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INTRODUCTION

Ten years after the EU published its first strategic
framework for the Great Lakes region in 2013, the
Council of the European Union released a ‘Renewed
EU Great Lakes Strategy’ on 20 February this year.
Whereas the root causes of the problems that need to
be addressed in the region are discouragingly similar
to those of 2013, the international context is not. This
renewed strategy comes amid a climate of intensified
great power competition, where Africa as a continent
has been pushed to the forefront of the international
scene, due to its diplomatic weight, exponential de-
mographic growth and, most importantly, abundance
of natural resources®. The latter aspect is particular-
ly salient in the Great Lakes region, and especially in
the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), a coun-
try which hosts large reserves of gold, approximately
8 % of the world’s tantalum reserves, 50 % of the
world’s cobalt reserves®, extensive lithium, and oil
and natural gas deposits estimated to be worth over
USD 600 billion®. Appreciation of the importance of
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Summary

The new EU strategy for the Great Lakes is
more of a framework for action to be un-
dertaken by the EU in the region than a co-
herent strategy.

The main focus of the renewed strategy is
on economic opportunities linked to the
region’s abundant supply of natural re-
sources, while striving to resolve existing
security crises and establish regional trust
in a global environment characterised by
great power competition and an acute en-
ergy crisis.

The key challenges for the strategy will be
the alignment of the various national strat-
egies with regional objectives, the lack of
political will among key state actors in the
region and the EU’s own internal divisions.

In this respect, the appointment of a skilled
and experienced EU Special Representative
for the Great Lakes would be an important
step forward.

The EUISS is an agency
of the European Union



NINAWILEN AND ERIK KENNES

this wealth of natural resources is clearly reflected in
the new EU strategy for the region.

The Great Lakes region was defined as a strategic
priority for the EU in the first ‘Strategic Framework’
a decade ago, which came to notable expression in the
efforts undertaken and the resources spent by the
Union in the region. It is in the DRC that the EU con-
ducted its first Common Security and Defence Policy
(CSDP) mission outside of Europe in 2003®, which
was followed by four additional ones® in the suc-
ceeding years, making the DRC the recipient of the
largest number of EU CSDP missions in any one sin-
gle country”. During the decade since that strategy
was released however, the EU’s focus arguably drifted
to the overlapping crises unfolding in the Sahel, a re-
gion closer to home. As a result, the Sahel has seen
the deployment of four CSDP missions since 2012,
while those in the DRC have been wound down. Yet,
according to the new strategy, 20 years since it de-
ployed its first CSDP mission to the DRC, the Great
Lakes region remains a strategic priority for the EU.
What is actually new in the recently unveiled strategy
and how have priorities changed compared to
the past?

This Brief seeks to address these
questions by exploring implemen-
tation aspects and implications of
the EU’s new strategy for the region,
while highlighting challenges and
possible ways forward. It is struc-
tured in four sections. First, it situ-
ates the recent strategy in a chang-
ing local, regional and international
context. Second, it compares the
two strategies from 2013 and 2023, highlighting
similarities and differences. Third, it delves deeper
into the three main themes of the new strategy, be-
fore identifying challenges for implementation in the
fourth section. The conclusion provides an assess-
ment of the EU’s impact on regional dynamics and
looks ahead while outlining some recommendations.

CHANGING LOCAL, REGIONAL
AND INTERNATIONAL
DYNAMICS

In the decade since the first EU strategic framework
was published, the region has experienced continu-
ous instability and interwoven political, security and
health crises, with a resurgence of violence in the east
of the DRC since late 2021. While two of the longest
serving presidents of the continent, Paul Kagame in
Rwanda and Yoweri Musveni in Uganda, remain in
place, with constitutional changes making it possible
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for them to stay in office for the foreseeable fu-
ture®, somewhat unexpected shifts in power have
occurred in Burundi and the DRC. In Burundi, the
former president Pierre Nkurunziza pushed through
an unconstitutional third mandate resulting in a se-
vere political and security crisis, including a failed
coup attempt®, before his abrupt death prematurely
ushered in his successor in 2020¢. International ac-
tors broadly ceased collaboration with Burundi in the
wake of the 2015 crisis, with the EU evoking article
96 of the Cotonou agreement®, effectively suspend-
ing direct financial support to the Burundian admin-
istration. The sanctions remained in place for almost
6 years until they were lifted in February 20224,

In neighbouring DRC, former President Kabila’s stra-
tégie de glissement*» whereby he used delaying tactics
to postpone elections and remain in power, eventu-
ally resulted in an unexpected deal through which
the son of Kabila’s long-standing opponent, Félix
Tshisekedi, managed to disregard election results and
take power in January 2019 *4. African and Western
multilateral institutions (including the EU), and bi-
lateral partners endorsed Tshisekedi’s much contest-
ed ‘victory’ to avoid chaos and violence in the short
term . Yet regional instability has
prevailed, with an upsurge in vio-
lence over the past year and a half,
particularly in the east of the DRC,
a region in which the number of
armed non-state groups has prolif-
erated over the past three decades.
The latest bouts of violence have
flared up as a result of the revival
of the rebel group M23 in November
2021, again proven to be backed by
the Rwandan regime, almost a decade after it was
dismantled following a joint military action between
the UN’s robust Force Intervention Brigade (FIB), and
the Congolese army, FARDC !,

The EU’s new strategy thus comes at a moment of
renewed tension and instability in the region, while
it also needs to be seen in the context of intensify-
ing great power competition. Over the past year both
Western and Russian actors have increased visits
to African partners with the US Secretary of State
Antony Blinken visiting the African continent an un-
precedented three times last year, while the Russian
Minister of Foreign Affairs, Serguei Lavrov, has trav-
elled to more than ten African countries since the
start of Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in
February 2022, including Uganda, Congo Brazzaville
and Angola®". The EU’s deployment of two new mili-
tary missions in Mozambique and in Niger, as well as
its promise to provide lethal equipment through the
European Peace Facility (EPF) to Niger and Somalia
should also, at least partly, be seen through the prism
of a quest for maintaining influence in the continent.
While some of these developments may have been a
long time in the making given the strong increase of



Interlocking regional memberships
DR Congo is a member of a number of regional organisations

East African Communitny (EAC) and
International Conference

on the Great Lakes Region (ICGLR) Framework agreement
® Member Coopted
N

1

violent extremism trends on the continent - 300 %
in the past decade with the Sahel region and Somalia
being disproportionately affected®® - the intensifi-
cation of global power competition brought about by
the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 has never-
theless amplified their importance, especially since
Uganda, Tanzania and Burundi abstained from voting
against the Russian invasion in the first UN General
Assembly vote®.

At the same time, in the world mining industry,
China has consolidated its control of refining of co-
balt and, to a lesser extent, of its supply from the
DRC. The Great Lakes region more specifically also
remains at the centre of the world production of tan-
talum: in 2021, Rwanda and the DRC produced 46 %
of the world output, with China as an important buy-
er®, The EU’s renewed strategy for the Great Lakes
region is likely to be perceived by both the countries
in the region and non-Western powers as part of the
growing competition for influence. So, to what extent
does the new strategy capture these developments, in
comparison with the old one?

Peace, Security and Cooperation
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Southern African
Development Community (SADC)

Data: European Commission, GISCO, 2023

WHAT'S NEW IN THE
RENEWED STRATEGY AND
WHAT LIES AHEAD?

The key topics addressed in the new strategy are,
hardly surprisingly given the current context, the
same as a decade ago. They include the conflict in the
east of the DRC, the increasing number of Internally
Displaced People (IDPs), the multiplication of armed
groups, and the need for Security Sector Reform (SSR)
and Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reintegration
(DDR). While the geographical scope of the strategy
is the Great Lakes region, defined in the 2013 docu-
ment as encompassing Rwanda, Burundi, Uganda and
the eastern provinces of the DRC®%, both documents
are principally focused on the DRC, which is congru-
ent with the country’s significance both as the site
of most of the natural resources in the region and
host to the majority of non-state armed groups - two
interrelated factors which notably contribute to the
high number of IDPs in the region.

The two strategies concur in their emphasis on pro-
moting human rights, elections and democracy, as
well as contributing to a more secure environment
through effective SSR and DDR and fighting armed
groups. Both texts also highlight the need to re-
build trust between neighbours and underline the
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importance of respecting territorial integrity, (some-
thing that clearly has not been achieved in the past
decade), while pledging to fight poverty. There are
thus substantive parts of the two documents which
are similar despite there being a decade between
them. On the one hand, this seems unavoidable, giv-
en that (i) the EU’s normative identity remains the
same, and (ii) the root causes of the current instabil-
ity in the region remain largely unchanged. On the
other hand, if the causes remain the same, we may
expect the new strategy to suggest new tools to ad-
dress these. A few novel aspects are noteworthy in
the new strategy.

The new strategy puts more emphasis on the man-
agement of natural resources and economic integra-
tion as a basis for regional collaboration as compared
to its 2013 predecessor. There is also more overt lan-
guage around the fact that the EU, like other external
actors, also has economic and geostrategic interests
in the region, even though this remains couched in
win-win and local ownership terms. The new strat-
egy has three different thematic sections, which ap-
pear to signal successive phases in the deployment
of EU actions. Below, we assess the main changes
compared with the 2013 strategy and relate these to
the evolution in regional and international dynamics
summarised above.

Return to peace and stability

The new strategy focuses less on issues of govern-
ance reform and democratisation than its 2013 prede-
cessor. It also takes a slightly different angle in ad-
dressing peace and security at the regional level.
These new positions, criticised by NGOs®, probably
reflect the increasing competition from other inter-
national actors for whom governance and democrati-
sation are not a priority, and as a result, the weak-
ened leverage of the EU on these issues. Root causes
of insecurity and instability in the region such as cor-
ruption or a lack of inclusive institutions are for ex-
ample mentioned in paragraph 4 but not addressed in
the following sections.

The 2013 strategy was clear-
ly inspired by the comprehensive
‘Peace, Security and Cooperation
Framework agreement’ (PSCF)
concluded in Addis Ababa on 24
February 2013 to put an end to the
previous M23 crisis in the area, for
which a special UN envoy for the
Great Lakes was appointed. The new
strategy, however, hardly mentions
the PSCF and seems to rely more on
dialogue between the individual states in the Great
Lakes Region than on a regional mechanism even if
regional conferences and institutions are considered
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to be partners for the strategy. Initiatives taken by
regional mechanisms and organisations have yielded
mitigated results in the past because Member States’
national interests have always prevailed over the
genuine search for a regional solution.

According to the new strategy, the EU supports exist-
ing peace and mediation initiatives, and is willing to
step up its engagement in mediation and dialogue,
between states, and at the regional level:

Only a credible and inclusive dialogue between
the countries of the region, matched when needed
by national reconciliation efforts in each coun-
try, can restore and strengthen mutual trust and
confidence .

To increase its regional impact, as mentioned above,
a proposal is on the table to assign an EU Special
Representative for the Great Lakes region, who would
be appointed by the European Council and would
benefit from some degree of autonomy and budget-
ary independence from the European External Action
Service (EEAS)®, Much will depend on the specific
personality of the Special Representative, the percep-
tion the actors in the region have of the representa-
tive’s impartiality, on his/her relations with the EEAS
and the Council, and the policy instruments he/she
will be able to mobilise to support EU regional op-
tions, for the appointee to have a constructive impact
on the ground.

From trafficking to trade and
sustainable development

The second and third thematic subsections in the re-
newed strategy express the core idea of putting the
issue of natural resources management at the centre
of the peace process in the region. In this way, the
new strategy presents regional economic initiatives
as crucial to transform the root causes of the con-
flict into shared opportunities. This is an important
change in perspective compared to 2013 and coincides
with increased efforts by the EU to ensure access to
strategic and critical raw materials.
In particular, the second subsec-
tion of the 2023 strategy underlines
EU support for the development of
clean local and international natural
resources value chains in line with
EU legislation and International
Conference of the Great Lakes
Region (ICGLR) certification mech-
anisms, applying OECD-defined due
diligence. The current main existing
instrument used by the EU is the
Conflict Minerals Regulation which came into force
on 1 January 2021%. It has been criticised for its in-
effectiveness in obtaining more transparency in the
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supply chain® and for the lack of an effective sanc-
tioning mechanism for non-compliance®. An ongo-
ing reform process based on lessons learned since
its implementation started may improve the regula-
tion’s effectiveness. Similarly, the renewed strategy
mentions EU support for cooperation in the manage-
ment of joint environmental resources, but no spe-
cific policy instruments are mentioned.

From competition to cooperation
and integration

This third subsection advocates for trade liberalisa-
tion, linking up with the global economy, and re-
gional integration, as guarantees for durable peace.
This seems to mirror the thinking behind the creation
of the EU after World War II and is widely shared by
the ‘international community’. The specific instru-
ments are Team Europe Initiatives®®, and the Global
Gateway ®. Within the Team Europe Initiatives, one
specifically targets peace and security in the Great
Lakes region, referring to regional trade in the min-
eral sector and bilateral partnerships on sustainable
raw materials value chains®. It is difficult not to
make the link with a parallel initiative undertaken by
the EU on critical raw materials, which dates back to
2008 when the EU started its raw materials diploma-
cy ., On 16 March 2023, the European Commission
published a proposal for a European Critical Raw
Materials Act to ensure responsible value chains for
critical #, and strategic®®, raw materials®¥. In the
context of the Great Lakes, critical raw materials are
tantalum, tungsten and niobium, among which tung-
sten is also a strategic metal. On this issue, the EU is
following a new path by clearly and openly defining
its own interests when concluding partnerships.
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For the Great Lakes, the relevant issues in the Global
Gateway are regional integration and production and
trade facilitation. Some Global Gateway projects sup-
port what are called strategic transport corridors.
In the Great Lakes context, this refers to linking
Kisangani to the Kenyan port of Mombasa (and to the
West with Bangui and Douala)®®. A related initiative
for regional integration in the area of hydropower is
the construction of the Ruzizi III power dam on the
border between the DRC and Burundi, funded by the
EU-Africa Infrastructure Trust Fund®®. It will in any
case be important to align regional trade and cooper-
ation initiatives and projects with the specific needs
of the local communities, and not to neglect national
priorities.

CHALLENGES AHEAD

The following section tries to identify overarching
challenges for the EU’s regional strategy, followed
by more specific comments on possible challenges
for the implementation of each of the goals defined
in the three aforementioned subsections of the re-
newed strategy, partly linked to shifting geopoliti-
cal dynamics.

An alignment of the EU Member States behind any
regional strategy for the Great Lakes is difficult to
reach, since they are divided over the causes of the
conflict in the Great Lakes, as well as the responsi-
bilities of the various actors, and are unequally com-
mitted to finding durable solutions. These divisions
explain why the regional ‘strategy’ is vague, covers
many topics and allows for different initiatives to be
part of its implementation. However, even a more
specific and concrete strategy will be confronted with
constraints when it comes to implementation.

Cobalt reserves
Top cobalt reserves, million metric tons
Congo I 4
Australia I 1.5
Indonesia NN 0.6
Cuba N 0.5
Philippines I 0.26
Russia IR 0.25
Canada N 0.22
China 1@ 0.14
Madagascar 0.1

United States @ 0.07

Data: USGS, 2023
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A major difficulty for the strategy’s first subsection
on security and stability relates to the EU’s limited
ability to exert influence in the region and local ac-
tors’ lack of political will. The EU’s ability to exert
influence over states in the region is limited by the
fact that these states are only marginally dependent
upon the EU - reflecting the shifting geopolitics re-
ferred to above. The EU’s perceived hypocrisy with
regard to regional dynamics may also pose obstacles
to the implementation of the strategy. A case in point
is Rwanda: despite several UN Group of Expert re-
ports documenting the obvious support from Rwanda
for the M23 movement occupying part of DRC terri-
tory and formal condemnation from the EU and EU
Member States, no action was taken to force Rwanda
out of the DRC. Instead, Rwanda received €20 mil-
lion from the EPF to support its intervention to fight
jihadist movements in Mozambique in December
202267, Although the EU in Kinshasa has since pushed
for another €20 million from the EPF for military
equipment in Kindu in the DRC to balance the much
criticised support to Rwanda®®, this example shows
that as long as it remains unable or unwilling to put
tangible pressure on the parties involved it will be
very difficult for the EU to position itself as a neutral
actor capable of providing a framework for dialogue.
It is more likely that the EU will support existing re-
gional initiatives and dialogues while enhancing co-
ordination between the various EU delegations to im-
plement the outcomes of regional dialogues convened
by other actors. The peace and dialogue initiatives in
the region ultimately depend on the political will of
the local actors.

The second subsection ‘From trafficking to trade’ is
also likely to feature implementation challenges.
Despite various initiatives taken to ensure respect for
OECD-defined due diligence guidelines on the mining
sites where 3T (tin, tungsten, tantalum) are bought,
high levels of smuggling towards the neighbouring
countries continue. Congolese authorities and experts
have therefore levelled criticism against certification
mechanisms which are applied in the DRC and sup-
ported by the local authorities, but not applied to the
minerals smuggled to countries including Rwanda or
Uganda where they are considered legal when ex-
ported. To counter this problem, in January 2023, a
joint venture was created between
Primera Group, a company based in
the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and
the DRC state, to create a company
called Primera Gold which buys gold
from artisanal mines in eastern DRC
to sell and refine it in the UAE. The
initiative is applauded in the DRC
because it has made it possible to withdraw impor-
tant quantities of gold from the smuggling circuit
and keep it®, at least in principle, in the hands of the
DRC. A similar initiative is being undertaken for the
3T metals. This operation, which could possibly be
the blueprint for the future artisanal mining sector in
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the DRC, shows the partial failure of existing certifi-
cation and validation systems introduced with the
aim to reduce conflict, as well as the increasing lev-
erage of non-Western actors who may be reluctant to
implement due diligence systems considered to be
Western inventions.

The third subsection ‘From competition to coopera-
tion and integration’ which addresses the changing
geopolitical (and geoeconomic) situation in the Great
Lakes by underlining regional trade, interconnect-
edness and investment is also likely to face imple-
mentation challenges. The strategy refers to the EU’s
Global Gateway Investment Package which is meant
to be a more attractive, albeit much belated, alter-
native to China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in-
vestment strategy in Africa. Yet, if this policy is to be
successful the EU will have to do much better than
its Chinese counterpart which has made significant
strides ahead of it in the infrastructure sector. In this
regard, previously formulated criticisms of EU policy
may still apply and must be addressed: specifically,
allegations that EU policies are driven by the priorities
of external donors rather than by internal demand®?,
that they are primarily defined by the EU’s own de-
velopment needs and objectives®, and that they are
premised on technical approaches that eschew politi-
cal engagement®“?. Finally, regional trade and inte-
gration do not necessarily constitute a guarantee of
peace: initiatives instigated by President Tshisekedi
for economic cooperation with his neighbour coun-
tries have not been able to prevent the ongoing M23
crisis. Indeed, strategic, demographic or security in-
terests or for that matter interests linked to the in-
formal smuggling economy may prevail over formal
economic ones. Furthermore, initiatives linked to
support for strategic corridors may supersede local
interests: the DRC may have a stronger interest in
linking up its own national transport network, fos-
tering integration of East Congo within the national
economy than with the economy of East Africa®.

If the EU wants to engage in win-win partnerships
on raw materials, it will need to create more favour-
able options for the partner countries than China
has been able to provide. During the 4 March 2023
Kinshasa Economic Forum between the DRC, France
and the EU, negotiations were an-
nounced between the European
Commission and the DRC about a
strategic partnership on a respon-
sible value chain for critical raw
materials*. This partnership is fo-
cused on cobalt and the production
of electric batteries. When applied
to the Great Lakes regional strategy, it would con-
cern tantalum as a critical raw material, important
for companies such as H.C. Starck in Germany. Such a
partnership, to ensure responsible and stable supply
in critical raw materials, could possibly be based on
partnerships with companies such as Primera, or on



industrial exploitation projects, provided attention is
paid to due diligence standards appropriated by the
local actors. Projects based on productive investment
in East Congo are officially on the table“?. However,
the current challenges linked to security, the busi-
ness climate, and performance of local government
administration are still noteworthy. In the meantime,
Rwanda is considered as an island of stability and ef-
ficiency and has until now been able to ensure regular
(but not responsible) supply of these raw materials“,
while the buyers and the EU have turned a blind eye
to the illicit nature of their sources of supply.

CONCLUSION

Due to the structural constraints of the EU, where a
consensus between 27 Member States is necessar-
ily broad and general, to call the 14-page document
a strategy is maybe a bridge too far - it is rather a
framework for action, a reference document for ac-
tivities to be undertaken by the EU at the regional
level in the Great Lakes. It is indeed hard to imagine
that the 27 EU Member States could agree on specific
objectives to be attained in a given time period with
specified targets for the short, medium and long term
as a strategy would usually require. However, given
the specific country-level outlook from the various
EU delegations in the Great Lakes region, this docu-
ment does answer the need for a regional coordinat-
ing perspective, using several new EU policy tools
which did not exist when the previous document
was published. According to EU officials involved in
the drafting process, the strategy was devised with
a view to allowing for the development of EU action
over time and thus the prospect of an evolving policy
approach that connects the short, medium and long
term. It was the result of a long negotiation process
with the EU Member States, EU delegations, civil so-
ciety and Member States’ Special Envoys for the Great
Lakes. The precise implications of the implementa-
tion of the new strategy for the EU’s engagement in
the region will hopefully become clearer in the future
as Member States currently seem to prefer to wait
until after the DRC elections in December.

The key challenge for the strategy to be credible
will be the alignment of the various national strat-
egies with the regional objectives. It will be neces-
sary to use adapted tools for the strategy, in which
the appointment of a skilled and experienced Special
Representative, with a thorough knowledge of the
Great Lakes and its history, seems essential. Existing
tools will have to be carefully matched to local needs
and priorities if they are to be effective, yet the har-
monisation of local and regional needs will be a huge
challenge.
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An efficient and well-coordinated effort to commu-
nicate the new strategy will also be necessary in the
current anti-Western climate where wild conspiracy
theories flourish. This is not an easy task at the re-
gional level where any statement can be misinter-
preted. More specifically, for the second axis, in-
vestments are needed in the industrialisation of the
- hitherto - artisanal mining sector. Several initia-
tives have been undertaken to apply due diligence in
this sector, which are increasingly perceived as nor-
mative external constraints. To avoid due diligence
being delegitimised and for the sake of efficiency, the
EU will have to integrate the concept in the new ini-
tiatives it undertakes and to harmonise it with initia-
tives taken at the DRC national level.

For the third axis of regional trade and integration,
the economic and trade position of the DRC must be
reinforced so that it can act at an equal level with its
regional partners. To achieve this, the varied needs
of the diverse Great Lakes member countries must be
reckoned with, and efforts made to identify common
interests. Any effort at integration must build on the
reality on the ground and not on externally formu-
lated principles and declarations.
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