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Africa is witnessing a renewed “scramble” for influence, as global powers intensify their political, 
economic, and strategic engagement across the continent. Between 2010 and 2016, over 300 new 
foreign embassies were established in African countries — signaling unprecedented diplomatic 
interest and competition. This surge reflects Africa’s growing geopolitical significance. Between 
2010 and 2017, Africa’s trade with China and Russia expanded sharply, while U.S.–Africa trade 
declined by more than half, underscoring a shifting balance of external influence[1]. These trends 
illustrate how Africa has become a critical arena for great power competition, where emerging and 
traditional powers alike seek to shape the continent’s economic and political future.  

The United States has always dominated in investment and soft power through various channels, 
such as diplomacy, foreign direct investment, development projects, military bases and training, 
and aid, on the continent [2]. However, US investment has barely increased since 2010. They also 
have military bases and embassies in multiple African countries. USAID, until recently, operated in 
many African countries, advancing US interests as well as its influence on the continent through 
leveraging trade and investments, health and development programs. The United States primarily 
seeks to maintain strategic access to the continent, counter threats to U.S. persons, facilities, and 
interests from violent extremist organizations or other maligned actors, and to prevent and respond 
to humanitarian and other crises[3]. Every administration in the United States has had various 
policies and programs within the continent as part of its foreign policy and interest advancements 
in trade, health, and governance issues.   

A decade ago, Russia rekindled its interest in Africa, building strong relationships with South Africa 
and countries in the Sahel region. Russia has hosted Russia-Africa summits, signaling renewed 
diplomatic engagement with African nations. Russia aims to secure trade deals and bolster its 
geopolitical influence and great power ambitions. It also seeks to sell weapons, provide military 
training and advisory services, and deploy mercenaries. After decades of primarily operating as an 
arms exporter in Africa, Russia now pursues broader and deeper efforts to influence African 
conflicts, governance, economies, and security structures, thereby advancing Russian commercial 
and strategic interests. Consequently, Russian weapons sales and transfers to African countries 
have grown from $500 million to over $2 billion annually[4]. The Wagner Group serves as a key proxy 
for Russia, seeking trade agreements with elites in exchange for security services[5].   

China has hosted annual forums with African leaders since October 2000. In 2018, China pledged 
$60 billion in loans to African states and raised African security to one of its top priorities. In 2013, 
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China launched the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), an ambitious infrastructure project aimed at 
connecting China to its distant borders, particularly in Africa. China is the main financier of 
infrastructure projects through loans to African nations[6]. It seeks to secure and maintain access 
to resources and markets and safeguard its citizens and businesses abroad. It has started 
establishing military bases in Sub-Saharan Africa, with its first base in Djibouti. It is currently 
pursuing bases in six countries, trying to gain access to the Indian Ocean and the Atlantic[7].   

African countries must put in place strategies and policies that will benefit the continent from this 
competition, such as being clearer in their demands and exploiting the different comparative 
advantages of the competing countries.  

Questions to guide your preparation 

1. What is the status of this competition in your country and within the region?  

2. What is the impact of the competition on your country’s economy, socio-economic, and 
political landscape  

3. What strategies and policies has your country put in place to safeguard the citizens, 
resources, institutions, and interests?  

4. How best can African countries take advantage of this competition for their own 
development and interests?  
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https://changing-sp.com/ojs/index.php/csp/article/view/55/52
https://changing-sp.com/ojs/index.php/csp/article/view/55/52


4 | P a g e  
 

5. Competing Visions and Actions by China, Russia, and the United States in Latin America, the 
Middle East, Africa, and the Arctic - https://ndupress.ndu.edu/Media/News/News-Article-
View/Article/2404622/13-competing-visions-and-actions-by-china-russia-and-the-united-
states-in-latin/ 

6. US Relations with Africa and the New Cold War - 
https://publications.armywarcollege.edu/News/Display/Article/3974676/us-relations-with-
africa-and-the-new-cold-war/ 

7. North Africa in an Era of Great Power Competition: Challenges and Opportunities for the 
United States - https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/countering-chinese-
and-russian-influence-north-africa (includes video). 
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/north-africa-era-great-power-

competition-challenges-and-opportunities-united-states 

8. China’s Massive Belt and Road Initiative - https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/chinas-

massive-belt-and-road-initiative 
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