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New international order in the Sahel: Russia and Turkey. What 
lessons can we learn from these relationships? 

II Forum de Dialogue Sahel Europe1 
 

Introduction 

On 14th, 15th and 16th of July 2022, the International Security Centre of the Francisco de Vitoria University (CSI - 
UFV) organised the 2nd edition of the Sahel-Europe Dialogue Forum. Several workshops, conferences and 
masterclasses allowed international experts to review and debate the situation and stability of the Sahel. 

During the masterclass entitled "New international order in the Sahel: Russia and Turkey", moderated by 
Emmanuel Dupuy, president of the French think tank Institut de Prospective et de Sécurité Européenne; Issouf 
Binaté, teacher-researcher at the University Alassane Ouattara and expert on Turkey's strategy in West Africa; 
and Igor Delanoë, deputy director of the Franco-Russian Observatory, gave a detailed presentation of each 
country's presence in Africa and the prospects for the future of these relations. 

This article gives an account of this new international order by first contextualising the dynamics at work, before 
giving an overview of Turkey's and then Russia's strategy and drawing some lessons from the relations forged 
by these actors. 

 
1 This analysis is part of a series of research studies conducted by the International Security Centre on dialogue with the 
Sahel. Following the Sahel-Europe Dialogue Forum held in March 2021, the speakers belonging to the Sahel-Europe 
Dialogue Forum's panel of experts have deepened the themes of their conferences, analysing the shared challenges, and 
the opportunities for cooperation on our common challenges. This analysis was carried out by Beatriz de León Cobo, 
Director of the Sahel-Europe Dialogue Forum, based on the notes of the conference of the same title with the collaboration 
of Adriana Alvarez Enrique, expert in international policy and consultant. Photo Michelle Cattani, AFP. 
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1. New dynamics in international relations in the Sahel 

The Sahel is understood as 'the transitional space between the Sahara Desert to the north and the Sudanian 
zone to the south'2 . This region is made up of ten countries3 , although the name 'Sahel' refers mainly to six 
countries: Senegal, Mali, Niger, Chad, Burkina Faso and Mauritania4 . In a world generally divided between the 
north and south poles, the Sahel zone, and the African continent in general, have always been at the heart of 
international dynamics. For centuries, Africa was colonised by European countries and some of its traditions and 
customs were lost to Western ways of life. Later, democratisation policies were also implemented in some 
territories of the continent. 

In today's world, we are witnessing the collapse of Western society as we know it and the emergence of new 
powers claiming a role in the world order. Thus, Eastern powers are taking the lead, materialising an 
orientalisation of international relations. Nevertheless, the objective of these new powers is not far removed 
from the objectives of the previous powers, with the continent's many resources remaining at the heart of the 
stakes. In this dynamic of renegotiation of the international order, the Sahel occupies an important place, which 
is reflected in current events. 

Many emerging powers are participating in this military, economic and diplomatic paradigm shift, but Russia 
and Turkey remain the most representative players in this trend. Indeed, both are seeking to further expand 
their influence on the African continent, building on their significant past influence. Although these two 
countries have divergent ideological lines, they share certain commonalities. Neo-Ottomanism, which Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan claims as his own, shares ideas and ambitions with the Russian regime, which 
itself was influenced by the Ottoman Empire, which had colonised these same territories since the 16th century. 
The past of these two countries is therefore of crucial importance for the development of their foreign policies. 
However, this desire for expansion occurred against a background of growing anti-French sentiment and popular 
contestation of the forms of government established in Africa. 

Both Russia and Turkey have demonstrated their desire to intensify their presence in Africa through various 
means. On the one hand, 'the Russian presence cannot be summed up in the presence of the Wagner group, as 
Western countries criticise', Emmanuel Dupuy reminds us. Indeed, many Russian groups invest on the continent5 
, such as Rusal, in the mining sector, or Rosatom, in the civil nuclear sector. On the other hand, Emmanuel Dupuy 
also underlines that "the Turkish presence is not limited to Bayraktar diplomacy" (strategy of influence based 
on the sale of the drone system of the same name). Turkey offers a diversity of investments, through the 
presence of Botas, a Turkish oil company, for example. Beyond economic and military investments, the two 
countries also wish to reposition themselves on the diplomatic scene, as shown by the 41 Turkish embassies 
already opened in Africa. President Vladimir Putin has also reiterated on several occasions his desire to extend 
the Russian presence on the continent. 

 

 
2 Discovering the Sahel, the gateway between two Africas. Oxfam, 10 May 2022. 
https://www.oxfamfrance.org/financement-du-developpement/qu-est-ce-que-le-sahel/. 
3 In the broadest sense, this region consists of Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, Gambia, Guinea, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, 
Nigeria and Senegal. All these countries are located in or in contact with the Sahelian strip to the south. 
4 Five of these six countries have joined together in the G5 Sahel, a regional anti-terrorist organisation: Mali, Niger, Chad, 
Burkina Faso and Mauritania. 
5 Elzein, Derek. Africa and Russia's new ambitions. Geoeconomics, 71, 2014. p. 77-88. 
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2. Africa-Turkey relations: religion as a pivot of extension 

Turkish strategy and investments in Africa are part of the Opening to Africa project, launched in 1998. The latter 
is based on an entrepreneurial movement, in which the Gülen movement plays a central role. These initiatives 
have resulted in the opening of a large number of Turkish embassies, as well as the presence of Turkish Airlines 
in more than 40 African countries6 , supporting trade links and tourism flows. 

The arrival of Turkey and the foundations of this relationship 

Many measures have been adopted to establish cooperation between Turkey and Africa. Some of them have 
already been mentioned, such as the opening of new embassies, resulting from a desire to build a diplomatic 
network and to support the arrival of Turkish companies. However, other lines of effort are to be noted, such as 
the implementation of a foreign policy seeking to promote Islam, with the financing of the construction of 
mosques and other centres related to religious activities. The Diyanet, Turkey's Presidency of Religious Affairs, 
provides the financial and material resources to sponsor these constructions, such as the Turkish mosque to be 
built in 2021 in Accra, Ghana7 . It has also taken over the management of some mosques. Thus, Turkey has 
established religious cooperation as one of the pillars of its collaboration with African countries, promoting the 
Muslim community and its traditions. Within this framework, other organisations, such as the Supreme Council 
of Imams (COSIM), have also undertaken activities "from a bureaucratic point of view, that is, directly with 
organisations and not individuals", according to Issouf Binaté. 

Although religious organisations are very present, other actors, from the humanitarian and development fields, 
are also active in the socio-economic field. Turkish non-governmental organisations (NGOs) are active on the 
ground, as well as the Turkish Cooperation and Development Agency (TIKA), which helped Turkey to be named 
"the country with the most humanitarian assistance in the world"8 in 2017. Issouf Binaté underlines that TIKA 
alone has coordinated the implementation of "more than 10,000 projects in recent years". 

In addition, Turkish foreign policy is based on the field of education. Already in 1998, the Opening to Africa 
project sought to "improve political, economic and cultural cooperation with Africa"9 and led to the opening of 
numerous schools. In a context of crisis in the education system in West Africa, the creation of Turkish schools 
has allowed children from the poorest strata of society to have access to education, while familiarising them 
with Turkish culture.10 In addition, Turkey has funded numerous scholarships, facilitating student mobility to 
Turkey11 . The opening of this channel between West Africa and Turkey has allowed the establishment of a flow 
of people: not only students, but also workers and entrepreneurs, fuelling the transfer of goods and trade12 . 

Although the crisis between President Erdogan and the Gülen Brotherhood in 201613 has put these investments 
at risk, the Turkish state has continued its cooperation strategy. The majority of new projects have been 

 
6 Eyrice Tepeciklioğlu, Elem. Turkish-African relations after the Third Turkey-Africa Summit. Anadolu Agency, 23 May 2022. 
7 Abu Bashal, Adam & Betül Gedikoğlu, Ayşe. Turkey endows Ghana with the largest mosque in West Africa. Anadolu Agency, 
08 December 2017. 
8 TIKA. About us. https://www.tika.gov.tr/en/page/about_us-14650. 
9 Ozkan, Mehmet & Akgun, Birol. Turkey's Opening to Africa. The Journal of Modern African Studies,10, 2010. p. 532. 
10 Issouf Binaté. West African students in Turkey: Student mobility and circulation of skills, Diaporas, n°37, 2021. pp.103-
120. https://doi.org/10.4000/diasporas.6425 
11 Eyrice Tepeciklioğlu. Turkish-African relations after the Third Turkey-Africa Summit. 
12 Issouf Binaté, Sidi Boubacar Diané, Les produits made in Turkey en Afrique de l'Ouest : Acteurs, circulations et dynamique 
entrepreneuriale des jeunes. Afrique(s) en mouvement, n°4, 2022, pp.11-19. 
13 Gazeau, William. Turquie, que reste-t-il de l'influente confrérie Gülen ? La Croix, 15 July 2021. 
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developed through cooperation between national governments and other actors, such as in Côte d'Ivoire with 
the Maarif Schools, or through the religious foundations already mentioned. These partnerships have enabled 
the continuation of projects in the education sector, in line with the programmes previously established by the 
Gülen Brotherhood14 . 

What are the prospects for this cooperation? 

The resumption of the development of the Turkish presence in Africa, after the temporary halt of certain 
investments in 2016, makes it possible to imagine the continuation of these relations in the near future. 
Moreover, the flow of people between Turkey and the continent, both workers and students, created thanks to 
the inertia of this cooperation, contributes to the sustainability of these partnerships. 

Furthermore, the increasing support in terms of Turkish human resources to defence and security forces in the 
headquarters of international organisations present in Africa, such as the support of Turkish forces to UN offices, 
presages a deepening Turkish presence. Similarly, Turkish actors are increasingly involved in awareness-raising 
courses to counter radicalisation in West Africa. 

"Although Turkey has a very important place in the future development of the countries in the West African 
territories," Issouf Binaté explains that it is important not to overlook the growing presence and importance of 
other partners, such as Morocco, which could disrupt these relations. 

 

3. Africa-Russia relations: restoring old lost links 

The relationship between Russia and Africa is historical15 . In a logic of competition with Great Britain and its 
expansion, Russia has shown its interest in the African continent since the colonial era. Plans for expeditions to 
Madagascar appeared as early as 1724, and the first one took place 50 years later, thus beginning the 
relationship between the two territories16 . 

Africa continues to be of geopolitical interest to Russia today. Its involvement on the continent represents an 
opportunity to "challenge the interests of other actors or countries with which they are in direct confrontation, 
such as Ukraine or the Euro-Atlantic community", defends Igor Delanoë. Despite the fact that the Sahel is not as 
rich in natural resources as other parts of Africa, this area embodies open confrontation with the West. In this 
context, Russia does not hesitate to instrumentalise the desire of the Sahel countries to develop their own 
sovereign power policy in order to achieve its objectives. 

Return of Russian presence in Africa and pillars of cooperation 

Although Russia has been present on the continent for centuries, Vladimir Putin's return to the Kremlin in 2012 
"revives relations (...) to expand its interests"17 . Building on the success of Russian support during crises in North 
Africa and the Middle East, such as the Libyan crisis in 2011 or the 'Arab Spring'18 , Russian expansion, partly 

 
14 Eyrice Tepeciklioğlu. Turkish-African relations after the Third Turkey-Africa Summit. 
15 For more information on the relationship between Russia and the continent: Dubien, Arnaud. La Russie en Afrique, un 
retour en trompe-l'œil ? Le Monde diplomatique, January 2021. 
16 Ranoroseheno, Harivony. Annales de l'Université de Madagascar. Lettres, volume 13, 2004. p. 267-274. 
17 Bodjoko, Jean-Pierre. Russia's influence in Africa. La Civiltà Cattolica, 27 May 2022. 
18 Dubien. Russia in Africa, a false return? 
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motivated by Euro-Atlantic blockades and sanctions for the transport of certain goods and technologies, has 
focused on the west of the continent. 

Russia has developed a number of relationships with Africa in recent years, for example the Russia-Africa forum 
in Sochi in 201919 . Firstly, Russian diplomacy, particularly in West Africa, has deepened its roots. In addition, 
Russian investments are fuelling a majority of relationships with countries in the region. Some examples have 
already been cited, such as the Rusal group and Rosatom. However, we should not forget the establishment of 
numerous partnerships in the field of education, favouring the possibility of offering education to a larger 
number of pupils. This funding also provides the opportunity for students to study in Russia. In 2014 it was 
estimated that "there were about 8,000 African students trained in Russia"20 . Although these relationships are 
quite limited, like Turkey, Russia is investing in education to build long-term relationships with African countries.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 1: Russian military presence in Africa (BBC, 2022) 

 

 
19 Declaration of the first Russia-Africa Summit. Russia-Africa Summit website, 24 October 2019. 
https://summitafrica.ru/fr/about-forum/. 
20 Elzein. Africa and Russia's new ambitions. p. 82. 
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Finally, despite all the criticism, the Wagner mercenary company is thriving and plays an undeniable role in 
Russian strategy on the continent. While a large number of countries are confronted with popular protest 
movements or the creation of armed groups seeking to overthrow the regimes in place, Wagner's presence 
makes it possible to fight against the protests of these rebel groups. In this way, Russia has succeeded in 
positioning itself as a security partner for the governments of the region, as well as extending its influence within 
the networks of their leaders. This strategy has allowed the Russians to gain influence at the lowest cost, through 
a political-military insertion, "even reinsertion", within some African states, says Igor Delanoë.  

Russia's presence in Africa is visible in the field of economic investments, diplomatic representation, or even in 
the security field, notably through the Wagner group. However, it is important to underline the weakness of the 
development aid offered by Russia, which does not have a determined strategy for its development actions in 
Africa. 

In the wake of new challenges for Russia, what future for relations with Africa? 

As Russia faces a dramatic change in its situation due to the conflict with Ukraine, many questions are being 
asked about its ability to maintain relations with other countries. 

Indeed, the war with Ukraine has created a North-South polarisation around the subject. Although it is presented 
as a clash of wills between northern powers, leaving the countries of the global south on the sidelines, this war 
has consequences for Africa, particularly because of the problems of blocking food products or fertilisers, both 
Ukrainian and Russian21 , due to logistical problems and difficulties in negotiations with Russia. The sanctions 
imposed on Russia could also jeopardise established relations with Africa, as well as the upcoming Africa-Russia 
summit meetings. 

Not only do the sanctions affect the willingness of African states to develop ties with Russia, particularly in the 
economic sphere, but they could also have an impact on Russia's ability to exert its influence abroad, especially 
if the sanctions were to last and harden. Indeed, constrained in budgetary terms by the costs of war and 
sanctions, Russia is likely to find it difficult to continue investing abroad. Some sectors are already beginning to 
see the effects of sanctions, such as the mining sector22 . Beyond the economic aspect of the war, the war could 
lead to a re-prioritisation of Russia's areas of influence, and thus have an impact on Russia's own willingness to 
expand its influence on the continent. 

Finally, one should not overlook the interest of other countries in the continent, such as Turkey and China, which 
have a strong presence and influence in Africa. Although commonalities can be found between these powers, 
their coexistence can be complicated. Certain "rivalries and areas of friction (already existing) could suggest that 
relations between Turkey and Russia"23 could become more complicated in the future, posing a risk to Russia's 
influence in Africa. 

  

 
21 Morlier, Lucas. Alleviating sanctions to unblock Ukrainian grain? 5 minutes to understand "a question of life and death". 
Le Parisien, 20 July 2022. 
22 Russian oligarchs' African projects starved of capital. Africa Intelligence, 2 March 2022.  
23 Mongrenier, Jean-Sylvestre. Relations between Russia and Turkey: retrospect and perspective. Desk Russia, 1er July 2022. 
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4. Conclusion and lessons learned from the relationships between the different actors 

Africa and the Sahel are central to the influence strategies of international powers. On the one hand, the old 
powers have seen the importance of their relations with the continent; on the other hand, the new international 
powers are seeking to extend their influence, notably by exchanging investments for raw materials. While 
European countries are in the process of withdrawing from the Sahel, other powers, such as Russia and Turkey, 
are seeking to fill the void. Relationships are being created or resumed, through alliances that are advantageous 
to both parties. However, certain current events cast doubt on the behaviour of certain actors, notably Russia. 
Nevertheless, relations have been established between the different countries, allowing the creation of close 
links in some cases and the implementation of numerous projects. In a context of competition between 
international powers in the Sahel, uncertainty remains as to the future of relations between the countries of the 
region and emerging powers such as Turkey and Russia. 


