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Unveiling the Context
The influence of China and Russia 

in West Africa is characterized by its 
geopolitical, strategic, and economic 
dimensions. West African countries 
are strategically located along 
important sea trade routes and have 
a pivotal role in the United Nations 
General Assembly by their number 
of votes.1 Moreover, the region has 
rapidly growing youth demographics.2 
West Africa represents a large 
free-trade area abundant in natural 
resources, including hydrocarbon 
and rare earth element deposits.3 
Furthermore, the region forms part of 
Europe’s southern flank. Nevertheless, 

in 2023, escalating conflict resulting 
in violence, intertwined with climate 
shocks, dampened economic activity 
in the area. In addition, current 
dynamics leave the region vulnerable 
to further violence, cross-border 
fragility, and humanitarian crisis, all of 
which have security-related spillover 
effects or can be exploited as part 
of the geopolitical considerations 
by global actors.4 Incentives exist 
for many local and international 
stakeholders to prevent the spread 
of fragility and violence and pave 
the way for a new development 
trajectory, yet also capitalize on 
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West Africa’s vast resources and 
human potential.5 China’s influence 
in Africa is pervasive, and Russia has 
re-engaged in West Africa following 
its February 2022 invasion of Ukraine. 
Russia’s and China’s engagement 
in West Africa has important 
implications for the region’s balance 
of power, security, and alliances.6

 Both China and Russia are actively 
engaging with African countries. 
China, particularly, has forged strong 
ties with many African nations, 
which has made the latter hesitant 
to align more closely with Western 
powers.7 Geostrategically, West 
Africa’s significance to a multitude of 
countries and as Europe’s southern 
flank is critical in the context of 
the Russia–Ukraine conflict, and 
Russia and China are becoming 
more aggressive in establishing a 
paramilitary and military presence in 
the region.8 The unprecedented levels 
of violence committed by various 
actors, including violent 
extremist organizations 
in the region, foster this 
approach and have the 
potential to represent 
increasing security 
concerns with wide-
reaching impacts.

The geo-economic 
dimension in West 
Africa is tightly 
interconnected with 
strategic and political 
aspirations. West 
Africa’s vast natural 
resources, including 
hydrocarbon, rare 
earth element 
deposits and other 
minerals, water, and 
agricultural land render 
some West African 
countries attractive 

trading partners.9 Most recently, the 
region was considered by European 
countries as an alternative to Russia 
as a hydrocarbon supplier.10 Thus, 
securing access to these resources 
has become a significant driver of 
engagement on the continent.

Exploring China’s Involvement 
in West Africa: An Overview

China facilitates its strategic 
pursuit of influence in Africa via 
exchange diplomacy and financial and 
educational–technical assistance, often 
tied to China’s ambitious Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI). BRI projects are 
the central plank of Chinese statecraft 
in Africa. BRI projects are manifold and 
include the expansion of hydrocarbon 
and its linked transport sector in the 
region. Nigeria holds Africa’s largest 
gas reserves.11 See Table 1. 

Between 2013–2021, China invested 
some 4.21 billion in Nigeria, including 
the building of the Ajaokuta-Kaduna-

Source: “Top 10 African Countries Sitting on the Most Natural 
Gas,” July 16, 2021. https://energycapitalpower.com/top-ten-
african-countries-sitting-on-the-most-natural-gas/; “Africa 
and the Global LNG Crunch: Balancing Energy Security, 
Development, and Decarbonization.” Atlantic Council.
Note: MSGBC = Mauritania, Senegal, Gambia, Guinea-Bissau-
Conakry offshore basin
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Kano (AKK) natural gas pipeline, 
which was to become part of the 
North African Trans-Saharan pipeline 
and, increasingly after the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine, export gas to 
Europe.12 The 2023 coup in Niger 
added challenges and uncertainty 
to this endeavor.13 Funding concerns 
complicated the project’s completion, 
with the Bank of China withholding 
loan disbursements beginning in 
2021.14 The AKK completion deadline 
was moved from early 2023 to July–
August 2024.15 Other West African 
countries hold significant natural 
gas reserves as well; China has made 
investments for the Niger–Benin 
crude pipeline and seeks investments 
in the Equatorial Guinean, Ghanaian, 
and Senegalese oil and gas sectors, 
among others.16

Thus, while Chinese engagement 
has fostered education, economic 
growth, and development in 
African nations—mainly through 
extensive infrastructure development 
connecting African cities and 
enabling the development of linked 
global and regional value chains—
China’s completion of BRI projects is 
not guaranteed.17

Chinese companies often secure 
bids for projects in Africa due to 
their lower costs, freedom from some 
regulatory constraints, and cost-
effective methods and equipment, 
which often comes at the expense 
of labor security and construction 
quality.18 High-interest loans on Chinese 
financing has led to Beijing being 
called a loan shark, and locals have 
alleged unfair terms related to Chinese 
projects.19 Some nations now allocate 
up to 60 percent of their government 
revenues to debt-servicing, particularly 
to China, hampering Western 
companies from viewing Africa 
as a viable business destination.20 

Furthermore, Chinese development 
projects in Africa encounter obstacles 
as the local capacity for adequate 
maintenance of these facilities, roads, 
and other construction endeavors 
often falls short.21 The absence of 
routine and periodic maintenance 
has led to infra​structure failures in 
some countries.22 The availability of 
inexpensive Chinese products in local 
markets has constrained the growth 
of domestic industries, affecting their 
economic development.23

In the social and demographic 
spheres, China has collapsing 
demographics, and Africa at large 
has growing youth bulges.24 China 
may need young Africans to increase 
its labor force in the future, and its 
education initiatives, such as the 
Confucius Institutes and associated 
classrooms, aid in developing skills and 
the indoctrination of the workforce. 
Nevertheless, both Chinese and 
West African locals have displayed 
racist behavior toward each other.25 
Additionally, the perception that China 
is not hiring local labor is a subject 
of debate, with varying perspectives. 
The impact of China’s development 
initiatives in Africa is highly contested. 
While some argue that these initiatives 
have improved the quality of life for 
many Africans, others contend that 
there needs to be more evidence of 
significant improvements.

In 2023, China’s economic growth 
started to slow, and many geopolitical 
analysts now question if China will or 
is capable of financing additional BRI 
projects.26 With China experiencing 
low consumer spending, high youth 
employment, a collapse of the 
property market, and a hemorrhaging 
manufacturing base, financing of 
BRI projects could be a risk for 
Beijing.27 Nevertheless, as of late 2023, 
President Xi Jinping ignored criticism 



4

and vowed to ramp up BRI initiatives, 
possibly to provide opportunities for 
state-owned companies.28 On the 
other hand, Chinese financing is likely 
to become more selective toward 
profit- and geopolitical-strategic 
maximization with projects tied to 
natural resources.29 China’s ambitions 
in establishing military basing, as well 
as state and private security assistance 
agreements including multifaceted 
surveillance, are in part motivated by 
the need to protect investments.30

Exploring Russia’s Involvement 
in West Africa: An Overview

Since Russia invaded Ukraine in 
February 2022, Africa has become 
a pivotal element in its global 
strategic approach as it navigates 
the repercussions of its actions.31 
Russia, facing global backlash and 
a contracting economy, is adopting 
a low-risk, high-reward approach in 
Africa.32 Just like China, Russia can 
benefit from a low-cost African labor 
force. In West Africa, the Kremlin’s 
strategy involves working with African 
elites, undermining democracy, and 
supporting authoritarian regimes.33 
Moreover, Russia is changing its 
energy cooperation with the region. 

Confronted with international 
isolation and economic downturn, 
Russia so far has not primarily 
focused on traditional methods of 
engagement, such as foreign direct 
investment, trade, development aid, 
or cultural and educational initiatives, 
but instead has emphasized political 
support, military equipment sales, 
and both state-sponsored and private 
security cooperation.34 Moscow’s 
paramilitary troops, especially the 
Wagner Group, have a documented 
record of exploiting the fragile security 
situation and the deteriorating 
relations between West African states 

and Western countries, particularly 
France.35 Moscow’s information 
operations undermine democracy by 
inciting anti-western sentiments and 
leveraging its limited colonial history.36 
In recent years, the Kremlin has 
presented itself as a more favorable 
partner to locals over Western and 
former colonial powers via social 
media, open and gray diplomacy, and 
paramilitary support. This strategy is 
to counteract Western influence and 
gain geopolitical leverage.37 

Thus, the Kremlin’s strategy 
includes forming alliances with West-
African elites, eroding democratic 
values throughout the region, 
and propping up authoritarian 
governments, such as those in Mali, 
Burkina Faso, and Niger, through 
the deployment of paramilitary 
organizations providing security 
services.38 Regardless of Wagner 
private military/security companies 
(PMC/PSC) committing abuses and 
crimes against civilians, local leaders 
are supported in retaining power, 
granting rights to natural resources, 
and voting or abstaining from voting 
against Russian interests in the United 
Nations Security Council.39 Despite 
the insurrection by the late Wagner 
commander Yevgeny Prigozhin, 
Russian Wagner forces continue 
to operate in the region, and its 
combatants appear to be smoothly 
incorporated into a more Kremlin-
controlled paramilitary structure. 

As a major oil and gas producer, 
Russia considers the hydrocarbon 
industry a crucial part of its political 
economy and national security.40 
Russian oil and gas companies such 
as Gazprom and Lukoil operate in 
North and West Africa, including 
Algeria, Ghana, Cameroon, Cote 
d’Ivoire, Nigeria, and Sierra Leone. 
Gazprom, Russia’s hydrocarbon giant, 

As global proxy 

wars intensify, 

so does the 

competition over 

West Africa’s 

natural resources 

and strategic 

trade routes, 

which are shaping 

global power 

dynamics.
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is evolving into a significant player 
in Moscow’s West Africa game.41 In 
late 2023 at the African Energy Week 
conference, Gazprom leadership 
advocated for natural gas as a critical 
driver for development in Africa, 
highlighting the potential of natural 
gas to support economic growth and 
energy security.42 International Russian 
news outlets like Interfax and TASS 
echo Gazprom’s advocacy.43 Russia’s 
oil sales in Africa have increased.44 
Gazprom, along with Gazpromneft and 
Transneft—Gazprom’s oil and pipeline 
arms—vie to sign more regional deals 
to capture the hydrocarbon market 
with security provided by its own 
PMC/ PSC.45

Controlled mainly by President 
Putin, Gazprom is increasing its 
private security force, and several 
Russian paramilitary groups are 
now tied to the company.46 In 2007, 
Russia’s Duma authorized energy 
companies Gazprom, Gazpromneft, 
and Transneft to establish private 
internal armies.47 In October 2023, 
Russian Prime Minister Mikhail 
Mishustin permitted Gazpromneft to 
form a “private security organization,” 
which began operations in Omsk, 
Russia, under Gazpromneft Security.48 
Gazprom-linked PMC/PSC arms 
such as Fakel, Plamya, Potok, Redut, 
STAF Alliance, and Gazpromneft 
Security have emerged with some, 
reportedly fighting in Ukraine.49 
These PMCs/PSCs are shrouded in 
mystery regarding their names and 
activities. Some of these groups are 
already operating or plan to operate 
in Africa. Patriot, a well-known entity, 
is linked to Russian Defense Minister 
Sergey Shoigu.50 Nevertheless, 
Moscow is taking measures to bring 
all PMCs/PSCs under greater control 
of the Ministry of Defense to avoid 
warlordism and insurrections while 

indicating a strategic expansion of 
Russia’s private military capabilities.

Gazprom, via its affiliated 
companies, is also uniquely structured 
to replace or absorb the information 
operations arm of “Prigozhin’s 
Galaxy” and engage in disinformation 
campaigns.51 Since its establishment, 
Gazprom has primarily served the 
interests of a wealthy elite closely 
associated with and ultimately 
controlled by Putin.52 In 2023, the 
pattern continues, with surviving 
oligarchs effectively functioning as 
subordinates, furthering their and 
Putin’s financial interests through 
Gazprom and its affiliated security 
entities. Gazprom holds a significant 
stake in VK Company via Gazprom 
Media,53 Russia’s largest media 
conglomerate, which controls a 
vast portion of the Russian online 
sphere, including social networks and 
payment services. This ownership 
extends to VKontakte, VK Company’s 
largest asset.54 VKontakte creates 
government-related web apps, 
including education applications, 
which can be used as an influence 
mechanism.55 In this context, Gazprom, 
with its extensive media influence, 
appears poised to absorb or replace 
Wagner operations. 

Endgame: Synthesizing  
the Findings

As global proxy wars intensify, 
so does the competition over West 
Africa’s natural resources and strategic 
trade routes, which are shaping 
global power dynamics. In late 2023, 
China and Russia undermined the 
United States, Europe, and their 
allies, challenging NATO and seeking 
increased influence abroad. While 
both countries pursue different 
strategies toward Africa, they share 
the goals of subverting U.S. and 
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European influence.56 Both also seek 
economic gains through commercial, 
financial, and military engagement. 
Since launching its war in Ukraine, 
Russia has increased trade with China, 
including providing hydrocarbons 
at heavily discounted rates.57 Putin’s 
perception that Europeans would 
falter after he invaded Ukraine due 
to their dependence on Russian 
hydrocarbons was a miscalculation, 
leading to revenue losses for Gazprom. 
In 2023, the Kremlin poised Gazprom 
for strategic expansion into the West 
African market, paramilitary security, 
and information operations sector, 
bringing PMC/PSC under state control. 
These actions signal a concerted 

effort by Putin to diversify Gazprom’s 
revenue streams and possibly 
consolidate control over the supply 
chains of vital natural resources, 
particularly hydrocarbons. His efforts 
are potentially in a coordinated 
collaboration with China’s initiatives 
such as BRI projects.58 The extension 
of China’s and Russia’s strategic 
alliance into West Africa could serve 
as a lever against NATO. Moreover, 
it could provide both countries with 
access to the region’s valuable natural 
resources. Yet, due to historical and 
cultural factors, the Sino-Russian 
alliance may not be as enduring and 
deep as it seems at first glance. 
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