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Executive Summary

Over the last few years, the North Africa region has been witnessing 

political, socioeconomic, security and geopolitical shifting dynamics against 

the backdrop of the Covid-19 pandemic and the war in Ukraine's global 

reverberations. These changes are driving uncertainty but could also untap 

opportunities across such a critical area. 

This dossier, which is a joint effort by the Italian Institute for International 

Political Studies (ISPI), the Elcano Royal Institute and the Middle East 

Institute (MEI), collects a series of analyses seeking to help unlock the 

nuances and details of these shifts while contextualising them in the 

broader geopolitical scenario. By providing a closer look at the domestic, 

regional and international conjunctures and exploring how these different 

dimensions intertwine, the authors attempt to identify not only how North 

African actors are shaping their responses and policies to meet current 

challenges but also what potential might arise amid chaos.

To what extent are North African countries' politics recalibrating in 

response to an uncertain economic outlook? What are the prospects for 

improvement in climate cooperation among the regional states? Is the 

Maghreb going through a temporary period of tension, or is it immersed 

in a cold war that could heat up? What are the main trajectories of jihadist 

violence in the southern shores of the Mediterranean? What role can civil 

society play within countries in domestic turmoil, such as Tunisia? What 

are the obstacles to opportunities for innovation in North Africa? And how 

have MENA-Russia relationships evolved over the last decade and in the 

aftermath of Russia's war on Ukraine? Should we expect a "new era" in 

China-Arab relationships?

Riders on the Storm:  
North Africa's Pathways to Resilience



 | 6

1. The Ukraine War’s Economic 
    Impact on North Africa:  
    Winners, Losers, and a  
    Dangerous Lack  
    of Long-Term Vision 

    by Riccardo Fabiani

Riccardo Fabiani, Director of the North Africa Project 
at the International Crisis Group.

The Ukraine war’s dramatic impact 
on commodity prices and the global 
monetary tightening has reshaped the 

regional political and economic balance. This 
reshuffling has rewarded big hydrocarbon 
exporters, such as Algeria and Libya, and 
exacerbated tensions in energy-dependent 
Egypt, Tunisia, and Morocco. While the former 
have taken advantage of this windfall both 
economically and politically, the latter have 
had to turn to the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) for help because of their fast-deteriorating 
outlook. But the politics of financial support for 
Cairo and Tunis has been challenging, exposing 
these countries’ unresolved political and 
economic dilemmas. 

While this economic reshuffling has 
strengthened hydrocarbon producers and 
further exposed energy importers’ pre-existing 
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tensions, the long-term political and economic 
outlook for all these countries remains dim. 
Higher oil and gas revenues contributed to 
Algeria’s assertive and proactive foreign policy 
and shored up a temporary lull within Libya. 
Meanwhile, reeling from a lost decade of 
stagnation and instability, and having lost their 
external economic rents, Egypt and Tunisia 
are struggling to identify a new political and 
economic model. But regardless of their 
current situation, in the long term, all of these 
countries will continue to grapple with the 
lack of a credible development vision. As local 
ruling elites resort to an increasingly nationalist 
stance to deflect socio-economic pressure, 
the potential repercussions of this strategy risk 
fuelling a cycle of stagnation and instability in 
the region.

Economic winners and  
losers in North Africa

Since the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 
2022, the worldwide rise in commodity prices 
provided a boon for North Africa’s hydrocarbon 
producers, exacerbating the traditional 
economic divide between net energy exporters 
and importers in the region. Over the first six 
months of the conflict, Brent prices rapidly 
exceeded US$100 per barrel,1 and Dutch TTF 
gas prices tripled.2 Algeria and Libya benefited 
from this windfall as European governments 
scrambled to find alternatives to Russia’s 
increasingly politicised oil and gas supplies. 
Algiers has received a long series of official visits 
by European officials interested in strengthening 
diplomatic ties and securing additional gas 

volumes over the past year.3 In January 2023, 
even its more unstable neighbour, Libya, landed 
an US$8 billion deal with Italian oil company ENI 
to increase hydrocarbon supplies, despite the 
country’s persistent divisions.4

The sudden jump in hydrocarbon revenues 
mitigated the impact of high imported food 
prices, despite these two countries’ insufficient 
agricultural production. Growing export receipts 
and the first current account surplus since 2013 
enabled Algeria’s dinar to strengthen, reducing 
the impact of increasing commodity prices 
for the overall population.5 In addition, the 
authorities introduced a raft of measures to 
support incomes and agricultural production. 
In Libya, the persistent division of its institutions 
meant that while hydrocarbon revenues went 
up, shoring up the current and fiscal accounts, 
the dispute between the Tripoli government 
and the Tobruq-based parliament made it 
impossible to approve a budget. Despite this, 
the internationally-recognised executive still 
financed wages and subsidies by spending 
what was authorised in the previous budget 
each month.6

The global monetary tightening that followed 
the rise in inflation left the region’s hydrocarbon 
producers unaffected, because of their low 
external debt levels. The US Federal Reserve 
gradually hiked its rate from 0.25% in March 
2022 to 5% in March 2023 in an attempt to tame 
growing inflation.7 These tightening liquidity 
conditions had almost no impact on Algeria and 
Libya. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
projected Algeria’s government debt to fall from 
62.8% of GDP in 2021 to 52.4% in 2022, on the 
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back of higher budget revenues and economic 
growth. Additionally, the debt stock is almost 
entirely domestically-held, dinar-denominated, 
and around half of it is in the hands of the central 
bank, shielding Algeria from the vagaries of the 
international markets. While Libya’s total debt 
levels are higher (estimated at 83% of GDP at the 
end of 2021), all its liabilities are held domestically 
and denominated in the local currency.8

In sharp contrast, the energy importers in the 
region were hit hard by the combination of the 
negative terms-of-trade shock and interest rate 
hikes. Egypt and Tunisia, which are still reeling 
from a decade of political instability and anaemic 
growth, felt the brunt of it, while Morocco 
benefited from a more orderly domestic context 
and a cautious fiscal stance. 

In early 2022 Egypt’s import bill exploded, due 
to the country’s heavy reliance on purchasing 
fuel products and cereals from the international 
markets, leading to a depletion of foreign 
reserves. Financial investors began to doubt 
Cairo’s ability to defend the managed exchange 
rate, causing them to withdraw their money 
and forcing the central bank to deplete even 
more hard currency to prop up the exchange 
rate. By July 2022, reserves’ cover dropped to 
around three months of imports in July 2022, 
down from 6.8 months the previous year.9 As a 
result, the authorities had to raise interest rates 
and eventually let the exchange rate depreciate 
twice in 2022 and again earlier this year. The 
higher interest rates and currency depreciation 
fuelled an increase in debt servicing costs, 
which the IMF expects to exceed 33% of total 
budget expenditures in fiscal year 2022-23.

Similarly, Tunisia’s current account deficit 
widened from 6.2% of GDP in 2021 to 9.8% in 
2022 due to the rising import bill. Likewise, the 
fiscal deficit was expected to hit 8.8% of GDP in 
2022 (from 7.7% the year before) and external 
debt levels were close to 90% of GDP at the 
end of 2022.10 While Tunisia still managed to 
secure around US$900 million of external 
financing in 2022 from Algeria and Afreximbank, 
its considerable external debt repayments 
scheduled for 2023 and 2024 (equivalent to 
US$2 billion and US$2.6 billion, respectively) 
mean that the authorities are under enormous 
pressure to reduce these deficits and find 
additional foreign funding to avoid bankruptcy.11 

Finally, Morocco faced the same double 
whammy of rising commodity prices and rising 
interest rates, but from a more solid position. In 
2022, the current account deficit worsened to 
a projected 4.3% of GDP, up from 2.3% the year 
before, due to higher food and fuel prices and the 
negative impact of a drought that undermined 
agricultural production. Yet, foreign reserves’ 
import cover remained fairly comfortable at 5.5 
months, only slightly down from 5.8 in 2021, and 
external debt levels were contained at around 
40% of GDP, thanks to Rabat’s prudent fiscal 
stance.12

The challenging politics  
of external financing

Faced with challenging economic conditions, 
the energy-poor countries turned to the IMF 
and Gulf countries for assistance, but the 
unfolding and outcome of these negotiations 
varied considerably. Egypt initially tried to 

The Ukraine War’s Economic Impact on North Africa
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negotiate financial support from its Gulf 
Cooperation Council (GCC) partners and a loan 
of US$5-7 billion with the IMF, but the complex 
negotiations with both interlocutors forced Cairo 
to accept a smaller loan from the Washington-
based institution and more stringent conditions 
from the GCC.13 Tunisia was in talks with the 
IMF for months to no avail, due to President 
Kais Saied’s reluctance to commit political 
capital to an unpopular reform package and the 
subsequent considerable disagreement within 
the international community on the best way 
forward. His authoritarian stance also contributed 
to making these talks difficult. In contrast with 
these experiences, Morocco capitalised on its 
relatively stable political and economic outlook 
to secure a more flexible credit arrangement.

Egypt

The agreement between the IMF and Egypt 
relies significantly on other international and 
regional partners’ financial contribution to 
plug Cairo’s external economic deficit. The 
government initially requested a much larger 
loan of US$5-7 billion but was unable to agree 
with the IMF on loan conditions. In December 
2022, Egypt secured a 46-month loan 
equivalent to US$3 billion, to be supplemented 
by an additional US$14 billion from international 
financial institutions and regional partners. In 
particular, the IMF anticipates that the GCC 
members will contribute US$10 billion in public 
sector asset purchases and roll over US$28 
billion in deposits with Egypt’s central bank.14 

The IMF deal attempts to tackle some of these 
issues by promoting private sector activity 

but is likely to meet resistance by affected 
interest groups in the army. Its reforms include 
a commitment by the authorities to slow the 
implementation of state-funded projects and 
an explicit presidential endorsement for one 
of the potentially most difficult measures to 
implement: the state divestment policy.15 The 
goal of this measure is to decrease the role of 
the government and military in the economy, 
enabling the private sector to take charge and 
attract foreign investment. Following President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s ascent to power in 2013, 
the government relied on foreign financing to 
implement a range of infrastructure projects 
to boost the economy. The government gave 
military-owned enterprises preference to 
execute this plan, leading to their prominence 
in several sectors and a decrease in influence 
for crony capitalists previously associated with 
President Hosni Mubarak and other private 
businesses. Sisi now faces a delicate balancing 
act between managing army factions and 
pressure from the IMF, tempting him to water 
down these reforms as much as possible to avoid 
a potentially destabilising domestic backlash.

The Gulf’s more cautious stance on external 
lending is likely to further limit Cairo’s room for 
manoeuvre. Unlike previous crises, GCC states 
now demand public assets as guarantees 
for their financial aid. After 2013, Saudi Arabia 
and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) provided 
generous funding to Egypt to bolster political 
stability, viewing Sisi as a bulwark against the 
perceived Islamist threat in the region. But their 
stance has evolved in recent months, leading 
Gulf sovereign wealth funds to acquire minority 
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stakes in various Egyptian firms instead of 
providing grants or cheap loans, and resulting 
in tensions with Cairo over the value of some 
assets.16 This change has irritated Egyptian 
officials and added to pre-existing but concealed 
geopolitical tensions between Egypt and some 
of its Gulf partners over the delayed handover of 
the Red Sea islands of Tiran and Sanafir to Saudi 
Arabia and their allegedly soft stance vis-à-vis 
Ethiopia on the dispute over the Grand Ethiopian 
Renaissance Dam.17

Tunisia

The politics of IMF financing are even more 
complicated for Tunisia, which has not yet 
secured a loan. In October 2022, the international 
financial institution unveiled an agreement 
between its staff and the Tunisian authorities 
for a 48-month arrangement of US$1.9 billion. 
The announcement provided a summary of the 
agreed measures, which included containing 
the public sector wage bill, reducing subsidy 
spending, reforming state-owned enterprises, 
and enhancing competition.18 However, in 
December the IMF Executive Board postponed 
the scheduled meeting to approve this deal, 
which means negotiations are  ongoing.19 

The IMF is worried about the Tunisian 
government’s unwillingness to implement some 
of the necessary reforms, the lack of wider buy-in 
(particularly from the country’s main trade union, 
the UGTT), and President Kais Saied’s refusal to 
publicly endorse these measures.20 After the 
October 2022 agreement, the authorities were 
supposed to gradually increase fuel prices and 
issue a law on state-owned firms, but neither 

has yet materialised. The growing polarisation of 
Tunisian society, repression of civil society and 
opposition groups, and the unpredictability of 
the presidency exacerbated this stalemate. 

While Tunisia’s external partners agree on the 
importance of financial support, they seem to 
diverge over the best approach. Anxious about 
a possible economic collapse and its potential 
knock-on effects on migration flows across the 
Mediterranean, Italy played a proactive role in 
trying to facilitate a compromise between the 
IMF and Tunis and securing additional funding.21 
In contrast, the US expressed concern about 
the country’s democratic backsliding and 
sent messages that the only way out of the 
current economic deadlock is to accept the 
IMF-mandated reforms.22 Meanwhile, Algeria 
is reportedly considering a parallel financing 
package to shield Tunisia from the international 
institution’s perceived “blackmailing”.23

Morocco

In comparison to Egypt and Tunisia, Morocco 
benefits from a more stable economic outlook 
and a relatively uncontroversial relationship with 
the IMF. In March, Rabat requested a 24-month 
precautionary credit line equivalent to US$5 
billion.24 The IMF offers this arrangement, with 
no strict conditionality, to countries with sound 
economic policy frameworks and a solid track 
record. Despite its credit rating remaining in 
“junk” territory since the downgrades that took 
place in 2020 and 2021, in March, Morocco 
successfully issued US$2.5 billion bonds on the 
international financial markets.25

The Ukraine War’s Economic Impact on North Africa
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The broader political impact  
of the economic reshuffling

Politically, the region-wide economic 
rearrangement inevitably strengthened the 
hydrocarbon exporters, while exposing the 
pre-existing vulnerabilities in the energy-poor 
states. Algeria took advantage of this windfall 
to strengthen its regional influence, while Libya 
bought a measure of domestic calm thanks 
to higher oil and gas revenues. On the other 
hand, Egypt and Tunisia attempted to evade 
the challenging dilemmas of reform posed by 
external constraints and their reluctant domestic 
constituencies.

Algeria’s international standing and more 
assertive foreign policy benefited from 
the hydrocarbon windfall. Algiers’ role as a 
key energy supplier to Europe facilitated a 
diplomatic rapprochement with France, closer 
relations with Italy and tighter cooperation with 
the European Union.26 The surge in oil and gas 
revenues fuelled its resolve to regain a more 
central and proactive foreign policy role, as 
exemplified by a raft of initiatives taken by Algeria 
at the African Union, in the Sahel region, and on 
issues related to Palestine, Western Sahara, 
and Tunisia.27 For instance, in February 2023 
President Abdelmadjid Tebboune announced a 
new US$1 billion fund to finance development 
projects in Africa, which is part of the strategy to 
reaffirm the country’s centrality on the continent 
and was only made possible by the comfortable 
economic position the country found itself in 
following the economic reshuffling.28

Although institutional divisions continued 
to undermine Libya’s governance, higher 

hydrocarbon revenues contributed to the 
country’s recent calm. Between April and May 
2022, tensions between West and East-based 
institutions over the control of oil revenues 
pushed East-based Field Marshall Khalifa 
Haftar to blockade hydrocarbon facilities, 
reducing total exports. This move accelerated 
the increase in global oil prices, prompting the 
US and other actors to try to mediate between 
the two sides. In June, pressure from the US and 
the UAE enabled a deal between Tripoli-based 
Prime Minister Abdulhamid Dbeiba and Haftar, 
leading to the resumption of production and 
smooth flow of energy exports and earnings.29 
The recycling of these receipts into the licit and 
illicit economy contributed to Libya’s precarious 
stability. Over the past nine months, officials and 
militias from both sides of the conflict refrained 
from major military operations because they 
benefitted from the redistribution of this rent.30 
But this arrangement also strengthened the 
status quo at the expense of international 
and domestic calls to achieve institutional 
reunification by organising elections.

In contrast, the new economic conditions 
exacerbated pre-existing political and economic 
problems in Egypt and Tunisia, presenting 
dilemmas for their rulers. Both countries have 
lost their vital external economic rents (Egypt’s 
“anti-Islamist rent” provided by the Gulf and 
Tunisia’s “democratic rent” offered by Western 
institutions) and are still struggling to identify a 
suitable economic model to leave behind a lost 
decade of economic stagnation. The Egyptian 
government took contradictory steps to address 
the current crisis: it assigned new land to the 

The Ukraine War’s Economic Impact on North Africa
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army despite its promise to reduce the military’s 
economic footprint, and its commitment to the 
IMF agenda is unclear.31

In Tunisia, helped by international divergences 
on how to best deal with this situation, the 
president continued to evade committing to a 
deal and its stringent and politically-sensitive 
conditions. In doing so, he took the country to 
the brink of default.32 President Saied failed to 
offer a convincing alternative vision to a deal with 
the IMF, as exemplified by his now dead plan to 
force corrupt businesspeople to repay money 
gained through bribery under former President 
Zine El-Abidine Ben Ali’s authoritarian system 
through investment in deprived areas, and his 
rhetorical attacks against “speculators” allegedly 
responsible for shortages and inflation.33

Nationalism instead of long-term 
economic planning

Regardless of this economic rearrangement’s 
immediate effects, North African governments 
continue to face daunting prospects for long-
term stability and development. Despite 
the temporary improvement in economic 
conditions, the region’s oil producers have not 
yet presented any realistic plan for the ongoing 
energy transition and the need for diversification. 
As for energy importers, while they might be able 
to escape politically destabilising debt defaults, 
they still lack any credible vision for long-term 
growth. As a result, in the coming years, North 
Africa’s winners and losers will continue to 
face the same, unanswered question: how 
can the region accelerate its sluggish pace of 
development? 

In the aftermath of a politically chaotic decade, 
incumbents seem to have given up on any vision 
for future economic growth and transformation. 
Still reeling from the negative consequences 
of the neo-liberal turn of the 1980s and 1990s 
(cronyism, corruption, underemployment, low 
investment levels, for example), these countries 
are experimenting various policy approaches, 
so far with little success. In Egypt, Sisi side-lined 
former President Hosni Mubarak's cronies and 
tasked the army with running the economy, 
while financing massive infrastructure projects 
with external loans.34 In Algeria, the government 
jailed or silenced oligarchs associated with 
the previous president, but it remains unclear 
whether the government, the local private 
sector, or foreign investors will replace them 
as a potential growth engine.35 In Tunisia, Saied 
lacks any credible economic plan and seems 
to underestimate the risks of his brinkmanship 
with the IMF. A new breed of warlords-turned-
businessmen who are profiting from a temporary 
economic settlement rose in Libya and the 
country’s reunification remains out of sight. 
Meanwhile, Morocco stands out only as a partial 
exception, as the monarchy remains committed 
to its modestly successful development model, 
despite the vulnerabilities highlighted by the 
wave of protests that shook the country between 
2016 and 2018.36

None of these countries has yet been able to 
chart a convincing path to political stability and 
economic development, despite the limited 
opportunities afforded by the West’s willingness 
to move parts of its supply chains closer to home. 
As talk of de-globalisation spreads across 
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Western policy circles and the US and Europe 
reduce or cut their ties with some of their 
traditional energy (Russia) and manufacturing 
(China) suppliers, opportunities arise from 
the suggestion of “near-shoring” or “friend-
shoring” some of their productive capacities 
– transferring parts of their supply chains to 
countries geographically and politically closer 
to home.37 While this holds great promise 
for North Africa, the region risks missing this 
occasion due to its persistent political instability 
and lack of long-term vision.38

Instead, North African governments filled this 
vacuum of vision with increasingly nationalist 
and xenophobic rhetoric. Local governments 
scapegoat alleged external or internal enemies, 
and at times even their Western partners, to 
deflect international pressure and distract 
domestic constituencies. In Egypt, Sisi used 
the threat from Islamist groups as an excuse to 
militarise the country’s political and economic 
life and extract a generous financial rent from 
the Gulf.39 President Saied repeatedly blamed 
Islamists, the business class, Sub-Saharan 
Africans and Westerners for Tunisia’s political 
and economic failures.40 Finally, Algeria and 
Morocco are locked in a diplomatic escalation 
and military arms race as their respective 
leaderships trade accusations of plotting to 
undermine each other’s national security and 
territorial integrity.41

This exclusionary nationalist trend risks 
amplifying a feedback loop of economic 
stagnation, regional tensions, and instability, 
with potential repercussions for Western 
security interests. After a lost decade of political 

and economic volatility, the hardening rhetoric 
and targeting of minorities and alleged external 
enemies threaten to undo the limited progress 
achieved so far, exacerbating problems of 
polarisation and migration. In this context, the 
US and Europe’s short-term pursuit of their 
energy security and complacent support for the 
institutional economic adjustment mechanisms 
enforced by the IMF are insufficient to buttress 
growth and stability in the long run. It is therefore 
in their interests to prod local elites into breaking 
out of their zero-sum mentality and offer a more 
ambitious long-term development vision to this 
region.

The Ukraine War’s Economic Impact on North Africa
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The Mediterranean basin, with its unique 
geography, is poised to become one 
of the most affected regions by climate 

change this century. Within this region, North 
Africa is facing disproportionate risks, not only 
compared to its share of global population 
and GDP but also relative to its contribution to 
historic greenhouse gas emissions. The region 
only represents 2.6% of the global population, 
and 0.8% of global GDP and is responsible for 
1.7% of global carbon emissions.1

The physical impacts of climate change alone 
are sufficiently alarming. Average and seasonal 
surface temperatures have already increased at 
twice the global rate over most areas in North 
Africa;2 and the trend is likely to continue, with 
average annual surface temperatures projected 
to increase even faster than the global average 
under most warming scenarios. The most 
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significant temperature increases are expected 
to occur in areas nearer to the Mediterranean 
coast and in inland Algeria.3

Against this backdrop, hot days and tropical 
nights have already become more frequent, 
and heat waves are expected to become more 
intense and more frequent even under a 1.5°C 
of global warming scenario. Marine heat waves 
off the coasts of North Africa have also doubled 
in frequency between 1982 and 2016. Children 
born in North Africa in 2020 will be exposed to 
four to six times more heat waves during their 
lifetimes than those born sixty years before.

Changes expected to rainfall changes are more 
variable but arguably more significant. Average 
annual rainfall has decreased over most of North 
Africa since 1960. While in western North Africa, 
average annual rainfall has recovered or become 
wetter since 2000 with increases in heavy rainfall 
and flooding, eastern North Africa has seen a 
drop in rain days of over 10mm per day and an 
increase in the number of consecutive dry days.

Looking ahead, North Africa is expected to 
become arider, and rainfall is likely to become 
more variable. Average annual rainfall is 
projected to decrease under global warming 
scenarios of 2°C and higher. The Atlas Mountains 
could receive up to 40% less rain and snow 
under the worst-case climate change scenario.4 
Egypt is expected to experience 13% reduction in 
rainfall under the same scenario, and Morocco, 
Algeria, and Tunisia are expected to become 
drought hotspots by the end of the century.5

Additionally, sea level rise and storm surge 
present serious risks to North African coasts, 

especially to the low-lying Nile Delta, 18% of 
which is already below the mean sea level. 
In 2010, 2011 and 2015, the Nile Delta coast 
experienced storm surges of 1.2 metres, almost 
three times as high as the average. These storm 
surges caused flooding to the Delta’s lowlands, 
damaged some coastal structures, and led 
to seawater intrusion that affected potable 
groundwater sources. In Egypt, more than 16% of 
the population lives below 5 metres above sea 
level, and 30% of the Delta’s fertile agricultural 
land is at risk from inundation and seawater 
intrusion.6 In the absence of any adaptation, 
Egypt is one of the countries projected to be 
most affected by future sea level rise – under 
a 4°C global warming scenario – in terms of the 
number of people threatened by flooding.

Cascading impacts  
on key economic sectors 

In addition to the primary slow-onset impacts of 
climate change on the region, secondary impacts 
on economic sectors such as agriculture and 
tourism pose a more urgent risk. Climate change 
is already reducing crop productivity in North 
Africa. It has slowed agricultural productivity 
growth in Africa by 34% since the 1960s, the 
highest impact of any world region.

Reduced rainfall and decreased availability 
of ground water to bridge drought years (as a 
result of declining rainfall and groundwater 
depletion due to overuse and mismanagement), 
together with increased temperatures and 
shifts in the growing season are expected to 
diminish agricultural productivity. In addition, 
the combination of high temperatures and high 
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relative humidity can be especially dangerous 
for livestock and has already decreased dairy 
production in Tunisia.

According to research focusing on the wider 
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region, 
a 1% increase in temperature during winter 
would result in a 1.12% decrease in agricultural 
production.7 Coupled with the increasing 
demand for water and food due to population 
growth across North Africa, such a reduction in 
productivity is expected to impact food security 
adversely. As the region comes to be more 
dependent on food imports, it will become 
increasingly at the mercy of global shortages, 
price shocks, and increasing disruptions.

With the regional economy and livelihoods 
highly dependent on agriculture, economic 
development and employment become more 
at risk. Agriculture is a key sector across North 
Africa, employing almost 33% and 21% of 
Morocco and Egypt’s populations, respectively, 
as well as 16%, 14% and 10% of Libya, Tunisia, and 
Algeria’s populations, respectively. In addition, 
the share of agriculture in the national (GDP) of 
the region (with the exception of Libya) ranges 
between 10% and 13%.8

The region’s tourism sector is also expected 
to be negatively impacted by climate change. 
Both hotter summer conditions and reduced 
water availability could reduce tourism flows 
to its coastal destinations. In Egypt, damage 
to tourism due to coral bleaching alone might 
result in a loss of US$6.4 billion in income 
annually by 2060.9

Besides, job losses in agriculture and tourism 
will likely lead to urban migration in search of 
city jobs. North Africa is already Africa's most 
urbanised region, with 56% of the region's 
population currently living in urban areas.10 A 
surge in urban migration could cause higher 
urban unemployment as new migrants lack the 
skills required for urban jobs. Increased urban 
populations could also result in higher demand 
for municipal services that outstrips municipal 
capacity, potentially resulting in mounting social 
tensions.

Climate impact intersections 

Like the rest of the African continent, climate 
change impacts in North Africa intersect 
with non-climate factors such as difficult 
socioeconomic conditions, political instability, 
resource competition, livelihood changes, and 
vulnerabilities  among different social groups. 
The negative effects of climate change within 
these intersections can act as a threat multiplier. 
Its uneven consequences might align with 
existing rifts between communities, exacerbating 
grievances and socioeconomic tensions and 
fuelling political discontent and unrest. Such 
tensions, coupled with the deterioration of 
living conditions, could also provide recruitment 
opportunities for terrorist organisations. 

Hence, these secondary climate change 
impacts correlate with conflict, instability 
and violence. Growing evidence links rising 
temperatures and drought to conflict risk 
in Africa. Increased livestock mortality and 
livestock price shocks in Africa  were   potential   
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factors  in  localised  conflicts between 
pastoralists and farmers. However, no direct 
causal link has been established between 
climate change and violent conflicts. Additional 
factors (such as a political ideology) are indeed 
needed for armed violence to erupt. Despite 
ongoing water scarcity in the MENA region, the 
incidents associated with resource competition 
spilling over into conflict were limited. In fact, the 
historical record shows that the water-scarce 
MENA region has experienced more instances 
of water cooperation than water conflict.11

These intersectional risks are most visible in 
cities where residents – especially those living in 
coastal or low-lying areas or in informal housing 
– are exposed to multiple climate hazards (such 
as floods, extreme heat and sea level rise) while 
also experiencing poverty, insecure jobs, and 
unsafe housing.

Regional response

Given the risks above, the region’s limited 
historical emissions, and its low carbon emissions 
per capita, much of climate action in North 
Africa has focused more on climate change 
adaptation (e.g. Morocco’s water conservation 
projects funded by the Green Climate Fund) 
and less on climate change mitigation – unless 
an economic co-benefit could be achieved. Yet 
owing to their lack of technical and financial 
abilities to adjust to changing environmental and 
economic conditions, North Africa’s countries 
have a limited adaptive capacity to address and 
adjust to these primary and secondary impacts. 

This adaptive capacity varies between the 
regional countries depending on governance 

models, business environments, and the 
equitability of resource distribution. In 2020, 
for example, Tunisia was deemed to be more 
equipped to adapt than Morocco, owing to its 
better functioning government, less corruption 
and a more equitable distribution of resources. 
Morocco in turn had a higher adaptive capacity 
than Algeria. Tunisia may as a result have a 
sounder business environment to deal with 
water stress for example and to build the 
necessary water conservation infrastructure. It 
may also have a more effective government with 
better planning, implementation and monitoring 
of water sharing and conservation scheme.12 
However, North African countries often found 
themselves looking to the northern shores of 
the Mediterranean in search of financial and 
technical support. North African countries 
and cities continue to seek technical and 
financial assistance from EU programs aimed 
at Europe’s southern neighbourhood, such as 
ClimaMed, Clima South, MeetMED, Climate 4 
Cities, CES MED, and SUDEP (Sustainable Urban 
Demonstration Projects) South. Morocco is by 
far the most successful actor across the MENA 
region in obtaining financial and technical support. 
According to the most recent estimates, it 
received 54% of all approved  multilateral 
climate finance in the region, followed by Egypt, 
which received 27%.13

The orientation of the region towards Europe 
is expected to increase in response to the 
Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), 
a requirement by the EU’s "Fit for 55" legislative 
package that imposes carbon tariffs on certain 
business sectors seeking to export into the EU. 
Egypt is currently one of the top20 exporters  
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whose goods are likely to be affected by the 
CBAM.14

National climate action

Energy transition towards renewable energy 
is one of those mitigation actions that provide 
economic co-benefits for the region, yet the 
adoption of renewable energy remains below 
its potential. In the decade to 2020, renewable 
electricity generation grew by just over 40%, led 
by an expansion in solar photovoltaic, wind, and 
solar thermal systems.15 

The national performance in terms of 
commitments to mitigating climate change 
and energy transition varies widely between 
the five North African countries, with Morocco 
leading the way. It has committed to reducing 
its emissions by 45% (compared to a business-
as-usual scenario) by 2030, a commitment that 
has been assessed as "almost sufficient" to meet 
the goals of the Paris Agreement. Morocco 
also is reasonably on track to meet its goal to 
source 52% of its electricity from renewable 
energy by the same year, with renewable 
energy accounting for 37% of its electricity in 
2021.16 This goal is partly driven by the country’s 
need to improve its energy security and reduce 
its dependence on imported energy sources. 
Moreover, Morocco has made a number of 
export-oriented mitigation efforts including an 
ambitious renewable energy project that will 
provide electricity to the United Kingdom and 
a large scale, cost-effective Green Hydrogen 
production system.17 

Similarly, Egypt is also making some efforts 
to mitigate its carbon emissions, including 

investing in solar and wind power generation 
and exporting green hydrogen. Although it 
missed its target to source 20% of its electricity 
from renewable energy last year, it has set 
a more ambitious goal of sourcing 42% of 
its electricity from renewables by 2035. The 
country’s ambition to become a regional energy 
hub is driving its investments, which also include 
exporting natural gas. 

Poor climate cooperation   

The common climate and socio-economic 
challenges in North Africa lend themselves 
to climate collaboration between the regional 
countries. Sharing experiences and pooling 
resources could reduce the adaptation effort 
required at the national level. Yet the region 
has very limited economic integration. Political 
turmoil, the civil war in Libya, and longstanding 
tensions between Morocco and Algeria have 
also further impeded the prospect of any such 
collaboration. The only frameworks available for 
climate collaboration in the region extend beyond 
its geographic scope. These include forums 
established by the Union for the Mediterranean 
(UfM), the 5+5 Dialogue, and the United Nations 
Economic and Social Commission for Western 
Asia (ESCWA). 

Even the advent of climate negotiations in 
North Africa again during COP27 in Egypt has 
not managed to stimulate climate collaboration. 
Like its predecessor in Marrakech back in 2016, 
COP27 was not presented as an opportunity 
for North Africa but rather as a platform to give 
voice to the continent and the wider global 
south in climate negotiations. 
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The way forward 

North Africa’s long-term prospects and 
stability will depend on how this area will deal 
with the challenges of climate change. The 
extent to which the regional impacts of climate 
change cascade and intersect with current 
vulnerabilities and risks makes it less like a 
future challenge that should give way to other 
pressing issues. Instead, climate change adds 
another layer of socio-economic complexities 
that influence the region today and will continue 
to do so in the coming years. 

The earlier the region recognises this and 
prioritises mitigation and adaptation climate 
action, the more likely it could avoid climate 
change’s worst impacts. The sooner North 
African countries acknowledge that they cannot 
fight this battle alone, the sooner they will set 
their differences aside and collaborate for a 
better future for their people. 
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The Covid-19 pandemic and the war in 
Ukraine have acted as catalysts for 
pre-existing geopolitical dynamics, 

shifting the focus away from the War on 
Terrorism paradigm that shaped much of 
the international community’s political and 
economic engagement with the Middle East 
and North Africa region (MENA) in the aftermath 
of 9/11 towards an era of multipolarity and great 
power competition.1 Over the last few years, 
consecutive counterterrorism operations, the 
enforcement of strict national anti-terrorism 
legislations, and the implementation of 
successful deradicalisation and rehabilitation 
programmes have largely abated the threat 
posed by jihadist groups in MENA countries, 
particularly in North Africa. Among other things, 
the findings of the Global Terrorism Index 2023 
seem to confirm this trend. While the Sahel has 
progressively emerged as the new epicentre 
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of jihadi terrorism over the last decade, with 
deaths in this area accounting for 43% of the 
global total in 2022 (a 7% increase compared 
to 2021),2 fatalities from terrorism in the MENA 
have fallen by 42% in the last three years and by 
32% in 2022.3 Although the impact of terrorism 
varies considerably within the MENA, North 
Africa – in particular – records a steady decline 
in extremist violence. The number of violent 
attacks associated with militant Islamist activity 
in this region is now down to pre-Islamic State 
(IS) levels. The 276 casualties linked to jihadist 
terrorism in North Africa in 2022 represent a 
14-fold decrease from the 4,000 deaths that 
occurred in the area in 2015, when IS was at 
its height.4 Against this backdrop, Morocco 
stands as the safest country in North Africa (83rd 
position in the Global Terrorism Index rank), 
having not recorded a terrorist attack in the last 
five years. Conversely, Egypt is among the 20 
states worldwide most affected by terrorism 
(16th position), which is no surprise given that 
nearly all the reported militant Islamist activity in 
North Africa over 2022 took place in the country 
(about 90%). In between Egypt and Morocco 
rank Libya, Algeria and Tunisia (32nd, 37th and 40th 
positions, respectively) with a medium-to-low 
impact of terrorism.5

The main trajectories of jihadist violence 
in North Africa

In Egypt, a major security crackdown coupled 
with the government’s public investments and 
infrastructure policies in the Sinai Peninsula has, 
over the last few years, diminished the presence 
of the local branch of the Islamic State, also 
known as Wilayat Sinai or Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis 

(ABM).6 However, according to the  United 
Nations, the group – which is composed of 
around a thousand fighters – has remained 
active and resilient throughout 2022, its main 
targets being native communities and Egyptian 
security forces.7 The latest violent clashes 
between the Egyptian army and ABM in 2022 
occurred in areas near the Suez Canal, testifying 
to the effort that the organisation is making to 
expand its activities in Egypt beyond north-east 
Sinai towards new strategic regions.8 Since 2013, 
more than 3,000 people have been killed and 
more than 12,000 wounded in terrorist attacks in 
the Sinai Peninsula.9 

In Libya, jihadist groups have continued to 
face several challenges following successive 
strikes against their positions, especially in the 
southernmost region of Fezzan, where the 
Islamic State and Al-Qaeda (reportedly present 
there with a hundred and three hundred 
members, respectively) are still active, albeit 
dramatically downsized compared to the past 
decade. Playing on the political and economic 
predicament in southern Libya, IS has kept 
cooperating with tribal elements involved in 
smuggling and illicit trade; this cooperation is 
a vital component of the group’s financing and 
creates the conditions for new recruitment 
processes.10 On the other hand, the local 
branch of Al-Qaeda (which has its main terrorist 
structures in the cities of Awbari and Sabha),11 
depends mostly on a strategy of intermarriage 
and merging with local tribes to maintain 
legitimacy in southern Libya. According to a 
recent report by Europol, the organisation has 
become a logistic hub for Al-Qaeda affiliates in 
Mali.12 The deployment of Syrian mercenaries13 



| 29

– often with radicalised profiles – by Russia 
(through the Wagner Group) and Turkey in 
Libya might pose additional security risks to the 
country.

Despite having not recorded any Islamist-
inspired attack since 2018, Morocco remains 
vigilant over the offline and online threat of 
violent extremism. In recent years, the state’s 
security services have regularly thwarted IS 
terrorist plots relying on explosives, firearms 
or knives while also dismantling jihadist cells 
that operate in cyberspace.14 Meanwhile, the 
country has implemented rather successful de-
radicalisation and reintegration programmes, 
such as "Moussalaha" ("Reconciliation"), which 
since 2017 has benefited hundreds of jihadists, 
both those arrested in Morocco and foreign 
terrorist fighters (FTFs) returnees.15 

Jihadist organisations linked to Al-Qaeda remain 
extremely constrained in Algeria owing to both 
tight security mechanisms16 and reconciliation 
policies that allow jihadists who surrender 
to security services and provide them with 
information to receive amnesty and economic 
assistance. It is noteworthy that only a limited 
number of former jihadists who participated in 
these programmes in Morocco and Algeria have 
relapsed into violence.17 

Although it has seen an overall decline in 
jihadist attacks and arrests over the last five 
years,18 Tunisia continues to face a number 
of challenges related to violent extremism. 
Foiled plots in the country19 demonstrate the 
still effective organisational and operational 
capability of jihadist groups such as Katibat 
Uqba Bin Nafi (KUIN) and Jund Al-Khilafa (JAK), 

which  – however weakened – are active in the 
mountainous zones along the Tunisian-Algerian 
border.20 The risk of attacks perpetrated by so-
called “lone wolves” scattered across the national 
territory is also marring the national security 
landscape.21 Furthermore, unlike Morocco and 
Algeria, in Tunisia there seems to be still room for 
implementing more effective disengagement 
and de-radicalisation programmes. As it 
stands, Tunisian FTFs returnees are jailed or 
remain under strong surveillance by security 
services, as some de-radicalisation policies, 
such as “Tawasul” (“Connection”) have not 
received support (and hence the funding 
needed to operate) from the general public, 
which opposes the return of FTFs from Syria, 
Iraq and Libya.22 Overcrowded Tunisian prisons, 
ruled by strict repressive measures (including 
torture),23 may entail additional risks for national 
security, continuing to serve as hotbeds of new 
radicalisations pathways or even worse, a new 
generation of jihadist fighters. 

Increasing pressures from the  
Sahelo-Saharan region

The Sahelo-Saharan space has traditionally 
been shaped by deep political, socioeconomic 
and security connections binding Maghreb 
states to Sahelian actors. Largely permeated 
by terrorist groups that have proved quick 
to capitalise on local issues (including ethnic 
tensions, climate-related challenges, and lack 
of public services) to attract recruits, the Sahelo-
Saharan strip has not only become a hotbed of 
jihadist activities in recent years, but it is also 
poised to turn into an export hub of the terrorist 
threat towards peripheral areas. While the 
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Sahel instability has already produced spill-over 
effects on West Africa and the coastal countries 
of the Gulf of Guinea,24 where the existence and 
expansion of violent extremist organisations 
affiliated especially with the Al-Qaeda-affiliated 
Group for the Support of Islam and Muslims 
(Jama’at Nusrat al-Islam wa al-Muslimeen, JNIM) 
are widely demonstrated,25 a similar scenario 
could also affect North Africa, reversing the 
significant achievements in terms of prevention, 
counterterrorism and de-radicalisation made 
by some regional states over the last few 
years. The range of military and intelligence 
cooperation initiatives (not involving Western 
actors) that were undertaken between Sahelian 
and North African countries to deal with the 
mounting jihadist threat in the former signal the 
intertwined security concerns both regions face. 
However, leadership rivalries and differences in 
strategic interests have hampered such efforts, 
and collaborative partnerships to address this 
transnational challenge remain fragmented.26 

The strategic shifts (and uncertain implications 
for the Sahel-Maghreb area) in the Sahel’s 
Western counterterrorism architecture following 
the relocation of US and European forces,27 
and the increased activity of Russian Wagner 
mercenaries in Sub-Saharan Africa, notably in 
Mali since late 2021,28 raise additional fears of a 
jihadist contagion spreading across North Africa. 
Besides, geopolitical rivalries between France 
and Russia could undermine efforts to tackle the 
terrorism crisis in the Sahel, with counterterrorism 
cooperation between neighbouring states 
now being hostage to divisions between those 
states seemingly supported by Russia (Mali and 
Burkina Faso above all) or France (Niger).29 

The potential spillover into Libya and Tunisia 

Against this backdrop, the enduring security 
vacuum in Libya is undoubtedly one of the 
main sources of instability associated with the 
potential spillover effects of jihadism from the 
Sahel region. The state’s weakness, particularly 
in the Fezzan region, could enable both IS and 
Al-Qaeda to gain strength by taking advantage 
of transfers of fighters not only from the Levant 
and Eastern Africa (Eritrea above all) but also 
from the Sahel through the country’s porous 
southwestern border.30 The current conflict in 
Sudan risks fuelling further instability in Libya 
and across the entire Sahel. According to 
observers, especially worrying is the impact of 
the war in Sudan on the proliferation of weapons, 
which could potentially strengthen the various 
armed groups and militias already operating 
in a region plagued by continuous instability 
and coups d’état, with severe repercussions on 
jihadist violence in Libya as well.31

The insecurity and jihadist violence plaguing 
the Sahel might also reverberate in Tunisia, 
due to the presence and activity of  Tunisian 
terrorist fighters in the Sahelo-Saharan space 
and southern Libya. According to some 
experts, around 100 Tunisians are fighting in the 
Sahel today,32 in addition to almost 600 fighters 
who are still part of jihadist militias in Libya, 
especially in the Fezzan.33 Tunisians’ presence 
in the Sahel is also likely to strengthen Tunisian-
Malian jihadist bonds, which have existed for over 
a decade.34 As long as Tunisia’s nationals fill the 
ranks of jihadist groups in Libya and south of the 
Saharan desert, these connections (manifesting 
themselves in new supply routes and funding 
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sources) could be reactivated and lay the 
groundwork for new attacks in their country of 
origin and in other North African  states. Although 
nothing seems to indicate that this is the case 
for the time being, the issue deserves close 
attention, given the persistent  crises in Libya 
and the Sahel. Besides, Tunisia’s participation 
in multilateral training and capacity-building 
initiatives (such as NATO’s Operation Sea 
Guardian)35 and joint military exercises (such as 
African Lion 22 and Africa Lion 23)36 with a focus 
on counterterrorism underscores the country’s 
rising concerns for the future stability of the 
Sahel region and the southern shore of the 
Mediterranean. 

Algeria’s quest for a pivotal role  
in the Sahel-Maghreb

After the fall of the Qaddafi regime and the 
deterioration of the political and security situation 
in Libya, Algeria has emerged as one of the key 
guarantors of peace in the Sahel-Maghreb area, 
striving to bring stability to neighbouring Libya, 
Tunisia and Mali, and to securitise the Sahel 
region notably by means of joint military and 
security coordination.37 Overall, Algeria’s action 
has delivered mixed results. Many questions 
persist today about whether the country can play 
a pivotal role in the Maghreb-Sahel area. The 
volatile security situation and the ever-changing 
geopolitical context characterising the Sahel 
region may compromise Algeria’s endeavours. In 
addition to this, another important aspect should 
be considered. Challenging Algeria’s historical 
influence in the Sahel, Morocco has, over the 
last decade, consolidated its presence there 
by adopting a  soft power  alternative strategy 

to the predominantly “hard” counterterrorism 
approach promoted by Algeria. The competition 
between these two countries contributes to 
averting the restructuring of a regional security 
framework to grapple with terrorism-related 
threats in the Sahel-Maghreb region. 

Throughout the past fifteen years, regional 
instability and the presence of terrorist groups on 
Algeria’s borders have threatened the country’s 
security. For Algeria, which shares a 1,300 Km 
border and a common heritage of social and 
ethnic relations with Mali, the securitisation and 
stabilisation of the Sahel-Maghreb area have 
long been a matter of national interest.38  The state 
authorities have opted for a mix of diplomatic 
and military strategies to tackle terrorism and 
criminal networks.39 This process started with 
the signature of the 2009 “Tamnrasset plan” 
agreed to by the so-called pays du champ 
(Algeria, Niger, Mali and Mauritania), which 
led to the creation, in 2010, of a joint military 
operations centre known as Comité opérationnel 
conjoint des chefs d’état-major (CEMOC) based in 
Tamanrasset, and a joint intelligence unit – Unité 
de Fusion et de Liaison (UFL) located in Algiers.40 
Such an initiative marked the first attempt to 
build a regional security architecture with an 
operational dimension in the Sahel. The pays du 
champ doctrine, as conceived by the Algerian 
authorities, consists of developing the capacities 
of the countries concerned to manage the 
security challenges in the region without relying 
on external actors; as a result, any cooperation 
initiative provided by the US or the EU should 
be limited to specific activities, basically training, 
logistical support and intelligence.41 If, on one 
side, cooperation between CEMOC member 
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countries in analysing security threats and 
sharing border management responsibilities 
set a praiseworthy model, the initiative has 
not yielded tangible results thus far, the main 
obstacles being the lack of mutual trust among 
participants and the inability to pool military 
forces.42 

The discontent with both the CEMOC and the 
UFL and the hesitation of Algeria (rooted in 
its traditional doctrine of non-intervention) to 
respond to Mali’s request for direct military 
involvement in 201243 led five of its Sahelian 
neighbours (Mauritania, Niger, Mali, Chad and 
Burkina Faso) to establish in 2014 an alternative 
regional platform to combat terrorism in 
border areas of the region. The so-called G5 
Sahel, which included CEMOC member states 
(Mauritania, Niger, Mali) while never comprising 
Algeria,44 was strongly supported by France, 
which has been happy to fill the leadership 
void that the North African country created in 
the Sahel-Saharan strip by refusing to support 
Bamako militarily.45 Today, however, the G5 
Sahel seems to be reeling, especially after Mali’s 
military junta pulled out in May 2022.46 Aside from 
its military weaknesses, the G5 Sahel has been 
based on significant geostrategic shortcomings; 
by conceiving the Maghreb, the Sahel and West 
Africa as separate (static) sub-regional blocs 
and ignoring their deep geographic, political 
and security interconnections, the horizontal 
(east-west) logic of the organisation overlooks 
the north-south and interregional dynamics, 
even though the spread of crises and instability 
follows a “vertical pathway”.47

While the G5 Sahel has shown its limits, 
Algeria has recently attempted to carve out a 
new space in the regional security dynamics. 
The visits to Mali of former Algerian Foreign 
Minister Lamamra (in September 2022)48 and 
new Foreign Minister Attaf (in April 2023)49 seem 
to show the country’s willingness to engage 
more prominently at the regional level by 
dealing with the increased terrorist threats and 
the spread of organised crime in the common 
neighbourhood area.50 Algerian President 
Tebboune had already sought to speed up 
this progress of re-engagement through a 
2020 constitutional amendment authorising 
Algeria’s army to deploy outside the country’s 
borders, provided certain conditions were met.51 
If Algeria’s military involvement in case of an 
existential attack against a Sahelian neighbour 
remains a remote possibility, that now cannot 
be discarded. Moreover, as part of its efforts 
to diversify partnerships in the Sahel-Maghreb 
region, Algeria has invested significantly in 
the  Trans-Saharan Highway Project.52 In doing 
so, the country aims to exert further leverage 
on and strengthen the mutual dependency with 
Sahelian governments, thus seeking to enhance 
its role as a key player in the area also in the fight 
against terrorism.  

Despite the efforts to assume a leadership 
role in the Sahel-Maghreb, it remains to be 
seen whether Algeria will be able to play a 
stabilising role in this crucial area amid the 
collapsing Algiers Peace Agreement, the 
withdrawal of international troops and the rise 
of Russia’s influence in the Sahel. Undoubtedly, 
Algeria’s expertise and knowledge of militant 
groups across the Sahel may be an asset to 
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the success of any future multilateral security 
mechanism taking shape in the region. 
However, the presence of the Wagner Group 
in Algeria’s border areas – as part of Russia’s 
African projection – could pose extra challenges. 
The Maghreb country, which is Africa’s second-
largest importer of Russian arms,53 has further 
strengthened its economic and military relations 
with Moscow over the past few years and has 
reportedly allowed Russian military planes 
affiliated with the Wagner Group in Mali to use its 
airspace to carry out counterterrorism operations 
in the Sahelian country.54 Of course, this is not 
to say that Algeria has established official ties 
with the Russian Wagner group in Mali; on the 
contrary, in December 2022, Algerian President 
Tebboune regretted the deployment of Russian 
mercenaries to his country’s neighbour, calling 
on Mali’s military government to drop the costly 
services of the Russian private contractors and 
allocate its financial resources to the state’s 
economic development instead.55 This stance 
by President Tebboune has probably long 
been awaited by the French government, which 
pointed to the controversial deal between the 
Malian junta and the Russian Wagner Group as 
a crucial factor in pushing Paris to withdraw its 
troops from Mali throughout 2022. 

All in all, Algeria is seemingly trying to perform 
a delicate balancing act between Russia, Mali 
and France, with the aim to preserve the strong 
relations with Moscow, favour a political solution 
in the Malian conflict by supporting the junta 
in Bamako, and keep the fluctuating relations 
with Paris on track (some observers believe 
that the French withdrawal from Mali might 
boost Franco-Algerian cooperation, especially 

on the Sahel crisis’ file).56 While it is premature 
to predict how this uneasy balance will evolve, 
some Western officials and experts have 
talked about the “destabilising role the Wagner 
Group plays in the Sahel”57 and argued that the 
presence and activity of Russian mercenaries 
might directly affect the jihadist threat stemming 
from the region.58 In this respect, it has been 
stressed that the deployment of the Wagner 
Group to Mali since late 2021 has energised local 
jihadi organisations, providing them with new 
recruitment opportunities and a more propitious 
operating environment in the country. This 
seems further evidenced by the fact that there 
was an increase in JNIM attacks across Mali in 
the 2022 rainy season compared to the previous 
year’s rainy season, and terrorist acts by IS within 
Mali also surged across these timespans.59 
Although the relocation of anti-jihadist French 
and European military forces from Mali might 
also have contributed to this trend, there should 
be a concern that Wagner’s deployment to Mali 
or any other Sahelian countries (such as Burkina 
Faso, Chad and Niger) could make the security 
context in that area and the neighbouring states 
even worse, with a likely increase in the terrorist 
risk level for North Africa as well.60 

The Algerian-Moroccan rivalry  
in the Sahel region: another obstacle  
in the fight against jihadism  

In 2014 Algeria was wary that the France-
supported G5 Sahel was created with the 
primary objective of reining in Algerian regional 
influence. Back then, the country was indeed 
suspicious of its neighbours, especially the 
so-called pro-French axis led by Morocco.61 
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Unsurprisingly, even before the G5 came into 
existence, the CEMOC and the UFL were built 
to contain not only Western interference in 
Algeria’s close backyard but also regional 
competitors, first and foremost Morocco.62 

Despite its peripheral position vis-à-vis the 
epicentre of insecurity in the Sahel, Morocco has 
for years enhanced its diplomatic engagement in 
Africa, as testified by the country’s reintegration 
into the African Union in January 2017 after 33 
years,63 as well as by Rabat’s application to 
join the Economic Community of West African 
States (ECOWAS) in February 2017.64 In order 
to confront jihadism and halt its northward 
advance, Morocco has reinforced its security 
partnerships with Sahelian countries.65 Building 
on the common Islamic heritage with the latter, 
the state has developed a soft power strategy 
based on the export of a cultural and religious 
model. Rabat has offered religious formation 
to the ulema of Mali and Niger as part of this 
strategy, instructing them in the “moderate” 
Islam practised in the kingdom. According 
to Moroccan officials, the government has 
thereby addressed the need to tackle jihadist 
radicalisation in the Sahel while at the same 
time proposing an alternative to the “hard” 
counterterrorism policies promoted by Algeria.66 

On the one hand, Morocco is widely considered 
to be one of the leading African countries in 
the fight against terrorism; its involvement 
and efforts within multilateral bodies devoted 
to counterterrorism and countering violent 
extremism are particularly valued:67 among 
others, today the country serves as co-chair of 
the Africa Focus Group in the US-led Global 

Coalition to Defeat Daesh/ISIS;68 it has been 
hosting the Africa Lion military training for 19 
years (the 19th edition, which took place in seven 
regions across Morocco, confirms the deep 
military cooperation between Morocco and the 
US),69 and has just handed over the presidency 
of the Global Counter Terrorism Forum (GCTF).70 
Additionally, since June 2021 the kingdom’s 
capital has hosted the headquarters of the 
United Nations Office of Counter Terrorism and 
Training in Africa (UNOCT) – the first of its kind 
on the African continent.71 

On the other hand, Morocco’s desire for 
expansion in the Sahel has projected the 
kingdom’s historical rivalry with Algeria into the 
region, which is mainly linked to the conflict 
over Western Sahara. Consolidating a network 
of regional alliances is functional for Rabat to 
gain political and diplomatic support on the 
Sahrawi question. The latent conflict between 
Algeria and Morocco in Western Sahara and 
their divergent interests in the Sahel have, until 
now, further complicated the development 
of joint security cooperation processes in the 
counterterrorism field.72
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4. In Tunisia, Civil Society  
    is Back in the Trenches

    by Emna Ben Arab 

Emna Ben Arab, Assistant Professor at the University 
of Sfax, Tunisia.

Twelve years into the Tunisian uprising, the 
country is standing at a crossroads yet 
again. In 2019, Tunisians democratically 

elected Kais Saied, an anti-establishment 
populist who, from the start, declared his hostility 
to the system in place. He institutionalised his 
ideas through a new Constitution (adopted 
after a referendum held on 25 July 2022) that 
established a hyper presidential system and 
undermined checks and balances. These 
measures, he claims, prioritise a meaningful 
transformation of government and society over 
a superficial process of democratisation.

Kais  Saied’s actions  have impacted all of Tunisia’s 
body politic; and civil society is, now more than 
ever, at the heart of this transformation. Before 
the 2011 uprising, civil society was limited to a 
body of associations closely tied to the regime 
and operating on its behalf. Their activities were 
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circumscribed, and their area of intervention was 
often confined to providing services including 
food, education, and health services on special 
occasions. Associations opposed to the regime, 
whose number did not exceed 10, had a 
confrontational relationship with the authorities 
and did not have much room to operate.1

The evolution in civic action

Over the last decade, two turning points 
significantly impacted the status and work of civil 
society organisations. After the 2011 uprising, 
civil society was given a meaningful role and 
the space needed to operate freely as part of 
the democratic transition. The Decree-Law on 
Associations (No. 2011-88 dated 24 September 
2011), enacted with a liberal outlook in line with 
international standards, took a corrective course 
of action relative to the previous law, and aimed 
at regulating associative life and offering an 
enabling environment for associative action. It 
stipulates that civil society organisations can be 
freely established and carry out a broad range 
of activities, lobby the authorities regarding 
laws and policies, and receive foreign funding 
without government authorisation. Thousands 
of associations were, therefore, established 
taking advantage of the new-found freedom 
away from state control and other restrictions 
that might be imposed on them.2

Keeping up with the political evolution in 
Tunisia toward strengthening the rule of law, 
protecting liberty, and establishing participatory 
democracy, civil society assumed new roles 
that transcended its previous role and became 
active in previously unexplored areas such 

as government accountability, human rights 
monitoring, and reinforcing the country’s 
transitional process and democratic practices.3 
The post-uprising period witnessed a change 
of mindset in both government and civil society 
that took them away toward a cooperative 
approach. This has allowed civil society to gain 
momentum and vivacity that would grow over 
the years.

Associations such as Mourakiboun  (Observers), 
the Tunisian Association for the Integrity and 
Democracy of Elections (ATIDE) or I Watch, have 
ensured, with other independent bodies, that 
elections take place in a free and fair manner. 
The  Al-Bawsala  (Barometer) association has 
monitored the work of parliament and issued 
regular reports thereof, watched the proper 
execution of the State budget and ensured 
citizen oversight of municipal activities. Other 
associations became active in areas previously 
inaccessible to civil society such as police 
reform (Islah), financial transparency (ATTF), 
observation of the judiciary (OTIM).

Civil society also offered an important 
framework for dialogue. The National Dialogue 
that was launched under the auspices of four 
national organisations – which are the Tunisian 
General Trade Union (UGTT), the Tunisian 
Union for Industry, Commerce and Handicrafts 
(UTICA), the National Bar Association (ONAT), 
and the Tunisian Human Rights League (LTDH) 
– spared the country a civil war after the political 
assassinations of 2013. The National Dialogue 
Quartet provided a platform for dialogue among 
all political stakeholders and came up with an 
initiative based on the principle of the peaceful 
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alternation of power, and with a roadmap to which 
all were committed. This unblocked a rapidly 
deteriorating political situation and earned the 
Quartet the Nobel Peace Prize in 2015.

Instrumental in raising public awareness, civil 
society groups expressed reservations about 
certain provisions included in the proposed 
draft constitution of 1 June 2013, regarding rights 
and freedoms and the new status of women 
as complementary rather than equal to men. 
A number of women’s associations, along with 
the media, undertook to monitor decisions that 
might threaten women’s rights, and to follow 
up the process of drafting the new constitution. 
This ended up with articles 21 and 46 of the 
2014 Constitution protecting women’s rights 
and stipulating that women stand in an equality 
relationship with men.

Civil society also played a significant role in 
safeguarding public security, for instance, by 
putting pressure on the government to address 
the broader issue of Tunisian returnee from 
foreign combat theatres. In 2017 and in response 
to the Tunisian government’s intention to pardon 
and reintegrate foreign fighter returnees who 
had not fought with jihadist groups, Tunisian 
citizen groups launched demonstration. The 
powerful worker’s union, the General Union 
of Tunisian workers (UGTT), also declared its 
rejection of a proposed repentance law for 
terrorists who, it argued, had to be prosecuted 
before Tunisian courts.

Civil society, thus, assumed during the last 
decade a new set of roles that involved 
monitoring, lobbying, raising awareness and 
providing a framework for dialogue. It moved 

away from being a counter-power and a force of 
protest that exerted pressure on the authorities 
to becoming actively involved in national 
issues of public concern, and assuming a new 
participatory role that involves taking initiatives 
and making suggestions.  

Still standing under pressure  

Following the 25 July 2021 power grab, civil 
society has been instrumental in standing up to 
President Saied, in part by organising protests 
and sit-ins in response to his decrees. Civil society 
groups also mobilised after his address to the 
National Security Council on 21 February 2023 
in which he warned against a long-running plot 
to change Tunisia’s demographic composition 
and alter its Arab and Muslim identity through 
migration from sub-Saharan Africa. Tunisian 
civil society organisations  announced  the 
creation of an “anti-fascist front” to oppose 
the President’s racist undertones and migrant 
crackdown. The members include the Tunisian 
Forum for Economic and Social Rights (FTDES), 
the Tunisian League for Human Rights (LTDH), 
the National Union of Tunisian Journalists 
(SNJT), and the Tunisian Association of Women 
Democrats (ATFD). 

25 July was the second turning point for civil 
society in Tunisia. Restriction and vilification 
of civil society came along with democratic 
backsliding. In a videotaped speech  on 24 
February 2022 President Saied accused civil 
society organisations of serving foreign interests 
and announced his intention to ban all funding 
from abroad for them in the name of national 
sovereignty. Indeed, a draft law amending 
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Decree 88 targeting civil society organisations 
was leaked in earlier February 2022.4 Echoing 
the security-focused language used in other 
authoritarian civil society laws like Egypt’s,5 the 
new draft law would allow authorities to reject 
the applications of civil society organisations that 
are deemed to pose “threats to national unity or 
threats to the democratic and republican nature 
of the state” (Article 4, Article 10).6 It would 
require civil society organisations to receive 
government authorisation to operate and 
subject their foreign funding to prior approval 
from the Central Bank, giving authorities 
sweeping powers to interfere with the way civil 
society organisations are formed, their functions 
and operations, and their funding.

This, if it goes into effect, will deal a blow to the 
whole civil society fabric as most associations 
resort to foreign donors. According to a survey 
of 100 civil society organisations  in Tunisia 
published in 2018, nearly two-fifths said that 
they relied either partly or mainly on funding 
from abroad.7 Preventing CSOs from accessing 
foreign funds will, therefore, significantly impact 
their work as they are often denied funds from 
a domestic government source when they 
apply for them. Besides, unlike political parties, 
individuals of the private sector have little if no 
interest in funding CSOs. Public surveys reflect 
a lack of trust in civic actors in Tunisia.8 

The erosion in public trust 

As the country becomes further polarised, 
civil society reflects the division of the country 
along political and ideological lines.  Among the 
challenges that exacerbate mistrust is the secret 

ties held by many civil society organisations with 
major political parties.9 The dominating political 
forces, the seemingly irreconcilable blocs of 
the Islamists and the seculars, have their share 
of CSOs that were used before, during and in 
the aftermath of elections. Although the law 
prevents the creation of associations from 
serving as a cover for funding political parties or 
their candidates in an illegal way,10 parties and 
individuals, in the absence of effective methods 
to control political funds, often made use of 
associations for this purpose. This allowed them 
to escape the control of the banking system 
and the monitoring of party financing, providing 
them with a great deal of political leverage over 
minor parties in the elections (e.g., Ennahda and 
its “shell” associations, Qalb Tounes and Yerham 
Khalil association, Olfa Terras11 and Fondation 
Rambourg-Ich Tounsi, etc.). 

Another issue that impacts the perception and 
credibility of Tunisian NGO’s are the activities of 
some associations. As post-2011 Tunisia opened 
to freedom and democracy, an unprecedented 
number of associations – up to 17,000 – were 
created. Taking advantage of the weakened 
State, 48% of these associations did not abide 
by their declared scope and objectives and 19% 
operated under the cover of religious and charity 
organisations, serving as facilitators for arms 
and fighters smuggling, and providing logistics 
for fanatical jihadist preachers to address and 
brainwash disillusioned young people.12 These 
“shell” associations  were often financed by 
foreign donors or by unknown sources who 
set the agenda of their activities in return for 
funding.  
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How to navigate a challenging period?

Although one of the significant challenges 
facing the transition in Tunisia has been to 
gain greater control over foreign funding and 
make good use of it in a transparent manner, 
this should not be an alibi for the authorities to 
reverse the post-2011 hard-won gains of civil 
society. In view of the role that civil society plays 
in the management of public affairs, and in line 
with the principle of participatory democracy 
enshrined in the country’s 2014 Constitution, 
civil society should be further empowered, 
rather than undermined, to help Tunisia 
navigate this challenging period. Associational 
freedom is an essential component of the 
democratic transition, a political process whose 
success relies on society’s buy-in. Providing an 
environment that promotes associative action 
depends not only on the laws and regulations 
in force, important though they are, but also on 
the complementarity between all the parties 
involved.

Civil society actors will have to take a position 
as to how the country can achieve a smoother 
democratic transition while it is still possible. They 
will also have to address how the country can go 
about protecting individual and collective rights 
and freedoms. So far, their hesitancy regarding 
the political and economic risks looming over 
the country and the endangered liberties is 
likely to create a gap between them and the 
general public they are meant to mobilise. This 
gap will undermine CSOs’ ability to act and raise 
awareness. It can also damage their credibility 
as an opposition movement that should be 
capable of preserving and strengthening the 
post-2011 gains. 
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5. In North Africa, Startups 
    and NGOs Drive Local    
    Innovation. What Is Missing?

    by Intissar Fakir

Intissar Fakir, Senior Fellow and Director of Middle 
East Institute’s North Africa and Sahel program.

Innovation is often cited as the prerequisite for 
development, growth, and prosperity. New 
ways to improve on existing practices and 

approaches, curiosity, and the ability to carry that 
forward into new ideas, discoveries and inventions 
help economies thrive, populations develop, 
and lives prosper. In the North African context, 
innovation is charting an uneven course. This 
human ability to improve, build, and innovate is at 
times fed by state institutions or hindered by them. 

The state of innovation in North Africa 

Of the publications that measure advances in 
the state of innovation, the World Intellectual 
Property Organization’s Global Innovation 
Index highlights the unevenness of regional 
economies in this regard.1 In the broader 
context, the North African countries of Morocco 
and Tunisia are in the middle showcasing signs 
of recent progress. The index relies on two sub-
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indices. The innovation input sub-index measures 
five indicators: the state of regulatory and political 
institutions, human capital and the extent of 
Research and Development (R&D), a market 
assessment, and an evaluation of the state of 
the business sector that looks at the existence of 
innovation linkages, the knowledge of works etc. 
The second is the innovation output sub-index 
which looks at outputs in knowledge creation, 
accumulation, and distribution, and creative 
outputs such as good services and assets.2 

Country Global ranking

Israel 16th

UAE 31st

Turkey 37th

KSA 51st

Qatar 52nd

Iran 53rd

Kuwait 56th

Morocco 67th

Bahrain 72nd

Tunisia 73rd

Jordan 78th

Oman 79th

Egypt 89th

Algeria 115th

Source: compiled from Global Innovation Index 2022 

The World Economic Forum (WEF) Global 
Competitiveness Report also provides a scale of 
innovation ecosystems as one of the 12 measures 
of competitiveness. In the 2019 edition, of the 12 
pillars, which include infrastructure, ICT adoption, 

skills, market system, market size, macro-
economic stability, business dynamics, labour 
markets, and financial systems, the Middle East 
and North Africa (MENA) region’s lowest score 
was on the innovation ecosystem index.3 Yet, 
this was also the pillar where the region showed 
the most improvement second to ICT adoption, 
underscoring the distance traversed and the 
improvements gained with effective policies 
and investments. The following chart shows 
how countries in the MENA rank on the WEF 
Global Competitiveness Report’s Innovation 
Capacity Index, which looks at interaction and 
diversity, R&D (measuring, among others, patent 
application and R&D spending as a percentage 
of GDP), and commercialisation.  

Country Global ranking  

on innovation capacity 

Israel 15th

UAE 33rd 

Saudi Arabia 36th 

Qatar 38th

Turkey 49th 

Oman 57th 

Egypt 61st

Jordan 65th

Bahrain 64th

Iran 71st 

Morocco 81st 

Algeria 86th 

Tunisia 92nd

Yemen 130th 

Source: compiled from the World Economic Forum’s Global 
Competitiveness Report listing performance  

on the 12th pillar. 
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Other attempts to quantify the state of 
innovation include the Bloomberg Innovator 
Index, which provides a ranking of the top 50 
innovators and measures similar indicators 
and how they perform combined. These focus 
on R&D spending, the state of manufacturing, 
the presence and performance of high-tech 
companies, the prevalence of post-secondary 
education, the percentage of research 
personnel, and finally, the number of patents 
filed. The patent measure is particularly 
challenging because, in environments like 
Tunisia, patent development is inherently 
different as it faces issues such as the 
examination of the patentability of innovation, 
the high cost of protection and the lack of 
expertise in patent drafting. Hence, there is 
still much work educational institutions can do 
by providing training and support, technology 
watch and access to patents, reading patent 
claims and mapping to lower that hurdle for 
young innovators and students.4 In the 2015 
edition, Tunisia and Morocco made the cut, 
with Tunisia ranking 44th and Morocco in the last 
position at 50th.5 By global comparisons, these 
figures suggest the limited ability to innovate 
within North African economies due to the usual 
inhibitors. Still, they also highlight some notable 
improvements made over recent years. 

The government drive to support innovation

In the region, spending on R&D remains limited, 
and mostly driven by the government. While 
high innovators spend more than 1% of their 
GDP on R&D, North African countries all spend 
less than 1% on R&D. US and Japan spent 3.45 
and 3.25 respectively, while the EU spent 2.2% 

in 2021.6  Turkey as a leading regional innovator 
spends 1.09% in 2022.7 The region has not been 
able to break the 1% benchmark. In 2022, Tunisia 
spent 0.71% of its GDP on R&D (totaling US$750 
million,) Morocco spent 0.71% (totaling US$2 
billion), Egypt spent 0.72% (totaling US$8.8 
billion,) and Algeria lags, spending only 0.56% 
of its GDP (which amounts to US$2.16 billion). 
The private sector could be an important driver 
of innovation, but in the region the sector still 
faces various obstacles that impact its ability to 
function and grow. Governments have sought 
to encourage the rise of startups by creating 
specific legal and institutional frameworks to 
help their growth. Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt, and 
Algeria have all developed ambitious startup 
scenes supporting incubators and incentivising 
new ideas. Some of the ways the governments 
have underpinned this process are laws and 
ministries tailed specifically to support and 
regulate startups, such as the startup act passed 
in Tunisia in 2018. In Algeria, the government 
launched the Startup Algeria challenge with 
an investment commitment ticket of US$422 
million in 2020 that sought to provide support, 
capacity, and funding for young innovators.8

Given this picture, the region’s innovation path 
is promising. One of the most notable aspects 
is the grassroots drive, either through startups, 
community-based organisations, or smaller-scale 
social enterprises that seek to facilitate the use of 
existing technology within its own environments 
and contexts. This degree of ingenuity is not 
easy to measure and, therefore, not captured 
in metrics, but it exists in the way most organic 
human drives do. A range of NGOs or startups in 
the region contribute to this dynamic. 
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Startups and NGOs leading the way

For example, in the climate adaptation and 
response space, startups and NGOs drive 
local innovation and ingenuous approaches. In 
Morocco and Tunisia, initiatives are multiplying, 
largely trying to fill spaces neglected or 
overlooked by the government. For instance, 
among leading tech companies, there is a focus 
on spreading adaptive agricultural practices, 
facilitating water access, and promoting 
indigenous agricultural and farming technics 
that favour a more economic use of water and 
renewable energies. A number of these initiatives, 
among them Dar Si Hmed in Morocco, aim to 
increase the availability of drinking water in the 
Ait Ba’amrane region of Souss Massa Deraa, an 
area severely affected by water scarcity. Since 
its founding in 2010, the project has become the 
largest fog harvesting initiative in North Africa.9 

Morocco’s startup ecosystem has grown 
in recent years, focusing on local needs 
from mobile banking, co-working spaces, 
e-commerce and retail, food distribution, 
e-health services, and tourism.10 Among the 
hurdles startups and NGOs face is the ability to 
raise funds. In 2022 the Moroccan government 
launched AgriTech4Morocco to promote and 
encourage innovation in climate adaptation, 
with support from the Digital Development 
Partnership and the World Bank. Still, access 
to financing remains limited, and so does the 
overall environment for business operation, with 
frequent administrative delays and, in certain 
cases, unclear regulatory frameworks. 

As far as Tunisia is concerned, an example is 
the Agricultural Development Group (GDA) Sidi 

Amor, which provides an ambitious model for 
sustainable rural development. The GDA offers an 
integrated, well-managed, and resource-efficient 
approach to agriculture and rural community 
development. Since its establishment in 2006, 
the group has worked on a range of projects 
from water management and sustainable 
farming to handicrafts and preservation, relying 
on best practices for resource management 
and thoughtful use of accessible technology. 
With international and local support, the 
group has demonstrated the value of these 
integrated approaches but remains a one-off 
example. The group showcases the extent to 
which thoughtfully used resources can make a 
difference in broaching daunting issues. 

Better tools, better outcome

In addition to resources, higher education and 
training is another area that has seen some 
progress but where room for improvement still 
exists. Dr. Samia Dhahri, a Tunisian researcher 
and Professor with a PhD in nano-technology, 
explains, “Tunisia is a country with great potential 
for innovation, with a young population, high 
number of graduates, high publication indicators 
per researcher, and it should be positioned as 
a partner and not just as an export market for 
developed countries’ technologies”. She adds 
that Tunisian startups, young entrepreneurs, and 
researchers should be supported to collaborate 
to foster economic diversification and innovation. 
Here she points out, “developed countries could 
play an important role in enabling an equitable 
and technology-informed development 
through inclusive research, by investing in 
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R&D activities in less developed countries, like 
Tunisia, to foster innovations and develop new 
sustainable technologies that could in the future 
be exported worldwide”.11 

She also adds that higher educational institutions 
still need to create more opportunities for greater 
innovation. The shift toward innovation is rather 
recent for many universities and still many lags. 
With countries in the region looking to address 
the education challenge – expanding education 
coverage and addressing high unemployment 
among younger people – there is still not a 
widespread focus on innovation. However, 
there are efforts within both public and private 
universities to foster innovation through industry 
partnerships, exchange programs, and virtual 
exchange programs. Still, universities can increase 
opportunities for cross-border collaboration 
in the region and technology transfers which 
remain inconsistent. Much of the innovative 
research drives are not happening within Tunisian 
universities, even though there is greater demand 
today. Indeed, Dr. Dhahri explains that most 
promising researchers tend to leave to find more 
encouraging, and lucrative, environments. This was 
the case even before Tunisia’s current economic 
crisis, and the deteriorating political scene. 

Despite the challenging outlook, there is still 
promise. This promise is tangled up in some 
of what we have come to see as fundamental 
challenges, such as the youth bulge and brain 
drain, that can bring future ingenuity. Between 
the progress made, the grassroots push to 
capitalise on it, the role of the diaspora, the 
unquantifiable innovation within the informal 
sector,12 and an effort to equalise where 
inequality is stark, there is hopeful momentum. 
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In the Maghreb, long gone are the days when the 
leaders of the five states1 that established the 
Arab Maghreb Union (AMU)2 in 1989 declared 

their intent to “reinforce the bonds of fraternity 
binding the member states and their peoples 
[and] contribute to the maintenance of peace 
based on justice and equity”. Among the guiding 
objectives set in the AMU’s founding Treaty3 
was “to achieve concord between the member 
states and promote close diplomatic cooperation 
based on dialogue”. Thirty-four years later, intra-
regional relations are at one of their lowest points 
ever. Today, almost everything that could be 
cut off, severed or shut down between the two 
most populated Maghrebi countries (Algeria 
and Morocco) has already been cut off, severed 
and shut down, with negative ramifications 
throughout the region.

Over the past four years, the Maghreb has 
been facing heightened tensions due to various 
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factors; some of them have strained regional 
relations for decades, while the more recent 
ones have aggravated already existing tensions. 
Longstanding rivalries between Algeria and 
Morocco have shaped the cooperation and 
conflict dynamics in the region. The two main 
causes of such rivalries are the deeply rooted 
distrust among policymakers in both countries 
and their geopolitical competition for hegemony 
in northwestern Africa and influence in the 
neighbouring Sahel region, at the continental 
level and beyond. The three main sources of 
regional tensions are: 1) the Western Sahara 
conflict, 2) Israel’s abrupt entry in the Maghreb 
through its relationship with Morocco, and 3) 
the zero-sum mentality guiding each country’s 
decision-making processes and diplomatic 
activism, whereby the neighbour’s weakness or 
perceived vulnerability is always viewed as in 
one’s own interest.

When the Arab uprisings started in 2011, both 
Morocco and Algeria initially shared a similar 
threat perception of the challenges facing the 
regional status quo, prompting a short-lived 
“defensive détente”.4 That rapprochement soon 
yielded to a new and more intense period of 
rivalry.

A case of regional disintegration

Historically, the Maghreb region has faced 
multiple challenges and obstacles to achieving 
effective regional integration and cooperation. 
Hopes for substantial political and economic 
integration were short-lived after the 
establishment of the AMU, as distrust and inter-
state political tensions – especially between 

Morocco and Algeria over the status of Western 
Sahara – complicated the consolidation of the 
regional integration project.5 Two examples 
illustrate the regional state of affairs: 1) the 
last summit between the AMU heads of state 
took place in 1994, and 2) intra-regional trade 
between the five member states in 2021 stood at 
a mere 2.4%6 of the group’s total trade, which is 
one of the lowest percentages of intra-regional 
trade in the world.7

Worse than that, the share of intra-regional 
trade is even set to shrink after the closure 
of the Maghreb-Europe Gas Pipeline (MEG) 
– which transported Algerian natural gas to 
Morocco, Spain and Portugal8 – in November 
2021 due to the escalating rivalry between 
the two north African neighbours.9 The MEG 
is a good reflection of how much the regional 
environment has deteriorated. It was inaugurated 
in 1996 as a strategic infrastructure that would 
help consolidate the western Mediterranean 
through shared interests, generating trust 
among neighbours, especially between Algeria 
and Morocco. Saving the distances, if that was 
the Maghreb’s equivalent of the creation of the 
European Coal and Steel Community (given the 
importance of that organisation to the formation 
of the EU), the closure of the MEG after a 25-
year transit deal between the two neighbours 
expired without renewal represented, in a way, 
the death certificate of that attempt of region-
building through shared prosperity.

As of June 2023, the gas pipeline between 
Algeria and Morocco is shut down, the land 
borders are sealed,10 the airspace is closed 
and diplomatic relations are broken.11 Tensions 
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abound between the two countries and any 
pretext is used to accuse the neighbour of 
harbouring ill will.12 In February 2022, Morocco 
established a new military zone bordering 
Algeria,13 while the latter has been conducting 
several live ammunition military exercises near 
the Moroccan border.14 The Algerian president, 
Abdelmadjid Tebboune, went even further in 
March 2023 when he stated in an interview that 
his country’s relations with Morocco “practically 
reached the point of no return”.15 For the past 
three years, the two countries have been 
trading accusations over who is to blame for the 
deterioration of bilateral relations, with Algiers 
claiming that Morocco used the Pegasus 
spyware made by the Israeli NSO Group to 
hack the phones of several Algerian political 
and military officials,16 and Rabat denying such 
accusations and claiming that the government 
of the Kingdom of Morocco has never acquired 
computer software to infiltrate communication 
devices, nor have the Moroccan authorities ever 
resorted to such acts.17

The deteriorating climate between the two 
major Maghrebi countries is impacting other 
regional dynamics, as the ongoing diplomatic 
crisis between Morocco and Tunisia shows.18 
Tunisia’s traditional position for decades was 
to stay neutral on the Western Sahara dispute. 
In August 2022, Tunisia hosted the Japanese-
African investment conference (TICAD 8). The 
Tunisian President Kais Saied welcomed at 
the airport the leader of the Polisario Front, 
Brahim Ghali, who is also President of the 
self-proclaimed Sahrawi Arab Democratic 
Republic (SADR), which provoked Rabat’s ire. 

Tunis argued that the African Union (AU) had 
issued a direct invitation to the SADR, which is 
a full member of the AU, to join the conference 
alongside Morocco, like they did in previous 
such gatherings. The two countries recalled 
their ambassadors and issued harsh statements 
again one another. Observers interpreted such 
move as a sign of an increasingly visible Algerian 
influence on Tunisia, whose strategic interests 
are moving closer to Algiers than to Rabat, in 
the context of deteriorating socioeconomic 
conditions and a prolonged political crisis.19

The Western Sahara: cause and 
consequence of decades-long tensions

The final status of the Western Sahara has been 
a major source of contention between Morocco 
and Algeria for almost half a century. It is both 
a cause of the poor state of bilateral relations, 
but also a consequence of the antagonism and 
distrust that have afflicted those relations since 
the independence of both countries in 1956 and 
1962, respectively. The ideological differences 
between Morocco – a conservative monarchy – 
and Algeria – a socialist republic – have been at 
the heart of bilateral crises. However, tensions 
between both countries are rooted in differences 
that run deep and go beyond ideology.20 

The Algerian leadership has been marked by 
Morocco’s attempt to seize part of its territory 
in 1963, one year after it gained independence 
from France, a military confrontation known as 
the Sand War. Those memories, combined with 
occasional calls by some Moroccan officials and 
their related media outlets that parts of Algeria 
allegedly belong to Morocco (like the “Eastern 
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Sahara”),21 are a source of distrust and suspicion 
among Algerians of Rabat’s expansionist 
projects.22 For decades, Morocco’s ambitions 
to gain more political and economic influence 
have alarmed the Algerian leadership.

Since Spain’s withdrawal from its former 
colony in 1975, the Western Sahara has been 
a contested territory. Morocco considers it an 
integral part of the kingdom and effectively 
controls 80% of the land with a heavy military 
presence. The Polisario Front is the nationalist 
movement that fights for the right to self-
determination of the native Sahrawi people. 
The UN considers the disputed former Spanish 
colony a “non-self-governing” territory pending 
a self-determination process.23 Of a similar 
opinion are the Court of Justice of the European 
Union (CJEU)24 and the African Court on Human 
and Peoples’ Rights.25

The dispute over the final status of the Western 
Sahara had been a frozen conflict for decades, 
following the UN-brokered settlement plan 
reached between the parties in 1991. That 
situation came to an end in November 2020 
when the Polisario Front broke the ceasefire 
after Morocco used force to clear a roadblock 
by Sahrawi protesters at the Guerguerat 
crossing, a buffer zone between the territory 
and Mauritania.26 The Polisario Front considered 
this a violation of the 1991 ceasefire agreement 
and declared a resumption of its armed struggle 
for the self-determination of the Western 
Sahara. The pro-independence group was also 
frustrated by the lack of progress in the UN-
led peace process and the stalemate over the 
promised referendum on self-determination.27

The single factor that contributed the most to 
raising the temperature of the formerly-frozen 
conflict over the Western Sahara in recent 
decades was the succession of three tweets by 
the then American president Donald Trump on 
10 December 2020,28 in which the US unilaterally 
recognized Morocco’s sovereignty over Western 
Sahara, in exchange for Rabat establishing full 
diplomatic relations with the State of Israel. 
Trump’s presidential  proclamation29 – one of 
the last decisions he took before leaving the 
White House, which was a result of a fallout 
between him and US Senator Jim Inhofe, a 
strong supporter of the Polisario Front30 – has 
not helped advance a solution to the Western 
Sahara conflict. To the contrary, it has hardened 
the positions of all the parties.

The transaction resulted in two major 
outcomes: 1) it led Rabat to believe that the 
American announcement settled the conflict 
in its favour, which translated first into a more 
vehement foreign policy, unleashing crises with 
Germany and Spain in spring 2021, and then into 
frustration when it became apparent that no 
other major country or international organisation 
– the UN, the EU, the AU or the Arab League 
– followed in Trump’s footsteps; and 2) it 
disrupted the unstable equilibrium between 
the two competitors for regional hegemony 
in the Maghreb, culminating in the severing of 
diplomatic relations between the two in August 
2021, in the midst of an escalating barrage of 
mutual accusations, displays of animosity and 
retaliatory threats.

Clearly, Trump’s move – which was not reversed 
by the Biden Administration but was not pushed 
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further either – made the job of the latest 
Personal Envoy of the UN Secretary-General for 
Western Sahara, Staffan de Mistura – who was 
appointed in October 2021 – an almost mission 
impossible. In over a year and a half, the Personal 
Envoy has not been to the territory of Western 
Sahara – the Polisario Front claims that Morocco 
has been blocking his visit31 – and attempts 
to relaunch direct negotiations between the 
parties have failed so far. Also, the support that 
Morocco has received from certain countries to 
its 2007 autonomy plan for the disputed territory 
has not been as unequivocal as it would have 
wished, leaving Rabat’s negotiating position 
in a less advantageous situation than it initially 
expected in late 2020.

Israel entry in the Maghreb and growing 
diplomatic activism

Morocco and Israel have a long history of 
secret cooperation on intelligence, military and 
migration. However, it was not until 2020 that 
both countries established formal diplomatic 
relations when they agreed to normalise ties 
as part of the so-called Abraham Accords, 
a series of agreements mediated by the US 
between Israel and four Arab countries. For 
Rabat, that move gave it the long-sought US 
recognition of its claims over Western Sahara, 
but also strengthened cooperation with Israel in 
areas such as security, intelligence and military 
affairs.32 In November 2021, Morocco and Israel 
signed a first-ever defense agreement that 
lays the foundation for security cooperation, 
intelligence sharing and arms transfers,33 such 
as drone technology.34 This dynamic is viewed 

by Algeria as a direct threat to its national 
security. When the Israeli Foreign Minister, Yair 
Lapid, visited Morocco in August 2021, he openly 
criticised Algeria’s developing ties with Iran. 
Algerians were furious, not for being criticised 
by Israel but by the fact that criticism came 
from next door Rabat. The Algerian Foreign 
Ministry accused Rabat of dragging Israel into 
the dispute between the two countries in what it 
described as a “dangerous adventure”.35

For most of the last decade, Algeria’s diplomacy 
was in a state of semi-lethargy, in part due to 
the perceived paralysis of the political system.36 
Rabat took advantage to activate its diplomacy. 
In January 2017, Morocco rejoined the African 
Union more than three decades after it left the 
continental organisation following its admission 
of the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic as a 
member state.37 Following the election of a new 
president in 2019, Algiers has also reactivated 
its diplomacy, trying to regain the influence it 
used to have in international affairs. In November 
2022, Algiers applied to join the BRICS group38 
of leading emerging economies – Brazil, Russia, 
India, China and South Africa – in a move that seeks 
to cement relations with the group that already 
represents 43% of the world’s population and 
has a larger share of the world’s Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) than the G7.39  It could also mean 
a boost in Algeria’s borrowing capacity through 
the group’s New Development Bank, which 
offers an alternative financing system to existing 
institutions such as the World Bank and the IMF.40 
Also, in June 2023, Algeria was elected for a non-
permanent seat in the UN Security Council for 
the period 2024-25,41 with 184 countries voting 
in favour and six against it (including Morocco, 
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Israel and the United Arab Emirates). Such a 
competition in foreign policy assertiveness by 
both neighbours comes without a collective 
vision for the region’s future.42

A regional cold war heating up?

Several authors have described the structural 
geopolitical tension pitting Morocco and Algeria 
against one another as a “cold war", which would 
be the North African version of the “Arab cold war”, 
a term used to describe the struggle for regional 
primacy between Egypt under President Gamal 
Abdel Nasser and other Arab nations during the 
1960s.43 In recent years, some observers share 
the feeling that a “cold war” climate is reviving 
in the Maghreb and that there is a desire to 
show that the conflict is not only diplomatic 
and that it could take on a military dimension.44 

However, other analysts are more of the opinion 
that tension, not conflict, has become the norm, 
arguing that the costs of a military conflict – both 
for the regimes in place and for societies at large 
– continue to make active hostilities unlikely, 
even on a reduced scale.45

In their own ways, both the Moroccan and the 
Algerian political systems are displaying an 
increasingly militant nationalism, chiefly directed 
at each other. In Tunisia, militant nationalism is 
combined with conspiratorial and xenophobic 
rhetoric, with the President espousing the “great 
replacement” theory publicly.46 The fact is that 
many citizens across the region would leave 
their countries to seek a better life elsewhere 
if they could. This widely shared willingness to 
migrate shows that adverse socioeconomic 
conditions continue to affect large swaths of 

the region’s populations. It also reflects ample 
domestic questioning of the political systems 
and of the respective states’ ability to discharge 
their functions effectively (to provide public 
services, create economic opportunities, 
combat corruption and guarantee social rights 
and economic freedoms).

Defense budgets in both Algeria and Morocco 
are set to break historical records in 2023, with 
considerable increases compared to previous 
years, confirming that the arms race between 
both countries is intensifying. In 2021, Algeria’s 
military expenditure stood at US$9.1 billion (5.6% 
of its GDP), while Morocco’s was US$5.4  billion 
(4.2% of its GDP).47 In 2023, Morocco’s defense 
budget is expected to reach 5.2% of the GDP,48 

while Algeria is expected to almost double its 
own defense budget to US$18 billion.49 Growing 
energy revenues resulting from the rise in the 
price of hydrocarbons is allowing Algeria to 
finance such bloated defense budget,50 which 
suggests the signing of large arms contracts and 
a possible financing of operations outside the 
national borders.51 Interestingly, in November 
2020, the Algerian constitution was amended to 
allow its armed forces to be deployed outside 
the country,52 in a clear indication that Algiers 
could intervene in neighbouring countries – like 
Libya – and also participate in peacekeeping 
operations under the African Union, the United 
Nations or the Arab League.

According to the Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute (SIPRI) that monitors global 
arms transfers, during the period 2017–21, 
Algeria and Morocco were, respectively, the 11th 
and 25th largest recipients of major conventional 
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weapons at the global level.53 Jointly, both 
countries import more arms than the rest of 
the African continent combined. This arming 
spree is inevitably feeding into what theorists 
of international relations describe as a “security 
dilemma". This dilemma appears when, in the 
anarchic context of international relations, “many 
of the means by which a state tries to increase 
its security decrease the security of others”.54 
When that happens, states that feel threatened 
compete for increasing their power to feel 
more secure. Consequently, security-increasing 
measures can lead to tensions, escalation or 
conflict, which could produce an outcome that 
no party truly desires.55 The vicious circle of 
the security dilemma is considered by some 
scholars as a root cause of war.

Even though both Algeria and Morocco – 
together with Tunisia and Mauritania – actively 
participate in NATO’s Mediterranean Dialogue,56 
direct cooperation and communication on 
security and defense matters between the two 
main neighbours is almost nonexistent in the 
current context. Many observers believe that 
the ongoing military build-up, combined with 
inflammatory rhetoric by officials and in social 
media, serves the leaderships of both countries 
as a way to distract public opinions from their 
domestic problems, as well as to justify the 
allocation of massive funds to strengthen their 
respective armies. This is especially relevant 
in the case of Algeria, where the military plays 
a prominent political role that was threatened 
following the removal of former President 
Abdelaziz Bouteflika  in the aftermath of the 
Hirak protest movement of  2019.57 Needless 
to say, the large resources spent on arms 

purchases and defense are taken away from 
other necessary and urgent national needs 
involving social services, infrastructures, 
sustainability and state modernization.

Accumulating tensions in the Maghreb are a 
reminder of the fact that what happens there 
has repercussions well beyond its territory. 
Nowadays, the members of the AMU are far 
from being a security and stability provider for 
their neighbouring regions. Not only there is 
a resemblance of a cold war between Algeria 
and Morocco, but also Tunisia is facing a 
socioeconomic crisis that has only deepened 
following the power grab staged by President 
Kais Saied in July 2021.58 Libya, for its part, 
is still suffering the consequences of over a 
decade of deep instability, armed conflict and 
failed attempts to heal the profound internal 
fractures and build legitimate state institutions.59  
As things currently stand, an accidental or 
deliberate spark could ignite the Maghreb, 
destabilizing its neighbours to the north across 
the Mediterranean and to the south in the 
already fragile Sahel region.

In the current context, the idea of advancing 
regional integration in the Maghreb seems 
completely obsolete and out of touch with 
reality, whereas it has never been so important 
as it is today. The five member states of the 
long-dormant Arab Maghreb Union face a grim 
future if they choose to live giving their backs 
to one another. There are good reasons to feel 
dispirited about the future of the region; however, 
the breadth and depth of the challenges facing 
Maghrebi countries, individually and combined, 
leave some space for cautious hopes for future 
improvement of intra-regional cooperation.
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The war in Ukraine has highlighted the 
growing diversification in the partnerships 
of countries in the Middle East and North 

Africa (MENA) region with global powers. Over 
the past decade, Russia and China, in particular, 
have consolidated their relations with MENA 
states in a number of domains, from trade 
to energy and military cooperation. Several 
factors have contributed to the redefinition of 
regional countries’ international partnerships. 
Among them, the widespread perception in the 
region of a gradual US disengagement from 
the area in order to refocus on the Indo-Pacific 
has played a significant role. While diverting 
US attention further, this time towards Eastern 
Europe, the war in Ukraine has not only shown 
regional countries’ interest in maintaining a 
neutral stance on a faraway conflict as well as 
equidistance in the competition between global 
powers but has also paved the way for new 
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developments in their relations with Russia and 
China. In transforming international and regional 
environments, MENA states have also proved 
capable of acting autonomously to pursue their 
national interests, even if this approach may 
take them further from Washington and closer 
to Moscow and Beijing.

Moscow’s enduring shadow in the region

Russia has reaped the benefits of its political, 
diplomatic and military investments in the 
MENA region, which started in the 2000s. Since 
the beginning of the war in Ukraine in February 
2022, most MENA countries have chosen a 
wait-and-see approach. While 14 out of the 19 
MENA countries eventually voted in favour of a 
United Nations resolution condemning Russia’s 
actions in Ukraine (UNGA Resolution ES-11/1), 
they did not go beyond this symbolic gesture. 
For instance, when the time came to impose 
economic sanctions, most MENA nations did not 
impose economic restrictions on the Russian 
government or corporate entities. Moreover, 
some states, such as the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE), are believed to be subtly encouraging 
an influx of Russian capital. This “non-aligned” 
or “neutral stance”,1 as some call it, is likely to 
endure as Moscow has strengthened its position 
in the region during the last two decades, 
making Russia an important trade and military 
partner, thereby establishing strong ties with 
many regional governments. 

The Russian war against Ukraine has produced 
“winners” among oil-producing states (Algeria 
in North Africa and Gulf Cooperation Council 
countries in the Gulf Peninsula) who benefited 

from higher energy prices and “losers” (Tunisia, 
Egypt, and Lebanon, to cite a few) among 
countries dependent on oil and grain imports, 
the latter of which was previously supplied by 
the two nations at war. 

In North Africa, Algeria took advantage of the 
war to increase its gas exports by twofold to 
100bcm in 2022, a record high after years of 
stagnation since 1999.2 The North African nation 
now accounts for 12% of Europe’s gas supplies, 
against 10% before the war.3 The country is in 
a state of grace,4 flying high with oil revenues 
exceeding US$58 billion in 2022, compared 
to US$34 billion in 2021 and US$20 billion the 
previous year.5 At the geopolitical level, Russia, 
with which Algeria has historical links, is also 
an important arms supplier. Russia is Algeria’s 
primary supplier of armaments, accounting for 
81% of its arms imports between 2017 and 2021.6 
Algeria is one of the world’s largest importers of 
weaponry and its defence budget is the highest 
in the African continent. As a result, Algiers has 
been following a well-calibrated non-aligned 
stance, trying to avoid upsetting Moscow, a 
position which will likely continue. 

On the other hand, the war has negatively 
impacted neighbouring Tunisia, which imports 
no less than 54% of its wheat from Russia 
and Ukraine.7 This food pressure adds to the 
economy’s underlying structural weaknesses 
and, as a result, in February 2023 the annual 
inflation rate in Tunisia increased for the 
seventeenth consecutive month reaching 
10.4%, the highest level since 1984.8 In the same 
period, the Consumer Price Index (CPI) stood 
at 159.3 points and unemployment at almost 
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17%.9 The country barely survives and engaged 
in discussions with the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), which puts it in a difficult place to 
manoeuvre regarding the war in Ukraine. Given 
the United States’ dominance on the IMF board, 
it is easy to see why the Tunisian government did 
not wish to draw attention to itself in the Russo-
Ukrainian conflict and voted in favour of Ukraine. 

Similarly, the war in Ukraine has impacted 
Egypt negatively. Up to 85% of its wheat comes 
from Russia and Ukraine, as does  73% of its 
sunflower oil.10 Egypt is the  world’s largest wheat  
importer and among the world’s top 10 sunflower 
oil importers.11 The country, with a population of 105 
million, faces a severe wheat shortage amid soaring 
prices. Egyptians, on average, consume 146 kilos 
of wheat products every year, more than double 
the global average, according to the UN’s Food 
and Agriculture Organization (FAO).12 The price of 
bread is subsidised and has changed little since 
the 1980s as the government bears about 90% of 
the production cost. The Egyptians use the word 
“Aish” for bread, which means “life,” and, in 2011, 
people in Tahrir Square called for “Aich, Houriyya, 
3adala ijtima3iyya” [bread, freedom, social justice], 
and this should be kept in mind when thinking 
about the potential impacts of the war on this 
country. Ties between Egypt and Russia have 
grown in many strategic areas. Comparing 2013-
17 to 2018-22, Russia’s arms exports to Egypt 
increased by 44%, making Egypt the second most 
significant market for Russia in the region after 
Algeria.13 Russia is also constructing Egypt’s first 
nuclear power facility, which Rosatom, Russia’s 
atomic energy giant, describes as the “largest 
project of Russian-Egyptian cooperation” since 
the 1950s.14

In the Gulf, countries were quick to react to the 
wheat issue. At the beginning of the war, some, 
like the Saudis, bought huge quantities of grains.15 
However, it should be noted that many have 
invested in developing their agricultural sector. 
For instance, Qatar did not wait for the war in 
Ukraine before doing so as it invested heavily 
in agriculture when it was cut off by some of its 
neighbours and began to grow vegetables in the 
desert, ranking first in the GCC in the Global Food 
Security Index in 2021.16 Financially, GCC countries 
are secure, and the IMF predicts they will make 
US$1.3 trillion in oil revenues by 2026.17 At the 
political level, the war in Ukraine boosted Gulf 
countries even more internationally. While in 2011, 
Qatar, UAE and KSA were able to influence the 
local political and economic future of countries 
that were much more geopolitically significant 
and stronger in the MENA region than them and 
had greater weight at the regional level, the war 
in Ukraine offered GCC countries the possibility to 
impact on the international arena. They became 
a more influential actor in the energy market and 
were able to convert the oil bonanza into political 
capital. This boosted their confidence, which 
impacted their ability to define their policies as they 
saw fit and defy the US, as shown by their decision 
at the OPEC+ to reduce oil outputs in October 
2022.18 With the US “right-sizing” its efforts in the 
region, many countries, including the GCC, chose 
to put their eggs in different baskets, including in 
the Russia basket. As the Qatari Minister of Energy 
Saad al-Kaabi put it, “From a business perspective, 
we don’t choose sides, we act as a business, and 
we do … business”.19 

In addition, Russia’s investments in the MENA 
information space since the 2000s are now 
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paying off. Putin is seen in the region as fighting 
the West on behalf of all those who dislike the US, 
and there is thus continued faith in Putin’s vision 
of a multipolar world. A recent survey published 
by BBC Arabic investigating the feelings of young 
people in Arab countries showed that young 
people are already more attracted to Russia than 
to the United States, with 70% describing Russia 
as an ally.20 Anti-Western sentiment is regularly 
stoked on Arabic-language internet platforms 
where comments about colonialism and the 
double standards of the West are widespread, 
underscoring how the West warmly welcomed 
Ukrainian refugees, calling on their populations 
to “open their homes” while “imprisoning behind 
the fence” those from Afghanistan, Yemen, 
Libya, Syria and Sudan.

The Arab world’s attitude towards the war in 
Ukraine will not depend on Russia’s success or 
failure, as many think that Putin is not interested 
in a decisive triumph and is already a “winner". 
As perceived from Arab capitals, Putin wishes 
to demonstrate to the world what would occur 
if you chose to follow the West, which will 
eventually desert and abandon you: the result 
will be war and chaos. For many Arab leaders, 
the impression they got from the Syrian war is 
that Russia is “sincere” and “does not abandon its 
allies”, while in 2011 the West deserted Ben Ali in 
Tunisia, Mubarak in Egypt, Gaddafi in Libya and 
Assad in Syria. To many in the leadership and the 
Arab street, Russia has shown what it can do in 
Syria, where it has displayed its toughness and 
hard power. The United States and the West, 
by contrast, did not fulfil their promise to punish 
the Syrian regime for using chemical weapons 
against its population.

Nevertheless, if Russia succeeds, it will show to 
that part of the world that democracy is not the 
answer; rather, semi-authoritarian or outright 
authoritarian regimes are better solutions as 
they keep society in check and order. Russia can 
maintain its positions across the region, as its 
influence will remain unchanged. Nothing thus 
far shows that it is weakening.

A “new era” in China-Arab relations? 

While pragmatism has traditionally been a major 
driver of MENA countries’ relations with China, 
this approach has appeared even more marked 
over the last year in the wake of Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine. In December 2022, the first China-
Arab and China Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
summits, held in Riyadh, showed the growing 
importance of partnership diversification for 
these countries, which increasingly see Beijing 
as a key international player to differentiate their 
external relations not only economically but also 
strategically and militarily.21 Chinese President Xi 
Jinping’s meeting with the heads of state of 21 
Arab countries, in his second visit to Riyadh since 
2016, was hailed from both sides as the start of a 
“new era” for China-Arab relations.22 Although it 
remains to be seen how this “new era” will take 
shape, the identification of eight major initiatives, 
including new cooperation areas – such as 
food security, public health, green innovation, 
inter-civilisational dialogue, youth development, 
and security and stability – along with more 
traditional sectors – such as energy security and 
development support – suggests both parties’ 
intention to expand and deepen their relationship 
beyond customary tracks.23 
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China’s presence in the MENA region has 
gradually increased over the past 20 years in 
conjunction with robust Chinese economic 
growth. The need for abundant energy supplies 
to fuel its fast-growing economy has been a 
significant driver of Beijing’s penetration in the 
region, which has become its top oil supplier 
worldwide. In 2022, MENA countries provided 
more than 53% of China’s oil imports, with Saudi 
Arabia covering 17.77%, Iraq 10.7%, and UAE 
8.82%.24 Recently, Russia became China’s top 
oil supplier.25 However, this is unlikely to affect 
sound and consolidated energy relations with 
Riyadh, which is also considering accepting the 
yuan as currency for some oil trade with China.26 
Beijing’s projection in the MENA region is also 
driven by its search for new markets for Chinese 
products and investments, as well as by the need 
to establish infrastructure interconnections and 
trade hubs in the framework of its ambitious 
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). Since its launch 
in 2013, cumulative BRI engagement has 
amounted to US$932 billion.27 China’s foreign 
direct investment in the MENA region – the 
strategic geographical juncture where the Belt 
meets the Road – increased from US$1.4 billion 
in 2008-13 to US$34.9 billion in 2014-19.28 In the 
first half of 2022, BRI countries in the Middle 
East29 received the largest share of Chinese BRI 
engagement, about 33%, and nearly 57% of BRI 
investments,30 mainly concentrated in energy, 
trade and infrastructure. Despite the downward 
trend in China’s FDI globally, as a result of an 
inward focus to sustain its economic growth, BRI 
investments have remained stable.31 

By early 2022, 18 Arab countries had signed 
cooperation agreements with China in the 

framework of the BRI to create synergies 
between the Initiative and their national 
development plans, such as the GCC monarchies’ 
Visions, Algeria’s Vision 2035, and Morocco’s 
Mohammed  VI  Tangier  Tech  City  Project.32 
The trade-off with China is clear for the GCC 
monarchies: oil and gas in return for high export 
revenues and investments to finance their 
economic diversification plans. For the other 
MENA countries, strengthening economic 
cooperation with Beijing is an attractive option, 
especially in light of the economic disruption 
resulting from both the global pandemic and 
the negative repercussions of the war in Ukraine 
in terms of higher energy and commodity 
prices as well as food shortages. In general, the 
Chinese development model, which combines 
authoritarianism with economic growth, has 
proved to have a certain appeal among autocratic 
regimes in the MENA region. In particular, China’s 
non-interference in other states’ political affairs 
makes it a more attractive partner compared 
to the European Union and the United States’ 
emphasis on political conditionality. However, 
a recent survey showed that while China tends 
to be viewed more favourably than the United 
States in most of the MENA countries surveyed, 
perceptions of Chinese investment across 
MENA are not positive compared to those of 
companies from other countries that provide 
higher project quality.33 

Along with investments, China has considerably 
increased its trade share in the MENA region. 
Today, it ranks among the top three trade 
partners of all regional countries, replacing the 
European Union as the Gulf monarchies’ largest 
trading partner in 2020.34 Beijing’s trade with 
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the region grew from US$303.4 billion in 2013 
to US$501.7 billion in 2022.35 Not surprisingly, 
more than 75% of this trade relates to Gulf 
states, with Saudi Arabia, UAE and Iraq as the 
largest partners – respectively 23%, 20% and 
10.7% of China’s total trade with MENA –, with 
hydrocarbons making up the lion’s share. 
Nonetheless, negotiations to establish a China-
GCC free trade area have recently returned to 
the top of the agenda, broadening the scope of 
the bilateral partnership.36 

While the oil-rich Gulf area is undoubtedly the 
main focus of China’s MENA policy – energy 
represents the core of Xi Jinping’s “1+2+3” 
cooperation path with the region –, North 
Africa has also acquired growing relevance in 
terms of both export markets and access to 
natural resources (not only oil and gas but also 
phosphates).37 But it is North Africa’s location, 
at the intersection of the Middle East, the 
Mediterranean and sub-Saharan Africa, that 
plays a strategic role in Beijing’s infrastructure 
and interconnection projects within the BRI. 
This is especially true for Egypt, which controls 
vital shipping routes through the Suez Canal, 
a crucial waterway in the Maritime Silk Road. 
Furthermore, Egypt is by far China’s largest 
trading partner among North African countries, 
followed by Algeria, Morocco, Libya and Tunisia. 
Cairo’s bilateral trade amounted to US$18.2 
billion in 2022, accounting for 47.6% of Beijing’s 
trade with North Africa and 3.6% with the entire 
MENA region, with a great imbalance in favour of 
China. As a matter of fact, the same imbalance 
characterises all North African countries’ trade 
with China: in 2022 Chinese exports amounted 
to US$33.44 billion and imports to only US$6.26 

billion. Over the years, China has become 
Algeria and Egypt’s top supplier, surpassing 
European exporters (mainly France, Italy and 
Spain), although the European Union remains 
their largest trading partner. In addition, Egypt, 
more than the other North African countries, 
has attracted significant Chinese investments 
in infrastructure projects, power plants and 
industrial zones, as well as in the country’s new 
administrative capital. 

Against the backdrop of growing economic 
and energy ties, the latest developments seem 
to indicate that geopolitical considerations will 
acquire a more significant role in the “new era” of 
China-Arab relations. The recent China-brokered 
agreement between Iran and Saudi Arabia to 
restore diplomatic relations after a seven-year 
break, along with Beijing’s recent proposal to 
offer its mediation in the longstanding Israeli-
Palestinian conflict, suggests that Beijing is 
changing its approach towards a strategically 
crucial region for its interests.38 While China 
has thus far been reluctant to actively engage 
in MENA’s security and political dynamics, it 
remains to be seen to what extent Beijing’s 
ambition to act as a mediator may represent 
a game changer in an area where the United 
States continues to be the main regional 
security provider. Certainly, a broader and 
strengthened partnership with China may open 
new opportunities for Arab countries, especially 
those in the Gulf that are increasingly looking 
East to diversify their partnerships. Another step 
in this direction was taken in April 2023, when 
Saudi Arabia – after Egypt and Qatar – joined 
the China and Russia-led Shanghai Cooperation 
Organisation (SCO) as a dialogue partner. 
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Although this does not seem to be affecting the 
core of Saudi-US relations, a deeper look East 
is likely to pose challenges, particularly with 
longstanding Western partners.39 At the end of 
the day, maintaining a good balance between 
traditional partnerships and a greater pivot to 
Asia might emerge as a major challenge for 
MENA states at both the global and the regional 
level. 
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