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Russia 

Although the Soviet Union did not have a colonial past, it however used to entertain close relations 

during the Cold War with the south of the world – Africa, Latin America and Asia – often by supporting 

their anti-colonial and independence movements. Many African politicians and military cadres have 

been formed and trained in the Soviet Union. With the time, those old ideological ties with Russia 

have been toning down a lot, to the point that Medvedev himself some years ago literally stated: 

“Frankly, we were almost too late. We should have begun working with our African partners earlier”. 

Today, ten thousand African students are still learning in Russian universities and, the national 

airline, Aeroflot, no longer connects the Russian capital with Africa as before, inasmuch the 

destinations covered are now Cairo and Luanda only.  

At the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, there are two structures dealing with 

African issues: The Africa Department (DAF) and the Department of Middle East and North Africa 

(MENAD). Russian diplomacy has a network of forty embassies in Africa, being accredited to the 

African Union (AU) and to some Regional Economic Communities (RECs), such as SADC, 

ECOWAS, IGAD, and EAC too. Yet, in recent years, nine missions, three consulates and thirteen of 

the twenty cultural centres were closed. In the Foreign Economic Strategy of the Russian Federation 

to 2020 it is underlined that: “Africa, being a swiftly growing region, represents a strategic interest to 

the Russian economy, including as a source of natural resources, a market for investment projects 

and a market for exports of machinery and technical products exports.  

The priorities of the foreign economic strategy in the region are: prospecting, mining, oil, construction 

and mining, purchasing gas, oil, uranium, and bauxite assets (Angola, Nigeria, Sudan, South Africa 

and Namibia); construction of power facilities – hydroelectric power plants on the River Congo 

(Angola, Zambia, Namibia, and Equatorial Guinea) and nuclear power plants (South Africa and 

Nigeria); creating floating nuclear power plants, South African participation in the international project 

to build a nuclear enrichment centre in Russia; railway construction (Nigeria, Guinea, and Angola); 

creation of Russian trade houses for the promotion and maintenance of Russian engineering 

products (Nigeria and South Africa)”.  

The first visit of a Russian President in Africa was that of Vladimir Putin in 2006 in South Africa, 

which was followed by meetings with the leaderships of Angola, Ethiopia. Putin after that was able 

to visit Egypt, Algeria, South Africa, Morocco and Libya. In 2009, the then President, Dmitry 

Medvedev, visited Egypt, Nigeria, Angola and Namibia. Always in 2009, the Russian private sector 

established the African Coordinating Committee for Economic Cooperation with African Countries 

(AfroCom), in the hope to bridge the gap in the meantime occurred between Africa and Russia.  

In 2012, the Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Mikhail Bogdanov, with the Special Presidential Envoy 

to the Middle East and Africa, Mikhail Margelov, travelled to Ethiopia, Liberia, Madagascar, Uganda, 

and Zimbabwe. 

On April 2016, the Chairperson of the African Union Commission (AUC), Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma 

was in Moscow on a working visit at the invitation of Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov. In the last 

decade, Moscow has cancelled twenty billion debt owed by African counterparts.  

Foreign investment in Russia in Africa amounts to only four billion dollars. The Russian-African trade 

exchange is substantially restricted to a few countries: Cote d’Ivoire, Guinea, Morocco, Algeria, 

Egypt and South Africa. In June 2010, Russia–Africa International Parliamentary Conference took 

place, while the economic forum Urals–Africa was held in July 2013 in Yekaterinburg and attended 

by delegations from about forty African States. Russia and China are both members of the BRICS, 

consisting also of Brazil, India and, for the African continent, South Africa, which joined the group in 

2010.  
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For the 5th BRICS Summit held in Durban in South Africa (26-27 March 2013), Putin and Zuma 

signed the Joint Declaration on the Establishment of a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership 

between the Russian Federation and the Republic of South Africa.  

Like China, the key principle of the Kremlin diplomacy is to persuade African counterparts that their 

partnership would be free from any conditionality clause, such as good governance and human 

rights, the kind of constraints that the US and the European Union ask for. Russia is the second 

largest weapons exporter behind the United States and, among its best-known African customers, 

there are Algeria, Angola, Sudan and Ethiopia. At the same time, it is worth noting that Russian 

troops participate in the United Nations peace support operations deployed in the different African 

crises. Moscow also contributes to the activities of the African Union in the field of peacekeeping 

police components training. As far as the Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation1 

(November 2016) is concerned, under paragraph n°99 it is written that: Russia will expand 

multidimensional interaction with African States both in bilateral and multilateral settings by 

improving political dialogue and promoting mutually beneficial trade and economic ties, stepping up 

comprehensive cooperation that serves common interests, contribute to preventing regional conflicts 

and crisis situations, as well as facilitate post-conflict settlement in Africa. Promoting partnership ties 

with the African Union and sub-regional organizations is an important element of this policy. Unlike 

Beijing, Moscow is not in such an urgent need exploiting African raw materials, since in most cases 

it is plenty in their territories. Russia, however, has worked with several African nations for the 

extraction of a few depleted or scarce minerals in Russia, such as bauxite in Guinea and Nigeria, 

nickel in Botswana, manganese in Namibia and Gabon, vanadium in South Africa and diamonds in 

Angola. Even though Russia is the largest oil exporter, with the biggest world’s gas reserves, 

however its oil exploration are underway somewhere in Africa, such as in the Ivory Coast and in 

Ghana. So, Moscow it is also interested to keep providing technical assistance in the extraction of 

minerals to its African counterparts. 

 

China 

The Chinese partnership model in Africa is grounded not on the Western model of development aid, 

but on that of cooperation based on investment, infrastructure and trade. In addition, China is the 

only global power able to export to Africa, at the same time, labour, capital, goods and technology. 

China, which, no later than twenty years ago, was even poorest than some African regions today, in 

order to evade the inevitable increase in wages and labour cost, within a few years will be driven to 

relocate2 in Africa its critical mass of world production, currently concentrated in its industrial districts, 

seeking to keep the logistics control through attempting a reconfiguration of the world order in its 

favour, first accomplishing the New Silk Road otherwise known as One Belt, One Road Initiative 

(OBOR)3.  

 

 

                                                        
1  See: http://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/official_documents/-/asset_publisher/CptICkB6BZ29/content/id/2542248 – 

Foreign Policy Concept of the Russian Federation, approved by President of the Russian Federation Vladimir Putin on 
November 30, 2016. 

2  This process has already started: some precursors are the special economic districts in Algeria, Egypt, Ethiopia, 
Mauritius, Nigeria and Zambia, acting as logistics aggregators for Chinese products distribution all over Africa. 

3  The One Belt, One Road (OBOR – Yi Day Yi Lu) is currently one of the most significant China’s National Strategies. 
The OBOR aliases are: B&R; One Belt, One Road; Belt and Road Initiative. The OBOR strategy is made of two settings, 
an Economic Land Belt and a Maritime Road (Sea-Lanes), linking China’s port facilities with the African coast, pushing 
up through the Suez Canal into the Mediterranean Sea: the former is the land-based Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB), 
while the latter is the 21st Century Maritime Silk Road (MSR).  

 The National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC), China’s top economic planner, and the ministries of 
foreign affairs and commerce issued the plan for the Silk Road Economic Belt and 21st-Century Maritime Silk Road. 

http://www.mid.ru/en/foreign_policy/official_documents/-/asset_publisher/CptICkB6BZ29/content/id/2542248
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China seeks to play a constructive role in the reform the international system especially by means 

of the OBOR strategy, whose rapid implementation4 has become the priority of China’s foreign 

policy.  

Via the expansion of the Eurasian and African transport infrastructure, Beijing aims to lay the 

foundations for China-centred production networks with hotspots in both Eurasia and Africa through 

the OBOR, for example through Chinese companies offshoring their production to South-East Asia 

or to Africa. 

 

Pro-China International Financial Institutions 

China plans to develop three interlinked and innovative financial institutions, to support the 

realization of the Belt and Road Initiative objectives: the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB)5, 

the Silk Road Fund (SRF) 6  and the New (BRICS) Development Bank (NDB) 7 . The Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) is a new multilateral development bank, founded in October 

2014 that entered into force December the 25th 2015. It aspires to be a global development bank as 

the alternative to the World Bank (WB). It counts twenty-one Asian Members (China, India, Thailand, 

Malaysia, Singapore, the Philippines, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Brunei, Cambodia, Kazakhstan, 

Kuwait, Laos, Myanmar, Mongolia, Nepal, Oman, Qatar, Sri Lanka, Uzbekistan and Vietnam), with 

a registered capital of 100 USD billion. It is worth noting that, despite heated objections from the 

United States, several European and NATO countries are founding member States, including Italy8, 

the U.K., France, Germany, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Denmark, Iceland, Spain, Portugal, 

Poland and Norway. Besides, so far, two African countries are members of the AIIB, Egypt and South 

Africa.  

The Silk Road (Infrastructure) Fund (SRF) was launched in February 2014. The Chinaled 40 USD 

Billion SRF invests in OBOR infrastructure projects. The fund is capitalised mainly by China’s 

Foreign Exchange Market (Forex) reserves to be managed as a China’s sovereign wealth fund. Mr 

Jin Qi is the fund’s chief executive. It aspires to become alternative to the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF).  

The New (BRICS) Development Bank (NDB) is a BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South 

Africa) multilateral development bank established on 15 July 2014. The bank was seeded with 50 

USD billion’s initial capital, with the intention to increase it up to 100 billion. Each country will have 

one vote, but no one will have veto power. The NDB’s Headquarters is in Shanghai, while its African 

Regional Centre is based in South Africa. It supports Africa’s growth, in particular on infrastructure 

and sustainable development projects, so that it could be considered as an alternative to the African 

Development Bank (ADB). 

 

Italy, Mediterranean, Europe 

From the 20th to the 26th February 2017, the President of the Italian Republic, Sergio Mattarella, paid 

a State visit to the People’s Republic of China. While in Beijing, the Italian Head of State met the 

Chinese President, Xi Jinping, the Chairman of the Standing Committee of the National People’s 

Congress, Zhang Dejiang, and the Prime Minister Li Keqiang; Mattarella also visited Shanghai, 

Chongqing and Xi’an. In 2015, Italy and China have celebrated the 45th anniversary of the 

establishment of diplomatic relations.  

                                                        
4  Since late 2012, President Xi has been promoting the ‘Chinese dream’, involving the ‘great revival of the Chinese 

nation’. Such revival predictably requires a restored global position and identity for China. 
5  See: http://www.aiib.org/  
6  See: http://www.silkroadfund.com.cn 
7  See: http://ndb.int/ 
8  July the 13th 2015, Italy has ratified the AIIB  

http://www.aiib.org/
http://www.silkroadfund.com.cn/
http://ndb.int/
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The Italian Government recognised the People’s Republic of China (PRC) on 6 November 1970, 

while the European Community opened diplomatic relations with the PRC on 6 May 1975. Beijing 

and Rome established a comprehensive strategic partnership in 2004, giving room to a turning point 

in bilateral relations. Chinese Premier Li Keqiang’s most recent visit to Italy occurred in October 

2014. At the end of April 2015, the China-Italy inter-ministerial committee took place in Beijing, 

coinciding with the visit to China of Paolo Gentiloni, the then Italian Minister for Foreign Affairs and 

International Cooperation (MAECI). Actually, Italy is the major economic and demographic power of 

the Mediterranean and Europe’s second largest industrial country.  

In 2015, Italy has recorded an export of €10.4 billion to China, while Germany of €71.9 billion and 

France of €17.9 billion. Two-way trade totalled more than EUR 60 billion in 2014. China is Italy’s 

third most important commercial partner (after Germany and France, but ahead of the United States), 

ranking as the third largest origin of imports to Italy and the seventh largest destination for Italian 

exports. China has a clear growth strategy for the Mediterranean region that is to purchase logistics 

infrastructure and ports across the Basin and, in parallel, in Northern Europe.  

Thus, in recent years, the Mediterranean, from a mere transit point for Chinese ships, has been 

gradually turning into a permanent logistics base for Beijing, thanks to the acquisition of a majority 

stake of the Port of Piraeus9 in Greece, to the investments in the Port of Haifa in Israel as well as in 

some ports of Turkey and with the participation in the joint venture to manage the future inland port 

of Vado Ligure in the province of Savona, Italy10. Hence, China’s presence in the ports of Piraeus, 

Rotterdam11, Abu Dhabi, Haifa, and Vado Ligure are clear signals of its intention to build permanent 

entry points, so as to more easily access Europe and the MENA region.  

Actually, Beijing has trade relations with the Mediterranean area by 185.6 billion Euros, which are 

likely to exceed 200 billion by 2018; note how in 2001 were only 16.2 billion euros. Specifically, the 

increased centrality of the Mediterranean is mainly due to the OBOR. Italy is likely to become the 

preferential Euro-African Investments Hub in the Mediterranean thanks to the Chinese initiative.  

In fact, the Maritime Silk Road is meant to connect China with the Mediterranean, at the centre of 

which lies the Italian peninsula, making Italy an appropriate entry point or gateway for Chinese goods 

destined to Central and Northern Europe. “Marco Polo’s Venice” is to become the hub between the 

Belt and the Road: in fact, from Nairobi, the Maritime Silk Road goes north around the Horn of Africa 

and moves through the Red Sea into the Mediterranean, with a stopover in Athens before meeting 

the land-based Silk Road around Venice. Actually, the construction of ports and related facilities 

aims to extend China’s maritime reach across the Indian Ocean via the Suez Canal, into the 

Mediterranean basin. Italian Ports are divided according to two different characteristics: 

Transhipment Ports (Southern Italy’s on the Suez Gibraltar Axis such as the harbours of Gioia Tauro, 

Cagliari and Taranto) and Gateways Ports (Northern Italy’s such as the harbours of Trieste and 

Genova). Other European Terminal Ports are Piraeus, Rotterdam and Hamburg. There are two 

examples of opportunities for Italian enterprises regarding the enlarged presence of Chinese 

investments in the Mediterranean along the B&R: the agreements on double taxation between Italy 

and China could be renegotiated, in order to ensure competitive conditions for income flows 

distributed from Italy also to Africa. In addition, Italian companies should participate in tenders as far 

as AIIB funded projects are concerned.  

By and large, two types of Chinese investors pay close attention to Italy: the former look at Italy as 

a part of a more organic strategy of growth in foreign (i.e. European) markets, while the latter see 

                                                        
9  One of the most significant Chinese investments in the Mediterranean was the acquisition of 67% of the Greek Port of 

Piraeus. There, the investments will increase the value produced by Greece in the logistics sector, passing from the 
current 400 million Euros to 2.5 billion Euros in a relatively short period of time. 

10  See: www.sr-m.it  
11  See the acquisition of 35% of the Euromax Terminal Rotterdam (ETR) in the port of Rotterdam. 

http://www.sr-m.it/
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Italy as a strategic location for specific investments or as a large-scale logistics platform for the 

Mediterranean as such. This financial interest for Italy (and Europe in general) is part of Beijing’s 

broader strategy to export capital and subsequently its political influence. In 2014, China became a 

net exporter of capital for the first time after the country-implemented legislation that reduces 

restrictions on outbound investment and encourages companies to look overseas for mergers and 

acquisitions.  

There are therefore concerns both in Italy and in Europe about China’s acquiring stakes in strategic 

assets12 for the political implications. Another concern is given by Beijing’s active industrial policy, 

which is turning the country into a low-cost competitor in medium and high-skill industries that would 

quite significantly affect the Italian SMEs system. 

 

Europe 

China is perhaps making its biggest inroads on Europe’s periphery. It has created a new grouping, 

known as the “16+1 Framework and Economic Relations Between China and the Central and 

Eastern European Countries (CEEC)”, concerning the sixteen Central and Eastern European 

countries13 including some inside and some outside the European Union. Hungary is to become the 

key logistics hub on the Trans-Siberian Link, serving as a distribution point for Chinese exports to 

Europe and an aggregating point for imports from Europe. Actually, EU-China trade is one of biggest 

trade relations in terms of goods traded in the world. In 2014, EU imported €302 billion of goods from 

China and exported €164 billion of goods to China. There could be a mutual beneficial integration 

with the €315 Billion “Juncker Plan’s” and the OBOR. According to the EU Commission President, 

Jean Claude Juncker, Europe can benefit from the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative as it can interact 

with the European Fund for Strategic Investments (EFSI). The EU scheme will unlock public and 

private investment through the EFSI, mobilising at least €315 billion. The initial investment provided 

by the EU and the European Investment Bank (EIB) will be €21 billion and it will require additional 

funding from other investors to reach a multiplier effect of 1:15 in real investment in the economy 

and these additional investments could come right from the OBOR. 

 

USA 

Washington, which sees Africa as the last global economic frontier with enormous potential, has set 

up a comprehensive strategy that takes into account the national, regional and continental 

peculiarities of the African context. In 2012, the White House published the new U.S. Strategy 

towards Sub-Saharan Africa, based on the following four pillars: strengthening democratic 

institutions; spurring economic growth, trade, and investment; advancing peace and security; 

promoting opportunity and development. The new US-Africa partnership should be based on 

responsibility and mutual respect, according to which preventive diplomacy should be preferred to 

crisis so as to eventually anticipate serious events. Actually, the last three administrations - Clinton, 

Bush and Obama - have demonstrated continuity of action towards Africa. In this sense, the creation 

in 2007 of the U.S. Africa Command (AFRICOM)14 shows the new strategic importance given to the 

Continent. Barack Obama, visited Sub-Saharan Africa three times: in July 2009, in Ghana (plus 

                                                        
12  Since early 2014, the People’s Bank of China (PBOC) – through its investment arm, the State Administration of Foreign 

Exchange (SAFE) – has invested more than €3.2 billion on stakes of about 2 per cent each in eight of Italy’s largest 
companies such as Fiat Chrysler and ENI. May 2014 the Shanghai Electric Group bought a 40 per cent stake in power 
engineering company Ansaldo Energia for EUR 400 million.  

13  Central and Eastern European countries (CEEc) are: Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, 

Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro, Albania and 
Macedonia. See: http://www.china-ceec.org/eng/  

14  The U.S. Africa Command (AFRICOM), based in Stuttgart, is to cover the entire African Continent, except for Egypt. 
See: www.africom.mil  

http://www.china-ceec.org/eng/
http://www.africom.mil/
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Egypt); in July 2013, in Senegal, South Africa and Tanzania; in July 2015, in Kenya and Ethiopia, 

where he also delivered a historic speech at the African Union, never visited by an American 

President before. The most important economic initiatives are the African Growth and Opportunity 

Act (AGOA), a multilateral treaty launched in 2000, which provides duty-free access to African 

products in the US, and the Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC), launched in 2004, which 

awards best performing African States. Besides, in 2013, the Obama Administration presented the 

Power Africa initiative, aimed to double access to electricity in Sub-Saharan Africa. The idea is to 

ensure universal access to electricity by 2030, focusing on renewable and clean energies 

(geothermal, hydro, wind and solar), requiring over three hundred million dollars of investment. The 

entire U.S. public and private system would take it on, involving the American SMEs, so far not so 

present in Africa though. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 
In general, the major Russian companies do not disdain the African market, but they have not great 

need unlike almost all other competitors. This largely explains the inaction of Russia in Sub-Saharan 

Africa today, complained by the African stakeholders. Although still relatively concentrated in 

traditional sectors (defence, higher education, health), in recent years bilateral co-operation has 

diversified into new areas such as mineral resources, fishery, energy, infrastructure, financing and 

telecommunications. As a matter of fact, the soft-power conveyed by the Russian language could 

still be enhanced in regards of Russian-African relations. In recent times, even the American 

partnership with Africa has turned from Aid to Trade. Yet, Washington is trying to catch-up, having 

China overtaken both United States and the European Union as the first trading and economic 

partner. Having been able to plan a comprehensive and intelligent rooting in Africa, ahead of time 

compared to all the other international competitors, has allowed China to demonstrate its global 

strategic capacity, which is now also extending to the Mediterranean and to the rest of the world. 


