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Abstract: France, both as a representative of Western civilisation and as a former
colonial power on the African continent, finds itself confronted with Russia, a country
that follows radically different principles. The confrontation between France and Russia
goes beyond the rivalry between the two countries, as the African continent is an
unavoidable site for the global and regional assertion of power for these two opponents.
The confrontation can be clearly traced through the means the countries have used to
gain advantage and influence, and in the way it is set out in their national strategies,
including the development of military commitments and economic relations. A crucial
question is to what extent the centuries-old French linguistic and cultural influence
and its cohesive force in Africa can resist the aggressive new superpower ambitions,
including a growing Russian penetration. What is happening in Africa requires special
attention due to the implications it has for the future of Europe. This analysis is divided
into two parts, with the first part covering state strategies and military engagements,
and the second part discussing economic policy and the opportunities offered by
Francophonie.

Keywords: France, Russia, Africa, EU, NATO, OPEX, Wagner group, influence

Absztrakt: Franciaorszdg, mint a ,nyugati” civilizacié képviselGje, de eqyben egykori gyar-
mattartd az afrikai kontinensen szemben taldlja magdt a gydkeresen mds elveket vallé Orosz-
orszaggal. A francia-orosz konfrontdcio tulmutat a két orszag kézétti rivalizaldson, hiszen
az afrikai kontinens megkertilhetetlen helyszin a szemben all6 felek globdlis és regiondlis
szintd érvényestilése szempontjabdl. A konfrontdcio jol nyomon kévethet6 az el6nyszerzés,
a befolydsolds eszkdzein keresztiil, a nemzeti stratégidkba lefektetett médon tébbek k6zétt a
katonai szerepvdllaldsok és a gazdasdgi kapcsolatok alakuldsa teriiletén. Nagy kérdés, hogy
a bé évszdazados francia nyelvi és kulturdlis hatds és ennek kohézids ereje mennyire ellendllé
az agressziv uj nagyhatalmi térekvésekkel, koztik az orosz fokozott térnyeréssel szemben.
Az Afrikaban zajlé folyamatok kilénleges figyelmet igényelnek, mivel Eurdpa jovéje szempont-
jabdl is meghatdrozé kévetkezményekkel jarnak. Az elemzés két részben kertil bemutatdsra.
Az elsé rész az dllami stratégidkat és a katonai szerepvdllaldsokat, mig a mdsodik rész a
gazdasdgpolitikat és a frankofdnia adta lehetbségeket irja le.

Kulcsszavak: Franciaorszdg, Oroszorszdg, Afrika, EU, NATO, OPEX, Wagner-csoport,
befolydsolds

It is often reported in the media that France’s influence in Africa is declining, while
Russia has gradually gained more strategic positions, which is also indicated by the
withdrawal of French troops from Mali and the Wagner group’s gains in the Sahel.
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Several major think tanks have recently addressed this issue, including the prestigious
French Institute of Advanced Studies in National Defence (IHEDN), the French
Foundation for Strategic Research (FRS), the Polish Institute of International Affairs
(PISM), and the Johannesburg-based South African Institute of International Affairs
(SAIIA). A senior researcher at the Centre for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS)
in Washington DC has also analysed this phenomenon in a podcast on Mali. The issue is
of great importance both in the context of the events that have taken place in the Sahel
and in the broader context of the Russia-Ukraine war, and it is not only crucial for Africa
but also for the future of Europe.

Given the timeliness of the subject, this analysis explores to what extent the French
position has changed in Africa, and to what extent the increasingly intense Russian
presenceisreplacing France’s former dominant role on the continent. The study examines
the two countries’ national strategies, their military and economic spheres, and the role
of Francophonie in Africa. To provide a detailed overview, the analysis is published in two
parts. The first part presents an overview of the general French and Russian attitudes
and strategic approaches to Africa, which the two states are exercising very intensively
through the deployment of military forces and their involvement on the continent.
The second part focuses on Franco-African and Russian-African economic and trade
relations, followed by a presentation of the cohesive power, role, and effectiveness of
Francophonie. The second part concludes with a summary of the two-part analysis.

Approaches at the strategic level

Franco-African and Russian-African relations have reached a turning point today.
Russia’s current national security strategy was signed by President Vladimir Putin on 2
June, 2021, a few months before the Russian-Ukrainian conflict that erupted on 24 February,
2022. Compared to the 2015 version, the new version updates the balance of power in
the current system of global economic and political power centres in the world. In this
renewed world order, countries traditionally defined as the “West” (the EU, the US)
seek to maintain their hegemony. The development of a multipolar world order and
what was perceived as an attempt to increase Western influence, in the Russian view,
destabilised international relations. Russia’s strategy is based on the inextricable link
and interdependence between national security and socio-economic development,
with economic stability and information security as the main developmental direction.
A striking element of the document is that Russia includes the term “hostile countries”
without any specific definition, and it only mentions the United States a few times,
while NATO and the European Union are not mentioned at all. Typically, the term
“Western countries” is used as a catch-all, while China and India are singled out and
referred to as Russia’s partners for Asia as a whole. The document identifies certain
corporate, non-governmental, religious, and terrorist organisations as a source of
threats, also adding the US and its allies to this list. In addition to the priorities that
fall under the category of strategic security, the importance of protecting traditional
Russian spiritual and moral values, culture, and historical memory is also highlighted.
Inthe context of Africa, whichisfacing conflicts and crises, thefocusis ondevelopment
and assistance to African states, through which the Russian state maintains a range
of traditional security, economic, and cultural initiatives and forms of cooperation.
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The most significant manifestation of cooperation at the strategic level has been the first
Russia-Africa Summit in Sochi in October 2019, where potential areas of cooperation
were discussed.

In practice, Moscow has gained considerable influence in Africa through
vaccine diplomacy, and it also increased its influence during the COVID-19 pandemic.
However, this impressive relationship-building has been out of step with the modest
value of trade flows. In African markets, Russian products are less attractive, making it
very difficult for Russia to evoke a convincing ideological, social, or cultural resonance
in the African community. Nevertheless, Moscow has been able to expand its influence
in Libya, the Central African Republic, Sudan, Madagascar, Mozambique, and Mali,
with Burkina Faso possibly nextin line. In each of these locations, it has flexibly used a
combination of mercenaries and disinformation to support isolated leaders or proxy
wars, thus also creating opportunities to project a positive Russian image that can
be exploited in a variety of ways. One example is Libya, where it has succeeded in
expanding its sphere of influence through lowcost ventures.

Russia’s strategy in Africa is both opportunistic and calculating. The opportunistic
interpretation is that it is willing to take risks as soon as the opportunity arises, thus
deploying mercenary forces as quickly as possible, even in crisis areas. In Africa, Russia
is determined to extend its power to strategic choke points (the Eastern Mediterranean,
the Suez Canal), which would have a major impact on the deployment of NATO forces
in the event of a crisis. At the same time, Russia also considers asymmetric tactical
options, such as controlling the flow of refugees to counter Western influence in
Africa and gain the upper hand over Europe.

Russia has been isolated following the annexation of Crimea in 2014, but Moscow
has ignored this fact and is attempting to defy the established international order,
including through Africa. For Russia, Africa is an easy and attractive theatre due to
its weak governments, abundant natural resources, colonial heritage, proximity to
Europe, and 54 votes in the UN General Assembly, all factors that serve Moscow’s
interests at little financial and political cost. In essence, it calls into question the
principles of an international system based on democratic norms and rules and seeks
to undermine the effectiveness, fairness, transparency, and inclusiveness of a form
of governance based on democracy, without offering an alternative. The destabilising
effect of the Russian approach in fragile African states is a clear consequence of this
strategy. Disinformation campaigns and support for unconstitutional claims to power
are used as important tools to undermine legitimate governments and foment social
polarisation.

Bearing in mind the Moscow strategy outlined above, and in view of the
circumstances surrounding the outbreak of the Russian-Ukrainian crisis, France
has revised its national strategy, which President Emmanuel Macron announced on
9 November, 2022, together with the end of Operation Barkhane. One important
element of the new strategy document is that the evolution of the threats assessed
in the 2017 French National Defence and Security Strategy (revisited in 2021) has
also been updated. The objectives of strengthening moral force and resilience,
consolidating the alliance system, and promoting the modernisation of defence assets
are maintained, but they are reconsidered in the new context. Regarding French
foreign and security policy, the new strategy makes several observations regarding
the African continent, which serve as a basis for defining its guidelines and setting out
the tasks to be accomplished.
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The strategy identifies the African continent as a confrontation zone, where
Russia seeks to undermine the norms of the West through anti-Western influence,
disinformation, the use of Russian mercenaries, and offensive diplomacy. Interestingly,
Moscow is assumed to have territorial (revisionist) ambitions, and it also incorporates
hybrid strategies into its operations in Africa to combat security challenges (i.e. jihadist
movements). France seeks to maintain strategic solidarity, a solid partnership, and a
higher level of interoperability with the US, while paying close attention to the security
and humanitarian challenges posed by the spread of the terrorist threat, the activities
of the Wagner group, the plundering of economic resources, and manipulations of
informations. France will seek to play a leading role in EU-NATO cooperation, while
identifying as a strategic objective, in line with the general objectives of France 2030,
the EU Strategic Compass, and the NATO 2030 Strategy concept, the strengthening
of defence and action capabilities, including on the African continent. Based on these
approaches, France seeks a balanced partnership, coalition cooperation, a renewal of
the European Partnership for Africa policy, the strengthening of defence relations, and
targeted training and education with allied forces.

The objectives of the French national strategy are reflected in the defence budget
and the current report on the capabilities of the armed forces. Nevertheless, in its notes
on the implementation of the budget, the French Court of Auditors has identified a
significant under-programming of the over-expenditure on external military operations
(OPEX) since the late 2000s, even though the main interventions (Afghanistan, Sahel)
were long-term. From 2011 onwards, the additional costs have exceeded the amounts
programmed in the military budget (Figure 1).

Figure 1.
The programming of the OPEX budget and additional costs (billion EUR)
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It is therefore noticeable that Paris is gradually and significantly increasing its military
expenditure, particularly in terms of its missions abroad, which are certainly not
negligible in terms of the French military presence in Africa, even if the effective number
of units stationed in the South Continent has been significantly reduced in recent years,
especially since 2022. The increase in military expenditure was also confirmed in a
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speech given by President Emmanuel Macron on 20 January, 2023, in which he set
out the main guidelines for the programming law for the next military budget
(for the period 2024-2030), namely the strengthening of sovereignty, the provision
of high-intensity and continuous readiness, the defence of common spaces, and the
renewal of partnerships. In addition, EUR 413 billion, an increase of EUR 118 billion
compared to the previous programming period, has been earmarked to achieve these
objectives, reflecting the increased and more substantial financial support for military
engagement and intervention.

Military presence

With the end of African decolonisation and wars of independence, the defence of
French European territories became a top priority for Paris from the 1960s onwards.
At the same time, France began to conclude and implement defence agreements with
its partners, which led to the introduction of external, or OPEX operations. Over the
last 50 years, OPEX operations have played a major role in the life of the French armed
forces. The French OPEX operations are differentiated according to place and type of
deployment (Figure 2), and from 1963 to the present day, France has conducted more
than 100 external operations.

Figure 2.
OPEX presence, as published by the Ministry of Armed Forces
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Today, the focus is typically on protecting French citizens, as well as protecting French
territories from cross-border terrorist threats. The French army is heavily involved in
military operations in Africa. As a permanent member of the UN Security Council, France
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is active in peacekeeping missions (1991: MINURSO - Western Sahara, 2010: MONUSCO
- Democratic Republic of Congo, 2003-2018: UNMIL - Liberia, 2004-2017: UNOCI - Cote
dsIvoire), in other military tasks as a member of NATO, and in peacekeeping operations
and humanitarian missions as a founding member of the European Union (2005: EUSEC
RD Congo, 2008: EU NAVFOR Somalia).

Figure 3.
Global presence, as published by the Ministry of Armed Forces
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France currently divides the African continent into four implementation regions within
the framework of OPEX operations: the Sahel, West Africa, Central Africa, and East
Africa. France has been continuously engaged in the Sahel since 2013 (2014-2022:
Operation Barkhane) in order to ensure stability and security, and it is committed to
fighting cross-border terrorism together with its African partners. Task Force Takuba
was created in 2020 both in parallel with and to replace Operation Barkhane, in line
with the needs and wishes of local partners. However, this task force was disbanded in
2022. In the West African region, two French presences were deployed in Senegal (2011)
and Céte d’'Ivoire (2015, forward base) to protect French interests, support operational
deployments, and contribute to regional operational cooperation. France has a quasi-
permanent presence in the Gulf of Guinea, where ships have been deployed since 1990
(Operation Corymbe). The French military presence in the Central African region is in
Gabon, in accordance with the defence agreements of August 1960, while the largest
deployed French presence is in Djibouti (2011) in the East African region, which is the
second outpost France has established on the continent.
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In addition to OPEX and the quota missions imposed by international organisations,
private military contractors (PMCs) have also emerged over the years to carry out
missions in foreign countries in the interests of the state. The French Foreign Legion,
created in 1831, can be seen as a forerunner of this model. France uses the Foreign
Legion in various ways, but it is difficult to trace it in public sources. Since the 1990s,
PMCs have also multiplied internationally, and now there are also a number of PMCs
in Africa, including the Wagner Group, which is linked to the US, China and, not
least, Russia.

The Wagner Group is linked to the Russian military intelligence agency, the GRU.
Russian businessman Yevgeny Prigozhin, who is close to Russian President Vladimir
Putin, has officially admitted that he founded the Russian private military group in 2014.
The mercenaries of the Wagner Group have been deployed in Libya, the Central African
Republic, Sudan, Mozambique, as well as the Democratic Republic of Congo, Angola,
Madagascar, Zimbabwe, and Mali, while traditional Russian military involvement is
typically not present . The use of mercenaries is a Russian strategy, in a country with
geographically strategic mineral or hydrocarbon resources. In all case, the presence of
Russian mercenaries has been denied by Russia and the respective African state. Small
mercenary detachments are low in cost, which is amply compensated by the fees paid
and the mineral resources acquired. The real gain, however, is the increased Russian
influence in the region.

A spectacular period of Russo-French confrontation - well-tracked since the end of
Russian-Mali security cooperation in 2019, for anyone interested in the issue. Following
a Russian presence in Mali, France was forced to withdraw from its former colonial
territory in 2022, and this process has had many parallels with Russian activity and
penetration in other African states. The case of Libya is particularly interesting in terms
of Russia’s communication policy, disinformation, and influence-building, as Russia
has managed to establish itself in the local media networks as a stabilising factor
in the region, although it is completely rejected by the Western states and the UN.
An investigative analysis by the Stanford Internet Observatory has identified dozens
of social media accounts with hundreds of thousands of followers who were posing as
credible domestic voices but were actually operating outside Libya. As a result of this
investigative work, these fake accounts and pages were eventually shut down.

The Russian state has turned its disinformation model into a franchise by creating or
sponsoring African hosts for pro-Russian and anti-Western messages. Disinformation
campaigns are heavily supplemented with cultural content, making it very difficult for
the average reader to identify non-credible accounts, and such activity can be detected
across several different African countries. For example, divisive content has been
broadcast through a fictitious news agency called Peace Data, at which Russian agents
have hired unsuspecting journalists in foreign countries. This is presumably a very
effective recruitment method, exploiting low-paid African journalists or, as in Ghana,
using a troll factory to foment social polarisation. As described above, there have been
precedents for inciting racial tensions in South Africa, and disinformation messages
are sometimes combined with wider diplomatic support to help keep friendly African
regimes in power.

In the last two decades, Russia has signed at least two dozen security cooperation
agreements on the African continent. The most notable aspect of these treaties is
that Russia seeks to ensure free access to ports and bases in the Red Sea and the
Mediterranean to support naval operations there. The agreements on the ports in

2023/M H


https://www.dw.com/en/why-private-foreign-security-companies-are-booming-in-africa/a-58134009
https://issafrica.org/iss-today/mercenaries-and-private-military-security-africas-thin-grey-line
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/sep/26/putin-ally-yevgeny-prigozhin-admits-founding-wagner-mercenary-group
https://www.marshallcenter.org/en/publications/marshall-center-books/russias-global-reach-security-and-statecraft-assessment/chapter-10-russia-and-africa-expanding-influence-and
https://www.marshallcenter.org/en/publications/marshall-center-books/russias-global-reach-security-and-statecraft-assessment/chapter-10-russia-and-africa-expanding-influence-and
https://acleddata.com/2022/08/30/wagner-group-operations-in-africa-civilian-targeting-trends-in-the-central-african-republic-and-mali/#s3
https://acleddata.com/2022/08/30/wagner-group-operations-in-africa-civilian-targeting-trends-in-the-central-african-republic-and-mali/#s3
https://www.marshallcenter.org/en/publications/marshall-center-books/russias-global-reach-security-and-statecraft-assessment/chapter-10-russia-and-africa-expanding-influence-and
https://www.marshallcenter.org/en/publications/marshall-center-books/russias-global-reach-security-and-statecraft-assessment/chapter-10-russia-and-africa-expanding-influence-and
https://africacenter.org/spotlight/russian-disinformation-campaigns-target-africa-interview-shelby-grossman/
https://www.marshallcenter.org/en/publications/marshall-center-books/russias-global-reach-security-and-statecraft-assessment/chapter-10-russia-and-africa-expanding-influence-and
https://jamestown.org/program/the-hybrid-role-of-russian-mercenaries-pmcs-and-irregulars-in-moscows-scramble-for-africa/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/technology/2020/09/01/facebook-disinformation-takedown/
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/03/12/world/russia-ghana-troll-farms-2020-ward/index.html
https://jamestown.org/program/the-hybrid-role-of-russian-mercenaries-pmcs-and-irregulars-in-moscows-scramble-for-africa/
https://www.marshallcenter.org/en/publications/marshall-center-books/russias-global-reach-security-and-statecraft-assessment/chapter-10-russia-and-africa-expanding-influence-and
https://www.marshallcenter.org/en/publications/marshall-center-books/russias-global-reach-security-and-statecraft-assessment/chapter-10-russia-and-africa-expanding-influence-and
https://www.marshallcenter.org/en/publications/marshall-center-books/russias-global-reach-security-and-statecraft-assessment/chapter-10-russia-and-africa-expanding-influence-and

AN
G P{4IPOLICY BRIEF
! AR

Berbera (Somaliland), Massawa and Assab (Eritrea), Port Sudan (Sudan), and various
Libyan installations indicate that the Russian state leadership is also interested in
deploying forces along the strategic naval choke points in the Strait of Bab-el-Mandeb
(Djibouti-Yemen), the Suez Canal, and the Eastern Mediterranean. In fact, when Russia
conducted naval exercises with South Africa, it also explored port access opportunities
in southern Africa with Mozambique.

In addition to the demonstration of strength, the Russian military education and
training programme trains nearly 500 African military officers every year. Through
these programmes, Russia can pass on its understanding of civil-military relations on
the African continent. Moreover, these officers will also enable Russia to have continuous
access to mid- and senior-level African military officers throughout their careers. A prime
example of this are the high-ranking Malian officers who returned home from training
in Russia and subsequently staged a coup in 2020. It is therefore clear that Russia has
used a wide range of means to gain a foothold in Africa and has become a ruthless rival
of the countries that have a significant influence on Africa, most notably France.

Conclusion

Based on strategy-level French and Russian documents, the African continent is clearly
prominent, creating a potentially decisive site of rivalry between France and Russia.
There is a clear distinction between France, which traditionally represents the West,
and Russia, which is at the forefront of the camp of states opposed to Western ideals.
For these reasons, the Franco-Russian confrontation occupies a particularly important
place in the struggle for global and regional power.

Military interventions based on these strategies can be observed, and the states
of the African continent are willing to ally themselves with any of the other parties,
primarily in order to pursue their own interests and objectives, regardless of the great
power games. Russia typically seeks to expand its influence from the background,
using elite diplomacy, the Wagner group, propaganda, and disinformation as its main
tools, with these activities having a destabilising effect on the continent. At the same
time, France, as a former colonial power, starts from a strong disadvantage, a situation
exacerbated by the negative impact generated by the Russians. As far as it is able,
France is seeking a partnership based on understanding, be it military or economic
cooperation. The French army, which is deployed in the framework of OPEX and/or
international forces throughout Africa, is also facing increasing obstacles, despite the
good intentions of its activities (e.g. joint action against terrorism), thanks to its colonial
past and the image that Russia has disseminated about it in Africa.
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