
"There are no votes in Africa"? Australia, Africa and the UN Security
Council

Pijovic, N., & Mickler, D. (2020). "There are no votes in Africa"? Australia, Africa and the UN Security Council.
Australian Journal of Politics and History, 66(1), 130-148. https://doi.org/10.1111/ajph.12635

Published in:
Australian Journal of Politics and History

Document Version:
Peer reviewed version

Queen's University Belfast - Research Portal:
Link to publication record in Queen's University Belfast Research Portal

Publisher rights
© 2020 The University of Queensland and John Wiley & Sons Australia, Ltd.
This work is made available online in accordance with the publisher’s policies. Please refer to any applicable terms of use of the publisher.

General rights
Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Queen's University Belfast Research Portal is retained by the author(s) and / or other
copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated
with these rights.

Take down policy
The Research Portal is Queen's institutional repository that provides access to Queen's research output. Every effort has been made to
ensure that content in the Research Portal does not infringe any person's rights, or applicable UK laws. If you discover content in the
Research Portal that you believe breaches copyright or violates any law, please contact openaccess@qub.ac.uk.

Download date:23. May. 2023

https://doi.org/10.1111/ajph.12635
https://pure.qub.ac.uk/en/publications/9f094d73-e785-4707-9f8c-b7dd6f553b8f


 1 

 
 

‘There are no votes in Africa’? 
Australia, Africa and the UN Security Council 

 
 
 

 
Dr David Mickler 

The University of Western Australia 
david.mickler@uwa.edu.au 

 
Dr Nikola Pijović 

The University of Western Australia 
nikola.pijovic@uwa.edu.au  

 
 

 
 
 
 
Abstract: This article examines how Australia’s successful campaign for a non-
permanent seat on the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) (2008-12) and its 
subsequent term on the Council (2013-14) both encouraged and impacted on the 
country’s engagement with Africa. Drawing on extensive interviews with senior 
Australian politicians and government officials with intimate knowledge of the 
country’s campaign for the UNSC and its time on the Council, as well as with senior 
African diplomats, the article contributes new knowledge on how Canberra campaigned 
to secure African UN votes and how it engaged with the Council’s Africa-dominated 
agenda. The article concludes by evaluating the legacy of this period of high 
engagement for both ongoing Australia-Africa relations and Australia’s new campaign 
for a UNSC seat during the 2029-30 term. 
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Introduction: There are no votes in Africa? 
 
Back in 1979, while Australian Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser was busy helping 
broker Zimbabwe’s independence at a Commonwealth summit in Zambia, his 
trumpeted role as an international statesman did not impress many in Australia. In part, 
this was because Fraser was in Africa and not in areas of the world Australians cared 
much more about, like North America or Europe. In part, it was also because many 
Australians, not least a number of Fraser’s own senior government ministers and MPs, 
still very much sympathised with white Rhodesians. And in part, it was because back 
then, as now, foreign policy issues did not matter much in federal elections. And so it 
was in the context of domestic politics that an “uptight backbencher” who needed “a 
third parliamentary term to ensure his pension” remarked when queried about Fraser’s 
African statesmanship, that “there are no votes in Africa”.1 
 
Although that comment was made four decades ago and in the context of Australian 
domestic politics, “African votes” are directly relevant for Australian foreign policy 
today. Africa’s 54 votes are heavily courted in multilateral arenas in which one-country, 
one-vote is practiced, such as the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA), where 
the African bloc constitutes 28 per cent of total UN membership. 2 For successful 
election to UN bodies, including the Security Council (UNSC), African votes are key 
to reaching the required two-thirds majority. Indeed, election to the UNSC—the peak 
multilateral decision-making body on international security matters—has been one of 
the long-standing goals of Australia’s post-World War II foreign policy. Since External 
Affairs Minister Herbert ‘Doc’ Evatt’s proactive and independent role in the 
establishment of the UN at the 1945 San Francisco Conference, Australia has served as 
a non-permanent member of the council five times (1946-7, 1956-7, 1973-4, 1985-6, 
and 2013-14).  
 
This article examines three interconnected issues. It first identifies how Australia 
successfully courted the votes of African countries in its most recent campaign for 
UNSC membership during 2008-12. Because African security issues feature so heavily 
on the Council’s agenda, it then examines how Australia engaged with African issues 
during its two-year Council term during 2013-14. The article concludes with a 
discussion of the legacy of Australia’s recent campaign and term on the UNSC for both 
the country’s ongoing engagement with Africa and for Canberra’s new UNSC 
campaign for the 2029-30 term. In doing so, the article makes two main contributions: 
first, through new empirical research it sheds light on what generally remain largely 
opaque UNSC campaigns. Details on campaign processes and tactics are often closely 
guarded, and aside from occasional media headlines regarding purported costs and aid-
giving, are usually confined to the foreign policy bureaucracies whose task it is to 
pursue them. Second, in focusing on the relationship between Australia, Africa and the 

                                                        
1 Mango MacCallum, “There are no votes in Africa, said the uptight backbencher”, The National Times, 
25 August 1979, p. 19; see also Tanya Lyons, “Australian foreign policy 
towards Africa” in James Cotton and John Ravenhill (eds.), Middle Power Dreaming. Australia in World 
Affairs 2006-2010 (Melbourne, 2011), p. 185. 
2 The African Union recognises 55 countries in Africa as Members, including Western Sahara; in the UN 
system, Western Sahara is characterised as a non-self-governing territory as hence is not a UN Member 
State. 
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UNSC, the article contributes to the emerging body of scholarship on Africa’s place in 
Australian foreign policy.3  
 
While foreign policy-making in Australia is generally rather obscure to the public, and 
literature directly engaging with policy-makers and practitioners limited, this paper is 
based on semi-structured interviews with a range of senior Australian government 
officials—including ministers, ambassadors and Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade (DFAT) staff—as well as with senior African diplomats. These interviews are 
supported by analysis of government documents and archival materials and insights 
from other relevant scholarship, including broader analyses of Australia’s UNSC 
campaign and term.4  
 
The importance of Africa for Australia’s UNSC membership bid 
 
One of the main reasons why African states are important in UNSC campaigns, at least 
the competitive ones, is their sheer number of UN votes. With 54 of 193 UN member 
states African (28 per cent of total votes), any successful competitive UNSC campaign 
has to win over a large share of the continent’s votes. Winning a seat at the UNSC 
requires securing the votes of “two-thirds of the member states present and voting at 
the General Assembly”—currently 129 votes.5 While it is mathematically possible to 
win a seat without securing any African votes, such a situation would be difficult. And 
while there are five UN regional groups, some of whom adopt informal arrangements 
that largely dispense with competitive campaigning, others, like the 28 member 
Western European and Other Group (WEOG) in which Australia sits, practice “an 
open-market approach”, which regularly produces competitive UNSC candidatures.6 
 
Another reason why African states are important for UNSC membership campaigns is 
because more than 50 per cent of all annual country/regional-specific Council agenda 

                                                        
3 See David Mickler and Tanya Lyons (eds.), New Engagement. Contemporary Australian Foreign 
Policy Towards Africa (Melbourne, 2013); Nikola Pijovic, “The Commonwealth: Australia’s Traditional 
‘Window’ into Africa”, The Round Table: The Commonwealth Journal of International Affairs, Vol. 
103,4 (2014), pp. 383-397; Sam Makinda, “Between Jakarta and Geneva: why Abbott needs to view 
Africa as a great opportunity”, Australian Journal of International Affairs, Vol. 69,1 (2015), pp. 53-68; 
David Mickler and Nikola Pijovic, “Engaging an Elephant in the Room? Locating Africa in Australian 
Foreign Policy”, Australian Journal of Politics and History, Vol. 61,1 (2015), pp. 100-120; Nikola 
Pijovic, “The Liberal National Coalition, Australian Labor Party and Africa: two decades of partisanship 
in Australia’s foreign policy”, Australian Journal of International Affairs, Vol. 70,5 (2016), pp. 541-
562; Nikola Pijovic, Australia and Africa. A new friend from the South? (Basingstoke, 2019). 
4 See Jeremy Farrall and Jochen Prantl, “Leveraging Diplomatic Power and Influence on the UN Security 
Council: The Case of Australia”, Australian Journal of International Affairs Vol. 70,6 (2016), pp. 601-
612; John Langmore, “Australia’s Campaign for Security Council Membership”, Australian Journal of 
Political Science Vol. 48,1 (2013), pp. 101-111; John Langmore and Jeremy Farrall, “Can Elected 
Members Make a Difference in the UN Security Council? Australia’s Experience in 2013-14”, Global 
Governance Vol. 22 (2016), pp. 59-77; Melissa Conley-Tyler and Eleanor Pahlow, “Australia on the UN 
Security Council 2013-14: A Voice for Small and Medium Countries?”, The Round Table: The 
Commonwealth Journal of International Affairs, Vol. 103,1 (2014), pp. 95-108. 
5 United Nations, Security Council Elections 2018, Security Council Report, Research Report, May 2018, 
p. 6, available at www.securitycouncilreport.org.  
6 The regional groups for UNSC elections are: African Group (54 members), Asia-Pacific Group (54 
members), Eastern European Group (23 members), Group of Latin American and Caribbean States 
(GRULAC) (33 members), and Western European and Other Group (WEOG) (28 members); see United 
Nations, Security Council Elections 2018, pp. 6-8. 

http://www.securitycouncilreport.org/
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items pertain to the African continent.7 The geographic dispersal of UN Peacekeeping 
Operations (PKO) or UN Political Missions further reveals the UNSC’s heavy focus on 
Africa. Out of 14 active UN PKOs, half are in Africa,8 while 10 of the 24 total UN 
Political Missions are in Africa.9 This focus on Africa requires UNSC hopefuls facing 
competitive Council elections, like Australia, to develop deeper understanding of 
Africa’s political, security and development dynamics to demonstrate their engagement 
with the Council’s agenda. The need for credibility on African issues is arguably even 
more important for countries like Australia, who label themselves as ‘middle powers’ 
or ‘top twenty nations’ and highlight their capacity and resources to be proactive 
participants on the UNSC. Given the Council’s heavy Africa-related workload, such 
expertise in substantive terms can also be the difference between a Council member 
acting as a reactive bystander and being a proactive and influential contributor. 
 
While these reasons are generally relevant, a third issue made Africa even more 
important for Australia’s campaign specifically: Canberra’s failure to attract African 
votes in the country’s previous and disastrous UNSC campaign in 1996. The John 
Howard-led Coalition government inherited the Keating Labor government’s UNSC 
campaign upon entering office in March 1996. The conservatives, not known to be 
enthusiastic supporters of the UN system, nominally supported the campaign but with 
the Council election only months away the change of government came fairly late in 
the game. Highlighting Australia’s credentials in support of the UNSC bid, Foreign 
Minister Alexander Downer visited a meeting of the Organisation of African Unity 
(OAU) in Cameroon in July 1996.10 Downer was accompanied by his Ambassador to 
the UN, Richard Butler, and former Prime Minister Fraser, whom Downer also made 
Australia’s special envoy to Africa in the hope that his international profile on 
Zimbabwe’s independence and strong anti-apartheid stance through the 
Commonwealth could help attract African votes.11  
 
Leading up to the October 1996 vote, Butler, the man coordinating Australia’s 
campaign at the UN, exhibited a high degree of optimism and confidence in Australia 
winning a seat. 12 Ultimately, however, Australia polled poorly in the UNGA’s 21 
October 1996 vote. Running against Sweden and Portugal, Australia came last in the 
first round of votes, polling 91 votes, as compared to Sweden’s 153 and Portugal’s 112. 
In the second round runoff with Portugal, Australia received only 57 votes compared 
to Portugal’s 124.13 The loss was shocking, not only for the diplomats and foreign 
affairs staff involved but also for Howard and Downer. 14  Downer made clear his 
surprise by stating that he did not know “what went wrong with the calculations”, while 

                                                        
7 United Nations, Highlights of Security Council Practice 2017, available at  
https://unite.un.org/sites/unite.un.org/files/app-schighlights-2017/index.html, accessed 12 April 2019.  
8 United Nations Peacekeeping, Where we Operate, available at https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/where-
we-operate, accessed 12 April 2019. 
9  United Nations Department of Political Affairs, Overview, available at 
https://www.un.org/undpa/en/in-the-field/overview, accessed 12 April 2019 
10 Alexander Downer, African Initiatives. Minister for Foreign Affairs. Media Release. 28 June 1996. 
11 Alexander Downer, Appointment of Mr Malcolm Fraser as Special Envoy to Africa. Minister for 
Foreign Affairs. Media Release. 28 June 1996. 
12 Cameron Stewart, “Our man in New York woos the world in disarming style”, The Australian, 16 
September 1996. 
13 United Nations, General Assembly Fifty-first session: 39th plenary meeting. New York, 21 October 
1996, A/51/PV.39, available at http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/51/PV.39.  
14 Daily Telegraph, “Australia’s shock loss in UN vote”, 22 October 1996. 

https://unite.un.org/sites/unite.un.org/files/app-schighlights-2017/index.html
https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/where-we-operate
https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/where-we-operate
https://www.un.org/undpa/en/in-the-field/overview
http://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/51/PV.39
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Howard publicly requested his foreign affairs staff to explain how there could be such 
a gap between their predictions of a successful vote and the result.15  
 
The post-election analysis in the Australian media identified a number of reasons for 
the country’s poor result. There was talk of Portugal buying African votes—some 
Lusophone African states who were ineligible to vote because of arrears in paying their 
UN dues suddenly paid those months before the vote (and presumably voted for 
Portugal). Then there was the issue of Australia running on a dual ticket with Sweden 
which did not seem to favour the former; the Australian government’s recognition of 
Indonesia’s sovereignty over East Timor in contrast to Portugal’s support for Timorese 
independence; Ambassador Butler’s own personal ‘no-nonsense’ and arguably arrogant 
style of diplomacy which may have alienated other UN diplomats; strained relations 
with France over opposition to its nuclear testing in the Pacific; and Australia’s 
unflinching support for the recent airstrikes on Iraq by the United States.16 For his part, 
Butler did admit that his alienating style may have been an issue but nevertheless firmly 
diagnosed the lack of African support as the key problem, stating explicitly that “we 
lost this vote in Africa”.17 Downer himself noted that while Australia likely won some 
African votes, a big problem was attracting those in Francophone Africa and that 
overall Africa was not Australia’s “heartland” in the UNSC campaign.18  
 
Securing African votes was a long-standing concern for Australia’s campaign and some 
observed that lobbying African states was a “lesson in failure”, even though DFAT had 
recognized during the campaign that Africa was a “potential weakness”: 
 

In the two-year campaign for the security council, Africa was always 
assessed by officials as a potential weakness. Consequently, both the 
Keating and Howard-led governments invested a lot of time and energy 
winning the Africans over…But the effort put into Africa does not seem to 
have paid off. Senior officials conceded yesterday this had been the region 
where the greatest drift in support for Australia probably occurred.19 

 
The failure of the 1996 UNSC campaign, and the post-election narrative highlighting 
how the lack of African votes had cost Australia UN success, impacted the collective 
memory of DFAT officials and Australian politicians. For those with a longer memory 
of African history, the fact that Portugal, the last European coloniser to leave Africa 
only two decades before the 1996 vote, could win more African votes than Australia, a 
country with a much trumpeted—although historically incorrect—lack of colonial 
baggage in Africa, was a particularly harsh indictment of Australia’s failed campaign.20 
By the time Australia’s next UNSC campaign was launched in 2008, at least some in 
government and DFAT’s most senior ranks would have been well aware of the need 
for a strong emphasis on campaigning in Africa to avoid the pitfalls of 1996. 
                                                        
15 Quoted in Ian McPhedran, “UN seat lost in blow to Aust”, The Canberra Times, 23 October 1996; see 
also Lindsay Murdoch and Mark Baker, “Answers fought for humiliation at UN”, The Age. 23 October 
1996; Daily Telegraph, “Explain UN seat defeat, PM demands”, 23 October 1996. 
16 See The Canberra Times, “Australia’s UN Humiliation”. 24 October 1996; Alan Attwood, “Unseated”, 
Sydney Morning Herald. 26 October 1996. 
17 Quoted in Alan Attwood, “DECEPTION and DUPLICITY. How the Black Prince was rolled by the 
RLBs of the UN (Rotten Lying Bastards), The Age. 26 October 1996. 
18 Phone interview with Alexander Downer, 28 October 2014. 
19 Don Greenlees, “African lobbying a lesson in failure”, The Australian. 23 October 1996. 
20 For Australia’s ‘colonial baggage’ in Africa see Pijovic, Australia and Africa, pp. 19-50. 
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Africa and Australia’s 2008-12 campaign for UNSC membership 
 
Following Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s March 2008 announcement that Australia 
would pursue UNSC membership as one of two available WEOG seats for the 2013-14 
term, Canberra embarked on a four-and-a-half-year operation to lobby governments 
around the world to vote for Australia. Australia joined the race later in the game than 
its direct competitors, Finland and Luxembourg, who had announced their campaigns 
back in 2001-2, which meant that Canberra had to run a very proactive campaign in a 
relatively short period of time to have a chance at winning.21 This section will analyse 
a handful of key issues that Australian government officials highlighted as relevant to 
securing African votes for Australia’s UNSC campaign. 
 
As one senior DFAT official argued, the campaign overall needed to reverse the 
perception that “Australia didn’t care about Africa”.22 This view was not without merit 
as the long reign of the Howard government between 1996 and 2007 did not result in 
much high-profile engagement with Africa, other than the 2002-03 Commonwealth 
suspension of Zimbabwe in which Howard personally played a key role.23 This is why 
Australia needed to make a concerted effort to show it was serious about engaging with 
Africa, and it was in this context that Foreign Minister Stephen Smith made a January 
2009 trip to the headquarters of the African Union (AU) in Ethiopia to deliver a speech 
to the Executive Council. As Smith made clear, “turning up at the African Union, and 
also being invited to speak at the African Union foreign ministers’ meeting, essentially 
said ‘Australia is back, we are serious, and we want to engage’”.24 
 
Key to being serious about engagement with Africa involved developing a general 
strategy for enhancing Australia-Africa relations as well as a specific plan for the 
UNSC campaign. At the AU, Smith did “a bilateral meeting with any other minister 
who was there”, meeting some 40 African ministers, and came back to Canberra saying 
“we have just done 30 to 40 bilaterals and we now need to hit the ground running and 
start opening up dialogue with all of the people who we had a conversation with, to try 
and get this thing [greater engagement with Africa] going”.25 With the help of the 
Africa branch’s cabinet submissions on enhancing engagement with Africa, and a small 
Africa Task Force active over the next few months of 2009, DFAT came up with an 
overall ‘Africa strategy’ for greater engagement with the continent. 26  Part of the 
strategy involved producing over 40 ministerial letters which provided “a firm bilateral 
basis for taking forward these differing African relationships with Australia”, with each 
letter “produced in targeted fashion, providing information on the impact of Australia’s 
new development assistance programme for Africa as well as economic engagement 
with the country concerned, and highlighting opportunities for further engagement”.27 
 
This ‘Africa strategy’ required a broad approach to engaging with both the 54 
individual countries in Africa and pan-African regional organisations such as the AU. 
It targeted developmental as well as bilateral diplomatic issues and at its core focused 

                                                        
21 See Langmore and Farrall, “Can Elected Members”, p. 60. 
22 Panel interview with senior DFAT officials, 28 January 2015, Canberra. 
23 Pijovic, “The Commonwealth”, pp. 392, 393. 
24 Interview with Stephen Smith, 19 February 2015, Perth. 
25 Phone interview with Stephen Smith, 25 September 2014. 
26 Panel interview with senior DFAT officials, 28 January 2015, Canberra. 
27 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Africa Task Force Report Memorandum, 31 March 2009. 
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on enhancing Australia’s visibility and presence in Africa, including promoting African 
governments’ familiarity with Australia. All of this required an expansion of DFAT’s 
own Africa expertise. As one senior DFAT official noted, “there was one day when 
[foreign minister] Stephen Smith asked for a bio on all 54 African ministers before he 
went to his first AU summit [January 2009]…and on that particular day there were two 
people working on Africa in the department!’.28 It was soon after Smith’s trip to the 
AU that DFAT expanded the Africa ‘section’ into a whole ‘branch’, eventually 
increasing the number of staff working on Africa from a few in early 2009, to more 
than 35 in 2014.29  
 
There were two main components to the government’s approach to enhancing 
Australia’s prominence across Africa: identity and visibility.30 The Australian pitch to 
African states was that Australia was different from other developed Western nations 
because it was a middle power (not a great power) and had no ‘baggage’ in Africa. In 
traditional Labor foreign policy terms, the government presented Australia as a middle 
power, which, like most of Africa’s small and middle-sized states, is heavily dependent 
on a stable and rules-based international order for its security and prosperity, and as 
such would represent the interests of smaller countries on the UNSC as it had done in 
its past UNSC memberships. An important part of this pitch was a commitment to 
making the Council work better for countries that were subject to its agenda, many of 
whom are African.31 
 
The other key component of Australia’s promoted identity was its uniqueness: it was 
itself also once a British colony, was geographically located in the developing world, 
and therefore understood African states better than your average developed Western 
nation. Hence, in his January 2011 AU speech, Foreign Minister Kevin Rudd offered 
that his country’s perspective was that of ‘a developed country’ but one from the global 
'south', not the ‘north’, and without colonial baggage in Africa.32 This view was echoed 
in interviews with DFAT officials, with one of them stating that the UNSC campaign 
highlighted Australia’s lack of ‘baggage’ in Africa, in that the country was not “owned 
by particular political issues or any sorts of colonial legacies” in the same ways that 
many of the UNSC’s permanent members were.33 Although this ‘no colonial baggage’ 
reputation was historically incorrect given Australia’s role in expanding the British 

                                                        
28 Panel interview with senior DFAT officials, 28 January 2015, Canberra. 
29 Phone interview with senior DFAT official, 15 October 2014; also see Conley-Tyler and Pahlow, 
“Australia on the UN Security Council”, pp. 102-103. 
30 We are grateful to one of the reviewers for highlighting the issue of African states displaying an 
interest in encouraging Australian private investment in their resources industries. This was certainly a 
factor that raised African interest in Australian companies, and one that Australian politicians and 
diplomats regularly highlighted as an important Australian commercial interest in Africa, most notably 
through the annual ‘Africa Down Under’ resources industry conference in Perth. We have elsewhere 
discussed the scope and relevance of trade and investment flows, but in our research for this article 
such commercial relations were less central to the narrative of Security Council campaign even if they 
were likely a factor influencing African states’ UN voting decisions. Our discussion of ‘vote buying’ 
later in this article refers primarily to official development assistance, not private investment. See 
Pijovic, Australia and Africa, pp. 66-69, 113-117, 177-181; Mickler and Lyons, New Engagement, 
chapters 6 and 7. 
31 Panel interview with senior DFAT officials, 28 January 2015, Canberra. 
32 Kevin Rudd, Executive Council Speech, African Union. Minister for Foreign Affairs. Speech. 27 
January 2011, Addis Ababa. 
33 Panel interview with senior DFAT officials, 28 January 2015, Canberra; see also Conley-Tyler and 
Pahlow, “Australia on the UN Security Council”, p. 105. 
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Empire, the UNSC campaign seems to have benefitted from the general ignorance 
prevalent among African political elites regarding Australia’s history with Africa. 
While Australians did play a direct role in supporting British colonisation of Africa—
some 770 joining the British in fighting the Mahdist forces in the 1880s, and around 17 
000 Australians fighting alongside the British in the Boer War in South Africa—
decades of highlighting Australia’s prominent role in the independence of Zimbabwe 
and anti-apartheid struggle during the 1970s and 80s seems to have overwhelmingly 
negated the ‘ancient history’ of Australia’s role in the British colonisation of Africa.34 
 
In addition to the pitch of Australia’s unique middle power, non-colonial identity, an 
emphasis on visibility in Africa also helped progress the country’s UNSC campaign. 
Increasing Australia’s visibility in Africa was no small task, especially after more than 
a decade of low profile during the Howard years and its late entry into the UNSC 
membership race. The most obvious component of this strategy involved high-level 
Australian visits to African countries, appointing special envoys including for 
Francophone Africa and engagement with African leaders at international fora 
including the UNGA in New York and annual Commonwealth Heads of Government 
Meetings (CHOGM), especially the 2011 CHOGM in Perth.  
 
Between 2009-12, high-level Australian officials visited Africa on an unprecedented 
scale. Foreign Minister Smith (2007-10) visited Ethiopia and the AU in January 2009, 
Egypt in July 2009, and Botswana, the South African Development Community, and 
South Africa in January 2010. As Foreign Minister (2010-12), Kevin Rudd visited 
Egypt in December 2010, Ethiopia and the AU Summit in January 2011, Egypt and 
Tunisia in February and March, Equatorial Guinea for the AU Summit in June, Kenya 
and Somalia in July, Libya in December, and again Ethiopia and the AU Summit in 
January 2012 to formally open the new Australian Embassy’s chancery building in 
Addis Ababa. In the year of the UNSC vote, 2012, Foreign Minister Bob Carr (2012-
13) visited North Africa twice (Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and Egypt).35  
 
The year 2009 was crucial for this visibility campaign as in addition to Smith’s visits 
to Egypt and the AU—where he became the first Australian Foreign Minister to address 
the AU’s Executive Council—Defence Minister Joel Fitzgibbon visited the AU in 
February 2009, and Australia’s Governor General Quentin Bryce embarked on an 
almost two-week tour of nine African countries in April (Mauritius, Namibia, Zambia, 
Botswana, Mozambique, Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania, and the Seychelles).36 During this 
time DFAT also organized a ‘visits program’ whereby African leaders and ministers 
were invited to visit Australia, which in addition to Australian visits to Africa turned 
out to be particularly “critical” in “relationship building” with African leaders.37 This 
‘visits program’ would in the span of a year yield an unprecedented flurry of high-level 
bilateral visits by African delegations. Between May and September 2009, the foreign 
                                                        
34 Chris Coulthard Clark, The Encyclopaedia of Australia's Battles (St Leonards, 2001), pp. 57-96; 
George Odgers, 100 Years of Australians at War (Melbourne, 2000), pp. 15-32; Henry Reynolds, 
Unnecessary Wars (Sydney, 2016). 
35 Pijovic, “The Liberal National Coalition”, pp. 552-553. 
36 Governor General of Australia, Governor General’s Visit to Africa. Media Release. 11 March 2009. 
The government tried to use the Governor General in her ‘head of state’ capacity to promote Australia 
in Africa. This resulted in small difficulties in explaining to African governments, particularly ones that 
fought British colonization, what the Governor General in Australia stood for, and her formal relationship 
with the Queen of England; Interview with senior DFAT official, 10 September 2014, Canberra. 
37 Panel interview with senior DFAT officials, 28 January 2015, Canberra. 
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ministers of Tanzania, Kenya, Rwanda, Botswana, and Mozambique visited Australia, 
which in a matter of months constituted more visits by African ministers than during 
the entire Howard government period.38 And between March and June 2010 Australia 
was visited by the President of Botswana, the Deputy Chairman of the AU Commission, 
South Africa’s deputy foreign minister, Zimbabwe’s finance minister and Ghana’s 
foreign minister.39 This was part of a broader effort in which Australia hosted more 
than 100 representatives of UN member states “on study tours aimed at introducing 
those unfamiliar with the country to its geographic, social, economic and cultural 
diversity.”40 
 
The high-level visits to and from Africa undoubtedly made Australia ‘more visible’ in 
Africa,41 enabling a more direct form of influence to be developed in support of the 
country’s UNSC campaign. This was complemented by resourcing the commitment to 
deepening and widening Australia’s diplomatic relations with African states. By 2013 
the Labor government had established diplomatic relations with all 54 African UN 
member states, up from 41 when it entered office in 2007.42 It had opened two new 
Australian Trade Commission (Austrade) offices, in Ghana and Kenya, a new Embassy 
and defence attaché position in Addis Ababa accredited to Ethiopia and the AU, and 
committed itself to opening a new and first ever Australian embassy in Francophone 
West Africa (Senegal).43 Australia’s diplomatic representation at the AU allowed the 
country to keep abreast of continent-wide issues and maintain regular contact with 
diplomats from more than just the handful of African countries in which it has 
residential diplomatic posts.44 It also highlighted Australia’s commitment to long-term 
engagement with Ethiopia and the AU; Foreign Minister Smith argued that an embassy 
in Ethiopia was important because of its accreditation to the AU, which,  like the UN, 
regularly hosted African ministers and leaders. Australia’s residential diplomatic 
presence there would help to maintain regular conversations and representations.45 
Canberra also signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the AU Commission in 
September 2010 which “envisage[d] greater cooperation” across a range of security, 

                                                        
38  Stephen Smith, Visit to Australia by Tanzanian Minister for Foreign Affairs and International 
Cooperation. Minister for Foreign Affairs. Media Release. 25 May 2009; Stephen Smith, Visit to 
Australia by Kenyan Minister for Foreign Affairs. Minister for Foreign Affairs. Media Release. 12 June 
2009; Stephen Smith, Visit by Botswana Minister of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation. 
Minister for Foreign Affairs. Media Release. 17 June 2009; Stephen Smith Visit to Perth by Mozambican 
Minister of Foreign Affairs and Cooperation. Minister for Foreign Affairs. 11 September 2009. 
39 Stephen Smith, Visit to Australia by the President of Botswana. Minister for Foreign Affairs. Media 
Release. 1 March 2010; Stephen Smith, Engagement with Africa. Minister for Foreign Affairs. Media 
Release. 16 March 2010; Stephen Smith, Visit to Australia by the Foreign Minister of Ghana. Minister 
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41 Interview with senior African diplomat, 27 January 2015, Canberra. 
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David Mickler and Tanya Lyons (eds.) New Engagement. Contemporary Australian Foreign Policy 
Towards Africa (Melbourne, 2013), p. 3. 
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economic and development issues, and followed this up in 2012 with AUD 2 million 
in support for the AU’s institutional capacity building program.46 
 
Indeed, Australia’s increase in resources devoted to engagement with Africa was most 
highly visible in the significant growth in Australian aid to Africa. In the interest of 
space, this will be outlined here only in general terms. 47 During the Labor years, 
Australia’s aid to Africa expanded in a previously unprecedented fashion. In the context 
of Labor’s commitment to increasing Australia’s total Official Development Assistance 
(ODA) to 0.5 per cent of Gross National Income (GNI) by 2015 (which was just below 
0.3 per cent when Labor took office), and the UNSC campaign, total ODA to Sub-
Saharan Africa grew from AUD 91.7 million (3 per cent of the total ODA budget) in 
2008, to AUD 442 million (9.3 per cent of the total ODA budget) at its peak in 2011-
12, before dropping to AUD 401 million (8.2 per cent of total ODA) in Labor’s last 
budget for 2012-13. 48  The government justified its expanding development aid to 
Africa as being “informed by Australia’s interests as a middle power, situated on the 
rim of the Indian Ocean, in the stability, security and prosperity of the region”.49  
 
The geographic focus of Australia’s aid expansion in Africa was in the  East and South, 
and focused on areas in which Canberra was perceived to have comparative advantages 
based on Australian expertise, such as maternal and child health, water supply and 
sanitation, agriculture and food security, and providing Australia Award educational 
scholarships.50 It was the view of some senior DFAT officials that one of the more 
successful strategies in Australia’s campaign for UNSC votes in Africa was the 
tailoring of aid programs to the desires and interests of individual African countries.51 
This was one of the reasons why Australia Award scholarships increased so 
significantly under the Labor government—from a few hundred up to almost 1000 
scholarships in 2013—as they were popular with African governments and represented 
an efficient and effective way to upskill mid-level management in government 
departments.52 
 
Australia’s focus on comparative advantages in providing aid to Africa was clearly seen 
in the growth of the Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research’s 
(ACIAR) operations in Africa. ACIAR’s programs “link Australian scientists with their 
counterparts in developing countries of the Asia-Pacific and parts of Sub-Saharan 
Africa, to increase agricultural productivity and sustainability”, and represented an 
important component of the government’s key focus on agriculture and food security 

                                                        
46  Joint Press Statement African Union-Australia, New York, 23 September 2010; Press Relaease, 
‘African Union and Australia sign Institution and Capacity Building Support Agreement, 26 January 
2012, Addis Ababa, Ethiopia. 
47 For details of Australian aid to Africa during this time see Pijovic, Australia and Africa, pp. 141-152. 
48 Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Statistical summary and time series data. ‘Australia's 
Official Development Assistance (ODA) Standard Time Series’. Table 4, available at 
http://dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/aid/statistical-summary-time-series-data/Pages/australias-
official-development-assistance-standard-time-series.aspx. Accessed on 7 May 2018. 
49 AusAID. Looking West: Australia’s strategic approach to aid in Africa 2011-2015. December 2010, 
Canberra: Australian Agency for International Development, p. 3. 
50 Ibid., pp. 8-15. 
51 Panel interview with senior DFAT officials, 28 January 2015, Canberra. 
52 Most of the Australia Awards scholarships were for short executive courses and one year Masters’ 
courses, with only a minority being taken up as three year PhD courses. 
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in Africa. 53  ACIAR’s expenditure on Africa constituted only 1 per cent of the 
organization’s overall expenditure in 2008-09, and by 2012-13 was up to 24 per cent.54 
Finally, another major aid initiative was the 2012 announcement that Australia would 
pursue membership of the African Development Bank (AfDB).55 Membership of the 
AfDB signals an interest in the longer-term development of African states, and  
Australia’s 2011 Independent Review of Aid Effectiveness recommended that 
membership of the AfDB “would represent value for money and a high-level indication 
of Australia’s commitment to development in Africa”.56 The Labor government was 
prepared to invest around AUD 88 million to join the AfDB and make an initial 
contribution of around AUD 161 million to join the African Development Fund.57 
 
In summary, the Australian government’s lobbying of African votes for the UNSC 
campaign pitched Australia as a unique Western nation engaging with Africa; it was a 
middle power from the (geographic) global south with no colonial baggage on the 
continent and as a result was better placed to understand the challenges faced by 
Africa’s small and medium sized states than the major powers, ex-colonial countries, 
and other Western states. Its campaign was centred on increasing the country’s 
visibility in Africa and garnering goodwill from African states and regional 
organisations. This was done through a proactive investment in an expansion of 
Australia’s diplomatic network in Africa as well as its expertise on Africa within DFAT, 
and through an expansion of Australian aid to Africa. Although not large in its overall 
value, this aid was tailored towards the needs of African partners and exploited 
Australia’s comparative advantages. A key strategy in increasing Australia’s visibility 
was building relationships with African leaders through reciprocal high-level visits. 
 
Criticisms of the UNSC campaign 
 
Throughout its UNSC campaign, the Labor government faced doubts about its chances 
of successfully securing membership as well as criticisms of the campaign itself. These 
from different angles, ranging from those sceptical about Australia’s ability to get 
elected to those questioning the relevance of the UNSC altogether.58 Arguably the 

                                                        
53 AusAID, Australia’s International Development Assistance Program 2011-2012. Statement by the 
Honourable Kevin Rudd MP, Minister for Foreign Affairs. 10 May 2011, Canberra: Commonwealth of 
Australia, p. 117. 
54 AusAID, Australia’s International Development Assistance Program 2008-2009. Statement by the 
Honourable Stephen Smith MP, Minister for Foreign Affairs and the Honourable Bob McMullan MP, 
Parliamentary Secretary for International Development Assistance. 13 May 2008, Canberra: 
Commonwealth of Australia, p. 60; AusAID. Australia’s International Development Assistance 
Program 2012-2013. Statement by Senator the Honourable Bob Carr, Minister for Foreign Affairs. 8 
May 2012, Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, p. 131; Australian Centre for International 
Agricultural Research, Annual Report 2008-2009. Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 2009, p. 5; 
Australian Centre for International Agricultural Research, Annual Report 2012-2013. Canberra: 
Commonwealth of Australia, 2013, p. 5. 
55 Bob Carr and Wayne Swan, Australia to pursue membership of the African Development Bank to help 
overcome poverty. Minister for Foreign Affairs and Deputy Prime Minister and Treasurer, Joint Media 
Release, 17 July 2012.  
56 Sandy Hollway, Bill Farmer, Margaret Reid, John Denton, and Stephen Howes, Independent Review 
of Aid Effectiveness (Canberra, 2011), pp. 11-12.  
57 Bernie Ripoll, African Development Bank Bill 2013, Second Reading. House of Representatives, 30 
May 2013. 
58 Matt Sussex, “The impotence of being earnest? Avoiding the pitfalls of ‘creative middle power 
diplomacy’”, Australian Journal of International Affairs, Vol. 65,5 (2011), pp. 545-562; Greg Sheridan, 
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highest profile and most stinging criticisms were levelled by the conservative 
opposition and media such as the Daily Telegraph. Opposition spokesperson for foreign 
affairs (and later Foreign Minister) Julie Bishop labelled the UNSC campaign in 2009 
as Prime Minister Rudd’s “personal crusade”, accusing his government of a “vote 
buying spree in Africa”.59 The leader of the opposition (and later Prime Minister) Tony 
Abbott argued in 2010 that “pursuing  a seat on the Security Council is not worth 
spending extra tax payers dollars on” and that “there are vastly higher priorities for 
Australia right now than pursuing a seat on the Security Council”.60 And then there was 
the sensationalist and inaccurate Daily Telegraph report publicizing the “$3b price of 
Labor’s UN desire”.61 
 
While it is beyond the scope of this paper to focus on all of these criticisms, two charges 
directly levelled at the Labor government’s UNSC bid will be addressed. One was the 
view expressed by the opposition that Australia’s engagement with Africa under Labor 
was wholly driven by the UNSC campaign, and the other, noted above in Julie Bishop’s 
comments, was that Australia was ‘buying’ African votes in its UNSC campaign. 
 
All about the UNSC 
Australia’s aid to Africa rapidly expanded during 2008-13 and growing aid cooperation 
was a major feature of the Labor government’s ‘new engagement’ with Africa.62 But, 
the aid engagement was also driven by several other factors and not exclusively the 
UNSC campaign. First, and most importantly, the main driver of Labor’s enhanced aid 
engagement with Africa was its foreign policy approach of ‘middle power activism’. 
Although an oversimplification, Australian Labor governments tend to see themselves 
as internationally-minded and more comfortable engaging with regions of the world 
outside of the country’s immediate neighbourhood than conservative Australian 
governments. They also tend to emphasise the multilateral rules-based international 
order over reliance on ‘great and powerful friends’ to maintain Australia’s security and 
status in the world.63 It was this middle power outlook that arguably motivated the 
Labor government to commit itself to engaging more with all regions of the world, 
growing Australia’s aid budget and pursuing UNSC membership. Hence, Labor’s 
UNSC campaign was a consequence of its desire for Australia to practice a middle 
power identity. As one of Prime Minister Rudd’s foreign affairs advisors and a senior 
DFAT official working on Australia’s UNSC bid noted, even before the Labor 
government had decided on pursuing UNSC membership, the Prime Minister had 

                                                        
“Rudd's grand ambition”, The Australian, 5 April 2008; “A price too high to pay”, The Australian, 7 
February 2009. 
59 Julie Bishop, Questions without notice Prime Minister, House of Representatives. 14 May 2009; 
Matters of Public Importance. Australia’s Foreign Relations, House of Representatives. 19 November 
2009. 
60 Quoted in Peter Hartcher, The Adolescent Country (Melbourne, 2014), p.2 
61 National Unity Government, Australian Government is trying to buy a seat in UN Security Council, 
Media Release, 3 October 2012, available at  http://nationalunitygovernment.org/content/australian-
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62 Stephen Smith, A New Era of Engagement with the World. Minister for Foreign Affairs. Speech. 19 
August 2008, Sydney. 
63 For a more detailed discussion of the conservative and Labor approaches to foreign policy see Josh 
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already requested DFAT in January 2008 to develop strategies for enhancing 
engagement with all regions of the world.64  
 
Second, the commitment to increasing total Australian ODA to 0.5 per cent of GNI by 
2015 was a more important driver of increased aid to Africa, rather than the UNSC 
campaign itself. To meet the 0.5 per cent target within barely seven years, Australia 
would effectively have to almost double its aid program in that time. Such an extensive 
expansion of aid would have by itself mandated a greater expansion of aid to Africa. 
As one senior DFAT official argued, part of the reason why such an increase in 
Australian aid towards Africa was evident during the Labor years was because much of 
“our region” that traditionally received the bulk of Australian aid was already saturated 
with it, and Africa was the natural choice for any expansion in the aid budget, especially 
given its developmental challenges and the pursuit of the Millennium Development 
Goals.65 However, while the aid budget grew and aid to Africa grew with it, there were 
other regions of the world, such as Latin America and the Caribbean and Other Asia, 
that on a relative basis received more Australian aid than Sub-Saharan Africa. Hence, 
the government was expanding its aid to many regions of the world, not only Africa. 
 
Finally, it should be noted that the opposition’s charge that engagement with Africa 
was wholly driven by the expediencies of the UNSC campaign is difficult to prove 
because the legacies of this period of engagement were disrupted by the change of 
government in September 2013. Certainly, the UNSC campaign played a significant 
role in ‘supercharging’ Australia’s engagement with Africa, as did the commitment to 
grow the aid budget. But the main evidence supporting the idea that the Labor 
government’s engagement with Africa was wholly driven by the UNSC campaign was 
the roughly 10 per cent reduction of aid to Africa in its last aid budget in 2012-13. If 
Labor had remained in power after the September 2013 election, and maintained further 
cuts to the aid budget to Africa, that would have given clearer evidence to the claim 
that Labor’s aid engagement with Africa was wholly driven by the UNSC campaign. 
However, from September 2013 the Abbott and Turnbull governments successively and 
dramatically cut aid to Africa. Hence, it was the Coalition government that 
implemented the most significant cuts to aid to Africa: by the 2017-18 aid budget, as 
compared to the last full-term Labor budget in 2012-13, the Coalition cut Australia’s 
total ODA to Africa by some 73 per cent; from a nominal AUD 401 million, to AUD 
108 million.66  

‘Buying’ African votes 
The second criticism, that Australia was ‘buying’ African votes in its UNSC campaign, 
was also misplaced and reflective of neo-colonialist mindsets still plaguing some 

                                                        
64 Interview with senior DFAT official and former foreign affairs adviser to Prime Minister Kevin Rudd, 
23 April 2015, Canberra. 
65 Interview with senior DFAT official, 20 May 2014, Canberra. 
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see Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Statistical summary and time series data. ‘Australia's 
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Australian political thinking on Africa. As argued elsewhere, Australia only outspent 
its direct rivals for the UNSC seat in the last few years of the campaign; Luxembourg 
was outspent in 2009 and Finland in 2011.67 This might have swung some African votes 
Australia’s way but keeping in mind that both Luxemburg and Finland had been 
actively campaigning for almost a decade before they were outspent by Australia, it 
seems unlikely that such spending would have substantially benefitted Australia in 
winning African votes. And, as a senior African diplomat argued, claims of Australian 
vote buying in Africa were “difficult to accept, given that things are not that simple”, 
especially because Australia had already been developing relationships with African 
countries independently of its UNSC bid.68 
 
However, there are other important factors that negate the vote ‘buying’ criticism. First, 
and most importantly, Australia’s aid to Sub-Saharan Africa grew from such a small 
base that it is difficult to rationally conceive that a few hundred million dollars, spread 
over several years and several dozen African countries could ‘buy’ African UNSC votes. 
The suggestion that such a modest amount of aid compared to disbursements by 
traditional donors and UNSC rivals over the past few decades would be enough to ‘buy’ 
votes displays a rather simplistic understanding of international relations. Second, 
Australia’s UNSC rivals, Luxemburg and Finland, have maintained serious and long-
term partnerships with African states for much longer than Australia has, and a more 
rational argument would be that on the basis of those partnerships alone, African states 
would be more inclined to support their UNSC bids. After all, they are established 
development partners with proven records of engaging in Africa, while Australia has at 
best an inconsistent history of development cooperation with African states. Finally, 
Finland has been a member of the AfDB since the early 1970s and Luxemburg joined 
in May 2014. While Australia, like Luxemburg, expressed its desire to join the AfDB 
during the UNSC campaign, the Coalition government subsequently walked away from 
that commitment.69  
 
Africa and Australia’s term on the UNSC, 2013-14 
 
In October 2012 Australia was elected to the UNSC’s 2013-14 term by securing 140 
votes, with Luxembourg winning the second seat in a run-off against Finland. Although 
elected by secret ballot, internal DFAT estimates put Australia’s tally of African votes 
as high as 50 of the 54 available (which if true represents 35 per cent of Australia’s 
total). 70  This was an important and substantial achievement in the context of the 
previously unsuccessful campaign and because Australia entered the 2012 campaign 
relatively late, and suggests that DFAT’s ‘Africa strategy’ was a success as far as the 
UNSC campaign was concerned. Australia was elected alongside Rwanda, with Togo 
and Morocco the other two existing African members of the UNSC in 2013. In 2014, 
Nigeria and Chad replaced Togo and Morocco, which meant that throughout its UNSC 
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term, Australia had to develop closer working relationships with five diverse African 
states that it otherwise would have had little in-depth engagement with.    
 
Once on the UNSC, Australia tried to ‘repay’ the African support by exhibiting a 
predominantly Afro-sensitive approach to dealing with the UNSC’s workload when it 
pertained to African issues. Australia made it a matter of practice to consult with 
African UNSC members and the AU, and to strengthen the relationship between the 
UN and AU in peace and security, including by building the AU’s capacity in this area. 
Canberra funded an AU Peace, Security and Development Advisor in the AU’s New 
York office to support the AU’s capacity to participate in UNSC debates and decision-
making on African issues. When Australia’s term on UNSC ended, it ensured that this 
funding was continued by Norway. In addition, Australia’s UN Ambassador would 
travel to the AU in Ethiopia to consult the continental organisation and its members on 
relevant UNSC agenda items ahead of Australian UNSC presidencies.71 
 
Africa on Australia’s UNSC agenda 
While Australia was more deeply engaged with African cases and issues during its 
UNSC term than some non-African non-permanent members, it did not ‘lead’ on 
African issues due to a number of important factors. Australia’s UNSC term was 
considerably disrupted by changes in political leadership, initially within the Labor 
government itself and then a change to the Coalition government via the September 
2013 federal election, which inevitably produced a heavy focus on domestic issues 
during the election campaign. The incoming Abbott Coalition government held a 
different view of Australia’s place in the world and had different foreign policy 
priorities. There was a greater re-focus on Australia’s immediate neighbourhood, 
emphasis on economic diplomacy and private sector engagement in development, and, 
despite being on the UNSC and chairing the G20 in 2014, Australia was noticeably less 
activist and multilateralist in its pursuit of foreign policy.72  
 
In addition to domestic factors, certain UNSC dynamics also inhibited Australia from 
taking the lead on African issues.73 As one senior DFAT official noted, countries are 
delegated responsibility—“holding the pen”— on certain Council agenda items. The 
Western P3 (United States, United Kingdom and France) are able to control the agenda 
much of the time and between the UK and France, and in 2014 Nigeria, the UNSC’s 
Africa agenda was already being “carved up” and taken care of (although Australia was, 
for example, the “pen-holder” for Afghanistan). In some instances, Australia was able 
to leverage its good relationship with the P3 to be invited to additional meetings and 
discussions on African issues. But, understandably, African UNSC members were often 
keen to represent the continent on African issues, although they did not always have 
the capacity to do so (especially the smaller ones), and the AU representative at the UN 
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was also a position of authority on many African matters. While Australia supported 
this, it also meant it needed to “know its place” on African issues.74  
 
Still, while Canberra was aware that it did not necessarily have the leadership, expertise 
or political standing to “fix” complex African issues with long histories on the UNSC’s 
agenda, it looked at ways to help improve the UNSC’s work on those issues. Examples 
of this included supporting a more robust UN Intervention Brigade in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo to proactively pursue some of the rebel groups; advocating for a 
more “realistic” UN intervention in the Central African Republic that ensured adequate 
resourcing to meet needs on the ground; and pushing for the United Nations African 
Union Mission in Darfur (UNAMID) to have a reporting obligation to inform NGOs of 
threats to their safety when such intelligence becomes available.75 
 
Australia did have the opportunity to at least partially set the agenda when it served its 
two, month-long terms as the UNSC’s rotating President. The first, in September 2013, 
coincided with the Australian federal election, and mainly focused on responding to the 
use of chemical weapons in the Syrian conflict. The second was in November 2014, 
and featured Australian-led initiatives in the campaign against ISIS, including 
countering the threat of foreign fighters. However, the real value for Africa of 
Australian-led initiatives on the UNSC had to do with some cross-cutting issues that 
generally received minimal media attention in Australia. Australia convened, and 
Foreign Minister Bishop chaired, a high-level meeting on the illicit transfer of Small 
Arms and Light Weapons (SALW) in September 2013, and successfully passed UNSC 
Resolution 2117 (2013) on the negative impact of the illicit transfer, destabilising 
accumulation, and misuse of small arms and light weapons. This was the first ever 
UNSC resolution on SALW, and the first time in five years that the UNSC directly 
discussed the issue. The illicit transfer and accumulation of SALW is an important issue 
that exacerbates many of the conflicts around the world, and particularly in Africa; 
given the conflicts in Mali and the Central African Republic, in particular, this 
resonated with African UNSC members.76 
 
During the country’s November 2014 UNSC Presidency, Australia convened a first 
ever briefing, chaired again by Foreign Minister Bishop, by the Heads of UN 
Peacekeeping Operations’ police units in Liberia, South Sudan and the Central African 
Republic. This was supported by the unanimously passed, Australian-led, UNSC 
Resolution 2185 (2014) on strengthening the role of police in peacekeeping and post-
conflict peacebuilding. This was also the first stand-alone UNSC resolution on police 
in peacekeeping, and was important for Africa given the large number of UN 
Peacekeeping Operations on the continent.77 A senior African diplomat indicated that 
this was a very important issue for a number of post-conflict African societies and 
Australia’s leadership on this issue was acknowledged.78  
 
Australia also played an important role as Chair of the UNSC’s Al-Qaida sanctions 
committee. During its term on the UNSC there was an increasing focus on terrorism in 
Africa, including Libya, the Sahel/Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, Nigeria/Boko 
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Haram, and Somalia/Al-Shabaab. Australia worked closely with Nigeria and Chad on 
the listing of Boko Haram on the sanctions list, supported the development of an East 
African Regional Counter-Terrorism Centre, and produced a Handbook on 
Criminalising Terrorism for the AU. As Chair of the Al-Qaeda sanctions committee 
Australia organised a briefing and discussion on improving the general understanding 
of, and adherence to, the UN sanctions regime. This was designed to induce the UNSC 
to consider a “broader view” on sanctions: the wider regional contexts of conflicts and 
impacts of arms embargoes, and the necessity of state “ownership” of sanctions regimes, 
rather than considering them as impositions from the outside. This was important in 
convincing Nigeria to support the sanctions listing of Boko Haram.79  
 
Finally, there was one major issue on which Australia disagreed with its African UNSC 
members during the term: the attempt to have the UNSC vote to authorise a suspension 
of the International Criminal Court’s investigation of the President of Kenya, Uhuru 
Kenyatta. The draft resolution was supported by African UNSC members as well as by 
the AU, but failed to gain the nine affirmative votes required to pass, due to abstentions 
from nine countries, including Australia. 80  Another issue that likely damaged 
Australia’s reputation in the UNSC at the time was the Abbott government’s response 
to the Ebola crisis in West Africa, which was criticised in Australia and internationally 
for being slow, inadequate, and counterproductive.81 
 
Conclusion: What is the legacy of Australia’s 2008-14 UNSC campaign and term 
for Australia-Africa relations? 
 
Australia’s term on the UNSC ended on 31 December 2014 and the view within DFAT 
was that many countries in the UN, and particular African ones, were “perhaps 
surprised” by Australia’s strong performance on African issues on the UNSC’s 
agenda.82 As one senior DFAT official noted, “we were good for our word in terms of 
our activist and constructive approach” on the UNSC, and “good for our word in terms 
of our commitment to consult” Africans, both UNSC and non-UNSC members, as well 
as the AU.83 A senior African diplomat indicated that African countries had voted for 
Australia in 2012 because “they believed that Australia would play a positive role on 
the Council”, and following the term felt that Australia “had delivered for Africa on the 
Council”, particularly with its support for the Millennium Development Goals on health 
and education, other cross-cutting issues of importance to Africa, and focusing attention 
on the conflicts in South Sudan and Somalia.84 More broadly, it was suggested that 
Africa had generally benefited from Australia’s enhanced engagement with the 
continent during this time.85 
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As argued above, after almost 30 years of being absent from the UNSC, Australia’s 
recent UNSC campaign and term exposed Australian officials to a range of Africa-
specific issues and helped build understanding of how wider cross-cutting regional and 
global security challenges impacted different parts of Africa and the world. On a few 
of these issues Australia played an important role in developing the UNSC’s responses 
and operational procedures, and Canberra overall tried to work directly with African 
UNSC members and the AU to develop responses that took into account African 
interests and positions. 86  As one senior African diplomat suggested, African 
governments had generally judged Australia to have been positively “on board” with 
UNSC issues important to Africa during its term.87 
 
The investment in diplomatic capital and other resources, and the relationships, 
knowledge, and experience gained from Australia’s UNSC term should have enabled 
Australia to continue actively working with African actors to respond to and manage 
African regional and wider global security challenges. At the time of conducting 
interviews with DFAT officials for this research there was much optimism within the 
Department that such investment and expertise developed would be maintained and put 
to good use in Australia’s post-UNSC engagement with Africa. Given Africa’s global 
significance—its rising share of global population and rapid economic growth, its 
sizeable UN membership, as well its share of human and transnational security 
challenges—DFAT officials expected Australia to maintain its engagement with 
African issues through at least existing interests in the security and humanitarian 
situations in Somalia and South Sudan, as well as through existing links in the 
Commonwealth, Indian Ocean Rim Association, and Australia’s general focus on the 
rising Indo-Pacific strategic system.88 
 
Indeed, by the time it finished its term on the UNSC Australia had developed the 
diplomatic infrastructure, knowledge and ‘soft-power’ credibility to deepen its post-
Council engagement with Africa. However, the approaches and policies of subsequent 
Australian governments have failed to build on or even maintain the kinds of links with 
Africa that made the country’s UNSC campaign and term so successful. Australian 
governments since September 2013 have shown little clear interest in Africa, with ODA 
to the continent dramatically and disproportionately cut to its lowest levels since the 
Howard government, while also declining to join the AfDB, or open a first-ever 
Australian embassy in Francophone West Africa (a new Australian Embassy was, 
however, opened in Morocco in 2017). This lack of interest in Africa is also visible 
from the government’s formal lack of adoption of recommendations on the new Africa 
strategy presented in 2016 by its own Advisory Group on Australia-Africa Relations 
(AGAAR). 89 Overall, former Foreign Minister Stephen Smith’s concern about not 
maintaining strong Australia-Africa relations post-UNSC term has eventuated: “the 
danger is that the expertise you have built up with your own officials, the contacts you 
have built up with officials in African countries, just goes to waste.”90 
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Australia’s relative disengagement from Africa reinforces criticisms that its attention 
to Africa between 2008 and 2013 was all about securing African UNSC votes, but does 
not account for the change in government in 2013 which to a large extent drove that 
disengagement by reorienting foreign policy priorities elsewhere. Continued 
disinvestment in recently developed expertise and soft-power credibility on Africa will 
make Australia’s current campaign for its next UNSC membership—for the 2029-30 
term—much more difficult. By 2029, many of Australia’s politicians and senior DFAT 
officials involved in the 2008-14 UNSC campaign and term will have moved on, and 
the country’s foreign policy-making machinery will almost certainly have to engineer 
another build-up of expertise and credibility on Africa from scratch. Unfortunately, this 
cyclical approach is fickle, volatile, inefficient, and undermines Australia credibility as 
‘middle power’ and ‘top twenty nation’, and as a reliable partner for African countries.  
 
Indeed, the findings of this paper are of direct importance to Australia’s 2029-30 UNSC 
membership campaign. Although it is impossible to know what the international 
security and strategic environment will look like at the end of the next decade, a few 
assumptions about its features can be made. Firstly, it is reasonable to assume that 
African states will continue to comprise around 30 per cent of the UN’s membership, 
meaning that securing African votes will remain central to the success of any 
competitive UNSC campaign, especially in WEOG. Secondly, it is also likely that 
African issues will remain critical to the UNSC’s agenda, not least of which will be 
political violence and its likely exacerbation by the impacts of climate change, 
including on food security and population displacement. Therefore, any successful 
UNSC campaign will need to demonstrate reliable commitment, credibility and 
expertise on African security challenges. Thirdly, following reforms to other global 
governance institutions, the restructuring of global power dynamics, as well as demands 
made by the AU, it is possible that by 2029 there may be an increase in African 
representation on a potentially reformed UNSC, including a possible permanent 
African seat. Even if this does not eventuate, it is likely that the AU will come to play 
an increasingly central role in coordinating the continent’s security affairs as well as 
gatekeeping the interface between regional and global security interests, meaning that 
a genuine and positive relationship with the AU will be crucial to any external actor’s 
relationships with the continent. 91  For these reasons, the intersection between 
Australian foreign policy, the UNSC and Africa will remain important at least out to 
2029. 
 
Australia’s UNSC experience provided an opportunity for Canberra to “refocus its 
relationship with Africa on areas of shared, common interests.” 92  With recent 
experience on the UNSC, newly developed expertise on Africa, and the development 
of generally positive relationships with African states and the AU, the Australian 
government had a platform to demonstrate to African governments and peoples, as well 
as its own constituents, that it wanted to remain engaged and committed to supporting 
the mitigation and management of regional and global peace and security challenges 
emanating from Africa. That opportunity has been jeopardised and it can only be hoped 
that the findings of this paper and publicization of the good work Australian foreign 
policy officials and diplomats did in garnering African support for the country’s 2012 
UNSC membership bid will remind future Australian governments of the necessity for 
                                                        
91 See Samuel Makinda, Wafula Okumu and David Mickler, The African Union: Challenges of Peace, 
Security and Governance, 2nd Ed. (London and New York, 2016). 
92 Interview with senior African diplomat, 28 January 2015, Canberra. 



 20 

more durable and strategic engagement with Africa for the mutual benefit of African 
states and Australia. For Australia’s engagement with Africa, as one senior African 
diplomat concluded, “there is a need to consider a ‘long view’ of Africa where good 
relations now will continue to pay off in the future, in the same way that relations with 
Asia have developed.”93 
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