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Thank you, Dr. Fahmy, for that kind welcome.  I am pleased by the proactive efforts of the Washington-Based African Diplomatic Corps to motivate and facilitate substantive, focused dialogue on U.S.-African relations.  Let me also recognize and thank also Dr. Howard Wolpe, former Congressman from my neighboring state of Michigan and long-time leader on issues relating to U.S. engagement in Africa, for providing a valuable forum for this discussion.  I appreciate the work that the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars and the African Diplomatic Corps have done to bring together such a diverse and talented group of people this morning, and for inviting me to participate. 

And thank you all for coming today.  This really is a critical time in U.S.-African relations, and I’m glad that so many dedicated people have come together to discuss the challenges and opportunities the region is facing and how we can cooperate to make the entire African continent more secure, stable, and prosperous.

Historically, Africa has not been high on Congress’ priority list because it did not generate the same kind of public passion and constituent attention as closer-to-home issues like health care or education.  That is beginning to change, thanks in large part to the leadership of pioneers like Dr. Wolpe and his successor as Chairman of the Africa Subcommittee in the House, Congressman Donald Payne.  Both have brought extensive personal experiences and an unflagging dedication to inform and inspire congressional colleagues and the American people alike. The interest in African issues now extends to both sides of the aisle and beyond the Africa Subcommittees in both Houses of Congress. 

Wisconsin, the state I represent, has a strong and proud tradition of thinking about the world beyond our borders and of recognizing the links between events abroad and consequences here at home.  I am fortunate to represent a constituency that is deeply concerned about threats to peace, human rights, democracy, and security wherever they may occur, but particularly in Africa.  In fact, the very first question I received after being elected -- even before I was sworn in while standing in front of my garage -- was not about education or health care, but about Somalia.  Although I did not have the rich background of Congressmen Wolpe and Payne at the time, I have been actively educating myself and working to raise awareness among others about African issues ever since. For fifteen years I have been either the Chairman or Ranking Member of the Senate Subcommittee on African Affairs and I have been following Africa every day of my congressional career. 
Attention to Africa by the American public and media is currently at its highest level in recent memory – perhaps ever.  Since the start of the 110th Congress 3 months ago, I have chaired two hearings in the Senate’s Subcommittee on African Affairs – one on Somalia and another on the regional impact of the Darfur crisis.  Both hearings had standing room only and made headlines the next day.  Congressional colleagues who have never followed events in Africa are looking for ways to get involved after receiving hundreds of letters and phone calls from constituents urging stronger action in Darfur, or meeting with groups of students concerned about the floundering peace talks in northern Uganda. 

Grassroots activism is driving some of the increased interest among my colleagues, both on the Subcommittee and outside of it, but I have also noticed a growing acknowledgement of Africa’s strategic importance and the role that Congress can play in shaping U.S. policy towards the continent.  I encourage my colleagues to travel to Africa and to consider ways that Congress can help the United States be a more constructive partner in the region.

I have tried to use my position on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee and Subcommittee on African Affairs to raise the profile of Africa in a balanced and constructive manner.  Although I am glad that U.S. and global media outlets are running more stories on Africa, I am concerned that these tend to focus on political emergencies, humanitarian tragedies, horrendous violence, and other crises that depict a continent caught in a downward spiral. 

Based on my own travels and meetings with African leaders from all corners of the continent and sectors of society, however, I am optimistic about the continent’s future. Just like citizens in the United States and throughout the world, Africans desire a voice in their government, the ability to improve their families’ quality of life, and above all – peace.  Rather than seeing chaos and failure in the problems plaguing many African countries, I attribute these troubles to misaligned incentives and unfulfilled opportunities and am hopeful that lessons from the past, new ideas, and support from the United States and the international community will create a bright future for Africa.  

While Africa seems to be attracting more attention and a broader range of resources from the United States than it has in the past, I am concerned that the U.S. government as a whole remains poorly structured and ill-equipped to help maximize Africa’s vast potential.  Working in collaboration with individual nations and the international community, the United States should develop sustainable, coordinated strategies to address endemic problems – such as poverty, illiteracy, and lack of access to healthcare— that often ignore borders and can jeopardize progress towards building strong and cohesive societies.  This Administration has come a long way from George W. Bush’s campaign statement that “while Africa may be important, it doesn’t fit into the national strategic interests.”  Clearly, the United States has compelling security, economic, and political interests in Africa; the challenge now is pursuing these in a mutually reinforcing manner.
I believe that our foreign policy would be better received, our resources more effective, and our citizens more secure, if the United States took a more integrated, strategic approach towards Africa.  September 11th demonstrated how violent extremism anywhere can pose a threat to people everywhere, and more recent events in Somalia, Algeria, and Morocco underscore the need for coordinated efforts to defeat financing, recruitment, and violence by terrorist groups wherever they gain strength.  But eradicating extremism requires more than air strikes aimed at a few targeted individuals, and assistance for national counterterrorism efforts should not come at the expense of support for valuable development programs such as greater access to maternal and child health or ensuring a diplomatic emphasis on respect for civil liberties.   

In the specific cases of Darfur and Somalia, I have been one of the most vocal advocates for robust multilateral peacekeeping missions, and I believe that the U.S. and other donor states must contribute the political, financial, logistical, and military resources necessary for these operations to be effective.  But even the most well-intentioned, well-equipped, and well-trained troops cannot deliver sustainable peace to these conflict-torn countries. Our peace-making strategy must go beyond protecting civilians and providing humanitarian assistance to addressing the root causes that provoked the conflict. Recognizing that these crises are not simply local or even national, but are tied to a broader region, is critical to the success of any such approach

Rather than ad hoc emergency measures, stability and prosperity in Africa require a long-term, comprehensive strategy that combats not just extremism, but also corruption; that reduces deaths not just from war, but also from preventable diseases; that rewards not just counterterrorism efforts, but also democratic development; that promotes trade, but also local economic growth; that seeks to improve health not just by distributing drugs, but also by training new doctors and nurses; that protects private investments, but also human rights.

Only by acknowledging underlying causes of conflict in Africa can the disastrous consequences be contained and reversed.  The U.S. and the international community have a vital role to play in encouraging African-led initiatives to promote governance, stability, equality, and prosperity in the countries of Africa through sustained, strategic support.  I will do my best to contribute to the creation of a bright future for Africa, and I look forward to working with all of you as we pursue this shared objective.
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