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Let me start by congratulating Misereor and through Misereor the German Catholic Bishops’ Conference and the Catholics in Germany for the 50 years jubilee of this institution, which has become a sign of hope and a concrete pillar in the fight against poverty and injustice on our continent. We are grateful for your continuous and generous support.

1. Our Perspective

At the beginning of the Third Millennium, Africa is still faced with a lot of problems, some of which are enumerated in the lineamenta for the next Synod on Africa as follows: “the lack of resources for health and education, the terrible epidemic of AIDS, the heavy and often unbearable burden of debt, the horror of fratricidal wars fomented by unscrupulous arms trafficking, the shameful and pitiable spectacle of refugees and displaced persons”. (Lineamenta introduction) 

At the same time, the situation in Africa, more than ever before, varies from region to region, from country to country and even between regions within the very same country. There are many signs of hope but also enough reasons for scepticism. As Christians we define the latter as challenges and base our commitment there.

In this paper, I wish to portray some general observations and propose certain guidelines, which pertain to Africa as a whole. I do not pretend to cover all the aspects of Africa’s enduring social, economic and political developments.

I present the perspective of the Symposium of Episcopal Conferences of Africa and Madagascar (SECAM) arguing from the perspective of the Catholic Social Teaching, more specifically the preferential biblical option for the poor.

In this perspective, it is first of all important to mention the fact that there is a multitude of activities and projects, which members of our Church are undertaking in order to uplift the concrete living conditions of men and women in Africa. All these efforts in the fields of health, education, social work, agriculture, microfinance institutions, etc., are more than simple charity. They all underline the prophetic role of the Church on all levels, but especially at the grassroots level, i.e., where the day-to-day hardship of people exists. These ecclesial activities, often organized on a voluntary basis and generously supported by our partner Churches in the North, are a living testimony of the Gospel and a substantial contribution to overcome injustice. 
In this paper, however, I would like to stress the structural injustices, which Africa is facing and I will speak about our efforts to address this problem. 

2. The Challenge: Globalization and Injustice in Africa

Globalization, in an African perspective, has on the one hand to be accepted as an irreversible development, on the other hand it has to be dealt with in a much more efficient and pro-active way. 

Africa is no longer per se a marginalized continent, as far as the global political set-up is concerned. The role of Africa in the world’s economic development, however, remains marginal. Although considerable economic growth rates can be observed in many African countries, Africa’s share in the world trade is decreasing. There is injustice on global level.

The present debate about the Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) is only one example. Theoretically aiming at a greater liberalization of markets, these agreements will become another instrument of domination by powerful Western producers - with detrimental effects, for example, in Africa’s agricultural production. The Church has always condemned such unfair trade conditions: 

“The principle of free trade is no longer adequate for regulating international agreements. It can certainly work when both parties are about equal economically….But the case is quite different, when the nations involved are far from equal…It must be avowed openly that, in this case, the fundamental tenet of liberalism (as it is called), as the norm for market dealings, is open to serious questions”. (Populorum Progressio, 58)

Globalization offers opportunities to the African people. Many Africans have found their own place in the sphere of global business as well as in international institutions. Migration is a positive concept for these men and women. Greater strata of the population are, however, still systematically excluded from basic access to the market sphere and remain restricted to subsistence or sheer survival economies. 
The modern communication systems have linked Africa to the global scientific and economic progress. The internet, for example, gives Africa a unique chance to equally participate in the global development. Many individuals, however, lack the basic knowledge and education to make use of these new opportunities.

“Lack of education is as serious as lack of food” (Populorum Progressio, 35)

In addition, the African continent has been continuously discovered in recent years as a resource base for industrial progress and a potentially growing market. But Africa hardly has the bargaining power to decide upon the use of its own resources. The continent is a subject of decisions which are made from outside. 

Often the poor and defenceless people in areas, where extractive industries are operating, are the ones who suffer most from the irresponsible orientation of certain companies towards pure profit making, without any regard at people’s living situation. 
In terms of political influence, Africa has nowadays a more important voice than ever before. Still it takes much longer to organize international intervention such as armed forces for crisis situations in Africa than for other regions in the world. We have to ask the following question: Are the lives of the African victims less important than those in other parts of the world? After all, they are killed with weapons which are produced outside Africa.
The growing inputs of China, India, Russia and other “new” powers in Africa will also have a price. At present, they seem to provide new opportunities for development. Yet, in the future they are to be paid for by a further extension of Africa’s dependency on international players. Whilst we have fought against colonialism, neo colonialism and apartheid, we seem to be blind to the newly emerging dependency on the East. 

3. OUR RESPONSE
"The Church in Africa in Service to Reconciliation, Justice and Peace ‘You Are the Salt of the Earth... You Are the Light of the World’ (Mt 5:13, 14) - cannot fail to treat the causes of so much hatred, injustice and war on the continent. In fact, the urgency of this Second Special Assembly is tied to the suffering of the African peoples, and the dehumanizing and oppressive situation which persists on the continent. Africa is facing a whole set of conflicts and problems which are central to the challenges to evangelization in Africa today.” (Lineamenta, 10)

These challenges; defined in the lineamenta for the next African Synod (2009), cannot be confronted from outside the continent. They must be taken up by African players. If reasonable and sustainable changes shall be achieved, they will have to be consequently and radically lobbied and fought for by African organizations, including the Church, who works in collaboration with other churches and non-governmental organizations. 

For example, our very strong cooperation with our protestant sisters and brothers from the All African Council of Churches (AACC) in advocacy matters is of great importance in fighting for better terms of trade, an adequate use of Africa’s resources, and more efficient aid mechanisms and a fair share for Africa in the progress of the world’s nations. 

No African nation will be able to go ahead alone. It is of utmost importance, therefore, to strengthen the regional and continental ties between African countries and raise one united African voice in order to defend the interest of Africa’s peoples. The universal and fraternal Church serves as a model in this regard. 

As things stand today, however, the process of integration is too slow and does not show the dynamics with which it ought to have in order to make a difference. The main reasons for this delay include the lack of leadership, the inadequate development of a continental vision and the selfish interests of those who are in positions of authority. 
It is for that reason that SECAM is in the process of establishing a stronger representation at the Headquarters of the African Union (AU) in order to promote the values of Social Teaching of the Church at continental level. Our presence in Addis Ababa (Ethiopia) as well as in Midrand (South Africa) where the African Parliament is located would be a very important symbolic support to reinforce African unity. Right now, as I am talking to you, a delegation of SECAM, all laypeople by the way, holds discussions with the Secretariat of the African Parliament at Midrand.
The strengthening of the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NePAD) process and the vitalization of public participation in the different national African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM) processes is an excellent tool to make further achievements. The Church has played a very active role in some of the organs that manage the African Peer Review Mechanism. 
The Church’s advocacy work goes therefore into the direction of promoting African unity and the co-operation between African leaders and their people.

4. The Biggest Challenge: New FORMS of Leadership

The development of leadership qualities in Africa, and the willingness of the leaders to work together for a common destiny have to be the basis for a substantial increase of Africa’s say in matters of its own concern and interest. This is a fundamental question for good governance on continental level. The Church continues to contribute with its institutions of basic and higher learning to the creation of publicly active personalities who do not first of all seek their personal benefits but the promotion of the common good. 
In recent years, many of our Conferences have pro-actively promoted dialogue with our governments and politicians through Catholic advocacy institutions. In addition, we have started to establish civic education programs for the wider population in many countries.

The Church will have, for this matter, to give a good example itself. The leaders of the Church have to be good examples of open-mindedness, able to look beyond the boundaries of their own influence and capable to implement important development steps by using the given resources adequately and with diligence and transparency.

The time, when dictatorship was the prevailing pattern of rule in Africa is almost over. Constitutional reforms aiming at democratic governance have been set in place in most of the African countries. Our Church, through different Justice and Peace Commissions, has made very meaningful contributions to such processes. Most of the constitutions do now provide for a greater participation of citizens. In reality, however, decisions are still taken by smaller groups if not casts of powerful people, who have no intention of sharing political influence, social and financial benefits of holding political power with others. This is the reason why, in general terms, African Parliaments are by far the weakest arm of government and can hardly control the executive. 
5. THE ROLE OF SECAM

The Church must give a positive example itself. Only then can it effectively play its advocacy role and lobby for a greater participation of citizens in the political and economic processes on national as well as on continental level. 

In order to do so, the different Catholic associations of lawyers, journalists, doctors, politicians, businessmen, etc., have to be strengthened and given a mandate to speak out on behalf of the Church. We promote such efforts through exchange programs organized by SECAM.

SECAM as a continental organisation of the African Bishops will and can only play a complimentary role in these processes. So participation in development has to start in the family, the community, and the parish. Questions of national importance should be dealt with on national level. 

SECAM’s role, among others, is to gather information on good practices in Africa and disseminate them widely, so that the fraternal cooperation in the Universal Church can bear fruits. We are, for example, actually doing this by sharing the experience of the basic needs basket, a powerful advocacy tool, developed by our Zambian sisters and brothers to demonstrate in a simple way the struggles faced by families in meeting their basic cost of living. We believe that this tool can also become the springboard of Catholic justice advocacy on the Continent.

SECAM will also be in a position to carry the voice of Africa into the Universal Church and make the concerns of African men and women heard on that level, so that the Universal Church can also play its advocacy role vis-à-vis the secular world in the interest of Africa.

The forthcoming Second Synod of Bishops for Africa, to be held from the 4th to 25th of October 2009, in Rome, whose theme is The Church in Africa in the Service of Reconciliation, Justice and Peace, is a very important milestone for the Church’s continued role in the fight against injustice.

SECAM has therefore decided to organize a Congress/Workshop of Justice and Peace Commissions in Africa and Madagascar in March 2008 in Kinshasa, Democratic Republic of the Congo. The objective of this Congress/Workshop will be to offer an opportunity to participants to learn from each other by sharing of their particular experiences, to establish a stronger network for advocacy, and to be able to reflect and develop other ways of relating to burning issues on our continent. 

SECAM through the Evangelization/Bible Department has also dealt with the question of social justice, for example, during a congress on Bible and Social Questions in Tanzania in August 2007 in order to show that, questions of social justice are also at the core of evangelization.

This coherent approach of SECAM is also visible in the work of the Department of Communication, which in 2008 is making strong efforts to gain more involvement of Catholic journalists in advocating for the position of the Church as regards matters of justice, peace, good governance and development.

Moreover, SECAM must strengthen its role as a mediator in conflict situations. It is of utmost important to make the voice of the Church heard when it comes to peace making and reconciliation on the continent. The more this voice comes from a continental body the higher are the chances of having a real influence.

6. CONCLUSION 

I want to finish by expressing once again our sincere gratitude to the German Bishops’ Conference and our brothers and sisters in Germany, who through their constant support via our partner MISEREOR help us to fulfil our mission both on the level of concrete development projects and the level of our advocacy and dialogue programs. We wish to congratulate you for the good work you have done in the last fifty years. 
We are sure that, you share our desire to arrive at a situation where unilateral North-South support will no longer be necessary and where we might have one common movement in order to achieve justice in Africa, in Europe and all over the world. We thank God for giving us Misereor as a partner in the fight towards this noble objective.  
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