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Africa (and Europe) in the 21st Century: 
The Century of Africa? 

The global geopolitical order is in a phase of profound 
transformation. Since the era of bloc confrontation 
and the Cold War, after the fall of the Berlin Wall and 
the demise of the Soviet empire, the world evolved 
towards a clear hegemony of the United States. This 
unipolar world is now being rapidly replaced by an or-
ganization of power on a global scale that has yet to 
take shape. It is clear that China’s unstoppable rise 
is leading to a confrontation for hegemony between 
China and the United States. But the world of the 
future will undoubtedly be somewhat more complex 
than a simple division between two blocs, one led by 
the United States with its European allies and the oth-
er, as yet undefined, led by China together with other 
authoritarian countries, especially Russia, plus a few 
minor epigones. Beyond the two great world leaders 
at loggerheads, there is a very large portion of human-
ity that has its doubts and is asserting its claim for a 
reform of the international order that would provide 
greater opportunities for its economic and social de-
velopment, while at the same time allowing it to make 
its voice heard, also politically, in a transformed in-
ternational arena. This is the emergence of a broad 
movement that is heir to what was, in the era of bipo-
lar confrontation, the so-called Non-Aligned Move-
ment (NAM), created at the Bandung conference in 
1954, in which African countries, as they gained in-
dependence, were always a fundamental part.
The new movement, which the BRICS claim to lead 
and unite, has in common this intention of establish-

ing new rules of the game with regard to economic 
distribution and the distribution of power on the inter-
national stage, mainly by reforming the United Na-
tions system, and the Security Council in particular. 
The current composition of the Council, and espe-
cially the veto power of the five permanent members 
and the limited number of total members – 15 in all, 
reflects the relative weight and balance of power pre-
vailing in 1945. At that time, there were 51 founding 
countries of the United Nations, which now has 193 
members. It also calls for the reform of the Bretton 
Woods system, which sets the rules of international 
economic governance through the World Bank (WB), 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World 
Trade Organization (WTO), heir to the former Gen-
eral Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT).
It is worth remembering that, although the origin of 
the BRICS lies in the group formed in 2003 by India, 
Brazil and South Africa (IBSA), Russia and China’s 
rapprochement to the group came later. The first meet-
ing at ministerial level was in 2006 and their entry 
into the group, formalized with the first BRIC summit 
organized by Russia in Ekaterinburg in 2009, lent it 
a very different character from its initial intentions. 
The BRICS grouping has been a huge success and 
there is a queue to join. But, as we shall see, with 
China and Russia at its head, it would be misleading 
to say that it truly represents a non-aligned Global 
South. And even less so in its relations with Africa. 
What is not clear is the place that the different parts 
of that portion of humanity that we once called the 
Third World will occupy in the new global system. Es-
pecially if the new middle powers such as Brazil, Tur-
key, India, or the Nigeria of the future, regardless of 
whether or not they form part of the BRICS, will suc-
ceed in creating a truly multipolar world. Today there 
is a very large and heterogeneous group of countries 
located on different continents, generally members of 
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what in UN jargon is still known as the Group of 77, 
formed in 1964 and now numbering 134 countries, 
with very different positions and interests on the inter-
national stage. In particular, it is not clear what role 
Africa and African countries will play. But it is certain 
that Africa will have a weight of the utmost importance 
in this world that is yet to be defined. And it is also 
clear that Africa’s future in this century will depend to 
a large extent on the Africa-Europe relationship.
Africa is not a homogeneous group of countries. Be-
cause of its size and the variety of its climatic and en-
vironmental conditions, its different historical trajec-
tories and the conditions of its recent history, Africa 
is a heterogeneous continent which is traditionally 
divided into five major regions. However, it also has 
certain characteristics, and above all certain hopes 
for the future, common to all its components, which 
are seeking to find their rightful place in the world.
In addition to the fact that by 2050 it will represent 
25% of the world’s population, there are other as-
pects that are key to the role Africa is to play this cen-
tury and which arouse the ambitions of all the major 
powers. It has mineral reserves of strategic impor-
tance to industry, both civil and military, for instance. 
In the political arena, Africa also plays a major role in 
the concert of nations. The votes of the 54 African 
member states at the United Nations General Assem-
bly are of inestimable value and are heavily courted by 
all the major powers. As if this weren’t enough, some 
parts of Africa’s geography are of strategic global im-
portance for world trade as in the Horn of Africa.
At the same time, it is also clear that Africa faces grave 
problems of instability, wars, poverty and serious gov-
ernance deficits. To illustrate this with a single figure, 
consider that, according to the United Nations Devel-
opment Programme (UNDP), capital flight from Africa 
through illicit channels amounts to 88.6 billion dollars, 
or 3.7% of Africa’s GDP. This figure is much higher 
than the annual official development assistance (ODA) 
it receives of 48 billion dollars, or its annual foreign 
direct investment (FDI) of 54 billion dollars.
For Europe, Africa is not just the neighbouring conti-
nent with which it has shared a controversial history. 
Africa and Europe also share the present and above 
all the future. In the new globalized world, Europe will 
be the first to share in Africa’s progress as well as its 
problems. We can safely say that Europe needs Afri-
ca as much as Africa needs Europe. To take a simple 
example, Europe has an ageing and declining popula-

tion while Africa has an expanding young population 
that will represent 40% of the world’s youth by 2030. 
In Europe today, the population under 15 years of age 
represents 16% of the European total, while in Africa 
it is 41%, and 47% of Africans are under 18 years of 
age. On the other hand, the population over 65 years 
of age represents 21% of the total in Europe, while 
it barely reaches 4% in Africa. All projections for the 
future indicate that Europe will need millions of young 
people of working age to contribute to the mainte-
nance of the pension system, the European welfare 
state and the level of economic activity. Meanwhile, 
millions of young people in Africa will try to find work 
with mixed fortune. We are therefore certain that mi-
gratory tensions will persist, even if we know that 
both Africa and Europe will need a transfer of popula-
tion to maintain their economic and social balances, 
however much the populist parties of the European 
extreme right preach xenophobia and discrimination. 
Europe, however, will also share with Africa the conse-
quences of instability and the possible succession of 
conflicts, wars and the spread of terrorist movements.
Over the past 20 years, through the European Neigh-
bourhood Policy (ENP), the EU has devoted enor-
mous effort to building a Euro-Mediterranean Partner-
ship aiming to integrate its North African and Middle 
Eastern neighbours into a shared area of progress, 
though with mitigated results. Beyond this neighbour-
hood, Europeans are discovering the urgent need to 
also devote a huge effort to integrating the rest of Af-
rica into this shared world, since it is clear that, wheth-
er they like it or not, the future of Europeans and Afri-
cans will be likewise shared.

Africa: Between Development and Instability

For decades, too many decades, the African conti-
nent has been the continent of hope. But the fact is 
that between 1960 and 2000 Africa has seen four 
coups d’état per year. During the early years of the 
newly independent African states, the prevailing con-
dition was still the bipolar confrontation between the 
Soviet bloc and the West, confronting each other in 
peripheral countries, as in Africa, where they fought 
country by country for hegemony. As the balance of 
nuclear terror prevented direct confrontation between 
the two superpowers, proxy wars prevailed, outside 
the central arena of confrontation between NATO 
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and the Warsaw Pact. In the north of the continent, 
Arab countries established authoritarian but stable 
regimes. This was not the case in the rest of Africa. 
The most notorious were the crises and wars in the 
Congo in 1960-65, and the coups d’état that set up 
regimes declaring themselves Marxist in Congo Braz-
zaville in 1968, Somalia in 1969, Benin in 1972 and 
Ethiopia in 1974. In the wake of the Portuguese Car-
nation Revolution of 1973, civil wars also broke out 
between Marxists and anti-Marxists, supported by 
the respective blocs, following the declarations of in-
dependence of the former Portuguese colonies of 
Angola, Mozambique, Cape Verde and Guinea Bis-
sau. With the new administration of President Ronald 
Reagan in the United States as of 1981, the Amer-
ican doctrine had more decidedly come to use all 
means to support opposition groups wishing to fight 
against the Marxist regimes in Africa.
The problem is that, after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 
1979 and the dissolution of the Soviet bloc, the end 
of the ideological confrontation did not bring Africa a 
decrease in instability. Quite the contrary. In recent 
years, we can even say that conflict has tended to in-
crease rapidly. Power struggles, misrule and corrup-
tion, now without the ideological disguise, have in 
many cases made African societies’ efforts toward 
economic and social development extremely difficult. 
Hopes for progress have thus encountered a difficult 
path. Whereas in 1970, Africa’s share of the global 
GDP was 2.5% and its population accounted for 
10% of the world’s, it has remained fairly stable at 
2.7% today, despite its share of the world’s popula-
tion having risen to 18%.
During the 1980s, Africa’s annual GDP growth re-
mained stagnant at 2.6%, very low for supposedly 
developing countries, and in the 1990s it reached 
3.1%. These were the years of austerity imposed by 
the structural adjustment programmes of the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund and the World Bank, still pain-
fully remembered by African countries and the rest 
of the developing world. In the 2000s, growth reached 
a promising 5.2%, which was greeted with jubilation 
by all the international economic organizations, only 
to fall sharply at the end of the decade, due to the 
strong impact on Africa of the international economic 
and financial crisis that had begun in the United States 
in 2008. In the following decade, Africa’s economic 
growth was limited to 2.4% per year, although it has 
rebounded in recent years to reach 3.4% in 2024. 

All studies on the subject conclude that the results 
and performance, which certainly differ from one 
country to another, are due to better or worse govern-
ance, the crisis of the state, corruption and con-
frontations; or worse, instability, violent confronta-
tion and war.
The year 2010 marked a turning point regarding in-
stability and proliferation of conflicts in Africa. During 
the Cold War, confrontations and power struggles 
were cloaked in secular ideological clothing, between 
revolutionaries and rightists, supported by the su-
perpowers of each bloc. Since 2001, the phenome-
non that began in 1979 with the Khomeini Revolution 
in Iran has gradually spread to Africa. The expansion 
of revolutionary Islamic jihadism, which had already 
had such serious episodes in Africa as the decade 
of terror in Algeria in the 1990s, exploded with enor-
mous expansive force since the invasion and war of 
the United States and the international coalition 
against Iraq in 2003. It first took hold in the coun-
tries of the Middle East. After the failure of the Arab 
Spring, it jumped from the cruel civil war in Syria to 
other countries in the region. Russia’s involvement in 
the Syrian civil war from 2014 onwards decisively 
tipped the balance in favour of the victory and reha-
bilitation of the Bashar al-Assad regime against the 
modernizing movements and against the jihadism of 
the Islamic State (IS)/Daesh and the epigones of al-
Qaeda. As they leave Syria, Islamic fighters are mov-
ing to Africa, especially to Libya, and from there to 
the countries of the Sahel and Africa as a whole. 
Thus, such groups have arisen as al-Shabaab in So-
malia, which formally joined al-Qaeda in 2012; Boko 
Haram in Nigeria, created as early as 2003; Islamic 
State (IS)/Daesh, which moved to Africa after its de-
feats in Iraq and Syria; and al-Qaeda in the Islamic 
Maghreb (AQIM), among others. This is the same 
path followed by Russia’s Wagner mercenary troops. 
After finishing their work in Syria, they have expand-
ed in parallel in recent years from Libya through the 

The nature of the BRICS’ trade and 
investment exchanges with Africa 
is much more similar to the reviled 
colonial or neo-colonial tradition 
than to an attractive, profitable 
South-South egalitarian relationship
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Sahel countries, usually with Russians and jihadists 
fighting on opposing sides. They sustain or attack the 
regimes that have been succeeding each other to 
the rhythm of the coups d’état across the Sahel belt, 
from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean.
The most recent series of coups begins with the one 
in Mali in 2020. The series continues with those in 
Chad, Guinea and again in Mali in 2021 and in Bur-
kina Faso and Guinea Bissau in 2022, followed by 
new coups in Niger and Gabon in 2023, in what UN 
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres has called an ep-
idemic of coups. The tragic series adds to the chron-
ic instability and state of civil war in Sudan where, 
after such serious episodes as the Darfur conflict in 
2003 and the final war and secession of South Su-
dan in 2011, the 2019 coup deposed the President 
and 30-year dictator Omar al-Bashir. Successive 
coups and civil wars in Sudan thereafter are produc-
ing one of the world’s most serious and neglected 
humanitarian crises. In all cases, French, US and UN 
military forces have been forced to leave the country.

Africa in the Global Geopolitical Confrontation

The first casualty of Israel’s war and destruction of 
Gaza following Hamas’s terrorist attack have been 
the Palestinians. But certainly, the second casualty 
of Israel’s disproportionate reaction is Europe’s and 
the US’s relations with the Arab world and the new 
Global South in general. The repercussions of the 
Gaza war added to the clear gap that had already 
been perceived, following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, 
by the lack of support from most countries of the 
South for Ukraine versus the European and US efforts 
to defend it. But this disaffection of the formerly-called 
Third World countries with the West is certainly noth-
ing new. Since the 1950s, the entire traditional Non-
Aligned Movement had used anti-Western, anti-impe-
rialist rhetoric in the face of the former colonial powers 
and economic and often military pressure from the 
United States. But what is now taking place in Afri-
ca, and especially in the Sahel belt and the franco-
phone countries of sub-Saharan Africa, is a repudia-
tion of the West and especially of France. It is the 
result of the repeated frustration of their expecta-
tions of progress and, to a large extent, also a reflec-
tion of the internal political tension in France and the 
construction of what is perceived as fortress Europe, 

which rejects immigrants from Africa and the rest of 
the developing countries. Added to this are the ef-
fects on the Arab world and African countries of the 
US’s unconditional support for Israel and the luke-
warm reaction of Europeans, especially Germany and 
also France, to the cruel massacre and destruction 
of Gaza, which the whole world sees every evening 
in shocking television images. The contrast with Eu-
rope’s impressive financial and military support for 
Ukraine could not be greater. 
France’s traditional presence in its former colonies is 
in crisis. The Françafrique that was managed for so 
many years by the elusive and effective Jacques Foc-
card, Monsieur Afrique, as Secretary General for Af-
rican and Malagasy Affairs at the Elysée Palace under 
Presidents de Gaulle and Pompidou, clearly seems, 
so many years later, to be coming to an abrupt end 
in the Sahel. In Niger, Mali and Burkina Faso, the mili-
tary juntas, harassed by Islamist jihadism from the 
north and by multiple secessionist movements, espe-
cially the Tuaregs in Mali and the Tubu in Niger, have 
decided in recent years to break with France and 
entrust their security to Russia and its Wagner merce-
naries. The latter have now been directly taken over by 
the Russian Defence Ministry, renamed Africa Corps 
and commanded by intelligence officers. France had 
to withdraw its troops from Mali in August 2022, 
ending the ten-year Operation Barkhane of counter-
insurgency military cooperation. In February 2023, 
France also withdrew its troops from Burkina Faso, 
and in September of the same year, it withdrew its 
ambassador and part of its military from Niger, prac-
tically expelled along with those of the United States, 
which accepted the termination of its agreement to 
occupy the Agadez base. For the time being, France 
has concentrated its troops in Chad, while Burkina 
Faso went so far as to expel French diplomats.
Russia had been absent from Africa since the Gor-
bachev era, when it had abandoned earlier Soviet 
expansionist ambitions in its attempt to reach an un-
derstanding with Europe and the United States. 
Even more so after the fall of the Soviet Union. Putin, 
however, took a major trip to Africa as early as 2006, 
on the occasion of his first rapprochement with the 
BRICS, proclaiming that Russia was returning to Af-
rica. But the steady increase in Russia’s current 
presence in Africa began in 2014. After the invasion 
of Ukraine and the ensuing sanctions and diplomatic 
isolation, Russia again found the possibility of new 



K
ey

s
E

vo
lu

ti
on

 a
nd

 P
ro

sp
ec

ts
 o

f t
he

 E
ur

op
ea

n 
Po

lic
y

IE
M

ed
. M

ed
ite

rr
an

ea
n 

Ye
ar

bo
ok

 2
02

4
58

alliances in Africa. Moscow could present them by 
linking them to the Soviet tradition of support for in-
dependence movements and against the US-led 
Western imperialists of the time. This renewed Rus-
sian presence was facilitated by the pivot to Asia 
since the Obama presidency and the US withdrawal 
from Africa under President Donald Trump. Russia 
sees its growing presence in Africa in the perspec-
tive of its global ambitions, as well as being an im-
portant asset for combating the diplomatic isolation 
and sanctions imposed since its invasion of Crimea 
and even more so with the war in Ukraine. In Octo-
ber 2019, Putin convened the first Russia-Africa 
Summit in Sochi. Forty-three of the 54 African heads 
of state were present. Putin co-chaired it with Egyp-
tian President Abdul Fattah al-Sisi.
In recent years, Russia has established military and 
intelligence cooperation agreements with countries 
in fragile situations, whose leaders would like to free 
themselves from the democratic and human rights 
conditionality attached to cooperation with Western 
powers. Russia has become the leading arms export-
er to Africa. Today, Russia accounts for 44% of total 
arms imports in Africa. Other suppliers, far behind 
it, are the United States (17%), China (10%) and 
France (6.1%). Since 2014, Russia has been push-
ing a hyperactive anti-Western narrative with exten-
sive disinformation campaigns on social media and 
in the public opinion. Russia Today RT-Africa TV is 
popular across the continent, especially in sub-Sa-
haran Africa. According to the narrative inspired by 
Russian networks, Europe and the US propose a 
false democracy, branded as neo-colonialism, which 
serves no purpose for the people, while Russia stands 
for justice – social justice and justice between coun-
tries, both of them against “the rich” of the West.
In recent years in particular, Russia has been filling 
the vacuum left by France and the United States, 
which were ousted largely at Russia’s instigation. 
The new generation of African dictators appreciates 
being free of the conditionality of Western aid, and 
they are consolidating their power and strengthening 
themselves with the protection of the Wagner merce-
naries. The latter offer them both military and person-
al security protection, as well as “political” protection 
through disinformation campaigns, propaganda and 
manipulation of public opinion. The deal basically 
consists of military protection and training agree-
ments, plus the supply of arms in exchange for the 

rights to exploit the wealth of natural resources such 
as diamonds, gold and other metals, as well as “po-
litical” and diplomatic support, bilaterally and in inter-
national forums. The succession of military coups and 
the establishment of dictatorial juntas in the Sahel in 
recent years is a perfect illustration. In April 2024, 
Russian mercenaries from the Africa Corps arrived at 
the Agadez military base in Niger before the US mili-
tary personnel had finished withdrawing. People in 
the streets were still hailing them as Wagner militia.
China’s growing presence, which is incomparably 
larger than that of Russia, has been the most impor-
tant development in the last two decades on the Afri-
can continent, where it had become Africa’s largest 
trading partner by 2009. China’s spectacular eco-
nomic growth since 1980 is certainly the most impor-
tant global phenomenon in recent history. In its foreign 
policy and worldview, Africa occupies a place of pref-
erence for China. Firstly, for economic reasons, but 
also, fundamentally, for deeper geopolitical reasons, 
in its opposition to the United States and the West, 
claiming a fundamental role as the world’s leading 
power, which China aspires to be in the short term, or 
at least on an equal footing with the United States.
In contrast to Russia’s military-focused approach, Chi-
na’s approach is primarily economic. China’s total 
trade with Africa rose from 40 billion dollars in 2005 
to 250 billion by 2022. Twenty per cent of sub-Saha-
ran Africa’s exports go to China, with 16% of im-
ports coming from China. Since 1995, China’s official 
position has been to link aid, investment and trade. 
Since launching its Belt and Road Initiative in 2013, 
China has focused its cooperation on long-term cred-
it financing for transport networks, ports, roads and 
railways, dams and electricity distribution, mining 
and all kinds of industrial, health and administrative 
infrastructure. The African Union’s headquarters in 
Ethiopia was built by China, as well as many emblem-
atic projects, such as the Great Mosque of Algiers, 
with China not only providing the capital, but also 
thousands of Chinese technicians and workers to 
carry them out. In 2018, the leaders of all 54 African 
countries took part in the Beijing summit during the 
Forum on China-Africa Cooperation. Finally, China 
opened its first overseas naval military base in 2017 
in Djibouti, in the Horn of Africa, opposite the en-
trance to the Red Sea, through which all of China’s 
foreign trade with European markets flows and close 
to its natural gas and oil supply routes from North 
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Africa and the Middle East. Various reports indicate 
that it plans to set up another one in an Atlantic 
country in West Africa, close to the oil deposits in 
the Gulf of Guinea, or in Namibia. In any case, it al-
ready has half a dozen heavily Chinese-invested ci-
vilian ports and two majority Chinese-owned ports in 
Nigeria and Cameroon. It has also concluded sev-
eral cooperation agreements on security and military 
training in recent years.

African countries believe that the 
application of the most-favoured-
nation clause to EU products puts 
them at a disadvantage when 
negotiating important new 
opportunities with third parties

A basic principle of Chinese foreign policy is non-
interference in internal affairs. Therefore, a charac-
teristic of Chinese cooperation and aid or financing, 
as is the case with Russian aid, is non-conditionality. 
This is especially appreciated by all African govern-
ments. In contrast, European or American aid is al-
ways conditional on clauses regarding the promo-
tion or safeguarding of democracy and human rights, 
or the promotion of civil society institutions.
The efforts of both China and Russia over the past 
10 years have been enormous in attracting African 
countries and societies to their alliance and world-
view, in a configuration in which the motto would be 
“The West against the rest.” In recent years, the battle 
is being won by China and Russia against the United 
States and the West globally, but, on the ground in 
Africa, primarily against Europe.

Africa and the BRICS

The BRICS are often presented as a great alternative 
for the reconfiguration of the international order into a 
multipolar system in which the countries of the Glob-
al South can find their way forward on an equal foot-
ing. But the BRICS are a group of countries that are 
vastly different from each other, with interests that do 
not always coincide and are sometimes in conflict. 

Despite their progressive rhetoric, they conceal very 
different realities, especially because of the enormous 
weight of China and Russia and their special charac-
teristics as large countries with ambitions to become 
major powers. It is therefore important to closely fol-
low the evolution of the BRICS group and, especial-
ly, the opportunities and the advantages or disadvan-
tages it may represent for African countries.
Firstly, the enormous and growing weight of the en-
larged BRICS is noteworthy, with the addition of 
Iran, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates 
and Ethiopia to the original countries (Brazil, Russia, 
India, China and South Africa). The enlarged BRICS+ 
group now accounts for 46% of the world’s popula-
tion and 36% of global GDP calculated in terms of 
purchasing power parity. This already exceeds the 
aggregate GDP of the G7 group of advanced coun-
tries, which, with 10% of the world’s population, holds 
30% of global GDP. Moreover, the forecasts are that 
by 2050 the GDP of the BRICS as a whole will reach 
50%, while the G7 group is expected to account for 
20%. The BRICS countries control 54% of world oil 
production, more than 50% of natural gas reserves 
and 40% of coal reserves, in addition to their re-
serves of critical and strategic metals for the energy 
transition and new technologies.
The BRICS present themselves with a progressive 
rhetoric, taking advantage of the fact that it is not 
they but the countries of Europe as former colonial 
metropolises, as well as the United States, that are 
the reviled imperialist hegemonic powers. The BRICS 
share demands for respect for the sovereignty of young 
states, non-interference and a rejection of condition-
al access to credit or international aid. Their call for a 
new international system focuses on the reform of 
the UN Security Council and the Bretton Woods in-
stitutions, with a particular rejection of the dollar as 
the international currency. Among their achievements 
are the creation of the New Development Bank, based 
in Shanghai, and the Contingent Reserve Agreement as 
an (not yet very successful) alternative to the balance-
of-payments financing traditionally offered by the IMF.
The question is whether the BRICS approach is cred-
ible and whether its potential international role is ben-
eficial for African countries. The first problem is Chi-
na’s excessive weight in the group. China represents 
70% of the overall GDP of the BRICS, and its GDP 
of 18 billion dollars (2022) is incomparable to India’s 
3.4 billion, Russia’s 2.2 billion, Brazil’s 1.9 billion or 
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South Africa’s 420 million. Secondly, the nature of the 
BRICS’ trade and investment exchanges with Africa 
is much more similar to the reviled colonial or neo-co-
lonial tradition than to an attractive, profitable South-
South egalitarian relationship. China’s exports to Afri-
ca are 95% industrial products, while African exports 
to China are 90% primary products. Investment flows, 
as seen in the conception and actual implementation 
of China’s Belt and Road projects, are clearly locat-
ed along the access routes to the natural resources 
that the Chinese economy needs, and the transport 
routes to its main markets. Finally, the pace and direc-
tion of the BRICS group’s expansion clearly suggests 
an attempt to constitute a large geopolitical bloc led 
by China and Russia, which seeks to attract all the 
countries of the Global South in order to oppose the 
leadership of the United States and Europe. It thus 
seems clear that the BRICS group, with its dominant 
countries of China and Russia, is driven by the eco-
nomic, political and geostrategic interests of these 
would-be hegemons rather than by values, in con-
trast to the former Non-Aligned Movement, when the 
struggle against colonialism was still real. Africa there-
fore needs to calibrate its alliances so that they re-
spond effectively to its needs for development and 
job creation, and for political progress towards gov-
ernance based on democracy and the construction of 
inclusive and progressive societies.

The Difficult African Unity: The Road to 
Regionalization

Pan-Africanism has long-standing roots stemming 
from the influence of the Enlightenment and black ab-
olitionist movements in the slavery era. After various 
countries gained independence, overcoming the dif-
ferences between visionary federalist proposals for 
the African continent, such as Ghanaian President 
Kwame Nkrumah’s proposal for a Union of African 
States, the Organization of African Unity (OAU) was 
formed in Addis Ababa in 1963, at the instigation of 
the great African personalities of the time, such as 
Nkrumah himself, Ethiopian Emperor Haile Selassie, 
Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser and Tanza-
nian President Julius Nyerere. In the early years, the 
OAU and its Liberation Committee were notable for 
continuing the struggle for independence, including 
actively supporting insurgents in Namibia, Angola and 

Mozambique, as well as opponents of the apartheid 
regime in South Africa or the segregationist regime 
in Rhodesia, the future Zimbabwe. The OAU’s aims 
were, first of all, to work for peace and security on 
the African continent, for which it established a very 
active Peace and Security Committee and prepared 
a Charter on Democracy, Elections and Good Gov-
ernance, which remained largely on paper. Secondly, 
the OAU advocated the economic development of Af-
rican nations through their progressive economic inte-
gration. Finally, it was also one of the OAU’s major 
aims to bring Africa’s voice to global governance bod-
ies, especially the UN and its various institutions.
Growing dissatisfaction with the OAU’s limited pro-
gress in achieving these goals eventually led to its 
transformation into the African Union (AU) in 2000, 
with a greater degree of both ambition and pragma-
tism than the previous OAU. Like the European Un-
ion, the AU has put in place a set of institutions such 
as the Pan-African Parliament, based in southern Af-
rica; the Peace and Security Council, with 15 mem-
bers representing the different geographical regions 
of the continent; the African Court of Justice and Hu-
man Rights, based in Tanzania; and the African Union 
Commission, based in Ethiopia.
An unforeseen aspect was the creation of regional 
economic communities across the African continent, 
sometimes with overlapping membership between 
them. Finally, the OAU itself, through the 1991 Abuja 
Treaty, put forth the progressive creation of the Afri-
can Economic Community, with the aim of promoting 
and coordinating the creation of free trade areas and 
economic cooperation schemes in Africa. The African 
Continental Free Trade Area finally came into force in 
2021. The AU has also recognized eight of the more 
than 12 regional economic communities that had been 
created, which are the fundamental blocs of African 
regional economic cooperation and integration, with 
which the EU has signed Economic Partnership Agree-
ments (EPAs). The most active and consolidated are 
the Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS) and the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC). In the case of North Africa, its 
partnership agreement with the EU is the Barcelona 
Process’s Euro-Mediterranean Partnership, implement-
ed through the European Neighbourhood Policy South.
African integration, both at the regional and continental 
levels, has a dual economic and political significance, 
both of which are of enormous importance. Economi-
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cally, the percentage of internal trade between the 
countries on the continent represents a tiny share of 
each country’s foreign trade. The pattern inherited 
from colonial times continues to prevail, with exports 
centred on raw materials such as minerals, hydrocar-
bons and timber, exported to Europe, China and other 
countries outside the continent. In contrast, African 
imports are mainly industrial products, refined energy 
components and foodstuffs. Trade between African 
countries themselves, which represents only 3% of 
their foreign trade, has a much higher percentage of 
manufactured products. It is therefore clear that, al-
though infrastructure and traditional economic organ-
ization link each African country with the outside of 
the continent more than with other countries in the 
area, a clear path to economic progress and job crea-
tion is the promotion of African trade integration, 
which would facilitate industrialization and a rise in the 
value scale of exports, with the consequent creation 
of employment and activity in the countries.
It is worth noting that, in the Africa-EU Strategy adopt-
ed in 2007, one of the priorities identified is to pro-
mote regional integration. It is somewhat ironic that 
the EU is thus making amends for the colonial legacy 
of its Member States, which traditionally linked the 
economies of their colonies to their respective me-
tropolises. In Europe’s own experience, integration 
has been the method for advancing economic growth 
through the creation of larger markets, which also al-
lows for the consolidation of peace and understand-
ing between peoples. And this is the EU’s model, 
which it also proposes to its partners in its interna-
tional cooperation programmes, especially on the Af-
rican continent.

The European Union’s Africa Policies 

The EU has been pursuing two separate policies vis-
à-vis the African continent. With the Arab Mediterra-
nean countries, including all those on the northern 
shores of Africa, as noted above, the EU has devel-
oped the Euro-Mediterranean Policy, starting in 1995 
with the Barcelona Process and implemented since 
2005 through the European Neighbourhood Policy 
(ENP). This is an association process that aims to pro-
gressively include the Mediterranean partner countries 
in the European single market. The 1995 Barcelona 
Declaration envisaged the construction by 2010 of a 

large free trade area (FTA) including all EU countries 
and the Southern and Eastern Mediterranean Part-
ners, plus a series of agreements with each country 
and the Mediterranean regions to promote their mod-
ernization and development. The lack of agreement 
between the Southern and Eastern Mediterranean 
countries to make mutual concessions prevented the 
creation of such a large FTA, which was replaced by a 
plurality of free trade areas negotiated between the 
EU and each of the Mediterranean partner countries 
willing to agree and sign a bilateral association treaty.
On the other hand, relations with the rest of Africa 
have been organized through the successive Yaoun-
dé, Lomé and Cotonou agreements, and financed 
fundamentally through the European Development 
Fund (EDF), already created in 1957 via the Treaty of 
Rome establishing the EEC, but which was not in-
cluded in the Community budget. We are now wit-
nessing the start of a new phase in Euro-African re-
lations, in which cooperation with the Organisation 
of African, Caribbean and Pacific States (OACPS, 
formerly ACP) has been integrated since 2021 into 
the Multiannual Financial Framework (2021-2027) 
and, in particular, into the EU’s Global Europe: Neigh-
bourhood, Development and International Coopera-
tion Instrument (NDICI). This has replaced all the 
EU’s previous international cooperation instruments, 
including both the European Neighbourhood Instru-
ment (ENI), which applied to Mediterranean partners, 
and the European Development Fund, which financed 
cooperation with OACPS countries.
The Yaoundé Conventions of 1963 and 1969 did not, 
of course, aspire to include African countries in the 
European internal market. They were based on pref-
erential trade and development aid agreements be-
tween the European Economic Community (EEC) 
and the then six member countries, with 18 sub-Saha-
ran African states. The fledgling EEC inherited and 
extended the preferential relations and agreements 
of its member states, and especially France and Bel-
gium, with their former African dependencies. The 
four Lomé Conventions, covering the period 1975 to 
2000, expanded the geographical base to 79 Afri-
can, Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) countries, adding 
former British dependencies as well as new Euro-
pean Member States. The Lomé Conventions repre-
sented a step forward in conceiving free trade agree-
ments as an instrument of cooperation to promote 
the industrialization and diversification of the econo-
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mies of the South, within the framework of the econom-
ic, social and cultural development of the OACPS 
countries. The revision of the Lomé Conventions dur-
ing the 1980s coincided with the height of the debt 
crises and neoliberal policies. The Washington Con-
sensus, implemented by the International Monetary 
Fund, the World Bank and also the EEC, included 
aid not only on the condition of financial and econom-
ic reforms but also, and especially by the EEC, on the 
condition of democratic governance and respect for 
human rights. It was the Cotonou Agreement of 2000 
that clearly introduced African regionalization process-
es into Euro-African negotiations. The EU was to ne-
gotiate with each of the four regions identified in sub-
Saharan Africa, with which Economic Partnership 
Agreements would be signed. The idea was to defini-
tively go beyond traditional neo-colonial and trade re-
lations, mainly with the metropolises, to also promote 
intra-African trade relations and prioritize the inclu-
sion of African countries in globalization.
The functioning of the Cotonou agreements has nev-
ertheless been heavily criticized. Firstly, African ex-
ports to Europe still consist almost exclusively of raw 
materials, oil and gas, minerals, metals and agricul-
tural or forestry products 14 years on, while Africa 
imports capital goods and foodstuffs from Europe, 
with an increasing share of imports of industrial, con-
sumer and transport products from China. The EU 
clauses have been considered overly demanding 
and ambitious in relation to African countries’ real ca-
pacities to promote their industrialization in the face 
of European and international competition with pro-
gressively liberalized imports, with many of them still 
classified as least developed countries (LDCs). Afri-
can countries also wish to be able to broaden their 
choice of trading partners, which is why they believe 
that the application of the most-favoured-nation clause 
to EU products puts them at a disadvantage when 
negotiating important new opportunities with third 
parties. The African continent’s overall trade with Eu-
rope, which was a quasi-monopoly of the metropo-
lises in colonial times, still accounts for 32% of Afri-
ca’s foreign trade, amounting to 250 billion. This is 
unbalanced, since Europe’s imports from ACP coun-
tries account for less than 3% of its total imports, a 
percentage that has halved in the last 40 years. Grow-
ing trade with China now accounts for 16% of Afri-
ca’s foreign trade, while trade with the United States 
is now limited to 6% of the continent’s foreign trade.

Africa and Europe: New Perspectives 

In recent years there has been a clear acceleration 
and even, to a certain extent, a paradigm shift in EU-
Africa relations. Since the adoption of the Cotonou 
Agreement in 2000 and the Joint Africa-EU Strategy 
in 2007, the African situation has evolved consider-
ably. The increase in conflict, both in the Sahel and 
in Central Africa, plus the stampede caused by the 
flight of a large part of Syria’s population due to the 
war, which produced the great migratory crisis of 
2015, led to a new awareness in Europe of the need 
to relaunch Europe’s relations with Africa. In North 
Africa, the failure of the Arab Spring and the return to 
the traditional authoritarian systems, most clearly ex-
emplified by the new regime of General al-Sisi in 
Egypt, were witnessed with perplexity. In the Sahel 
and Central Africa, some of the foundations of the 
traditional European presence had begun to crumble, 
leading to the current serious crisis of the French and 
American military and political presence in the Sahel 
countries and, to a certain extent, in the other French-
speaking countries. On the other hand, there was a 
rising awareness of China’s growing influence, eco-
nomic but also increasingly political and even incipi-
ently military, as well as Russia’s growing presence 
through its Wagner mercenaries, now Africa Corps. 
Europe has finally responded by launching a compre-
hensive programme to renew its relations with Africa. 
European Commission President Ursula von der Ley-
en identified 2020 as a turning point in Africa-Europe 
relations. Firstly, because of the profound change 
brought about by the merger of all previous interna-
tional financing and development aid instruments by 
the European Union into the new Neighbourhood, 
Development and International Cooperation Instru-
ment (NDICI), and because of the allocations includ-
ed in the EU’s Financial Perspectives 2021-2027. 
The NDICI has a budget envelope of 79.5 billion eu-
ros for the 2021-2027 period, almost half of which is 
earmarked for Africa.
Secondly, the new Joint Communication by the Euro-
pean Commission and High Representative for For-
eign Affairs and Security Policy Josep Borrell to the 
European Parliament and the Council, “Towards a 
Comprehensive Strategy with Africa,” published in 
March 2020, and the agreements adopted at the Sixth 
AU-EU Summit held in Brussels in February 2022 jus-
tify the turning point indicated by President von der 
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Leyen. Finally, the new dimension of the European 
strategy towards Africa would be highlighted by the 
Global Gateway Programme to promote European 
cooperation in favour of developing countries around 
the world. The Global Gateway Programme aims to 
mobilize, together with member states, financial insti-
tutions and the private sector, up to 300 billion euros 
in investment for infrastructure and projects across the 
developing world, of which 150 billion euros is planned 
for Africa. It is evident that the EU Global Gateway is 
intended to be Europe’s response to China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative, clearly revealing the geostrategic mo-
tivations behind the European Global Gateway.
For North Africa, the lines of action were already made 
clear in the February 2021 Joint Communication of 
the European Commission and the High Representa-
tive for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, “Renewed 
Partnership with the Southern Neighbourhood: A 
New Agenda for the Mediterranean.” The accompany-
ing document specified the preferential areas of work 
and principles of action, and also envisaged funding 
for Mediterranean partner countries, which would 
come from the Global Gateway. The same was true 
for sub-Saharan Africa, through the new 2017 Eu-
rope-Africa Strategy and the agreements of the Sixth 
AU-EU Summit in 2022. It should be stressed that 
there was finally a truly significant change in terms of 
available European funding. At last, significant figures 
were being discussed, since the 150-billion-euro in-
vestment over seven years would provide an annual av-
erage investment of more than 20 billion euros, which 
could already have a clear, positive impact on the de-
velopment of African countries. The programme is to 
be developed through the Team Europe scheme, to be 
implemented jointly and in partnership by the Euro-
pean Commission, the member countries and their 
development cooperation agencies, plus the Europe-
an Investment Bank and the European Bank for Re-
construction and Development. The preferential areas 
of action are: digital transition; climate change and en-

ergy transition; transport and infrastructure; sustaina-
ble growth and job creation; health, with a special pro-
vision for the availability and even local production of 
vaccines; and education and research, investing es-
pecially in quality education for girls, women and vul-
nerable groups. The core principles that are to guide 
the EU-Africa Global Gateway Investment Package 
are democratic values, good governance and trans-
parency, partnership among equals, environmental 
sustainability and the ability to catalyse private sector 
investment and activity. The Global Gateway is funda-
mentally inspired by the United Nations 2030 Agenda 
and its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
As indicated in the 2020 Joint Communication, “To-
wards a Comprehensive Strategy with Africa,” the 
Euro-African partnership should pay particular atten-
tion to cooperation for peace and security, coopera-
tion on migration and mobility, and the joint commit-
ment of the European Union and the African Union 
and their member states to multilateralism, especial-
ly through the coordination of possible joint posi-
tions in international bodies, in particular the United 
Nations. This fulfils the call for a more geopolitical 
European Union and a European commitment to effec-
tive multilateralism.
African countries are seeking a greater degree of 
freedom to establish relations that could be benefi-
cial to them with new partners previously not present 
in Africa. In particular with China, for its trade and 
investment potential, and also with Russia for those 
who want to buy local armed protection. They also 
want to open up to other partners such as Brazil and 
India, which are particularly attractive because of 
their shared awareness of belonging to the Global 
South (controversially symbolized by the BRICS), 
which does not want to join either of the two blocs 
aspiring to hegemony. In reality, however, none of 
these alternatives offers the same advantages as the 
European Union, which remains the leading trading 
partner, the leading provider of productive direct in-
vestment that generates employment, the source of 
transfers from migrant workers living in Europe to 
their families in their countries of origin, and the one 
that can offer them a partnership that integrates 
them more profitably and in a stable manner with the 
part of the world that is most complementary to them 
in the global context. The problems are not few, but 
it is in the interest of both Africans and Europeans to 
work towards this common project.

The new dimension of the European 
strategy towards Africa would be 
highlighted by the Global Gateway 
Programme to promote European 
cooperation in favour of developing 
countries around the world


