One Continent, One Destiny
A case study of the African Regional Integration Support Project
In October 2004, soon after the summer heat let up and
classes resumed throughout Egypt, a diverse group of 88
young men squared off in a thrilling two-day football
tournament in Cairo. Mostly university students, plus a
few recent graduates, they fielded teams representing 11
different African countries. The competition showcased
some impressive footwork, with a squad of Ghanaians
ultimately emerging as the victors. But more importantly,
it served as an object lesson in cultural exchange: the
players maintained their national identities while
engaging in a collective enterprise. In case anyone
missed the point, the tournament’s theme spelled it out:
“One Continent, One Destiny.”
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With the advent of the African Union and NEPAD, the New Partnership for Africa’s Development,
it seems that a new era of cooperation is taking root on the continent. Yet many obstacles remain,
including political foot-dragging, legal and administrative snags, and a host of logistical issues
that make it hard for people, goods, and capital to move about more freely. The trend toward
integration has come even more slowly in North Africa, which has often stood apart from the rest
of the continent. That’s why it was encouraging to see students from both sides of the Sahara
getting along so well on the playing field, say scholars at the African Regional Integration Support
Project, a Cairo University think tank that organized the tournament. Its staff has found that such
encounters help break down stereotypes and establish personal and professional connections.
Of course, it’s not all fun and games at AFRISP, as the project is generally known. Young
scholars there have been doing pioneering work to help understand — and ultimately bridge —
the economic, political, and
cultural divides that keep Africa
from achieving its potential.
Through research, training, and
other activities, the project
strives to build scholarly and
cultural links between young
people in North Africa and their
peers south of the Sahara.

To build closer ties among young African scholars, AFRISP
held a football tournament for university students in Cairo—
including those shown here—representing 11 African nations.
AFRISP is helping scholars advance the case for regional
integration through research on economic, political, and
cultural factors that keep Africa from achieving its potential.

“We at AFRISP believe that
regional integration may be
Africa’s last chance to reserve
for itself a place in the
contemporary world,” says
Mohamed Ashour, a political
scientist who directs the project.
“It is also a vital approach to the
collective independence of
African states and a necessary
condition to meet the major
challenges facing the continent.”

Background
The movement toward regional integration in Africa emerged in the 1960s as a way to help newly
independent states overcome some of their weaknesses. Progress stalled in subsequent years,
owing to nationalist pride and a host of logistical complexities. But the last decade has brought
renewed interest and action, both within governments and among civil society. The hope this time
is that viable regional institutions and policies will help Africa contend with the pressures of
globalization, deal with concerns about western hegemony and new forms of colonialism, rein in
corruption and mismanagement, and resolve conflicts on the continent.
Still, many obstacles remain, and some of them pertain specifically to North Africa, which tends to
be more loosely connected to the rest of the continent than any other subregion. Afro-Arab
relations peaked in 1977, Ashour says, when heads of state from Africa and the Middle East
gathered for a summit in Cairo. But their sense of solidarity soon faded. Today, advocates for
integration see a fresh opportunity — and a mounting need — to cement new political and
economic ties. It is critical, they say, to ensure that these efforts do not, consciously or
unconsciously, bypass North Africans.
To strengthen public and scholarly understanding of integration, TrustAfrica helped establish the
project in 2003 at Cairo University. Founded in 1908, it is one of the continent’s oldest institutions
of higher learning; with roughly 250,000 students, it’s also among the very largest. AFRISP is
housed within the university’s Institute of African Research and Studies, where students work
toward advanced degrees in such fields as geography, history, anthropology, natural resources,
African languages, and politics and economics. Because the university attracts students from as
many as 30 African countries each year, the project is readily able to engage young scholars from
throughout the continent.
Strategies
AFRISP’s overarching mission is to increase awareness of the importance and potential of
regional integration in Africa by shedding light on current efforts and suggesting ways to improve
them. Because integration is such a vital and complicated endeavor, AFRISP conducts research
to further public and scholarly understanding of its significance and inner workings. It also hosts
international conferences and research competitions designed to attract more African students to
this field. The winner of its first competition, which focused on the present realities and future
potential of integration in Africa, was a Guinean student of commerce at Al-Azhar University.
AFRISP also runs a noted series of workshops and training courses. Recent offerings have
focused on how issues of leadership, mass media, public administration, and transportation relate
to regional integration in Africa. These gatherings are typically led by scholars, diplomats, and
other specialists from Egypt and abroad, or by the project’s director and staff. To date, they have
brought together postgraduate students, activists, and other experts from more than 20 African
countries. Ahmed Ali Salem, the project’s assistant director, credits the workshops with enabling
participants to “polish their skills, open new horizons, and change their stereotypes about other
Africans whom they had never met.”
A third line of work aims to address the paucity of useful information about key players in African
regional information. AFRISP has therefore compiled and published the first comprehensive
guide of African states, chronicling their historical, political, and economic developments. A
companion volume does the same for African organizations, with entries detailing their origins,
activities, and accomplishments.
Finally, the project seeks to cultivate closer cultural relations through social activities, including
sporting events like the football tournament in 2004. On several occasions it has brought together

various student unions, each representing a particular African nationality, for informal social
gatherings and celebrations of African national holidays. Moreover, it organizes scholarly
exchanges of students and researchers from North Africa.
Results
Although it is not quite four years old, the project is making solid headway. In April 2005, it
convened the First International Conference for Young Researchers on African Affairs, drawing
28 promising scholars from 11 African, Arab, and European countries. During two days of
dialogue in Cairo, they presented papers on a wide range of topics, from water rights to collective
security to Afro-Arab relations. AFRISP later published the proceedings in African Regional
Integration: Perspectives and Prospects, a two-volume set that is half in Arabic and half in
English. Similarly, a conference for North African experts led to a publication on the interplay of
regional integration and development. Year by year, these efforts are building a cadre of
thoughtful scholars throughout Africa who are committed to advancing the cause of integration.
The project has also made inroads in measuring public opinions. It conducted a survey to
measure public perceptions of the urgency, significance, and future of African integration.
Researchers collected responses in every North African state, including marginalized areas such
as Darfur in Sudan, as well as sampling a control group in sub-Saharan Africa. The survey found
broad agreement that African regional integration offers the best way to contend with the
problems facing Africa, from globalization to corruption to violent conflicts. Most respondents
shared this conviction despite their awareness of the obstacles involved and the shortcomings of
existing efforts to achieve integration. At the same time, researchers noted greater skepticism
among North Africans than in sub-Saharan Africa. Ashour and Salem say this finding
underscores the need for education and media campaigns to build public confidence.
AFRISP has also succeeded in generating more interest in African integration among researchers
in North Africa, where several experts have joined collaborative research projects in this field. It is
also exploring opportunities to work more closely with research institutes in sub-Saharan Africa
and Europe — like the Council for the Development of Social Science Research in Africa
(CODESRIA) in Dakar and the Organisation for International Dialogue and Conflict Management
in Vienna, Austria.
These are modest but critical steps in a long-term campaign. “We believe in the African saying:
‘By persevering, the egg walks on legs,’ ” Ashour says. “For a long time Africa has tried
developing from the top down. Let’s try it the other way, giving the people a chance to shape their
own destiny. That’s why AFRISP emphasizes greater public input to enhance regional
integration.”
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