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Abstract: The past decade has witnessed a sea change in U.S. military engagement in Africa. With
the establishment of a new permanent command, significant increases in security assistance, and the
pioneering of new tactics driven by technical innovations in intelligence analysis and drone warfare, the
U.S. military has become an integral player in the continent’s security. Nevertheless, there exist few
assessments of the extent to which increased U.S. military engagement is paying dividends. "T'his article
examines how the current U.S. military strategy in Africa is different from those in the past and
whether it is meeting the stated U.S. objectives of nentralizing transnational threats while contributing
to the continent’s political stability. It finds that U.S. performance is mixed, with recent successes at
containing the spread of al Qaeda and Islamic State affiliated groups coming at the potential detriment
of longer-term regional security. The article concludes with recommendations aimed at helping the
armed forces of the U.S. and other regional actors better fight terrorism while managing political risks.

killed during a military operation targeting al-Shabaab militants in Barii,

Somalia. Milliken and his fellow special operations troops were conducting
a joint raid with Somali forces against a building that housed al-Shabaab’s al-Andalus
radio station.! Milliken’s death marked the first U.S. combat death in Africa since 1993,
when 18 U.S. service members were killed and another 72 wounded 40 miles to the
West of Barii, in the Somali capital of Mogadishu during the infamous “Black Hawk
Down” incident.

Milliken’s death, along with those of four additional U.S. soldiers who were
ambushed and killed during a special forces raid in Niger, have raised new questions
about the U.S. military’s role in Africa. The spread of transnational terrorism, growing
regional economies, and increased engagement by America’s geopolitical rivals—such
as China—have led U.S. officials to re-assess Africa’s strategic importance. In 2007,

O n May 5, 2017, Senior Chief Special Warfare Operator Kyle Milliken was

! Helene Cooper, Charlie Savage and Eric Schmitt, “Navy SEAL Killed in Somalia in First
Combat Death There Since 1993, New York Times, May 5, 2017.
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the United States founded U.S. Africa Command (AFRICOM), for the first time giving
Atfrica its own area of command responsibility within the U.S. defense establishment.
In addition, the U.S. military now operates out of an official base and dozens of other
small facilities and staging areas that collectively host thousands of troops. The rising
U.S. military presence has transformed the tenor of U.S. engagement in Africa, from a
policy that was driven primarily by aid workers and diplomats to one where U.S.
soldiers play an increasingly central role.

Nevertheless, the U.S. military’s expanding operations in Africa remain
controversial, beset by basic questions concerning their size, mission and effectiveness.
According to a recent mission statement, AFRICOM’s central objectives are to “with
partners, disrupt and neutralize transnational threats, protect U.S. personnel and
facilities, prevent and mitigate conflict, and build African partner defense capability
and capacity in order to promote regional security, stability and prosperity.”? Yet,
critics do not agree on whether the U.S. military’s engagement with the continent
prevents terrorism through operations against the continent’s most menacing militant
groups’ or fuels it by helping to radicalize a generation of young recruits.* These critics
do not agree about whether the United States contributes to the continent’s political
stability by enhancing the capacity of partner states to manage their own internal
security’ or generates political instability by abetting corruption and enabling repressive
allies.® And they do not even agree on whether or not the U.S. military presence in
Atfrica is large and unprecedented” or merely a modest continuation of prior security
commitments.®
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