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The boundaries dividing the Maghreb and the Sahel
have never looked so porous. Geography and history
have long tethered North Africa to its southern hin-
terland. But a recent spate of coups and shifting dip-
lomatic alignments has drawn the two regions into
an even more intricate web of entanglements - albeit
under markedly different terms. Globally, the US is
cutting development aid but maintains strategic se-
curity ties in the region, particularly with Morocco.
Russia remains engaged in the region, although its
presence is increasingly contested locally.

In the central Sahel, regime changes in Mali, Burkina
Faso and Niger have upended long-standing foreign
policy alignments. The trio’s rejection of more tradi-
tional partners such as France and the US in favour of
alternatives - most notably Russia - has shifted the
balance of power and redrawn the region’s diplomatic
map. Yet this is not a clean break. What is emerg-
ing instead is a form of geopolitical hedging, in which
states hedge their bets - strengthening some alliances
while cautiously exploring others to minimise risk®.

This pragmatic posture reflects a broader trend. As
global and regional configurations evolve, govern-
ments are less inclined to commit fully to any single
partnership. Instead, they weigh costs and benefits,
test loyalties, and diversify partners to mitigate risks
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Summary

Political upheavals in the Sahel - especially
in Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger - have led
to a realignment of regional and interna-
tional alliances. Countries are distancing
themselves from traditional partners and
forming new ties, notably with Russia,
while reshaping relations with Maghreb
states like Algeria and Morocco.

Both Sahelian and Maghreb countries are
increasingly engaging in hedging behav-
iour - balancing between diverse partners
to mitigate risks and preserve their au-
tonomy. This trend is evident in growing
competition for regional influence, port
access and infrastructure investments.

The evolving regional dynamics call for a
flexible EU approach based on three key
tenets: a new diplomatic posture, a prag-
matic focus on feasibility and long-term
strategic priorities, and clear communica-
tion of its interests and red lines.
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in an unpredictable world where flexibility has be-
come a strategic virtue.

This Brief examines the changing relationship be-
tween the Maghreb and the Sahel through the twin
lenses of shifting partnerships and strategic hedg-
ing. While realignments in partnerships are driven by
a mix of domestic upheaval and global competition,
hedging reflects a pragmatic stance aimed at achiev-
ing domestic goals while managing risks.

In this context, Europe would do well to adopt
a more pragmatic and agile posture based on a
new diplomacy-led approach to navigate region-
al dynamics.

SHIFTING PARTNERSHIPS

Between 2020 and 2023, Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger
experienced five coups, altering domestic governance
and reshaping their international alliances. The mili-
tary juntas withdrew from the G5 Sahel, the Economic
Community of West African States (ECOWAS), and
the Organisation Internationale de la Francophonie
(OIF), and founded the Alliance of Sahelian States
(AES)®. Proclaiming a return to national sovereignty,
the juntas have distanced themselves from traditional
partners, chiefly France, and edged closer to Russia.
Although European actors remain active in the region,
their leverage has waned, especially in the aftermath
of the coup in Niger.

In recent years, partnerships between Sahel and
Maghreb countries have shifted. The coups in the
central Sahel, along with renewed tensions between
Algiers and Rabat over Western Sahara and intensi-
fied global competition, have triggered realignments
across both regions.

Algeria, a key player in the region, has seen its rela-
tionship with Mali deteriorate, while it has stepped up
efforts to strengthen ties with Niger.

Algeria’s relations with Mali soured after Bamako
rejected the Peace Agreement and accused Algeria of
interference through alleged support for Tuareg re-
bel groups. Imam Mahmoud Dicko’s continued pres-
ence in Algeria and Malian attacks against rebels near
the Algerian border have further strained bilateral
relations®.

As Algeria’s relations with Mali have deteriorated,
it has increasingly turned to Niger. Despite tensions
over migrant expulsions from Algeria to Assamaka
and Niger’s rejection of an Algerian proposal for a
six-month transition, Niamey valued Algeria’s op-
position to a foreign military intervention following

the coup®. Diplomatic and economic ties have since
strengthened. Algeria’s state oil company, Sonatrach,
has resumed oil exploration in Niger’s Kafra block
and is collaborating on a petrochemical complex in
Dosso and the Trans-Saharan Gas Pipeline (TSGP),
which will connect Nigeria to Algeria via Niger and
link to Europe. Over 200 Nigerien diplomats have
also received training in Algeria, signalling deepen-
ing cooperation®. Notwithstanding, on 6 April 2025
the AES countries issued a joint communiqué pro-
testing over the alleged destruction of a Malian drone
by Algeria and subsequently recalled their ambassa-
dors®. Niger’s shifting alliances also concern Libya,
with the junta reportedly forging closer ties with
the Tobruk-based Libyan National Army of General
Haftar rather than the internationally recognised
Government of National Unity, possibly with Russian
support. In February 2025, Haftar’s forces captured a
key figure associated with the Nigerien opposition in
southern Libya®.

Rabat and Algiers, divided on the status of Western
Sahara, appear to be projecting their competition for
influence across the region. In contrast to Algeria’s
renewed focus on Niger, Morocco has strengthened
ties with all Sahelian states through trade, education,
and infrastructure. Its educational initiatives, in-
cluding training for students and military personnel,
have boosted Morocco’s soft power. In 2023, Morocco
hosted 21,000 African students, with 6,000 from Sahel
countries®. Morocco’s support of Sufi brotherhoods
and religious institutions through the Mohammed VI
Foundation of African Oulema, via the distribution of
Qurans, mosque construction, and imam exchange
programmes across Africa, further contributes to dip-
lomatic rapprochement®.

A key strategic project for Morocco is the Royal
Atlantic Initiative, an offshore gas pipeline connect-
ing Nigeria to Morocco, passing through several West
African countries and providing Atlantic access to
landlocked Sahelian states®. This initiative serves
both as an energy project and a geopolitical manoeu-
vre to strengthen ties across Western Africa and de-
velop the port of Dakhla, reinforcing Morocco’s claims
over Western Sahara. Endorsed by ECOWAS in late

Bridges across borders
Sahelian students in Algeria, Morocco and the EU in 2023
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Strategic stakes

Key Algerian and Moroccan investments in the Sahel per sector
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2024, construction is set to begin in the northern sec-
tion of the pipeline between Morocco and Senegal “4.

Mauritania maintains a position of ‘positive neu-
trality’ ®» on Western Sahara and fosters cooperation
with both Algeria and Morocco. In 2024, Mauritania
and Algeria launched a road project connecting
Tindouf and Zouerate, along with plans to establish a
duty-free zone to boost trade®. In 2025, Mauritania
and Morocco agreed to enhance cooperation in elec-
tricity, renewable energy, and strategic airline
partnerships®4,

HEDGING DYNAMICS

As power dynamics shift, countries in the region use
hedging strategies to diversify alliances and maximise
both external and domestic benefits. Sahelian juntas
prioritise regime survival by maintaining bilateral ties
and fostering domestic dialogue to support prolonged
transitions and suppress dissent. This approach helps
mitigate isolation and the effects of shifting partner-
ships, such as limited engagement with traditional
partners, reduced port access, and withdrawal from
ECOWAS. Maghreb countries, particularly Algeria and
Morocco, aim to expand their influence and outreach
to the Sahel to offset limited regional integration and
secure support or neutrality for their respective posi-
tions on Western Sahara.

Mali, for example, has welcomed Russian involve-
ment primarily to combat terrorism, while focusing
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on consolidating state control and suppressing the re-
bellion, as shown by the symbolic ‘recapture’ of Kidal.
This approach has strained relations with Algeria and
Mauritania, opening space for Morocco to position it-
self as a more pragmatic partner. Morocco is strength-
ening its regional footprint through long-term pro-
jects like the Atlantic Initiative — which also positions
it as a competitor vis-a-vis Algeria’s hydrocarbon
exports to Europe. This is complemented by strate-
gic investments in the banking system and telecom-
munications. Algeria has tried to increase cooperation
with Niger to maintain its role in the Sahel region.
However, the diplomatic crisis with Mali following
the drone incident and the coordinated response of
the AES has complicated this task. Meanwhile both
Algeria and Morocco are courting Mauritania, offering
expanding avenues for cooperation.

Thus, cooperation and competition are intertwined
in the region as countries constantly adjust their po-
sitions, engaging in hedging strategies to maintain
flexibility amidst shifting alliances. A key element
of this approach is gauging each other’s intentions
while keeping options open. The competition for sea
and port access is critical, especially for landlocked
Sahelian states seeking to overcome their geographi-
cal limitations. Morocco has positioned itself as a key
partner in providing sea access, but it faces compe-
tition. Togo, leveraging tensions between Benin and
Niger, is exploring its own port opportunities and al-
legedly considering joining the AES as control over
trade routes can bring significant financial gains®®.

The recent withdrawal of Mali, Niger and Burkina
Faso from ECOWAS casts uncertainty over their exit
from the common market. Yet, the introduction by
the AES of a common 0.5% levy on imports looks like
another hedging strategy as their membership of the
West African Economic and Monetary Union (UEMOA)
also implies a common market. Thus, while the po-
litical rejection of ECOWAS after the coup in Niger
serves the sovereignty argument, membership of the
UEMOA mitigates economic risks. Hedging strategies
have emerged as central tools of geopolitical manoeu-
vring, merging economic interests with shifting po-
litical dynamics. Trade, sea access and infrastructure
projects like roads, pipelines, power grids and airlines
are now vital for maximising profits and reducing re-
liance on any single partner.

WHERE TO NEXT?

Given the complex and fluid political landscape in the
Sahel and Maghreb, the EU must adapt to the reali-
ties of shifting alliances. To navigate this environ-
ment, the EU should adopt flexible, diplomacy-led
approaches that can accommodate countries’ hedging
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strategies while safeguarding European interests.
This requires a three-pronged approach.

> Adopting a new diplomatic posture - less mor-
alistic, more modular. The EU should discard bi-
nary notions of ‘ally’ and ‘adversary’. This mind-
set, subtly reflected in the EU’s posture towards
countries like Niger and more explicitly echoed
by Sahelian juntas, for instance in their stance
towards France, limits the margin of manoeu-
vre. Instead, the EU should prioritise identifying
shared interests and mutually acceptable modali-
ties for engagement. Although Sahelian military
regimes project unity under the rhetoric of sov-
ereignty, their behaviour tends to be transaction-
al and fluid.

> Focusing on feasibility and interests for the long
term. This could include pivoting towards sectors
that improve livelihoods, especially where secu-
rity cooperation is not yet possible. Agriculture,
water management, and decentralised energy
projects can offer entry points for technical co-
operation, helping to address underlying drivers
of violent extremism and illicit activities. It may
also imply looking for cooperation opportuni-
ties from the margins, such as increased coop-
eration with neighbouring states on education
and security.

> Communicating its interests and red lines clear-
ly and favouring selective cooperation. Hedging
strategies show that countries in the region are
weighing their options. The EU should prepare to
focus on narrow, pragmatic cooperation instead
of grand partnerships.
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