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Executive Summary

The growth of Russia’s presence across Africa over the last decade has generated 
significant international concern, further exacerbated after Moscow’s invasion of 
Ukraine. Russia’s engagement can affect the interests and policies of the European 
Union (EU) and its member states (MS) in Africa. How should European policymakers 
understand these developments and respond to them? To answer this question, this 
report looks at Russia’s engagement in Africa, reaching three main conclusions.

First, Moscow’s engagement with Africa has so far remained limited as compared to 
that of other global players, particularly in the economic domain. The current level of 
(media) attention devoted to Russia’s role in Africa is thus not supported by sufficient 
evidence of its actual engagement in the continent. At the same time, however, the 
growth of Russia’s presence is a real trend.

Second, Russian actors are guided by a rather loose strategy when it comes to Africa. 
The Russian state has some interests that act as a broad framework. However, the 
actual engagement is carried out not only by state actors, but also by state-backed 
conglomerates and politically connected private businesses. These latter actors have 
their own specific interests, which are not always fully aligned with those of the Russian 
state. While state actors are often driven by geopolitical considerations, Russian 
companies are more interested in economic opportunities.

Third, Russia’s engagement in African countries is significantly shaped by the different 
national contexts and by the interests of African governments. For instance, in a strong 
state like Ethiopia, Russia’s engagement takes place exclusively at the governmental 
level. By contrast, in Sudan and Mali (contexts with weaker state structures), other 
Russian actors like PMCs and private businesses are involved. Yet, in all three cases, 
Moscow’s presence tends to grow when relations between African governments and 
their international partners (especially in the West) deteriorate, often in the wake 
of authoritarian turns. This shows the opportunistic nature of Russia’s engagement, 
as well as the complex trade-offs faced by EU/MS governments when engaging with 
African governments.

These findings have significant consequences for the policy response of the EU and its 
member states. This report suggests that:
(i) Rather than trying to respond reactively to Russia’s presence, EU/MS should focus 

on strengthening their own relations with relevant African partners. Addressing 
some of the political and economic imbalances in the Europe-Africa partnership 
may be an effective way to strengthen such relations, and by doing so to reduce 
the chances of an increase in Russia’s influence.
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(ii) In countries where this preventive strategy is difficult to implement (e.g. when 
facing authoritarian governments), decisions on whether/how to engage should 
go beyond debates about Russia’s (potential) presence, and be based instead on 
a comprehensive understanding of EU/MS interests and norms. Partnerships with 
non-governmental actors (e.g. the private sector, traditional authorities) may allow 
EU/MS governments to remain engaged despite souring ties with the government.

(iii) In countries where Russia’s presence is already established, evidence-based and 
context-specific assessments of this presence should inform the EU/MS policy 
response. This can allow EU/MS governments to avoid overreacting to Russia’s 
influence, while also not underestimating its dangers.

(iv) To pursue their interests in an increasingly multipolar world, EU/MS governments 
should try to strengthen their leverage vis-à-vis Russia (as well as other actors). 
To do so, EU/MS policymakers should leverage more strategically the engagement 
of European businesses across Africa.
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1 Introduction

“The Russian Bear is back”, or so it seems when one looks at the headlines of 
international media outlets.1 Russia has sought to reinforce and restructure its ties with 
a wide array of different countries across the African continent over the last ten years, 
after two decades of relative disengagement following the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union in 1991. Currently, more attention is being devoted to this trend, particularly in 
the context of the growing tensions between Moscow and Western governments in the 
wake of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine.

For policymakers in the European Union (EU) and its member states (MS), Russia’s 
growing footprint in Africa can create challenges. In countries where Moscow’s 
presence is on the rise, such as for instance in Mali, EU/MS governments are 
struggling to decide whether and how to continue their engagement with their African 
counterparts.2 These struggles come at a time when policymakers in various European 
capitals are drafting, updating or refining their Africa strategies, as the continent’s 
relevance continues to grow (in terms of, for instance, economic opportunities, security 
challenges, migratory flows).

In this context, it is important for policymakers to thoroughly assess Russia’s presence 
in Africa, how this presence has come about, and what the response should be. 
A thorough analysis can allow policymakers to avoid following dominant narratives 
that are too often deficient and partial.3

This report seeks to contribute to these debates in three ways. First, it provides an 
assessment of the scale of Moscow’s presence in Africa, showing that although Russia’s 
footprint is rapidly growing, it still remains considerably limited when compared to 
that of other global players. Second, it outlines the drivers and strategies underpinning 
Moscow’s growing presence, showing how such a presence hinges on the interests 
and activities of various Russian actors (including both state actors and private ones), 

1 Clifford, C. 2021. The bear is back: Russian re-engagement with Africa is picking up with Putin in the driving 

seat. Johannesburg: South African Institute of International Affairs.

2 France24. 2022. ‘France reviews Mali military presence after junta expels top envoy’, France24, 1 February, 

https://www.france24.com/en/africa/20220201-france-reviews-response-to-mali-junta-s-expulsion-of-its-

top-envoy (accessed 18 May 2022).

3 For a critique of this kind of analysis, see: Thurston, A. 2022. ‘Four Recent Pieces on Russia in Africa/

The Sahel’, Sahel Blog, 3 May, https://sahelblog.wordpress.com/2022/05/03/four-recent-pieces-on-russia-

in-africa-the-sahel/ (accessed 18 May 2022).

https://www.france24.com/en/africa/20220201-france-reviews-response-to-mali-junta-s-expulsion-of-its-top-envoy
https://www.france24.com/en/africa/20220201-france-reviews-response-to-mali-junta-s-expulsion-of-its-top-envoy
https://sahelblog.wordpress.com/2022/05/03/four-recent-pieces-on-russia-in-africa-the-sahel/
https://sahelblog.wordpress.com/2022/05/03/four-recent-pieces-on-russia-in-africa-the-sahel/
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who rely on a broad set of recurrent tools. Third, by exploring more in detail the cases 
of Ethiopia, Sudan and Mali, the report highlights how each country’s specific context 
heavily shapes the engagement of Russian actors, who often make significant inroads 
into African countries by profiting from the international isolation of local governments. 
On the basis of this analysis, the report provides recommendations for EU/MS 
policymakers on how to respond to Russia’s growing presence in Africa.
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2 Assessing Russia’s 
engagement in Africa

2.1 Historical background

While Russia’s engagement in Africa has sharply increased over the past decade, 
such engagement is not a completely new phenomenon – rather, it is largely rooted in 
the legacy of the Soviet Union’s ties with Africa in the second half of the 20th century. 
In the decades following the end of World War II, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
(USSR) provided considerable support to African independence movements first and 
post-colonial states later – partly as a means to advance its ideological agenda, and 
partly as a tool in its global confrontation with the Western bloc, to which former colonial 
powers like the United Kingdom and France belonged.4 Throughout those decades, 
Soviet support materialized in different forms. These included economic assistance 
(in terms of both economic cooperation packages and technical assistance in developing 
policies), security cooperation (most notably in terms of weapons sales and military 
training), as well as extensive scholarships and training for African students and party 
cadres (a policy that created longstanding ties between African political elites and 
Moscow – ties that outlasted the fall of the USSR).

The fall of the Soviet Union in 1991 resulted in a marked decline in Moscow’s engagement 
in Africa. The prominence of domestic troubles and the lack of financial resources 
prompted policymakers in the new-born Russian Federation to refocus its foreign policy 
on its immediate neighbourhood, leading to a massive withdrawal of its African presence.5 
In the early 2000s, however, as the domestic political situation stabilised and as higher oil 
prices boosted Russia’s economic standing, Moscow again started to consider some form 
of increased engagement in Africa.6 After a slow start, this re-engagement witnessed a 
significant boost as a result of the increasing tensions with the West, particularly in 
the wake of the Russo-Georgian War of 2008 and the annexation of Crimea in 2014. 
As Western countries imposed sanctions on Russia’s economy, Russian companies 
(and particularly those linked to sanctioned individuals) started to look for new markets 

4 Matusevich, M. 2019. ‘Russia in Africa: A search for continuity in a post-Cold War era’, Insight Turkey 21(1), 26.

5 Matusevich, M. 2019. ‘Russia in Africa’, op. cit., 33-35.

6 Stronski, P. 2019. Late to the party: Russia’s return to Africa. Washington: Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace. 
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in other regions, including in Africa.7 Moreover, the Russian government sought to shore 
up its position at the international level by looking for new diplomatic allies. Overall, this 
resulted in a rapidly growing Russian engagement in Africa over the past decade.

2.2 A rapidly-growing engagement

Russia’s growing engagement in Africa over the past decade can be seen across different 
domains. Diplomatically, over the last few years the number of high-level engagements 
between the Russian government and African countries has increased sharply. For 
instance, during the last 5 years of unfettered travel before the pandemic’s outbreak in 
2020, African heads of state and government visited Moscow on more than 20 occasions 
– a major increase, considering that only 17 such visits had occurred over the previous 
15 years (see Figure 1).8 This intensification was compounded by the establishment of 
the Russia-Africa Summit, whose first meeting (hosted in Sochi in October 2019) brought 
to Russia 43 heads of state and government.9 At the same time, high-level Russian 
diplomats (most notably Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and Deputy Minister Mikhail 
Bogdanov) have made increasingly frequent visits to African countries.10

In parallel with this diplomatic re-engagement, economic ties between Russia and Africa 
have grown significantly over the past decade. In 2010-19, the value of Russia’s trade with 
sub-Saharan countries reached an average of USD 2.8 billion per year – a 156% increase 
as compared to the figure for the previous ten years (see Figure 2).11 These figures have 
been accompanied by a growing presence of Russian businesses across the continent. 
Although comprehensive data in this regard is scarce, 2019 was reported to be a record 
year in terms of new greenfield investment projects by Russian companies in Africa, with 

7 Abramova, I.O, and Fituni, L.L. 2020. ‘Russia’s new strategy on Africa’, Herald of the Russian Academy of 

Sciences 90(6), 691; Stronski, P. 2019. Late to the Party, op. cit.; Kortunov, A., Zeiser, N., Kharitonova, E., 

Chkoniya. L., Kotchofa, G., and Ezhov, D. 2020. Africa–Russia+: Achievements, Problems, Prospects. Moscow: 

Joint Report of the Russian Council on International Affairs (RCIA) and the UNION “African Business 

Initiative” (ABI), 35; Kalika, A. 2019. Russia’s “great return” to Africa?, Paris: Institut Français des Relations 

Internationales (IFRI), 6-7, 20-21.

8 Data from the Kremlin website (‘President of Russia’, http://en.kremlin.ru/, accessed 18 May 2022) and 

various media sources; Stronski, P. 2019. Late to the Party, op. cit.

9 Gershkovich, E. 2019. ‘At Russia's Inaugural Africa Summit, Moscow Sells Sovereignty’, The Moscow Times, 

26 October, https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2019/10/26/russias-inaugural-africa-summit-moscow-

sells-sovereignty-a67916 (accessed 18 May 2022); A second Summit meeting is planned for late 2022 

in St. Petersburg, but at the time of writing some doubts have been cast as to whether or not it will be 

organized in the wake of the developments related to the conflict in Ukraine (conversation with a Russian 

diplomat in West Africa, March 2022).

10 Kalika, A. 2019. Russia’s “great return” to Africa?, op. cit., 10.

11 Data from: World Integrated Trade Solutions, https://wits.worldbank.org/ (accessed 18 May 2022). 

Elaboration by the authors.

http://en.kremlin.ru/
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2019/10/26/russias-inaugural-africa-summit-moscow-sells-sovereignty-a67916
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2019/10/26/russias-inaugural-africa-summit-moscow-sells-sovereignty-a67916
https://wits.worldbank.org/
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19 such deals recorded.12 The Sochi summit of October 2019 gave a significant boost in 
this regard, paving the way for the signature of 92 economic deals worth an estimated total 
of USD 14 billion.13 Air links between Russia and Africa have also increased over the past 
years, with prominent African companies like Ethiopian Airlines launching new connections 
between Moscow and the continent.14

Figure 1 Visits to Moscow by African heads of state and government15
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Figure 2 Average annual trade flows between Russia and Sub-Saharan Africa16
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12 Irwin-Hunt, A. 2020. ‘Russia’s ongoing charm offensive in Africa’, FDi Intelligence, 15 September, https://www.

fdiintelligence.com/content/feature/russias-ongoing-charm-offensive-in-africa-78348 (accessed 18 May 2022). 

13 Irwin-Hunt, A. 2020. ‘Russia’s ongoing charm offensive in Africa’, op. cit.

14 Noëth, B. 2018. ‘Ethiopian airlines to connect Africa with Russia’, Aviation24.be, 29 October, https://www.

aviation24.be/airlines/ethiopian-airlines/connect-africa-russia-1-december/ (accessed 18 May 2022).

15 Kremlin. ‘Events – President’, Kremlin, http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news (accessed 18 May 2022).

16 Data from: World Integrated Trade Solutions, https://wits.worldbank.org/ (accessed 18 May 2022). Elaboration 

by the authors.

https://www.fdiintelligence.com/content/feature/russias-ongoing-charm-offensive-in-africa-78348
https://www.fdiintelligence.com/content/feature/russias-ongoing-charm-offensive-in-africa-78348
https://www.aviation24.be/airlines/ethiopian-airlines/connect-africa-russia-1-december/
https://www.aviation24.be/airlines/ethiopian-airlines/connect-africa-russia-1-december/
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news
https://wits.worldbank.org/
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Russia’s increasing attention towards Africa has also been reflected in the intensification 
of military cooperation, a domain in which Russia already enjoyed a prominent position. 
Russian arms exports to African countries increased by 28% in 2012-21 as compared 
to the (already significant) figures for the previous decade (see Figure 3).17 Moreover, 
between 2015 and 2018 alone, Russia signed over 20 bilateral military cooperation 
agreements with African governments (for an overview of these agreements, see 
Figure 7).18 Although the extent to which this cooperation has materialised remains 
unclear, the signing of such agreements has continued in recent years, as testified by 
the deals inked with African heavyweights like Ethiopia and Nigeria during the summer 
of 2021.19

Figure 3 Russia’s arms exports towards Africa, 2002-202120
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17 Data from: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute. ‘SIPRI Arms Transfers Database’, 

https://www.sipri.org/databases/armstransfers (accessed 18 May 2022); elaboration by the authors. 

These figures refer to all African countries, including those in North Africa.

18 Hedenskog, J. 2018. Russia is stepping up its military cooperation in Africa, Stockholm: Swedish Defence 

Research Agency; Vigne, E. 2019. Le retour militaire de la Russie en Afrique subsaharienne : quels 

fondements ?, Brussels: Groupe de recherche et d'information sur la paix et la sécurité (GRIP).

19 Kenyette, P. 2021. ‘Ethiopia, Russia sign military cooperation agreement’, Military Africa, 14 July, 

https://www.military.africa/2021/07/ethiopia-russia-signs-military-cooperation-agreement (accessed 

18 May 2022); VOA News. 2021. ‘Nigeria, Russia sign military agreement’, Voice of America, 27 August, 

https://www.voanews.com/a/africa_nigeria-russia-sign-military-agreement/6210035.html (accessed 

18 May 2022). 

20 Data from: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute. ‘SIPRI Arms Transfers Database’, 

https://www.sipri.org/databases/armstransfers (accessed 18 May 2022); elaboration by the authors. 

TIV is the unit developed by SIPRI to measure arms transfers.

https://www.sipri.org/databases/armstransfers
https://www.voanews.com/a/africa_nigeria-russia-sign-military-agreement/6210035.html
https://www.sipri.org/databases/armstransfers
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2.3 A relatively marginal position

Despite this sharp increase in diplomatic, economic and security cooperation, however, 
it is crucial to note that Russia’s ties with African countries still lag considerably behind 
those of other players that are active on the continent, such as China, the United States 
(US), as well as the EU and some of its member states.

The domain in which this gap is most pronounced is that of economic cooperation. 
In 2019, for instance, Russian imports accounted for only about 1% of sub-Saharan 
Africa’s overall imports – a figure much lower than that of China (18%), the US (6%), 
as well as the Netherlands (3%) (see Figure 4).21 Russia’s relevance as a market for 
African exports was even more limited, with Moscow accounting for a mere 0.3% of 
sub-Saharan Africa’s exports (as compared to 11% for China and 5% for the US and 
the Netherlands).22 Russia’s relevance is similarly limited in terms of foreign direct 
investment (FDI). As for 2017, less than 1% of Africa’s FDI stock originated from Russia, 
and the number of greenfield projects announced by Russia-based companies between 
2003 and 2020 has been only a fraction of the equivalent numbers for their Chinese 
and US counterparts.23

Figure 4 Trade flows of Sub-Saharan Africa, 201924

Partner country

Imports Exports

Value [USD bn] Share [%] Value [USD bn] Share [%]

World 235.4 100.0 241.4 100.0

Russia 3.3 1.3 0.7 0.3

China 45.5 18.0 26.0 10.8

India 17.1 6.7 18.5 7.7

United States 16.4 6.5 12.5 5.2

United Kingdom 6.6 2.6 7.7 3.2

Germany 12.4 4.9 9.7 4.0

Netherlands 6.9 2.7 11.3 4.7

21 World Integrated Trade Solutions. ‘Sub-Saharan Africa Imports, Tariffs by country and region’, https://wits.

worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/SSF/Year/2019/TradeFlow/Import (accessed 18 May 2022).

22 World Integrated Trade Solutions. ‘Sub-Saharan Africa Exports, Tariffs by country and region’, https://wits.

worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/SSF/Year/2019/TradeFlow/Export (accessed 18 May 2022).

23 Irwin-Hunt, A. 2020. ‘Russia’s ongoing charm offensive in Africa’, op. cit.

24 World Integrated Trade Solutions. ‘Sub-Saharan Africa Imports, Tariffs by country and region’, https://wits.

worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/SSF/Year/2019/TradeFlow/Import (accessed 18 May 2022); 

World Integrated Trade Solutions. ‘Sub-Saharan Africa Exports, Tariffs by country and region’, https://wits.

worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/SSF/Year/2019/TradeFlow/Export (accessed 18 May 2022).

https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/SSF/Year/2019/TradeFlow/Import
https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/SSF/Year/2019/TradeFlow/Import
https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/SSF/Year/2019/TradeFlow/Export
https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/SSF/Year/2019/TradeFlow/Export
https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/SSF/Year/2019/TradeFlow/Import
https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/SSF/Year/2019/TradeFlow/Import
https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/SSF/Year/2019/TradeFlow/Export
https://wits.worldbank.org/CountryProfile/en/Country/SSF/Year/2019/TradeFlow/Export
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A domain where Russia has arguably managed to make more progress is that of 
diplomatic contacts. The 2019 Sochi Summit was a major success in this regard, 
attracting 43 African heads of state and government – a participation comparable to 
that of EU-African Union (AU) summits (about 40 leaders in 2022), and second only to 
China’s Forum on China–Africa Cooperation (FOCAC, with 51 African leaders attending 
in 2018).25 Still, looking at other indicators, Russia’s diplomatic engagement still seems to 
lag behind that of other global players. For instance, the number of Russian diplomatic 
missions across the continent (40 embassies and 6 consulates) is lower than the 
equivalent number for China (52 and 9), the US (50 and 7) and the EU (48 delegations), 
while being comparable to that of individual EU countries like Germany (43 and 2) 
(see Figure 5).26

Even in terms of security cooperation – Russia’s traditional strength – Russia’s footprint 
in Africa is in some respects lighter than that of other countries. To be sure, Russia 
remains the largest weapons supplier for African states (44% of recorded arms imports 
in 2017-21), followed at some distance behind by the US (17%), China (10%) and France 
(6%) (see Figure 6).27 In terms of military presence, however, Russia lags well behind 
these actors. The US maintains by far the largest presence (with 15 fixed military outposts 
and 12 temporary locations), followed by France (6 permanent bases and several smaller 
temporary ones). Other countries whose engagement on the African continent is more 
recent have also established a military presence: in 2017, for instance, China opened a 
naval base in Djibouti, while Turkey opened a military base in Somalia to train Somali 

25 Gershkovich, E. 2019. ‘At Russia's Inaugural Africa Summit’, op. cit.; Szucs, A. 2022. ‘EU-Africa summit: 

New words same game’, AA, 17 February, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/africa/eu-africa-summit-new-words-

same-game/2505004 (accessed 18 May 2022); Nantulya, P. 2021. ‘The forum on China-Africa cooperation 

at 21: Where to next?’, 3 September, Africa Centre for Strategic Studies, https://africacenter.org/spotlight/

focac-forum-china-africa-cooperation-21-where-to-next/ (accessed 18 May 2022).

26 For Russia, see: The Russian Federation. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs. ‘Russia in International Relations’, 

https://mid.ru/en/ (accessed 18 May 2022); For China, see: People’s Republic of China. The Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs. ‘Chinese Embassies’, https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjb_663304/zwjg_665342/2490_665344/ 

(accessed 18 May 2022); Lowy Institute. 2019. ‘Global diplomacy index – 2019’, https://globaldiplomacyindex.

lowyinstitute.org/ (accessed 18 May 2022). For the US, see: US Embassy. ‘Websites of U.S. Embassies, 

Consulates, and Diplomatic Missions’, https://www.usembassy.gov/ (accessed 18 May 2022). For the EU, 

see: European External Action Service. ‘EU Diplomatic Representations’, https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/

eu-world-0_en (accessed 18 May 2022). For Germany, see: Federal Foreign Office. ‘German Missions Abroad’, 

https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/en/about-us/auslandsvertretungen (accessed 18 May 2022). 

27 SIPRI. 2022. Trends in international arms transfers, 2021, 7. The figures are slightly different for sub-Saharan 

Africa, with Russia accounting for 30% of imports, followed by China (20%), France (10%) and the US (5%) in 

2016-2020 (SIPRI. 2021. Trends in international arms transfers, 2020, 8).

https://www.aa.com.tr/en/africa/eu-africa-summit-new-words-same-game/2505004
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/africa/eu-africa-summit-new-words-same-game/2505004
https://africacenter.org/spotlight/focac-forum-china-africa-cooperation-21-where-to-next/
https://africacenter.org/spotlight/focac-forum-china-africa-cooperation-21-where-to-next/
https://mid.ru/en/
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjb_663304/zwjg_665342/2490_665344/
https://globaldiplomacyindex.lowyinstitute.org/
https://globaldiplomacyindex.lowyinstitute.org/
https://www.usembassy.gov/
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/eu-world-0_en
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/eu-world-0_en
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/en/about-us/auslandsvertretungen
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forces.28 By contrast, at this moment in time, the Russian armed forces do not have any 
permanent military presence in Africa. Previous attempts to establish an outpost in 
Djibouti were reportedly thwarted by US pressure, while a deal for the establishment 
of a naval facility on Sudan’s coast is currently under discussion with the Sudanese 
government.29

Figure 5 Diplomatic presence of Russia and other countries in Africa30
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28 Turse, N. 2020. ‘Pentagon’s own map of U.S bases in Africa contradicts its claim of “light” footprint’, 

The Intercept, 27 February, https://theintercept.com/2020/02/27/africa-us-military-bases-africom/ 

(accessed 18 May 2022); Sundberg, A. 2019. France – A continuing military presence in Francophone Africa, 

Stockholm: Swedish Defence Research Agency; Reuters. 2017. ‘China formally opens first overseas military 

base in Djibouti’, Reuters, 1 August, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-djibouti-idUSKBN1AH3E3 

(accessed 18 May 2022); Al Jazeera. 2017. ‘Turkey sets up largest overseas army base in Somalia’, 

Al Jazeera, 1 October, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/10/1/turkey-sets-up-largest-overseas-army-

base-in-somalia (accessed 18 May 2022). 

29 Ramani, S. 2020. Russia’s post Sudan naval base: A power play on the red sea, RUSI.

30 For Russia, see: The Russian Federation. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs. ‘Russia in International 

Relations’, https://mid.ru/en/ (accessed 18 May 2022); For China, see: People’s Republic of China. 

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs. ‘Chinese Embassies’, https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjb_663304/

zwjg_665342/2490_665344/ (accessed 18 May 2022); Lowy Institute. 2019. ‘Global diplomacy index – 2019’, 

https://globaldiplomacyindex.lowyinstitute.org/ (accessed 18 May 2022). For the US, see: US Embassy. 

‘Websites of U.S. Embassies, Consulates, and Diplomatic Missions’, https://www.usembassy.gov/  

(accessed 18 May 2022). For the EU, see: European External Action Service. ‘EU Diplomatic 

Representations’, https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/eu-world-0_en (accessed 18 May 2022). For Germany, 

see: Federal Foreign Office. ‘German Missions Abroad’, https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/en/about-us/

auslandsvertretungen (accessed 18 May 2022).

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-china-djibouti-idUSKBN1AH3E3
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/10/1/turkey-sets-up-largest-overseas-army-base-in-somalia
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2017/10/1/turkey-sets-up-largest-overseas-army-base-in-somalia
https://mid.ru/en/
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjb_663304/zwjg_665342/2490_665344/
https://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/wjb_663304/zwjg_665342/2490_665344/
https://globaldiplomacyindex.lowyinstitute.org/
https://www.usembassy.gov/
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Figure 6 Sources of African arms imports31
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Overall, a careful look at Russia’s engagement in Africa thus suggests that although 
Moscow’s presence is sharply rising, it starts from a relatively low baseline. This 
leaves Moscow lagging well behind other global players that are active on the African 
continent, and suggests that the commotion resulting from Russia’s return to Africa 
does not correspond to Russia’s actual engagement in the continent. These observations 
thus call for a balanced assessment of Russia’s presence in Africa – an assessment 
that should not overestimate such a presence, while also not underestimating its rapid 
growth over the past few years.

31 SIPRI. 2022. Trends in international arms transfers, 2021, 7.
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3 The view from Russia: 
A loose strategy

3.1 Multiple actors in a loose strategy

Although the engagement of Russian actors across Africa has been growing over the 
past decade, the continent can hardly be described as a priority for policymakers in 
Moscow so far. Africa is barely mentioned in all major strategic documents guiding 
Russia’s foreign and security policy, including foreign policy concepts, military doctrines 
and national security strategies.32 Moreover, while several world regions are assigned 
a Deputy Foreign Minister, responsibility for Africa is included within the broader 
portfolio of Mikhail Bogdanov, the Deputy Foreign Minister covering the Middle East 
and North Africa – a region that enjoys a considerably higher priority for Moscow.33 
Perhaps reflecting this relative lack of prioritization, the Russian government has so far 
not published an Africa strategy comparable to those outlined by other global players 
such as China and the US, limiting itself to relying on a (classified) policy document first 
drafted in the 1990s and regularly updated since then.34

Yet, despite the lack of a formal public strategy, a close look at the engagement of 
Russian actors throughout the continent makes it possible to define the contours 
of a de facto Africa strategy. This strategy hinges on the interests and activities of 
a wide range of players, including – but not limited to – the Russian state. Within 
the government, Russia’s Africa policy is managed by the President and by relevant 

32 Dreyfus, E. 2020. Moscow’s limited prospects in Sub-Saharan Africa, Kennan Cable, Washington: Wilson 

Centre.

33 Dreyfus, E. 2020. Moscow’s limited prospects, op. cit. While Russia has traditionally devoted more attention 

to North Africa, this region falls under the purview of the Middle East and North Africa Department 

(MENAD), rather than the Africa Department (DAF). Russian Federation. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

2022. ‘Structural diagram of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Russia’, https://mid.ru/en/about/structure/

central_office/ (accessed 18 May 2022).

34 Even during the Trump administration, widely regarded as lacking attention towards Africa, the US issued 

an Africa strategy (White House Archive. Foreign Policy. 2018. President Donald J. Trump’s Africa Strategy 

Advances Prosperity, Security, and Stability.). China also has well-defined policy documents on Africa 

(People’s Republic of China. The State Council Information Office. 2021. China and Africa in the New Era: 

A Partnership of Equals). No such document exists for Russia (Dreyfus, E. 2020. Moscow’s limited prospects, 

op. cit.). Yet, Russian policymakers have reportedly relied on a classified policy document, first drafted 

in the 1990s and regularly updated since then (Karaganov, S. 2021. Africa: Development prospects and 

recommendations for Russian policy, Moscow: Situation Analysis, 130).

https://mid.ru/en/about/structure/central_office/
https://mid.ru/en/about/structure/central_office/
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sectoral ministries, most notably those of foreign affairs and defence.35 Alongside the 
government, a number of state-owned or state-backed conglomerates – particularly 
in the extractive and energy sectors (e.g. Alrosa, Rusal, Rosatom, Gazprom, etc.) – are 
active across the African continent.36 In addition, the last few years have witnessed the 
increasing involvement of private companies owned by businesspeople with strong links 
to political elites in Moscow – the most notable case being that of Yevgeny Prigozhin, 
reportedly a close associate of President Vladimir Putin.37

The degree to which the interests and activities of these various actors are coordinated 
into a coherent strategy is subject to debate and seems to vary across cases. In the case 
of state-owned conglomerates, for instance, the government has reportedly retained its 
ability to influence the strategy of these companies, while at the same time leaving them 
the necessary space to make decisions based on economic opportunities.38 In the case 
of private companies, however, coordination with the government has reportedly been 
more confused. While it is widely believed that these private companies operate with the 
consent (if not the encouragement) of the state, Russian officials have noted that these 
private ventures are too often not harmonized with the state’s goals, and at times even 
contradict them.39

These observations suggest that Russia’s strategy in Africa is rather a loose one, 
whereby the government provides a broad framework based on state interests, allowing 
(semi-)private actors to support its objectives by pursuing their own interests within 
that given framework. It is in this complex context that the next section seeks to outline 
some of the major drivers and recurrent tools that underpin the engagement of these 
Russian actors across Africa.

35 Other ministries regularly involved in implementing the government’s Africa policies are those of 

economic development, industry and trade, education and science. Karaganov, S. 2021. Africa, op. cit., 131; 

Kalika, A. 2019. Russia’s “great return” to Africa?, op. cit. 

36 Irwin-Hunt, A. 2020. ‘Russia’s ongoing charm offensive in Africa’, op. cit.; Kalika, A. 2019. Russia’s “great 

return” to Africa?, op. cit., 22-24.

37 Kalika, A. 2019. Russia’s “great return” to Africa?, op. cit., 20-22; Olivier, M. 2021. ‘Russia/Africa: Wagner, an 

investigation into Putin’s mercenaries’, The Africa Report, 28 July, https://www.theafricareport.com/112649/

russia-africa-wagner-an-investigation-into-putins-mercenaries/ (accessed 18 May 2022); Marten, K. 2019. 

Into Africa: Prigozhin, Wagner, and the Russian military, PONARS Eurasia.

38 Kalika, A. 2019. Russia’s “great return” to Africa?, op. cit., 22-24.

39 Rácz, A. 2020. Band of brothers: The Wagner group and the Russian state, Washington: CSIS; Karaganov, S. 

2021. Africa, op. cit., 132. Remarkably, voices within the Russian foreign policy establishment have 

expressed the desire “to eliminate or minimize the activity of political entrepreneurs operating in Africa 

under the Russian flag and seeking to acquire state support in order to rapidly monetize it thereafter” 

(Karaganov, S. 2021. Africa, op. cit., 136).

https://www.theafricareport.com/112649/russia-africa-wagner-an-investigation-into-putins-mercenaries/
https://www.theafricareport.com/112649/russia-africa-wagner-an-investigation-into-putins-mercenaries/
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3.2 Drivers of Russian engagement

The engagement of Russian actors across Africa is determined by a combination 
of different driving forces, including geopolitical considerations, economic interests, 
as well as domestic political concerns.

From a geopolitical standpoint, according to many observers, Moscow’s Africa push is 
tightly related to the Russian government’s long-standing quest for a more multipolar 
world, as well as to the growing competition between Moscow and the West at the 
global level.40 After Russia’s recovery from the difficult decades that followed the 
USSR’s fall, policymakers in Moscow reportedly sought to re-establish the country’s 
erstwhile global reach, including across the African continent. Seeking to avoid the 
large-scale commitments typical of the Cold War times, in the last couple of decades 
Russia has reportedly adopted a more opportunistic strategy, seeking to score points 
against its global competitors at a low cost.41 Examples of such dynamics can be seen 
in diverse cases such as those of Ethiopia, the Central African Republic (CAR) and Mali, 
where Moscow has exploited the dissatisfaction of African political and security elites 
with their Western partners to gain new allies on the continent, while weakening the 
alliances of its Western competitors.42

In addition to this geopolitical competition, Russia’s push into Africa has also been 
driven by a quest for economic opportunities. Currently, official trade with sub-Saharan 
Africa is of little relevance to Russia and its companies, accounting for less than 1% 
of Moscow’s total trade turnover.43 However, much like most other countries in the 
world, Russia sees Africa as a continent with a vast economic potential, due to its 
large and growing market and its abundance of natural resources.44 Over the past 
decades, African countries have come to play a relevant role in some strategic sectors 
of Russia’s economy. For instance, as much as 25% of Russian aluminium is made from 
bauxite coming from Guinea, where Russian aluminium producer Rusal owns a large 

40 Stronski, P. 2019. Late to the Party, op. cit; Conversation with European diplomat with diplomatic experience 

in Russia, March 2022.

41 Ramani, S. 2020. “Engaged opportunism” Russia’s role in the Horn of Africa, Foreign Policy Research 

Institute. 

42 Siegle, J. 2022. ‘How Russia is pursuing state capture in Africa’, London School of Economics Blog. 

For more details on the cases of Ehtiopia and Mali, see the case studies below.

43 Data from: World Integrated Trade Solutions, https://wits.worldbank.org/ (accessed 18 May 2022). 

Elaboration by the authors. It should be noted, however, that most of these purchases have been made by 

Algeria and Egypt, with sub-Saharan Africa accounting for around 3% of Moscow’s sales over the past 

twenty years. 

44 Abramova, I.O, and Fituni, L.L. 2020. ‘Russia’s new strategy on Africa’, op. cit.; Kortunov, A. et al. 2020. 

Africa–Russia+, op. cit.; Balytnikov, V., Barabanov, O., Yemelyanov, A., Poletaev, D., Sir, I. and Zaiser, N. 

2019. Russia’s return to Africa: Strategy and prospects, Moscow: Valdai Discussion Club. 

https://wits.worldbank.org/
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mining concession.45 Other large Russian state-backed conglomerates, mostly in the 
extractive industry sector, also have active operations across Africa.46 Moreover, over the 
last decades Africa has also grown into an increasingly important market for Russian 
weapons. Between 2017 and 2021, African countries accounted for 27% of Moscow’s 
overall arms sales (up from 9% in 2002-06), while Russian companies also continued to 
provide maintenance services for Soviet-era equipment.47

Over the last ten years, these geopolitical and economic drivers have also tended to 
reinforce each other, as the increasing confrontation between Russia and the West – 
particularly after the crises in Georgia (2008) and Ukraine (2014) – has provided a further 
impetus for Russian actors to engage with African countries.48 On the diplomatic level, 
facing increasing isolation from the West, the Russian government has been eager to 
gain new allies across the continent in order to shore up its position in international 
forums such as the United Nations (UN). Some of Moscow’s African allies, for instance, 
have lent their support to Russia on key UN votes in relation to the annexation of 
Crimea in 2014 and the recent invasion of Ukraine.49 Moreover, on the economic level, 
the sanctions imposed by Western countries on Russia’s economy (compounded by the 
counter-sanctions imposed by the Kremlin) have cut a number of Russian companies 
out of Western markets. In response, some of these companies (particularly those under 

45 Balytninkov et al. 2019, 23.

46 For instance, Alrosa (diamonds) is engaged in Angola and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), 

Nordgold (gold) is active in Burkina Faso and Guinea, while Rosneft, Gazprom, Lukoil and Tatneft (oil and 

gas) have interests in Algeria, Egypt, Libya, the Republic of the Congo, Nigeria and Mozambique. Irwin-

Hunt, A. 2020. ‘Russia’s ongoing charm offensive in Africa’, op. cit.; S&P Global. 2019. ‘Analysis: Russia 

looks to Africa to broaden its global energy influence’, S&P Global, 22 October https://www.spglobal.com/

commodityinsights/en/market-insights/latest-news/oil/102219-analysis-russia-looks-to-africa-to-broaden-

its-global-energy-influence (accessed 18 May 2022); Norgold. 2021. ‘Nordgold has mines and development 

projects, as well as investment projects in 6 countries – Burkina Faso, Guinea, Russia, Kazakhstan, French 

Guiana and Canada’, https://www.nordgold.com/about/geography/ (accessed 18 May 2022). 

47 Data from: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute. ‘SIPRI Arms Transfers Database’, 

https://www.sipri.org/databases/armstransfers (accessed 18 May 2022); elaboration by the authors. 

Kalika, A. 2019. Russia’s “great return” to Africa?, op. cit., 8. It should be noted, however, that the bulk of 

the growth in Russian arms exports to Africa is related to purchases by Algeria and Egypt.

48 Abramova, I.O, and Fituni, L.L. 2020. ‘Russia’s new strategy on Africa’, op. cit., 691; Stronski, P. 2019. 

Late to the Party, op. cit.

49 In 2014, Sudan and Zimbabwe voted against the UNGA resolution declaring Crimea’s independence 

referendum illegitimate (France 24. 2014. ‘UN votes to reject Russian annexation of Crimea’, France 24, 

27 March https://www.france24.com/en/20140327-un-general-assembly-votes-reject-russian-annexation-

crimea (accessed 18 May 2022)). In 2022, a large number of African countries (e.g. Algeria, Burundi, CAR, 

Congo, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Gabon, Mali, Zimbabwe) have opposed Russia’s suspension from the Human Rights 

Council (UN News. 2022. ‘UN General Assembly votes to suspend Russia from the Human Rights Council’, 

UN News, 7 April https://news.un.org/en/story/2022/04/1115782 (accessed 18 May 2022). 

https://www.spglobal.com/commodityinsights/en/market-insights/latest-news/oil/102219-analysis-russia-looks-to-africa-to-broaden-its-global-energy-influence
https://www.spglobal.com/commodityinsights/en/market-insights/latest-news/oil/102219-analysis-russia-looks-to-africa-to-broaden-its-global-energy-influence
https://www.spglobal.com/commodityinsights/en/market-insights/latest-news/oil/102219-analysis-russia-looks-to-africa-to-broaden-its-global-energy-influence
https://www.nordgold.com/about/geography/
https://www.sipri.org/databases/armstransfers
https://www.france24.com/en/20140327-un-general-assembly-votes-reject-russian-annexation-crimea
https://www.france24.com/en/20140327-un-general-assembly-votes-reject-russian-annexation-crimea
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sanctions) have tried to shift their operations to Africa, partly in order to compensate for 
the decrease in operations in other markets, and partly as an opportunity to (re)inject 
sanctioned or illegally-obtained capital into international markets.50 This has also led 
to an increased engagement by Russian actors in illicit economic activities, such as for 
instance gold smuggling from Sudan, which has reportedly been used to sanction-proof 
the Russian economy by boosting its gold reserves.51

Finally, according to some observers, Russia’s growing engagement in Africa may also 
be partly traced back to domestic political concerns. In a political system grounded 
in patronage, providing lucrative economic opportunities abroad for businesspeople 
(particularly those squeezed by Western sanctions) can be a good tool for political 
elites in Moscow to build loyalty among selected business elites.52 Moreover, economic 
opportunities overseas may provide returns for state-owned companies, with a positive 
impact on the state’s coffers. Overall, therefore, a push into Africa by Russian companies 
may provide economic benefits for a wide range of Russian actors, while also expanding 
Moscow’s footprint overseas without straining the state’s budget – surely a welcome 
combination from the perspective of the Russian government.

3.3 Moscow’s recurrent tools

Besides the broad drivers outlined above, it is also possible to identify a set of tools 
that are recurrently employed by Russian actors in support of Moscow’s loose Africa 
strategy. In particular, this toolbox includes security, economic, political and soft 
power tools.

Security tools are arguably the most relevant instruments of Russian influence in Africa. 
Three quarters of the continent’s states are estimated to rely on Soviet-made military 
equipment, for which, to date, Russian companies continue to provide maintenance 
and upgrading.53 This legacy, together with the good reputation of Russian weapons 
in terms of value for money and the absence of political conditions attached to arms 

50 Kortunov, A. et al. 2020. Africa–Russia+, op. cit., 35; Kalika, A. 2019. Russia’s “great return” to Africa?, 

op. cit., 6-7, 20-21; conversation with a researcher on Russia’s role in Central Africa and with a former 

Dutch diplomat with experience in Russia, March 2022. For more details, see below on the involvement of 

companies related to Russian businessman Yevgeny Prigozhin.

51 Collins, T. 2022. ‘How Putin prepared for sanctions with tonnes of African gold’, The Telegraph, 3 March, 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/global-health/terror-and-security/putin-prepared-sanctions-tonnes-african-

gold/ (accessed 18 May 2022).

52 For some reflections on the interlinkages between domestic and foreign policy dynamics in relation to 

Russia’s engagement in Africa, see: Marten, K. 2019. Into Africa, op. cit.; Lechner, J. 2021. ‘To counter 

Russia in Africa, America should rethink its own role’, War on the Rocks, 20 May, https://warontherocks.

com/2021/05/to-counter-russia-in-africa-america-should-rethink-its-own-role/ (accessed 18 May 2022).

53 Kalika, A. 2019. Russia’s “great return” to Africa?, op. cit., 8.

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/global-health/terror-and-security/putin-prepared-sanctions-tonnes-african-gold/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/global-health/terror-and-security/putin-prepared-sanctions-tonnes-african-gold/
https://warontherocks.com/2021/05/to-counter-russia-in-africa-america-should-rethink-its-own-role/
https://warontherocks.com/2021/05/to-counter-russia-in-africa-america-should-rethink-its-own-role/
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sales, has contributed to consolidating Russia’s position as Africa’s top seller of 
weapons (especially transport and combat helicopters, anti-tank and surface-to-
air missiles, as well as fighter aircraft).54 Besides these sales, Russia also leverages 
broader security cooperation deals to strengthen cooperation with African countries 
in various fields, including counterterrorism, anti-piracy, as well as peacekeeping.55 
These deals often include provisions for the training of African military personnel 
(including to-be-deployed UN peacekeepers), as well as support for the development 
of military national capabilities more broadly.56 In a number of cases (e.g. Sudan), such 
training has also supported African governments in bolstering their internal security 
forces.57 In addition to these traditional security cooperation tools, over the last few years 
Russia has also increasingly relied on the deployment of private military companies 
(PMCs), most notably the now notorious Wagner Group. Russian PMC operatives have 
sprung up across the continent (see Figure 7), often in relation to bilateral deals signed 
at the governmental level, as well as to concessions made to Russian companies in the 
extractive industries sector (for more details, see Box 1).

Box 1 Russian PMCs in Africa

Over past decades, the involvement of PMCs – not only from Russia, but also 
from other countries such as the US, the UK and France – has become an 
increasingly frequent feature of foreign engagement in Africa.58 Among the 
Russian PMCs active in Africa, the Wagner Group has become by far the most 
well known, with reported operations across the whole continent (e.g. in Libya, 

54 Russia accounts for 44% of all African imports (30% if only sub-Saharan Africa is considered). SIPRI. 2022. 

Trends in international arms transfers, 2021, 7; SIPRI. 2021. Trends in international arms transfers, 2020, 8; 

Kalika, A. 2019. Russia’s “great return” to Africa?, op. cit., 8; Connolly, R., and Sendstad, C. 2017. Russia’s role 

as an arms exporter: The strategic and economic importance of arms exports for Russia, London: Chatham 

House; Kondratenko, T. 2020. ‘Russian arms exports to Africa: Moscow’s long-term strategy’, DW, 29 May, 

https://www.dw.com/en/russian-arms-exports-to-africa-moscows-long-term-strategy/a-53596471 

(accessed 18 May 2022). These figures exclude maintenance contracts.

55 Hedenskog, J. 2018. Russia is stepping up its military cooperation in Africa, op. cit.

56 Hedenskog, J. 2018. Russia is stepping up its military cooperation in Africa, op. cit.; Addis Standard. 2022. 

‘#ASDailyScoop: Russian Navy delegation witness Ethiopia’s effort to build modern navy’, Addis Standard, 

18 February, https://addisstandard.com/asdailyscoop-russian-navy-delegation-witness-ethiopias-effort-

to-build-modern-navy/ (accessed 18 May 2022). 

57 Caniglia, M., and Murphy, T. 2021. ‘Khartoum’s autocratic enabler: Russia in Sudan’, European Council on 

Foreign Relations, 15 December, https://ecfr.eu/article/khartoums-autocratic-enabler-russia-in-sudan/ 

(accessed 18 May 2022). 

58 Durmaz, M., and Abdullahi, M. 2022. ‘‘White hands’: The rise of private armies in African conflicts’, 

Al Jazeera, 28 April, https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2022/4/28/white-hands-the-rise-of-private-

militaries-in-african-conflict (accessed 18 May 2022); Rühl, B. 2021. ‘Why private foreign security 

companies are booming in Africa’, DW, 2 July, https://www.dw.com/en/why-private-foreign-security-

companies-are-booming-in-africa/a-58134009 (accessed 18 May 2022).
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Mali, Sudan, the CAR, Madagascar, Mozambique).59 However, other Russian 
PMCs have also been active – most notably the Patriot Group (e.g. in the CAR, 
Burundi) and Sewa Security Services (e.g. the CAR).60 These groups perform 
a wide variety of functions. Officially, their tasks include the training of African 
security forces, the personal protection of senior officials (up to the president, as 
in the case of the CAR), as well as the protection of key sites (including energy 
infrastructure and mining sites).61 In reality, however, in some cases Russian PMC 
operatives have also reportedly engaged in intelligence gathering and in direct 
combat operations.62 When various groups are deployed in the same country 
(e.g. the CAR), there seems to be a division of labour among them, with Wagner 
more engaged in military operations, while Patriot and Sewa take the lead in the 
protection of officials and assets.63

In the case of the Wagner Group, the presence of PMC operatives has also been 
tied to the economic interests of private companies with links to the business 
empire of Yevgeny Prigozhin, who is widely believed to be the ultimate financier 
of Wagner.64 In the case of Sudan and the CAR, for instance, the ownership 
structure of local mining companies (e.g. Meroe Gold and Lobaye Invest) has 
been traced back to companies tied to Prigozhin’s business empire (e.g. M-Invest 
and M-Finance, which in turn have reported ties to Prigozhin’s Concord Group).65 
Moreover, in-depth analyses of customs data have shown that both Meroe Gold 
and Lobaye Invest have over the years received shipments of items such as 
armoured vehicles (later spotted in military training camps in the CAR and close 
to protest sites in Khartoum), as well as a transport helicopter (later portrayed, 
manned by Russian personnel, while delivering humanitarian aid in the CAR).66 
This shows the extent to which the presence of PMCs relates not only to security 
cooperation deals (often involving the Russian government), but also to an 

59 Katz, B., Jones, S. G., Doxsee, C. and Harrington, N. 2020. ‘Moscow’s mercenary wars’, Center for 

Strategic and International Studies, https://russianpmcs.csis.org/ (accessed 18 May 2022); Askar, A. 2020. 
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model, Abu Dhabi: Emirati Policy Centre. 

60 Sukhankin, S. 2018. Russia’s New PMC Patriot: The Kremlin’s Bid for a Greater Role in Africa?, Washington: 

The Jamestown Foundation; Narayanan, S. 2019. The mercenaries behind Russian operations in Africa, 

Washington: The Jamestown Foundation.

61 Katz, B. et al. 2020. ‘Moscow’s mercenary wars’, op. cit.

62 Katz, B. et al. 2020. ‘Moscow’s mercenary wars’, op. cit. 

63 Olivier, M. 2021. ‘Russia/Africa’, op. cit.; Sukhanin, S. 2018. ‘Russia’s New PMC Patriot: The Kremlin’s Bid 

for a Greater Role in Africa?’, Eurasia Daily Monitor 15(115). 

64 Marten, K. 2019. ‘Russia’s use of semi-state security forces’, op. cit. Prigozhin has repeatedly denied any 

affiliation with the Wagner Group.

65 Olivier, M. 2021. ‘Russia/Africa’, op. cit.

66 Margolin, J. 2019. ‘Paper Trails: How a Russia-based logistics network ties together Russian mining 

companies and military contractors in Africa’, C4ADS, https://c4ads.org/blogposts/2019/6/13/paper-trails 

(accessed 18 May 2022).
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intricate network of economic interests of powerful, well-connected Russian 
businesspeople.

This observation sheds light on an important question, that is: to what extent do 
these complex networks of companies respond to the Russian state? In-depth 
investigations into Wagner – the Russian PMC on which most information is 
available – suggest that the relationship between this PMC and the Russian 
state is a complex one. Although Prigozhin reportedly enjoys close ties with 
Russian President Vladimir Putin, his relations with other major actors within the 
Russian state (most notably the Defence Ministry) have at times been troubled, 
potentially leading to serious internecine conflicts (such as the Deir ez-Zour 
accident in Syria, when the Russian military gave the green light to a US strike 
that killed scores of Wagner fighters).67 Moreover, the alignment between the 
Russian government’s directives and the Wagner Group’s operations seems 
to vary according to the context of deployment. In Ukraine, for instance, the 
Russian government has seemingly used Wagner fighters as a direct proxy, 
with the aim of saving costs, avoiding official casualties and especially denying 
its involvement.68 In African countries, by contrast, the available evidence 
seems to suggest that private interests play a relatively more prominent role 
in shaping Wagner’s operations, although within a framework that respects 
– or at least does not excessively deviate from – the interests of the Russian 
state.69 Remarkably, voices within the Russian establishment have issued calls 
to increase state supervision over Russian private contractors and political 
entrepreneurs active in Africa.70

In terms of political tools, the most relevant instrument leveraged by the Russian 
government is arguably diplomatic protection in the international arena. As a permanent 
member of the UN Security Council, Russia can leverage its veto power in the 
United Nations (UN) Security Council to shield allied governments from international 
condemnation and – most importantly – from the imposition of sanctions.71 The use 
of this power has been a recurrent feature of Russia’s interaction with African 
countries – from the late 2000s, when Russia defended allied governments in Sudan 

67 Marten, K. 2019. ‘Russia’s use of semi-state security forces: the case of the Wagner Group’, Post-Soviet 

Affairs, 35(3), 181-204; Marten, K. 2019. Into Africa, op. cit.

68 Marten, K. 2019. ‘Russia’s use of semi-state security forces’, op. cit.

69 Marten, K. 2019. ‘Russia’s use of semi-state security forces’, op. cit.; Marten, K. 2019. Into Africa, op. cit.

70 Karaganov, S. 2021. Africa, op. cit., 135-136.
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and Zimbabwe from UN sanctions, to early 2022, when Moscow prevented the UN from 
endorsing the sanctions imposed by the West African regional bloc ECOWAS on Mali’s 
post-coup government.72 In addition to this diplomatic support, in more recent years 
Russian political advisers have been deployed to around a dozen African countries 
(including Madagascar, the CAR, the DRC and Sudan), where they have supported local 
ruling elites facing (the risk of) popular protests.73

In terms of economic tools, Russia’s instruments are significantly more limited than those 
of its competitors. Russia does not meaningfully engage in development cooperation, 
and its capacity to provide financing and support to major infrastructure programmes 
is much more limited than that of other major actors like China.74 However, the Russian 
government is able to leverage its control over large state-backed conglomerates to 
promote economic cooperation in specific sectors – most notably energy (including 
nuclear) and extractive industries – where Russian companies can offer capital and 
expertise to African countries.75 For instance, a vast array of Russian oil and gas 
companies are active across Africa, while Rosatom (already involved in Egypt) is planning 
to specifically target a number of African countries with ad hoc packages.76 Russian 
companies have also signed deals to support African countries in other high-tech 
domains (e.g. space), and some observers have pointed at the potential for successful 
cooperation in other sectors such as finance, pharmaceutical and digital.77 In addition, the 
Russian government has at times leveraged the tool of debt forgiveness, both bilaterally 
and as part of broader international initiatives. For instance, Moscow has reportedly 
written off over USD 20 billion of African debt, at times in exchange for certain economic 
concessions (e.g. increased opportunities for Russian companies, access to natural 
resources, weapons purchases).78

72 Sudan Tribune. 2007. ‘Russia, China and S. Africa object US, UK sanctions against Sudan’, Sudan Tribune, 
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Figure 7 Russia in Africa: Security cooperation, PMC presence and disinformation 
campaigns79

Finally, Moscow’s engagement in Africa also relies on a number of soft power tools. 
To begin with, Russia has taken advantage of old political ties with African elites 
dating back to Soviet Union times. During the Cold War, more than 50,000 African 

79 Katz, B. et al. 2020. ‘Moscow’s mercenary wars’, op. cit.; Askar, A. 2020. The increasing presence and role of 
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students studied in the USSR with the help of Soviet scholarships.80 When returning to 
their countries, many of these individuals took up leadership positions, thus creating 
high-level individual ties between their countries and Moscow (see, among others, the 
cases of South African and Angola).81 Besides leveraging these old ties, Russia has also 
sought to promote its image across Africa by intervening in the continent’s information 
space. Russian media outlets – most notably RT (formerly Russia Today) and Sputnik – 
have significantly increased their presence in Africa over the past decade.82 Although 
the impact of this presence is still unclear, anecdotal evidence and preliminary analysis 
suggest that these outlets have become very popular in a number of African countries.83 
In addition to this increased media presence, Russian actors – including the Internet 
Research Agency, reportedly tied to both Prigozhin and Russia’s military intelligence 
services – have conducted a number of disinformation campaigns across Africa (see 
Figure 7). The aim of these campaigns has often been to denigrate the policies of 
Western countries and their local allies in African countries, while also promoting 
Russia’s own image.84 In their soft power efforts, Russian actors have often leveraged the 
lack of Russian colonial heritage in Africa, the Soviet Union’s support for decolonization, 
as well as the Russian government’s promotion of political values such as multipolarity, 
anti-imperialism and national sovereignty, which have proved appealing in a number of 
African countries, both among political elites and at the popular level.85
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4 The view from Africa: 
Drawing Russia in

4.1 Introduction

In order to fully grasp the dynamics of Russia’s growing engagement in Africa, 
understanding the forces driving Moscow’s push is surely necessary, but it is far from 
being sufficient. Much like for any external power becoming involved in a foreign region, 
Russia’s engagement is shaped not only by Moscow’s own interests and strategies, but 
also by the specific context of the country where this engagement takes place, as well 
as by the interests and strategies of African political elites who often welcome – and at 
times actively seek – Russia’s support.86

By looking more in detail at the cases of Ethiopia, Sudan and Mali, this section sheds 
light on the differences and similarities that characterize Russia’s engagement across 
Africa. On the one hand, these cases show how differences in the country context 
influence Russia’s engagement, shaping which actors are more likely to be active and 
which tools are more likely to be deployed. On the other hand, however, these three 
cases also present a notable similarity: the presence of Russian actors tends to increase 
more significantly when relations between African governments and their Western 
counterparts deteriorate, highlighting the largely opportunistic nature of Russia’s 
engagement.

4.2 Ethiopia

The way in which Russia has engaged in Ethiopia over the past decades has been 
significantly influenced by Ethiopia’s specific characteristics, both at the national level 
and in the broader regional context. Traditionally, the country’s large size, its relative 
degree of internal stability (especially until the eruption of the Tigray War in November 
2020), as well as its influential international role (both in the Horn of Africa and in Africa 
at large) have allowed Addis Ababa to interact with external players from a position of 
relative strength. Leveraging these advantages, the federal government has been able 
to deftly balance its foreign relations, maintaining fruitful ties with all actors, while not 

86 Lanfranchi, G. 2021. Geopolitics meets local politics in the Horn of Africa, The Hague: Clingendael Spectator.
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becoming fully dependent on any of them.87 For instance, Ethiopia has been able to 
benefit from Western assistance on both the security and the development fronts, while 
at the same time heavily relying on Chinese financing for its state-led development plans 
and on Russian weapons for equipping its armed forces.

Box 2 Historical background of the relations between the Soviet Union/
Russia and Ethiopia

Ethiopia has a long history of engagement with Russia. Diplomatic relations 
between the two sides were established as early as the late 19th century, 
reflecting a mix of both pragmatic considerations (e.g. shared enmity towards 
European colonial powers) and ideological ones (e.g. shared Christian Orthodox 
religious traditions).88

Despite the momentous political changes taking place both in Addis Ababa and 
in Moscow since then, relations between the two countries remained cordial 
across the decades.89 A major upgrade of these relations took place in the late 
1970s, when the Soviet Union suddenly replaced the US as Ethiopia’s main 
international backer, supporting the Marxist Derg regime during the war against 
Somalia. Over the coming decade, increasing numbers of Ethiopian students, 
party cadres and military officers received education or training in the USSR, 
thus cementing bilateral ties in a more long-lasting fashion.90

In 1991, the advent of the EPRDF in Ethiopia and the collapse of the Soviet 
Union strongly reshaped Ethiopian-Russian relations, as Moscow reduced its 
engagement in Africa and Addis grew closer to the West as compared to the 
Cold War times. Even during this period, however, Russia remained an important 
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security partner for Ethiopia, accounting for 51% of its weapons purchases in 
1991-2020.91

Ethiopian-Russian relations have recently warmed up once again in the wake of 
the eruption of the Tigray conflict, which has severely damaged Addis Ababa’s 
relations with its Western partners (see below).

In this context, Russia has been a viable alternative partner for Ethiopia in times of 
souring relations between Addis and its Western partners, as shown by the increasingly 
close ties between Moscow and Addis since the eruption of the conflict in Tigray in 
November 2020. While the ascent to power of Abiy Ahmed in 2018 had seemingly 
brought the Ethiopian government closer than ever to its Western partners, the war in 
Tigray has severely damaged these ties. Criticizing the government’s approach to the 
conflict, most of Ethiopia’s Western backers have dramatically reduced their support 
for Addis, both diplomatically and in terms of material assistance. For instance, the 
EU has suspended around EU 90 million of budgetary support destined to the federal 
government, while the US has removed Ethiopia from the list of African countries 
benefiting from preferential access to the US market under the African Growth and 
Opportunity Act (AGOA).92 This withdrawal of Western support has come at a time of 
increasing needs for the Ethiopian government, faced with multiple domestic conflicts 
and worsening economic conditions.

This combination of increasing needs within Ethiopia and decreasing support from 
Western countries has set the stage for increased Russian engagement in the country. 
Moscow’s interests have surely contributed to the growth of such engagement, which 
has allowed the Russian government to make further inroads into one of the largest and 
most influential African countries, at the expense of some of its international competitors 
(chiefly the US).

Yet, the Ethiopian federal government has been arguably the main beneficiary of this 
partnership, which has earned Addis Ababa the support of a powerful international 
actor. For instance, in March 2021, Russia leveraged its diplomatic power within the 

91 Data from: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute. ‘SIPRI Arms Transfers Database’, 

https://www.sipri.org/databases/armstransfers (accessed 18 May 2022); elaboration by the authors. 
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UN Security Council to block a statement calling for the end of hostilities in Tigray, 
supporting the federal government in its position that the dispute should be settled 
without foreign interference.93 Moscow has also adopted a position on the Grand 
Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD) that, while maintaining a degree of balance in 
order not to damage ties with Egypt, has ensured a relative alignment with the Ethiopian 
government’s stance.94 The signing of a military cooperation deal between Ethiopia 
and Russia in July 2021 has further cemented bilateral ties, providing Addis with an 
alternative to the declining security partnerships with Western countries.95 For instance, 
after the suspension of military cooperation between Ethiopia and France, Russia has 
been seen as a potential partner supporting Addis’ efforts to set up a national navy.96

Besides these international dynamics, Ethiopia’s domestic specificities have also shaped 
the nature of Russia’s engagement in the country. The presence of a relatively strong 
state, with an effective bureaucratic apparatus and a significant degree of control 
over territory and population, has meant that Moscow’s engagement – much like that 
of Ethiopia’s other international partners – has been mostly channelled through the 
state. Accordingly, the bulk of Russian-Ethiopian relations has been conducted at the 
government-to-government level, mostly in the form of weapons sales (half of Ethiopia’s 
purchases over the last 20 years have come from Russia), military cooperation (the July 
2021 deal was preceded by an April 2018 agreement including provisions for training 
and cooperation in the domains of peacekeeping, counterterrorism and anti-piracy), 
as well as diplomatic support (particularly in the context of the GERD and the Tigray 
conflict – see above).97 These government-led ties have been also compounded 
by the connections between the two countries’ Orthodox Churches, with religious 
officials repeatedly exchanging visits, at times in parallel with diplomatic and economic 
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exchanges.98 By contrast, non-state actors like PMCs – which in other African countries 
are a significant feature of Russian engagement (see below the cases of Sudan and 
Mali) – have been absent from the Ethiopian scene.

4.3 Sudan

Much like in the case of Ethiopia, Russia’s engagement in Sudan has been to a large 
extent shaped by the specificities of Sudan’s domestic context and its government’s 
relations with other international partners. The actual dynamics of these interactions, 
however, have been significantly different. While Ethiopia has long managed to maintain 
constructive relations with its Western partners (at least until recently), Sudan’s relations 
with the West have traditionally been fraught. During the thirty years of Omar al-Bashir’s 
rule, for instance, Sudan was for a long time under Western sanctions – a situation that 
pushed the government to reach out to alternative partners (including Russia, but also 
China) to gain international support. Similar dynamics have taken place after Bashir’s 
fall in 2019, as Sudanese (para)military leaders have increasingly relied on their ties with 
Moscow to strengthen their domestic position vis-à-vis civilian political forces, who have 
instead enjoyed warmer ties with Western governments.99

Box 3 Historical background of the relations between the Soviet Union/
Russia and Sudan

Diplomatic relations between Khartoum and the USSR were established 
immediately after Sudan’s independence in 1956. Through the 1960s, bilateral 
relations witnessed a relatively good period, with active cooperation in the 
military sphere (via the provision of Soviet military equipment and training for 
Sudanese officers), as well as (to a somewhat lesser extent) in the fields of 
economic planning (e.g. technical assistance in the drafting of the 1970-74 Five 
Year Plan) and political relations (e.g. Soviet training for Sudanese Communist 
Party cadres).100 The attempted coup against Jafaar Nimeiri in 1971, blamed by 
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office in Ethiopia’, New Business Ethiopia, 24 February, https://newbusinessethiopia.com/economy/russia-

opens-africa-russia-economic-cooperation-office-in-ethiopia/ (accessed 18 May 2022).

99 Demissie, A.A. 2021. ‘Global Perspectives – Ethiopia-Russia Relations’, Wilson Center Kennan Institute and 

Africa Program, available at https://www.wilsoncenter.org/event/global-perspectives-ethiopia-russia-

relations (accessed 18 May 2022).

100 Global Security. 2019. ‘Soviet Union and Sudan’, https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/sudan/

forrel-su.htm (accessed 18 May 2022).
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Nimeiri on communist-leaning officers, led to a serious deterioration in bilateral 
relations.101

After Moscow’s disengagement from Africa in the wake of the USSR’s fall, 
relations between Russia and Sudan picked up again in the 2000s, when 
Moscow shielded Bashir’s government from international sanctions, and 
provided it with military equipment despite its increasing international 
isolation.102 In the following years, Sudan reciprocated this diplomatic support by 
recognizing Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014, and by opening its lucrative 
natural resources sector to a number of Russian companies.103

Ties between Khartoum and Moscow further improved in 2017, when an 
embattled Bashir asked for Russia’s support, while underscoring Sudan’s 
potential to become “Russia’s key to Africa”.104

The support provided by Russia to Sudanese military leaders has taken several different 
forms. Diplomatically, Russia has shielded its partners in Khartoum from international 
condemnation on several occasions, including during the conflict in Darfur in the 2000s, 
but also more recently after the bloody repression of protests against the military in 
2018-19.105 Throughout the years, Russia has also continued to supply Sudan with 
weapons (despite the reluctance of other international actors to do so), as well as to 
provide Sudanese military and police officers with training.106 In recent years, military 
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elites in Khartoum have also reportedly relied on Russian political advisors and private 
security personnel to repress domestic protests, as well as to discredit leaders of the 
civilian component of the government through disinformation campaigns.107

This support has resulted in a number of benefits for Moscow. Through its partnership 
with Sudan, for instance, the Russian government has managed to expand its footprint 
in the geostrategic Horn of Africa region (kick-starting discussions, still ongoing at 
the time of writing, on the opening of a naval base on the Red Sea coast), as well as 
to strengthen its involvement in the neighbouring CAR (for instance through Russia-
brokered, Khartoum-based peace talks among CAR armed groups in 2018).108 Sudan 
also reciprocated Russia’s diplomatic support by recognizing Russia’s annexation of 
Crimea in 2014.109 In addition to these benefits for the government, Russian companies 
– including firms linked to powerful Russian businesspeople under Western sanctions – 
have benefited from increased access to Sudan’s economy, particularly in the lucrative 
natural resources and energy sectors (for instance, Kush E&P and M Invest/Meroe 
Gold have obtained several mining concessions in Sudan, while Stroytransgaz has 
participated in the construction of the Port Sudan oil pipeline).110

Despite the presence of Russian interests, however, the most significant push towards 
the deepening of Russo-Sudanese ties has arguably come from Khartoum, as shown by 
the fact that some of the most notable instances of Russian support have materialized 
at times when Sudanese leaders faced domestic troubles and/or international isolation. 
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For instance, Russia’s diplomatic support to Bashir at the UN first materialized at 
the height of the Darfur crisis, when the Sudanese government faced increased 
condemnation for the atrocities committed in the region.111 Similarly, the more recent 
deepening of bilateral ties has its roots in a 2017 trip to Moscow by an embattled Bashir, 
who explicitly asked Russia for support against US interference.112 Russia’s recent 
engagement with Sudanese (para)military actors – including in the wake of the October 
2021 coup, which has seriously strained these actors’ ties with Western governments – 
looks like a continuation of this trend.113

In addition to these observations regarding the drivers of Russo-Sudanese ties, an 
analysis of Sudan’s case also helps to understand how the engagement of Russian 
actors in Africa is shaped by the specific contexts of the countries in question. Unlike 
Ethiopia’s strong state, the Sudanese state has traditionally struggled to exert control 
over the country, particularly in the resource-rich peripheries. Moreover, as a legacy 
of the Bashir era, security forces – not only the various branches of the official armed 
forces and intelligence agencies, but also paramilitary groups like the Rapid Support 
Forces (RSF) – have enjoyed a prominent role in the country’s economy, including in 
the extractive industries.114

In this context, Russia’s involvement has not been limited to government-to-government 
cooperation, but it has rather also included the involvement of para-statal and non-
state actors from both countries – a feature not present in Ethiopia’s case. On the 
Russian side, non-state, profit-seeking actors with ties to Russian political elites (e.g. 
the Wagner Group and mining companies like Meroe Gold) have gained an increasingly 
prominent role in shaping Moscow’s presence in Sudan.115 On the Sudanese side, the 
RSF – a former peripheral militia turned into a powerful paramilitary armed group – 
has placed itself as a key counterpart for Russia.116 This trend has been particularly 
pronounced since the Sudanese Revolution of 2018-19: as Bashir’s fall deprived 
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Russian actors of their main governmental counterpart, Russia’s engagement has been 
refocused around a partnership with the RSF, as shown by the visit of the group’s leader 
(Mohammed Hamdan Daglo, aka Hemedti) to Moscow in late February.117

4.4 Mali

Mali has been a theatre of international engagement since the early 2010s. Moreover, 
the past 10 years have resulted in a very unstable political situation with three military 
coups and regime changes and a multi-level civil conflict that developed from a 
somewhat confined north-south problem to an extremely localized insurgency that 
proliferates across Malian territory.

Since the end of 2021, ‘Russia’s’ engagement with the Malian authorities in Bamako 
has made headlines in the press (even though such rumours have been floating around 
in Bamako since the first coup in August 2020).118 After an announced withdrawal 
of the French-led military operation ‘Barkhane’ in February 2021, rumours started to 
emerge about increased military cooperation between the Russian state and the Malian 
government, and the deployment of the infamous Wagner Group. In reality, Russia 
already enjoyed a good relationship with the Malian authorities, in part derived from 
the Cold War legacy and in part from overlapping interests (see Box 4).

Wagner’s presence in Mali has now been firmly established, as has official military 
collaboration between Russia and Mali. Disagreement exists over the degree of strategic 
collaboration between the Wagner Group and Russia.119 This section does not distinguish 
between both actors, but recognizes that diverse interests may be at play.
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Like the other two case studies, Russia’s involvement in Mali is first and foremost driven 
by domestic political developments in Bamako. In August 2020, the Malian armed forces 
took over power from a recently elected government through a coup that followed months 
of mass protests triggered by an electoral crisis. In May 2021 a faction of the same 
military conducted a ‘coup within a coup’.120

In the wake of the second coup, the West African regional bloc ECOWAS first suspended 
Mali, and then punished it with sanctions. The effect was that the country’s economy was 
crippled and resentment grew among the population – a process that is still continuing.121 
Mali’s ties with its Western partners also quickly deteriorated after the coup.122 Western 
partners had already been increasingly disillusioned by the meagre success of counter-
terrorism operations since 2012. But the situation further escalated after the coup, for 
reasons related to a reluctance to hand over power, increased violence against civilians 
and changing geopolitical alliances: Mali expelled France’s ambassador; Paris announced 
the withdrawal of its troops from the country; the EU reduced its military cooperation 
with the government; and the US stripped the country of the benefits enjoyed under 
the AGOA.123
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It is the deterioration of Bamako’s ties with its Western partners that has created an 
opening for a strengthening of ties with Moscow. As relationships deteriorated, Russian 
actors were quick to seize the opportunity. This offered benefits to both the Russian 
and the Malian authorities. For Russia, there were various benefits. Diplomatically, 
the Russian government found in its Malian counterpart a real geopolitical ally. Mali, 
for example, changed its voting pattern in recent UN voting on the conflict in Ukraine 
(e.g. Mali voted against Russia’s expulsion from the UN Human Rights Council).124 
Moreover, although this is still debated, the reported presence of Wagner-linked 
geologists might pave the way for an increased presence of Russian mining companies, 
with potential economic benefits for Russian actors.125

For the Malian authorities, however, Russian engagement has helped them to address 
their key concern: how to survive. Russia has offered partial international protection: 
the Russian government has been seeking to limit the pressure on Mali, for instance by 
blocking UN support for the sanctions imposed by ECOWAS.126 Yet the key factor for the 
Malian regime has been to use Russian engagement to support its domestic survival in 
two main ways: ramping up popular support and having a loyal military unit not only to 
fight but also to protect the regime from inside threats.

Box 4 Historical background of the relations between the Soviet Union/
Russia and Mali

Bilateral relations between Mali and the USSR started in the 1960s, in the wake 
of Mali’s independence from France, with the development of ties at various 
levels (including military, economic, technical, as well as academic).

Over the following decades, the Soviet Union provided not only training and 
technical assistance to rulers in Bamako, but it also supported the construction 
of large-scale public projects (e.g. stadiums, hospitals, higher education 
buildings), which today still positively shape the perceptions that Malians have 
about Moscow – particularly in contrast to the more negative perceptions of 
former colonial powers.127
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Since the fall of the USSR in 1991, the cooperation between Moscow and 
Bamako has changed, with Russia’s more recent engagement based less on 
the legacies of the past than on pragmatic choices, most notably in terms of 
economic opportunities and geopolitical rationales.128

Over the last ten years in particular, the two sides have strengthened their 
bilateral ties, most notably through an intensification of diplomatic exchanges 
and military cooperation agreements (in terms of both arms purchases and 
training).129 Moreover, as compared to the Soviet period, Moscow’s recent 
engagement in Mali has featured increasingly significant involvement by Russian 
companies, particularly large conglomerates with varying levels of ties to the 
Russian state (e.g. Gazprom, Rosneft, Rosatom, Rusal, Severstal).130

Both the Malian regime and the Russians have pushed a narrative that has framed 
Russian engagement as a form of liberation of the local government and population 
from France’s neo-colonialist engagement. It is a strategy that has gone down well and 
paid off and it has increased the junta’s popularity (and indeed popular legitimacy). 
One reason as to why this narrative has gone down well is that, over the years, Russia 
has sought to promote a pro-Russian sentiment among the Malian population.131 
This often builds on existing societal ties from the cold war era (see Box 4).132 The 
consequence is that open altercations with France (but also other Western partners) 
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are beneficial to the Malian regime. Geopolitically, the importance of Russia as a partner 
for the junta has steadily grown and domestically it has proven to be a strategy that 
– so far – seems to work.

Another benefit for the Malian authorities is that the ‘withdrawal’ of Western security 
partners like France and the EU has allowed Russian actors to step up their cooperation 
with the Malian armed forces. For instance, Russian companies have continued to 
deliver weapons to Mali and personnel from the Wagner Group have been deployed in 
the country.133 But while this might partly replace Western state military support in the 
civil war, it has effectively provided the Malian authorities with a military unit that is (for 
now) dependent on the Malian junta’s survival. For example, when in May 2022 another 
internal coup was prevented some Malian politicians stated that this “may explain why 
Colonel Assimi Goïta [the leader of the junta] preferred to entrust his security to Wagner 
[...] even within their [the junta’s] ranks, there are people who do not share their way of 
leading”134 Russia’s military engagement therefore seems to be a lifeline for the Malian 
junta. In short, the case of Mali highlights how domestic circumstances are key in 
shaping the nature of Russia’s engagement.

What is finally striking about the case of Mali is how Russia leverages a diversity of 
‘entry points’; alongside the increasing formal cooperation between Moscow and 
Bamako, Russia’s engagement in the country has also involved the deployment of a 
PMC.135 This trend – which makes Mali’s case similar to that of Sudan, while different 
from that of Ethiopia – can once again be traced back to Mali’s domestic context. 
In a country characterized by weaker state capacity, Russia’s presence goes beyond 
government-to-government cooperation: rather, it also includes the activities of private, 
profit-oriented actors (like the Wagner Group) who, while working within a broad 
framework defined by Russia’s state interests, also have room to pursue their own 
private gains.
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5 After Ukraine’s invasion: 
Rolling back or doubling 
down?

Less than three months after the start of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, it remains unclear 
how the current developments may impact Moscow’s engagement in Africa. On the 
one hand, the war effort in Ukraine and the economic hardship deriving from Western 
sanctions have the potential to reduce Russia’s capacity to project its power in distant 
regions such as Africa. Faced with a need for experienced combatants on the Ukrainian 
front and with increasingly scarce economic resources, Russian actors may opt to cut 
back on their military and economic footprint overseas. In the past months, for instance, 
there have been reports (though not always corroborated) about the redeployment 
of Wagner personnel from African countries (most notably the CAR and Libya) to 
Ukraine.136 At the same time, on the economic front, Russian companies subjected 
to Western sanctions have reportedly found it increasingly difficult to operate across 
the continent.137

On the other hand, however, the war may also prompt Russia to double down on its 
engagement in Africa. As noted earlier, Moscow’s push into Africa over the last decade 
has been driven, to a significant extent, by the need to find new diplomatic partners and 
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economic opportunities in response to increasing tensions with Western governments. 
As these tensions soar in the wake of Ukraine’s invasion, therefore, Russian actors may 
be prompted to further strengthen their relations with African countries – much like 
they did in the wake of previous crises in Georgia (2008) and Ukraine (2014). Recent 
declarations by prominent figures from the Russian Chamber of Commerce and Industry, 
the Russian Ministry of Economic Development and the Russian business group 
AfroCom (Coordinating Committee on Economic Cooperation with Africa) seem to point 
in this direction, signalling a shared interest by the Russian government and Russian 
companies in stepping up economic cooperation with African countries.138

In this context, it is important to stress that Russia’s current engagement – unlike that 
of the Soviet Union during the Cold War – does not entail major public expenditures. 
On the contrary, as seen earlier, the current approach is often a source of profits for 
Russian companies (be they weapons exporters, state-owned conglomerates, mining 
companies or PMCs), as well as a useful tool for political elites to sustain their patronage 
networks, while also expanding Moscow’s footprint abroad.

Moreover, owing to years of engagement, Russian actors operating in Africa have by 
now come to control a vast infrastructure complex – including mining sites, airfields, 
naval bases and military camps – that enables them to circumvent (some of) the 
sanctions imposed on them.139 Over the last few years, for instance, Russia’s involvement 
in Sudan’s gold mining sector has been reportedly leveraged to shore up Moscow’s 
gold reserves, a move aimed at sanction-proofing Russia’s economy.140 Given such 
circumstances, the imposition of new sanctions over the last months may further 
increase the incentives for Russian actors to double down on their engagement in Africa, 
so as to bolster their capacity to circumvent restrictive measures.

Overall, therefore, an analysis of recent patterns in and drivers of Russian involvement 
in Africa suggests that the invasion of Ukraine and related developments are unlikely 
to lead to a reduction of Moscow’s engagement in the continent – on the contrary, they 
may well give it a further boost.
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6 Conclusion and 
recommendations

6.1 Findings

Russia is strengthening its engagement across the African continent, and this trend 
can create a number of challenges for policymakers in the EU and its member states. 
In countries where the footprint of Russian actors is on the rise, which are the EU/MS 
interests that are threatened? Should EU/MS governments seek to counter Russian 
influence? If so, by which means? To answer these questions, this report looks at 
Russia’s engagement in Africa, reaching three main conclusions.

First, Moscow’s engagement with Africa has so far remained limited as compared to 
that of other global players, particularly in the economic domain. The current level of 
(media) attention devoted to Russia’s role in Africa is thus not supported by sufficient 
evidence of its actual engagement in the continent. At the same time, however, the 
growth of Russia’s presence is a real trend.

Second, Russian actors are guided by a rather loose strategy when it comes to Africa. 
The Russian state has some interests that act as a broad framework. However, the 
actual engagement is carried out not only by state actors, but also by state-backed 
conglomerates and politically connected private businesses. These latter actors have 
their own specific interests, which are not always fully aligned with those of the Russian 
state. While state actors are often driven by geopolitical considerations, Russian 
companies are more interested in economic opportunities.

Third, Russia’s engagement in African countries is significantly shaped by the different 
national contexts and by the interests of African governments. For instance, in a strong 
state like Ethiopia, Russia’s engagement takes place exclusively at the governmental 
level. By contrast, in Sudan and Mali (contexts with weaker state structures), other 
Russian actors like PMCs and private businesses are involved. Yet, in all three cases, 
Moscow’s presence tends to grow when relations between African governments and 
their international partners (especially in the West) deteriorate, often in the wake of 
authoritarian takeovers. This shows the opportunistic nature of Russia’s engagement, 
as well as the complex trade-offs faced by EU/MS governments when engaging with 
African governments.
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6.2 Policy recommendations

The EU and several of its member states are currently struggling to rethink their 
engagement with Africa, including how to respond to Russia’s growing presence on the 
continent. This presence is currently a much-debated concern, particularly given the 
growing tensions between Russia and the West after Moscow’s invasion of Ukraine. 
This report’s analysis can form the basis on which European policymakers can (re)think 
their response to Russia’s growing Africa footprint. In particular, the report offers four 
main recommendations.

1 Prevention is better than cure: Strengthen the EU/MS’ own relations 
with African partners

Strategies focused on countering Russia’s presence when it arises are unlikely to be 
effective. So far, it is clear that EU/MS attempts to counter such a presence have not 
led to any Russian disengagement. By contrast, they have sometimes entrenched it – for 
instance in Mali, where the military authorities have grown increasingly dependent on 
Russia after the detachment from France and the EU.

Instead, EU/MS governments should seek to prevent Russia’s influence from arising in 
the first place. This can be best achieved by strengthening the EU/MS’ own engagement 
with African countries, particularly in cases where the interests and norms of EU/MS 
governments overlap with those of their African counterparts.

Currently, the Europe-Africa partnership faces many hurdles. For example, despite a 
joint push to move towards a ‘partnership of equals’, unequal power dynamics still give 
the European side an edge on defining the agenda for the Europe-Africa partnership.141 
In addition, significant imbalances in trade and investment patterns persist: the 
bulk of European investments in Africa focus on low value-adding industries, raw 
materials dominate Africa’s exports to Europe, and EU subsidies and non-tariff barriers 
create disadvantages for African companies, particularly in critical sectors such as 
agriculture.142
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Addressing some of these imbalances may go a long way to strengthening the 
partnership between EU/MS governments and their African counterparts, offering them 
a fair and attractive model for engagement. This, in turn, could be the best bulwark 
against the growing influence of Russian actors, denying them cheap entry points on 
the continent.

2 When prevention is hard: Look beyond Russia’s presence

Adopting a preventive strategy may be difficult at times, most notably when EU/MS  
governments have to deal with uncomfortable partners, such as authoritarian 
governments or questionable security partners. In these cases, European policymakers 
may face tensions between not wanting to support these governments, but being 
enticed to do so to safeguard certain interests (e.g. addressing migration, ensuring 
market access, countering terrorism) and to avoid pushing these countries towards 
geopolitical competitors such as Russia.

When facing such trade-offs, it is important to recognize that Russia’s presence is 
often more of a symptom than a cause of these tensions. In various cases, tensions 
surrounding Russia’s presence have just laid bare structural tensions in the EU/MS’ 
relations with African partners.

In Mali, for instance, Moscow’s footprint has grown in a context of souring relations 
with Western partners in the wake of years of unsuccessful stabilization efforts. 
The case of Burkina Faso may also soon become a relevant one in this regard. 
In January 2022, the military seized power in a coup that has been openly condemned 
by European governments. Recently, there have been reports of a potential deepening of 
ties between Burkina Faso and Russia, spurring debates among European policymakers 
on how to react. Yet, like in Mali, the key challenges faced by EU/MS governments in 
their interaction with the new Burkinabe authorities go well beyond Russia. Rather, they 
concern, for instance, how to pursue effective stabilization efforts in the broader Sahel 
region amidst a democratic backsliding.

It is thus important that decisions on engagement with uncomfortable partners are 
based on a comprehensive understanding of EU/MS interests and norms, rather than 
on Russia’s (potential) presence. The outcome of these decisions may then be varied. 
At times, European states may decide to uphold their engagement with the government 
(e.g. as done in Egypt, despite Cairo’s security and energy cooperation with Russia).

At other times, they may reduce or halt cooperation with the government (e.g. as in 
Mali). In such cases, the EU might opt to support non-governmental actors more in 
line with EU/MS interests and norms (e.g. civil society, private sector actors, traditional 
authorities, etc. – to be determined according to the specific context). This could help 



44

The Russians are coming! The Russians are coming? | CRU Report, June 2022

EU/MS governments to maintain a presence in the country and sow the seeds for future 
cooperation once the circumstances improve.

3 When prevention fails: Ground responses in realistic assessments of 
Russia’s presence

At times, when preventive strategies are not successful, EU/MS governments have 
to face Russia’s increased presence in some countries. In these cases, it is important 
that policymakers ground their policy response in a thorough assessment of Russia’s 
engagement.

Policymakers should rely on realistic, evidence-based, context-specific assessments 
of Russia’s presence and its impact on EU/MS interests. As polarization grows in the 
wake of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, this may not be easy. Dominant media narratives 
are often based on sensationalistic analyses that overplay the extent of Moscow’s 
engagement and oversimplify its nature.143 Yet, countering Russian presence without 
soundly understanding its driving forces might in fact harm European interests.

In some cases, Russia’s presence hardly threatens European interests, or it is partly 
a symptom of broader tensions between EU/MS governments and their African 
partners. An excessive focus on countering Russia may in these circumstances be 
counterproductive. In Mali, for instance, Russian influence has been for a large part 
determined by a regime under threat, which has used Russian engagement to prop up 
popular support. In this context, the EU/MS’ focus on Moscow’s presence has allowed 
the Malian regime to pick a fight with the West and increase its domestic backing by 
riding on anti-Western and anti-colonial sentiment. Moreover, the EU/MS’ attempts to 
counter Russia have pushed the Malian government into a corner, further increasing its 
dependency on Russia.144 An over-reaction to the Russian presence has thus harmed 
European interests.

In other cases, underestimating the dangers of Russia’s presence can be dangerous, 
as Moscow’s presence does have the potential to threaten European interests in Africa. 
In Sudan, for instance, Russian actors have supported a kleptocratic governance 

143 For a critique of this kind of analyses, see: Thurston, A. 2022. ‘Four Recent Pieces on Russia in Africa/

The Sahel’, Sahel Blog, 3 May, https://sahelblog.wordpress.com/2022/05/03/four-recent-pieces-on-russia-

in-africa-the-sahel/ (accessed 18 May 2022).

144 On Mali, for instance, see: Lebovich, A. 2021. ‘Russia, Wagner Group, and Mali: How European fears 

weaken European policy’, European Council on Foreign Relations, 2 December, https://ecfr.eu/article/

russia-wagner-group-and-mali-how-european-fears-weaken-european-policy/ (accessed 18 May 2022). 
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structure and the proliferation of illicit economic activities (e.g. gold smuggling), 
thus undermining the long-term stability of the country.145 In this context, EU/MS 
governments may work with relevant Sudanese stakeholders to counterbalance this 
negative influence, for instance by collecting information to expose illicit activities. 
Crucially, any response should be tailored to the specific context and the nature of 
Russia’s engagement.

4 Leverage amid multipolarity: Improve coordination with European 
businesses in Africa

Russia’s growing influence is symptomatic of the increasingly multipolar nature of the 
international system. Recent years have witnessed a stark rise in the involvement of 
various external actors across the African continent.146 This has increased the availability 
of external support for African political elites, thus strengthening their bargaining power. 
In this context, African governments can now push more strongly for policies that do 
not necessarily align with those of their EU/MS partners, and resist those that they do 
not like, as they know that there are other alternatives. EU/MS governments thus face 
increased competition from other foreign governments.

This competition often plays out in (geo)economic terms, as external actors seek to 
gain favour with African governments by providing them with economic opportunities. 
Many of these actors (including Russia) routinely leverage the presence of their 
country’s businesses (often state-owned or state-backed enterprises) as part of 
their involvement in Africa. EU/MS policymakers may obtain some inspiration from 
this strategy.

To strengthen their leverage, EU/MS governments should improve their coordination 
with European private sector actors engaged in Africa. For instance, EU/MS 
governments could seek to sponsor favourable market conditions for European 
businesses active on the continent and incentivize particular market behaviour 
(e.g. sponsoring responsible and sustainable entrepreneurship or seeking access to 
critical resources). Businesses, in turn, could commit to upholding European norms 
and values or seek to invest in critical infrastructures.

This strategy will require a number of thorny issues concerning state-market relations 
to be dealt with. European businesses active in Africa generally do not have such close 
ties to their home governments; rather, they follow their own business interests and 

145 Caniglia, M., and Murphy, T. 2021. ‘Khartoum’s autocratic enabler’, op. cit.
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seek profits in return. However, as more state-linked businesses from other countries 
become involved in Africa, European companies may also be increasingly drawn into 
the challenges of a more multipolar world order. Increasing coordination with their home 
governments may help businesses to navigate through these challenges, while also 
resulting in a more strategic engagement by EU/MS actors in the continent.

Overall, intelligent and thoughtful engagement based on EU/MS interests and norms 
may well be the best antidote against the influence of Russia, as well as that of any other 
geopolitical actor.


