each state is not at ease with its local 

units. This without much emphasis hinders internal order and good governance of the 

countries of Africa.  

 

There are admittedly many points of non-convergence in history to include among others, 

ethnicity, national boundaries, race, culture, language, and religion. Even the difference 

between Francophone and Anglophone black Africa was a factor and the distinct colonial 

experience also played a major role in dividing and setting the union backward. It was 

hard for the OAU to establish a single identity, and not long after its inception it splintered 

into unofficial factions along the lines of their erstwhile colonizers, rendering it largely 

ineffective for the integration project which is the core mandate (Calderisi, 2006; Maathai, 

2009).  

 

Notably, balanced economic unions are most times difficult to create because countries 

with built-in advantage find it difficult to share these with smaller or poorer neighbours, 

and it is far from obvious how public policy should affect the location of new industries 

or investment. But any attempts to solve such technical difficulties would be a breath of 

fresh, compared with the deep indifference of most African government to the real 

interests of their people (Calderisi, 2006).  

 

The failure of African regional integrative experiments was made manifest by the series of 

establishment but non-functional bodies that are scattered all over Africa. In west Africa 

alone, there are organization of Senegal River States, the River Niger Commission, MANO 

River Union the Conseil de L’Entente, the Customs Union of West African State (UDEAO), 

and the Francophone Economic Community of West Africa (CEAO), and the more 

accommodating Economic Commission of West African State (ECOWAS). In other parts 
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of Africa, there are such sub-regional unions like the pioneer East African Community 

(EAC) and in South Africa; South African Development Council (SADC). In the northern 

side, there are also similar organizations (Caldiris, 2009; Nwosu, 2013).  

 

Conclusion  

From the foregoing, it is obvious that Africa is not lacking in regional integration bodies 

and policy frameworks that attempt to address her challenges. What is lacking rather is 

the commitment and the political will to champion the course of leading Africa out of her 

woes. To achieve this, efforts should be made to study the unique circumstances of the 

different sub-regions within the continent. This ought to be taken into consideration while 

forging a common African integration at all levels, rather than a top-down approach. The 

integration process is more likely to evolve over time with a convergence in political norms 

of different constituent units that aims to entrench fiscal prudence and monetary policy 

variables as well as credible governance and the rule of law.  

 

As a follow up, it is expected that the region re-directs her focus and resources on the 

creation of a workable integration model with far-reaching economic reforms for the 

purpose of building the competitiveness of their own economies. Unless this path is 

followed, it may not be able to achieve economic and political union for lack of shared 

values and common interest.  
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