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	› The Sahel remains key to European security 
due to interlinked threats – terrorism and 
its spillover into neighbouring countries, 
and organised crime networks control-
ling lucrative drug and human trafficking 
routes to Europe. Heightened international 
competition for influence and access to the 
region’s mineral wealth should also caution 
the EU against complete disengagement.

	› Anti-Western sentiment and strate-
gic hedging have led to the diversifica-
tion of partnerships under the banner of 
‘multipolarity’. But external actors in-
terpret multipolarity according to their 
respective agendas, while leaders of the 
Alliance of the Sahelian States (AES) pri-
oritise sovereignty and multi-alignment.

	› The EU should respond by pursuing tar-
geted, interest-based cooperation on ener-
gy and mining, alongside efforts to coun-
ter transnational terrorism and organised 
crime. It should also engage more selec-
tively in key civilian domains, prioritis-
ing education and cooperation with civ-
il society.

The Central Sahel maintained long-standing ties with 
partners such as Russia, China and Türkiye before the 
2020–2023 coups. But the retreat of European coun-
tries following the wave of military takeovers created 
space for these ties to deepen and opened opportu-
nities for new actors, like Iran and India, to engage 
with the countries of the Alliance of Sahelian States 
(AES), a defence pact formed by Burkina Faso, Mali 
and Niger in 2023. These developments mark a shift 
away from closer security cooperation with Europe 
and the US towards a posture of multi-alignment 
– signalling a changed landscape that presents new 
challenges for Europe.

This change reflects local narratives that blend criti-
cism of past partnerships – especially with the UN, 
ECOWAS, France and the US – viewed by some as in-
effective, especially in combating terrorism, with a 
determination to avoid isolation and forge new al-
liances. As a result, Sahelian states pursue foreign 
policies that prioritise regime preservation and max-
imise economic and security gains for elites, while 
external partners seek to advance their own national 
interests.
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The Central Sahel remains vital for the EU due to its 
strategic location, the threats posed by terrorism, 
drug and human trafficking routes towards Europe, 
and international competition for resources such as 
oil, gold and uranium. Over the past three years, mil-
itant Islamist violence has caused an average of 10 
500 deaths annually – seven times more than in 
2019 (1). In recent months, terrorist groups have dem-
onstrated their ability to impose a fuel blockade on 
Bamako and to expand into neighbouring countries.

This Brief provides an overview of the 
changing international relations of the 
Central Sahel region by considering the 
multi-aligned foreign policy of the AES. 
China, Russia, Türkiye and the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE) have emerged as 
key external players in this context, fol-
lowed by India and Iran. For Europe, this 
evolving geopolitical landscape presents challenges, 
as multi-alignment can turn into a zero-sum game, 
jeopardising the EU’s stakes in the region. To miti-
gate this risk, the EU should adopt a selective ap-
proach, avoiding confrontation while advancing its 
interests.

CLOUT CONTEST
While all non-Western actors in the Sahel operate 
under the banner of ‘multipolarity’, they each under-
stand this notion differently. Russia seeks to restore 
its prestige as a global power; Iran aims to challenge 
the US and its allies; China focuses mainly on eco-
nomic gains while countering US influence; and India 
aspires to a more prominent role in global politics. 
Meanwhile, Türkiye and the UAE seek to gain influ-
ence by balancing extensive economic investments 
with soft power, careful to avoid overt anti-Western 

rhetoric that could jeopardise their close ties with the 
EU and the US.

Russia has capitalised on the coups to position itself 
as a key partner of the new military regimes. Roughly 
2 000 Russian fighters in Mali and several hundred in 
Burkina Faso and Niger have conducted combat and 
training missions. Russia thus seeks to present itself 
as a major independent security actor while discred-
iting Western partners through orchestrated media 

campaigns (2).

Moscow also targets the Sahel’s min-
ing sector to fund its military operations 
and circumvent sanctions. The transi-
tion from Wagner to Africa Corps signals 
tighter Kremlin control, and is expected 
to shift the focus towards training in an 
effort to reduce casualties, remedy the 

reputational damage caused by Wagner’s brutal-
ity against civilians, and deflect responsibility for 
the expansion of the al-Qaeda-linked Jama’at Nasr 
al-Islam wal-Muslimin (JNIM) into southern Mali. 
Cooperation has gradually expanded to infrastruc-
ture, energy and investment projects, but with lim-
ited results so far (3).

China anchors its presence primarily through its sig-
nificant investments in the extractive sector, and its 
flagship Belt and Road Initiative. However, Chinese 
security contractors maintain a low profile, reported-
ly operating only in Mali, on a small scale. Beijing has 
also made a few military donations to these coun-
tries, including the reported delivery of 81 vehicles to 
Burkina Faso in 2024 (4).

While already an established commercial and coop-
eration partner, Türkiye has expanded its security 
footprint, with reports indicating that Turkish com-
panies have been deployed in Niger to protect min-
ing assets. Turkish long-range medium-altitude 
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Sahel rerouted
Countries are seeking new trade paths following the 2020-2023 coups
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long-endurance (MALE) drones Akinci and TB-2 
now play a role in the Central Sahel countries’ coun-
terinsurgency, intelligence and border protection 
operations (5).

The coups led the UAE to recalibrate its engagement 
in the Sahel, moving from support for the G5 Sahel 
Joint Force to deeper involvement in the gold sector. 
Between 2020 and 2024 gold exports from Burkina 
Faso and Niger to the UAE rose by 131% (6). Its posi-
tion as a major destination for gold exports, com-
bined with its activities in Islamic charity and educa-
tion, allows the UAE to maintain strong visibility in 
the region.

India ranks among the top five commercial partners 
of the AES and has launched major cooperation pro-
jects in the region, including the establishment of the 
Mahatma Gandi conference centre in Niamey (7). New 
Delhi’s engagement in the Sahel reflects its broader 
outreach to the ‘Global South’, aimed at expanding its 
leadership role through scholarships, technical coop-
eration, and trade promotion (8).

By contrast, Iran has no commer-
cial presence in the region, but pros-
pects for increased security cooperation 
are emerging, especially in the light of 
Iran’s expanding drone industry and its 
interest in accessing Niger’s uranium 
reserves (9).

MULTI-ALIGNMENT VS. 
MULTIPOLARITY
For their part, the AES states follow a multi-aligned 
approach rooted in the strong sovereignty claims of 
the Central Sahel governments and reflected in their 
preference for ‘diversifying’ partnerships. For exam-
ple, despite having shallow trade relations with Iran, 
the three countries have invoked the legacy of the 
Iranian revolution and sent diplomatic delegations to 
Tehran to bolster their ‘revolutionary’ image (10).

Pragmatism has also led AES officials to court India, 
Türkiye and the UAE. Some European countries have 
maintained relations with the Central Sahel coun-
tries, notably Italy, which retains a small military 
mission in Niger, while EUCAP Sahel Mali remains 
active in Mali, and the US has begun to re-engage 
with the region (11). Türkiye’s defence cooperation 
benefits from the juntas’ reluctance to overly rely on 
China and Russia (12).

However, this logic of multi-alignment also creates 
tensions among partners. Competition over arms 

procurement has highlighted the emerging rivalry 
between Russia and Türkiye in the region. On 17 April 
2025, the Russian media outlet African Initiative 
published an article accusing a Turkish think tank of 
spreading ‘anti-Chinese’ and ‘anti-Russian’ ‘propa-
ganda’ in the context of the Sahel (13).

Elite access is another area of competition. Russia only 
recently reopened its embassies in Burkina Faso and 
Niger but retains influence through military train-
ing programmes and the activities of pro-Kremlin 
‘pan-Africanist’ influencers who are close to the 
Nigerien de facto government, while Chinese citi-
zens allegedly advise the Burkinabe leadership (14). 
Iran, for its part, has also stepped up its outreach to 
Sahelian states through an agreement on institution-
alised security and defence cooperation with Niger 
and the opening of local branches of the Al-Mustafa 
International University – a sanctioned organisation 
accused of promoting regime ideology and recruiting 
for Iran‘s foreign legions (15).

At the same time, the AES countries are tightening 
control over the strategic mining sector, 
selectively providing access to external 
partners. In 2025, Mali and Niger in-
creased pressure on Canadian and French 
companies, and three executives of the 
China National Petroleum Corporation 
were expelled from Niger as a row over 

salaries escalated (16). In 2022 and 2023, Bamako and 
Ouagadougou exercised caution about the potential 
involvement of Russian troops in their mining sec-
tor, seeking to avoid a repeat of the Central African 
Republic scenario, where Wagner reportedly ended up 
controlling a large portion of the industry. In Niger, 
Türkiye’s General Directorate of Mineral Research 
and Exploration announced the start of gold produc-
tion in 2025 (17).

A NEW BALANCE IN 
THE EU’S STRATEGY 
TOWARDS THE SAHEL
Non-Western actors are now important security and 
economic players in the Central Sahel. Given the re-
gion’s geographic proximity to Europe, and the EU’s 
goals of fighting terrorism, organised crime, traffick-
ing and irregular migration, demographic projections 
estimating that the population will double to reach 
154.4 million by 2051 make sustained engagement all 
the more urgent (18). The EU should therefore:

	› Pursue a pragmatic approach vis-à-vis the Central 
Sahel countries. The EU should focus on a small 
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and targeted set of areas for its engagement in 
line with the principles of the renewed approach 
adopted on 20 November 2025, such as justice, 
education and fighting organised crime. These 
provide ways to sustain EU influence, as well as 
the means to stay engaged.

	› Adopt flexibility as a guiding principle. 
Multi-alignment in the Sahel entails constant 
negotiation between Sahelian governments and 
their external partners. While the EU’s Global 
Gateway strategy includes the Central Sahel in the 
complex settings envelope (19), the renewed ap-
proach to the region should restore the centrality 
of diplomacy in negotiating common interests, 
priorities and working methods to advance coop-
eration wherever common ground exists.

	› Foster unity and coordination among the EU and 
Member States by aligning bilateral actions with-
in a tailored country-by-country approach.

	› Engage in partnerships with other countries 
whenever possible. Security in the region consti-
tutes a priority not only for the EU, but also for 
neighbouring states, Türkiye, India, the UAE and 
China. The EU should therefore consider selec-
tively engaging with these external players.
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