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The term “scramble for Africa” was coined to describe the process 
towards the end of the 19th century by which the European powers 
of the time sought to claim parts of the African continent for them-
selves.1 For almost two decades now there has been talk of a “new 
scramble for Africa” and its resources2. There has also been talk 
for years of a “new cold war”, different from the one generally con-
sidered to have begun in the aftermath of WWII and ended with the 
fall of the Soviet Union, but still characterized by a clash between 
two rival blocs: “the West” versus Russia and China. Initially, this 
“new cold war” was discussed primarily with reference to the ri-
valry between the United States and China in matters of trade and 
technology,3 but Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has made the inter-
national political situation, including the “new cold war”, even more 
complex.  
 
 
 

 
 
This time around, many powers, both large and medium-sized, 
are taking part in the “scramble for Africa”, from China to France, 
Turkey to Brazil, India to Malaysia and more. Russia has also 
been involved for at least a decade, after apparently losing in-
terest in the continent for some time following the fall of the So-
viet Union 4. Russia’s clout in Africa is negligible in the areas of 
trade and aid, but significant in the military sphere; indeed, it is 
the biggest seller of arms to the continent. The Stockholm In-
ternational Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) reports that be-
tween 2015 and 2019, 49% of the armaments purchased by 
African countries came from Russia (alongside 14% from the US, 
13% from China, and the remainder from other countries) 5. 
Since 2015, Russia has entered into military cooperation agree-
ments with 21 African countries, with plans to establish perma-
nent military bases in six of them: the Central African Republic, 
Egypt, Eritrea, Madagascar, Mozambique and Sudan. 6 
 
 
 

 
 
On 2 March 2022 the UN General Assembly voted on a resolution 
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NEW PLAYERS IN THE SCRAMBLE FOR AFRICA

DIVISIONS BETWEEN AFRICAN COUNTRIES

to condemn Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. Of the 193 member 
states, 141 voted in favor of the resolution, 5 voted against it, and 
35 abstained. There was a significant rift among African coun-
tries: Eritrea voted against the resolution, aligning itself with Rus-
sia, China, North Korea and Syria; 28 other African countries 
voted in favor of it; 17 abstained; and 8 were absent at the time 
of the vote.7 In April, the UN General Assembly voted to suspend 
Russia from the UN Human Rights Council; of the 54 African 
countries, only 10 voted in favor of the motion, 9 voted against, 
and 35 abstained or were absent 8. This phenomenon of absten-
tion or absence may be an attempt to underscore a kind of 
equidistance between the Western bloc and the Russia/China 
bloc.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
According to recent World Bank assessments, 13 African coun-
tries are currently affected by medium-intensity conflict, 1  
(Somalia) by high-intensity conflict, and 5 by a high degree of in-
stitutional and social fragility.9 The International Monetary Fund, in 
turn, describes 21 African states as being in a state of fragility.10 
Fragility, instability and rifts between countries provide fertile 
ground for foreign interventions, and Africa is the continent with 
the highest number of the latter on its territory, with at least 13 
countries maintaining permanent military presences there: Saudi 
Arabia, Belgium, China, the United Arab Emirates, France, Ger-
many, India, England, Italy, Japan, Russia, the United States and 
Turkey. The United States operates 34 military outposts in Africa 
and France has at least 7,550 military personnel spread across 
various theaters of war. The Horn of Africa alone hosts 13 foreign 
military bases, 11 and six of the twelve active UN Blue Helmets 
peacekeeping operations worldwide are based in Africa.12 
 
 
 

 
 
As far back as 2016 the African Union's Peace and Security 
Council expressed concern about the proliferation of foreign mil-
itary bases in Africa and the lack of capacity of host countries to 
control their actions and movements of arms or understand 

INSTABILITY AND FRAGILITY IN AFRICA: A BREEDING GROUND 
FOR DANGEROUS FOREIGN INTERVENTIONS

THE AFRICAN UNION’S UNHEEDED WARNINGS

AFRICA AND THE NEW COLD WAR
Africa finds itself increasingly at the center of new global geopolitical balances, with the return of a pattern 
of rival blocs of countries: a sort of new Cold War involving a complex web of economic, military and 
diplomatic interests. In this rapidly evolving scenario, the risk of conflict over Africa between these 
powerful actors, fostered in part by the instability and fragility of many of its countries, is not insignificant. 
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their true objectives. It urged its member states to be more "cir-
cumspect" about entering into agreements to establish such 
bases on their soil, 13 bases from which countries would then 
seek to protect their own interests as well as those of "friendly" 
governments, heightening the level of competition between the 
global powers. 
 
 
 

 
 
Djibouti deserves special mention in this context. With an area 
of only 23,200 square kilometers and just over 1 million inhabi-
tants, it hosts the overseas military bases of eight non-allied 
countries. It is the only country in the world to host both a U.S. 
and a Chinese base, in addition to those of France, Germany, the 
United Kingdom, Italy, Spain and Saudi Arabia 14; Russia, India 
and Japan are also negotiating to join. Djibouti’s strategic posi-
tion is key: it faces the Arabian Peninsula and is close to the strait 
of Bab-el-Mandeb, through which a significant portion of inter-
national maritime traffic, including oil traffic, passes. Djibouti 
earns about $300 million a year thanks to the presence of the 
foreign military bases, not much in absolute terms but equiva-
lent to almost one-tenth of the small country’s GDP ($3.371 bil-
lion in 2021).15  
 
 
 

 
 
Also telling are events in Mali, where France withdrew its troops, 
in the country since 2013, after bitter clashes with Colonel As-

THE CASE OF DJIBOUTI

THE CASES OF MALI AND BURKINA FASO

simi Goïta’s military junta. Now military personnel from the Wag-
ner Group, a private company owned by Yevgeny Prigozhin, a 
close confidant of Putin, are there in place of the French troops. 
England and Germany will also be withdrawing their troops 
(which are part of the UN Multidimensional Integrated Stabiliza-
tion Mission in Mali, or MINUSMA, in the country with about 
14,000 personnel since 2013) earlier than expected. Something 
similar has happened in Burkina Faso, where the military carried 
out two coups in the space of a few months, hailed by Prigozhin 
as the “completion of the decolonization process”. 16 In both Mali 
and Burkina Faso, the citizenry greeted the military's seizure of 
power with jubilant demonstrations, expressing anti-French and 
anti-Western sentiments and singing the praises of Russia. The 
arrival of a Wagner contingent in Burkina Faso is likely. Individu-
als from the Wagner Group are also present in the Central African 
Republic, Sudan, Libya, Madagascar and Mozambique. The use 
of this private group enables the Russian government to inter-
vene at the same time that it denies any such involvement.  
 
 
 

 
 
Recent months have seen a whirlwind of diplomatic activities in 
Africa. China organized the first “China-Horn of Africa Peace, 
Good Governance and Development Conference” in Addis Ababa 
with representatives from Ethiopia, Djibouti, Kenya, Somalia, 
Sudan, South Sudan and Uganda. 17 The event marked a shift in 
the country’s approach to Africa, featured by a new willingness to 
complement its traditional infrastructural, financial and com-
mercial interventions with a stronger diplomatic role. A few 
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weeks later, China’s Foreign Minister also announced that his 
country would waive 23 interest-free loans to 17 African coun-
tries, and promised food assistance as well.18 
 
In a virtual meeting with representatives of 50 African countries, 
Japan’s Foreign Minister made clear his own country’s readiness 
to help the continent cope with the economic consequences of 
the war in Ukraine; 19 in addition, the 8th Tokyo International Con-
ference on Africa Development (TICAD) was held in Tunis, pre-
senting ideas and plans to counter Chinese expansion in Africa.20 
In July, Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov visited Africa, cau-
tioning against the West's global “hegemonic plans” and stating 
that his country would help the continent “complete its process 
of decolonization.” In the same period French President Macron, 
who labeled Russia “the last colonial empire,” also traveled to 
Africa, followed shortly afterwards by U.S. Secretary of State 
Antony Blinken.  
 
 
 

 
 
In April, the U.S. Congress passed the “Countering Malign Rus-
sian Activities in Africa Act” 21; there are also negative considera-
tions vis-à-vis Chinese and Russian interventions in Africa in the 
U.S.’s “Strategy Document Toward Sub-Saharan Africa” that was 

INCREASINGLY FORCEFUL AND EXPLICIT AFFIRMATIONS

published last August. 22 NATO’s “Strategic Concept”, published 
last June, states that “(...) insecurity and instability in Africa and 
the Middle East” are a threat to its members and defines North 
Africa and the Sahel as “our southern neighbors.” 23 Some have 
interpreted this statement as a re-enactment of the “Monroe 
Doctrine”, named after the president who declared it in 1823, call-
ing Latin America “our backyard” and claiming undisputed 
supremacy there.24 A French diplomat has stated that “The 
longer the war in Ukraine continues, the more vigilant we will 
need to be on the African front”. 25 
 
 
 

 
 
The distinction between the “new scramble for Africa” and the 
“new Cold War” may soon lose all meaning. The military aspect is 
becoming more and more important in both the battle over 
African resources and the competition for the diplomatic sup-
port of the 54 African countries that collectively account for 28% 
of the votes at the UN General Assembly. There is a concrete risk 
that the tensions between the blocs might turn into out-and-out 
conflict, with new proxy wars in Africa – just what happened, with 
disastrous and long-lasting effects, during the first Cold War. The 
instability and fragility of many African countries will only in-
crease this risk. 
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