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Securing Africa:  
A Historical Perspective, Current Insights, and Future Foresight in Security 

 

 

Introduction 

Security has always been a fundamental aspect of human society, essential for ensuring 
stability, prosperity, and peace. From ancient times to the modern era, the methods and 
challenges of maintaining security have evolved dramatically. Today, as the African 
continent experiences rapid development, security concerns have become increasingly 
complex, involving both traditional and emerging threats. This thought leadership article 
explores the history of security in Africa, provides insights into current security challenges, 
and offers foresight into the future of security on the continent, with a focus on the unique 
dynamics that shape security in Africa. 

 

Historical Perspective on Security in Africa 

Security in Africa has deep historical 
roots, shaped by the continent's diverse 
cultures, geographies, and socio-political 
landscapes. In pre-colonial Africa, 
security was primarily managed by 
community-based systems, where clans 
or tribes protected their territories and 
resources through collective defense 
mechanisms. These systems were often 
built on kinship ties and mutual 
cooperation, with a strong emphasis on 
maintaining internal harmony and 
defending against external threats. 

With the advent of colonization in the late 
19th century, traditional security 

structures were disrupted as European 
powers imposed new borders and 
centralized control over African societies. 
Colonial administrations established 
formal security forces, such as police and 
military units, to maintain order and 
protect colonial interests. However, 
these forces were often used to suppress 
local populations and enforce colonial 
rule, leading to widespread resistance 
and the eventual struggle for 
independence. 

Post-independence, African nations 
inherited these colonial security 
institutions, which were often ill-
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equipped to address the diverse and 
complex security challenges of newly 
sovereign states. In the decades that 
followed, many African countries 
experienced internal conflicts, military 
coups, and civil wars, as they grappled 
with issues of national identity, 
governance, and economic instability. 
These conflicts underscored the need for 
more effective and inclusive security 
strategies that could address the root 
causes of insecurity. 

 

Security Challenges in Modern Africa 

Today, Africa faces a wide range of 
security challenges, both traditional and 
non-traditional, that require a 
multifaceted and collaborative approach. 
These challenges can be broadly 
categorized into several key areas: 

1. Terrorism and Violent 
Extremism: The rise of terrorist 
groups such as Boko Haram in 
Nigeria, Al-Shabaab in Somalia, 
and various militant factions in the 
Sahel region has posed significant 
threats to stability in Africa. These 
groups exploit weak governance, 
poverty, and socio-political 
grievances to recruit and 
radicalize individuals, leading to 
widespread violence and 
displacement. The African Union 
(AU) and regional bodies like 
ECOWAS have been actively 
involved in counterterrorism 
efforts, but the persistence of 
these threats highlights the need 
for more comprehensive 

strategies that address underlying 
causes. 

 
2. Cybersecurity: As Africa 

undergoes rapid digital 
transformation, cybersecurity has 
emerged as a critical issue. The 
continent's growing reliance on 
digital infrastructure for financial 
services, communication, and 
governance has made it 
vulnerable to cyberattacks. 
Countries like South Africa, Kenya, 
and Nigeria have reported 
increasing incidents of 
cybercrime, including data 
breaches, financial fraud, and 
ransomware attacks. The lack of 
robust cybersecurity frameworks 
and skilled personnel in many 
African countries exacerbates 
these vulnerabilities, necessitating 
greater investment in 
cybersecurity capacity-building. 

 
3. Transnational Organized Crime: 

Africa is also a hotspot for 
transnational organized crime, 
including human trafficking, drug 
trafficking, and wildlife poaching. 
These illicit activities often 
intersect with other security 
challenges, such as terrorism and 
corruption, creating complex 
networks that are difficult to 
dismantle. The porous borders 
and weak law enforcement 
capabilities in many African states 
further complicate efforts to 
combat organized crime. 

 
4. Civil Unrest and Political 

Instability: Civil unrest and 
political instability continue to 



 3 

plague several African countries, 
often fueled by electoral disputes, 
ethnic tensions, and economic 
inequality. Recent examples 
include the conflict in Ethiopia's 
Tigray region, the military coup in 
Mali, and the ongoing unrest in 
Sudan. These situations 
underscore the importance of 
inclusive governance and conflict 
resolution mechanisms in 
preventing and mitigating violence. 
 

5. Environmental Security: 
Environmental degradation and 
climate change are increasingly 
recognized as security threats in 
Africa. Droughts, floods, and 
desertification are displacing 
communities, exacerbating food 
and water insecurity, and 
contributing to resource-based 
conflicts. The Lake Chad Basin, for 
instance, has seen its water levels 
shrink by 90% since the 1960s, 
leading to increased competition 
for scarce resources and fueling 
instability in the region. 

 

The Future of Security in Africa 

As Africa looks to the future, several key 
trends and developments will shape the 
security landscape on the continent. 
These include: 

1. Integrated Security Solutions: 
The future of security in Africa will 
likely involve more integrated 
approaches that combine 
traditional security measures with 
development, governance, and 

social cohesion initiatives. The 
African Union's "Silencing the 
Guns" initiative, which aims to end 
all conflicts in Africa by 2030, 
reflects this integrated approach. 
By addressing the root causes of 
conflict—such as poverty, 
inequality, and governance 
deficits—this initiative seeks to 
create a more peaceful and secure 
continent. 

 
2. Technology-Driven Security: 

Technological advancements will 
play a crucial role in enhancing 
security capabilities in Africa. 
Drones, satellite surveillance, 
artificial intelligence (AI), and big 
data analytics are already being 
used to monitor borders, track 
criminal activities, and predict 
potential security threats. For 
example, in Kenya, AI-driven 
software is being used to predict 
the locations of poaching 
activities, helping to protect 
endangered wildlife. Similarly, in 
South Africa, the use of drones 
and AI is improving the efficiency 
of policing in urban areas. 

 
3. Regional and International 

Cooperation: Strengthening 
regional and international 
cooperation will be essential for 
addressing transnational security 
challenges in Africa. The African 
Continental Free Trade Area 
(AfCFTA) presents an opportunity 
to enhance economic integration, 
which can contribute to stability 
and reduce conflict. Additionally, 
partnerships with international 
organizations, such as the United 
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Nations, and bilateral cooperation 
with countries like the United 
States and China, will be crucial 
for building capacity and 
resources to address security 
threats. 
 

 
4. Youth Engagement and 

Empowerment: Africa's youth 
population is one of its greatest 
assets, but also a potential source 
of instability if not properly 
engaged. Unemployment, lack of 
education, and marginalization 
can lead to disenfranchisement 
and radicalization. Empowering 
young people through education, 
vocational training, and civic 
engagement will be critical for 
fostering a generation that 
contributes to peace and security 
on the continent. 

 
5. Climate Resilience and 

Environmental Security: As 
climate change continues to 
impact Africa, building resilience 
to environmental shocks will be a 
key security priority. This will 
involve not only disaster 
preparedness and response but 
also sustainable development 
practices that mitigate the impact 
of climate change. Initiatives like 
the Great Green Wall, which aims 
to restore degraded land across 
the Sahel, are examples of how 
environmental and security goals 
can be aligned. 

Examples of Security Innovations and 
Successes in Africa 

 

1. Operation Barkhane – Sahel Region 

Operation Barkhane, led by France in 
collaboration with the G5 Sahel countries 
(Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, 
and Niger), is a notable example of a 
coordinated military effort to combat 
terrorism in the Sahel region. This 
operation has combined traditional 
military tactics with community 
engagement and development projects to 
weaken the influence of extremist groups 
like Al-Qaeda and ISIS. While challenges 
remain, the operation has succeeded in 
disrupting terrorist networks and 
restoring some degree of stability in the 
region. 

2. The "Hawkeye" Surveillance System 
– Nigeria 

In response to the Boko Haram 
insurgency, Nigeria has invested in 
advanced surveillance technology to 
monitor and track terrorist activities. The 
"Hawkeye" surveillance system, which 
integrates satellite imagery, drone 
footage, and ground intelligence, has 
enhanced the Nigerian military's ability to 
anticipate and respond to Boko Haram's 
movements. This technological 
innovation has been critical in reducing 
the group's ability to carry out large-scale 
attacks. 

3. The East African Centre for 
Cybersecurity 

Recognizing the growing threat of 
cybercrime, Kenya established the East 
African Centre for Cybersecurity, a 
regional hub for training, research, and 
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collaboration on cybersecurity issues. 
The center provides a platform for 
government agencies, private sector 
companies, and international partners to 
share knowledge and best practices, 
develop cyber defense strategies, and 
coordinate responses to cyber threats. 
This initiative has strengthened Kenya's 
position as a leader in cybersecurity on 
the continent. 

Conclusion 

Security in Africa is at a critical juncture, 
shaped by historical legacies, current 

challenges, and future opportunities. As 
the continent continues to develop, 
security strategies must evolve to 
address both traditional and emerging 
threats. By leveraging technology, 
fostering regional cooperation, and 
addressing the root causes of insecurity, 
Africa can build a more secure and stable 
future. The examples of security 
innovations and successes across the 
continent demonstrate that Africa has the 
potential to lead in the development of 
integrated and sustainable security 
solutions that not only protect but also 
empower its people. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Group Shumba is an innovation and investment holding firm that builds value-add ecosystems 
around cities, corridors, and integrated communities to solve real life problems. This article is part 
of a thought leadership series addressing urbanisation and economic development in emerging 
regions.  
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