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This PRIO Paper examines the nature and impact of non-Western countries’ engagement in 
Afghanistan and the Sahel. Countries including China, Russia, Turkey, India, Pakistan and the 
Gulf states have all used a variety of tools to extend their influence in the two contexts. This has 
now coincided with the withdrawal of American security forces from Afghanistan and French 
security forces from the Sahel, potentially opening up space for neighbouring states, such as 
China and Russia, to play a larger role. Based on analysis of primary and secondary sources, as 
well as expert interviews, this report illuminates the challenges emanating from these changing 
dynamics and points to their consequences for the geopolitical and strategic environment in both 
contexts. The report also makes recommendations for Norway to formulate its foreign policies 
towards both Afghanistan and the Sahel in light of these developments.

1.1. Key Findings

• Several non-Western countries are engaged in both contexts, particularly neighbour-
ing states, though China and Russia are arguably the more active and visible, and their 
involvement is also the most consequential – economically, politically and with regards to 
security.

• Strategic considerations guided mostly by economic and commercial interests, as well as 
the desire to maintain stability, are the main drivers behind relations between several non-
Western powers and countries in the Sahel and Afghanistan. 

• Politics does also play a role in these dynamics, mainly in the form of rejecting Western 
hegemony and an eagerness to project power and influence.

• Russia appears to pursue three strategic goals in the Sahel: first, to continue and increase 
the export of weapons; second, to maintain access to natural resources; and third, to coun-
ter Western powers. In Afghanistan, it mainly aims to reclaim regional hegemony and 
counter Western powers.

• China’s strategy in the Sahel is mostly guided by the prospect of economic opportunities, 
although the need to protect its interests and citizens has led Beijing to increasingly take 
part in security activities. In Afghanistan, China has a dual strategy of pursuing economic 
gains and keeping the lid on transnational terrorist movements that threaten its borders 
and the wider region.

• Muslim countries including Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), 
and Pakistan are mainly engaging in cultural and religious diplomacy, mediation and 
infrastructure building, though Turkey has increased its security involvement particularly 
in the Sahel. 

1. Executive Summary
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• There are many uncertainties surrounding the extent of future Russian and Chinese 
involvement in both contexts. For Russia, this is due to its ongoing commitments in 
Ukraine and the limited resources it can spend either in Afghanistan or in the Sahel. For 
China, this is due to a cautious and pragmatic approach, especially when engaging with 
highly volatile countries.

• Undemocratic regimes in both contexts often seek aid from non-Western powers since aid 
from such countries is typically less conditional than that provided by Western countries, 
and they tend to play external powers against each other to serve their economic and po-
litical gains.

• While some point to the potential links between the impact of autocratic states such as 
China and Russia on the erosion of human rights and freedom, it is likely that their en-
gagement will allow for a continuation of illiberal tendencies in both contexts rather than 
dramatically boosting it.

• In both Afghanistan and several Sahelian countries there are expectations that China and 
Russia will play a larger role due to the retreat of the West. However, at the time of writing 
there is limited proof that this has materialized, and there is no indication that this will 
happen quickly nor that such a role will be a major one.

1.2. Key Recommendations

• It is imperative to conduct thorough research on the political and security environments in 
both Afghanistan and the Sahel.

• Norway should pay particular attention to the benefits as well as the challenges brought 
about by the engagement of non-Western actors.

• In order to avoid a further polarization of the debates in the international community, 
when engaging with governments in the Sahel and Afghanistan Norwegian policymakers 
should emphasize the benefits of cooperating with Norway rather than describing their 
involvement merely in contrast to China’s or Russia’s. 

• At the same time, Norway should work closely with its allies to promote initiatives that 
benefit the people of Afghanistan and the Sahel.

• Norway should also map potential niche areas for cooperation with non-Western actors, 
including on issues such as humanitarian aid and conflict resolution.
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This PRIO Paper explores the nature and impact of non-Western states’ involvement in Af-
ghanistan and countries in the Sahel. Countries including China, Russia, Turkey, India, Paki-
stan and the Gulf states have all used a variety of tools to extend their influence in the two 
contexts.

Since 2012, the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has stepped up its contributions to peace and 
security efforts abroad through a number of activities, including participation in peacekeeping 
missions, attempts at conflict mediation, the provision of military training, the export of arms, 
and military-to-military exchanges.

Russia has been spending millions of dollars to improve its public diplomacy, playing an im-
portant role in combatting terrorism, providing weapons, and signing military cooperation 
deals.

In ways perhaps less evident than China and Russia, other countries such as Turkey, the Gulf 
States and Pakistan are also attempting to increase their presence in their respective neigh-
bourhoods, including through cultural and religious diplomacy and infrastructure building.

The involvement of non-Western actors in conflict settings is thus becoming more visible and 
has the potential to alter current power dynamics in areas previously dominated by the engage-
ment of Western powers.

Afghanistan and the Sahel stand out as good contexts through which to explore these power 
shifts. They share several traits, such as the spread of Islamic terrorist organizations, weak 
institutions, and stagnating economies, and both have received significant attention from the 
international community. Additionally, there is speculation that the power vacuum left by both 
the withdrawal of American troops from Afghanistan in 2021 and French troops from Mali 
and the wider Sahel in 2022 may be filled by Russia and China, among others.

Yet, internal political dynamics in Afghanistan and the Sahel are profoundly different, and 
external powers’ engagement with these complex environments may yield different outcomes. 
Governments in the Sahel have typically been elected (though not all in an entirely democratic 
fashion); even when military juntas have used coups to gain power, these have normally been 
recognized as legitimate actors by the international community, not the least based upon the 
promise of new elections. On the contrary, no country so far has officially recognized the Tali-
ban government. As China and Russia continue interacting with them, this might lead to a de 
facto recognition that grants them some level of legitimacy.

Although China and Russia will be the focal actors of the following analysis, understand-
ing their involvement in current conflict situations will speak more broadly to rising powers’ 

2. Introduction
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trends worldwide, and this report also examines the role of other important non-Western play-
ers such as the Gulf states, Turkey, India and Pakistan.
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This policy report relies on both primary and secondary data. We have collected and analysed re-
ports, media outlets, official state documents, and academic and think-tank research on non-West-
ern actors in Afghanistan and the Sahel. In addition, we have conducted 11 interviews with ex-
perts (including scholars, practitioners, and military personnel) who have been engaged in either 
or both Afghanistan and the Sahel at various points, to gain different perspectives on non-Western 
actors in the two areas. Some of these have been conducted remotely and some during trips to 
Brussels and Paris in September 2022. Due to the sensitivity of the topics discussed, we have 
anonymized all our interviewees. While we acknowledge the limits that such a small number of 
interviews places on our research, the interviews are intended to complement and corroborate the 
analysis of official documents and existing reports. We believe that there is great value in includ-
ing inputs from these conversations as they were conducted with experts who have deep knowl-
edge of the countries in question as well as involvement in past and ongoing policy processes.

By ‘non-Western countries’, we are in this case referring to powerful states outside of Europe and 
North America. This study pays particular attention to China and Russia. Over the past decades, 
these two states have attempted to increase their influence in the Global South as well as in inter-
national organizations. Other non-Western powers are similarly carving out space for influence, 
especially in their neighbourhoods. In this study we focus on those that are playing a significant 
role in addition to China and Russia, and we thus briefly include Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Qatar, 
Pakistan and India in Afghanistan, and Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Turkey in the Sahel.

Regarding Turkey, we acknowledge that it is a member of NATO and an EU member candidate 
and thus does not fit squarely into the ‘non-Western countries’ category. However, under the 
present government of President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, it identifies more with the Middle East, 
and for the purposes of this report we see it from the lens of Islamic identity. 

This report does not advance a comparison of the situations in Afghanistan and the Sahel. As 
mentioned above, although these contexts share certain similarities, there are many features that 
are inherently different. The reason we chose Afghanistan and the Sahel as contexts through 
which to study non-Western powers’ involvement in conflict is due to the fact that, in both cases, 
Western powers have recently withdrawn their troops from these areas. After these two sig-
nificant events, the international policy and scholarly communities have been asking whether 
this will lead to power shifts in the two contexts. This report aims to contribute to such debates 
through empirical research and expert insights. Furthermore, although Afghanistan is not a re-
gion, security developments within the country have traditionally affected much of the (in)stabil-
ity in both Central Asia and South Asia and thus, we believe, warrants consideration not only in 
and of itself, but also as part of this larger geographical context.

Regarding the case of Afghanistan specifically, it is also important to note that much has 
changed in the country since the US invasion began in 2001. In this report, we do not attempt 

3. Scope and Methodology
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to provide a historical overview of external powers’ engagement throughout these two decades, 
as we focus mainly on the present and on future trends. But our assumptions and analysis are 
indeed rooted in the awareness that, over this period of time, the world has seen many political, 
economic and social changes, and these collectively had an impact on the consensus that had 
formed especially among regional actors that Western presence in the country needed to come to 
an end.

The PRIO Paper proceeds as follows. First, we look at the context of Afghanistan and analyse 
Chinese and Russian involvement, alongside the Gulf States, India and Pakistan. Second, we 
explore the role of China and Russia in the Sahel, with a particular focus on France’s withdrawal 
from Mali. This section also examines the role of the Gulf States and Turkey. These sections 
are mainly descriptive; the aim of these sections is not to provide a thorough overview of non-
Western powers’ presence in the two areas over time, but rather to contextualize their engage-
ment. Based on this background and drawing from our analyses of original sources and expert 
interviews, we advance our main argument on the role of new and emerging powers and what 
the implications are for Norwegian foreign policy.



13

Over the past two decades, Afghanistan has been subject to heavy involvement from the US and 
NATO in the name of the ‘war on terror’. External counterterrorism has been attempted in par-
allel with institution- and state-building efforts with the idea to build a functioning democracy. 
However, after 20 years of presence, the US pulled out of Afghanistan in the summer of 2021. 
The withdrawal of US troops resulted in an advance by the Taliban, who quickly assumed control 
over large parts of the country, including a takeover of political power in Kabul. These events 
prompted the majority of foreign personnel to leave Kabul. China and Russia both chose to keep 
their diplomatic relations and representations going despite the rapid change of power and the 
chaos that ensued. Questions have been raised around the role such non-Western actors may 
now play in Afghanistan.

4.1. China

Historically, China and Afghanistan have entertained diplomatic relations since 1950, though it 
was only in the 2000s that trade began to steadily increase.1 In 2006, the Sino-Afghan Economic 
Committee was established which increased bilateral trade, and in 2010 they signed the Compre-
hensive Cooperative Partnership Agreement.2 In 2012, China and Afghanistan formed a frame-
work for strategic cooperation, covering the political, cultural, financial and security sectors. 
Despite these key cooperation agreements, Chinese involvement in Afghanistan has remained 
rather limited, particularly as China has not wanted to take on a larger security role in the coun-
try.3

Much of Chinese involvement in Afghanistan goes through Pakistan and the China-Pakistan 
Economic Corridor (CPEC), which is the flagship project of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) 
and the main source of economic interests that tie together China, Pakistan and Afghanistan. 
There have been attempts and wishes to include Afghanistan in the CPEC, though this has thus 
far been difficult due to the instability and lack of infrastructure in the country.4

Along the Wakhan Corridor, China and Afghanistan share a small border of 76 km in a rather 
mountainous area. While fears of terrorist spill over are often exaggerated as the area remains 
mostly inaccessible, counter-terrorism is one of the central pillars of China’s engagement in Af-
ghanistan alongside some economic interests.5 The Chinese leadership is especially concerned 
about terrorist groups that operate transnationally and have a robust presence in Afghanistan: 
namely, the Al-Qaeda-linked East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM) – now called the Turke-
stan Islamic Party (TIP) – the Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP), and the Balochistan Liberation 
Army (BLA).6 Chinese leaders are also worried that members of the ethnic Uyghur minority 
living in the western region of Xinjiang might engage in activities that China deems as terror-
ist and separatist, and they are also concerned about the Uyghur militants that are thought to be 
operating in Afghanistan (rough estimates for how many there are generally place them in the 
range between 1,000 to 5,000 individuals).7

4. Non-Western Powers in Afghanistan
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Many have also been speculating about China’s interests in the country’s mineral resources, es-
pecially its lithium deposits, though analysts are sceptical due to the number of hurdles China 
would have to cross, including the substantial investment that would be involved and the fact that 
Beijing is already sourcing lithium from several countries in Latin American and Africa.8

Overall, China has benefitted from US presence in Afghanistan, mainly by freeriding on the 
level of security Western presence granted in Afghanistan. Washington’s presence in its western 
flank did make Beijing uneasy, but Chinese leaders hoped that the US’ efforts would bring long-
term stability to the country.9 Following US withdrawal from Afghanistan in 2021, China was 
one of the few states that did not close their embassy in Kabul, though they did not officially rec-
ognize the Taliban regime and still have not done so.10 At the same time, while the 2021 events 
have often been characterized as a loss for the US and a win for China, according to Scobell,

‘The end of the U.S. military presence in Afghanistan and the collapse of that country’s 
pro-Western government do not automatically translate into significant Chinese gains, 
nor do they trigger a swift Beijing swoop to fill the vacuum in Kabul left by Washington. 
… Beijing views the U.S. exit from Afghanistan with considerable ambivalence. While 
relieved to see U.S. forces gone from Central Asia, Chinese leaders are fearful of what 
comes next’.11

China does not traditionally invest in security efforts that involve for instance putting boots on 
the ground. It is clear that China prefers a stable Afghanistan, as this would allow Chinese fi-
nancial interests to expand both in the country and in the region as a whole.12 Going forward, 
it remains to be seen how many resources China is willing to put into stabilization efforts and 
post-conflict reconstruction in Afghanistan.13

4.2. Russia

Historically, Russia and Afghanistan share a more turbulent relationship. In 1979, the Soviet 
Union invaded Afghanistan, and a guerrilla-like war was fought between the Soviets and the Af-
ghan Mujahideen until 1989. At that time, the Mujahideen were backed by the US amongst oth-
ers, and the conflict is therefore often referred to as a proxy war. Following this conflict, relations 
between Russia and Afghanistan were tense at best, and during the Taliban rule in Afghanistan 
in the 1990s there was close to no diplomatic activity with Russia. 

When Hamid Karzai established a new government in Afghanistan in 2001, Russia entered back 
into relations with Afghanistan. At this time, Russia started to provide humanitarian assistance 
to the country, to the value of over USD 40 million in the second half of the 2000s.14 Hence, since 
the US invasion in Afghanistan, Russia has increasingly attempted to re-establish its own pres-
ence.
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For Russia, a stable and secure Afghanistan is important due to the security threat instability 
poses both to Russia and to the broader Central Asian region, which is by many regarded as Rus-
sia’s backyard.15 There is a particular concern for the links between the Taliban and the extrem-
ist groups’ support for the Chechens. Russia is also a primary target for the heroin production 
from Afghanistan. In the past decade in particular, Russia has been concerned with the extent of 
Western involvement in the region. One of Russia’s key interests in engaging with Afghanistan 
should thus be seen as countering US influence.

To this end, Russia has over the past decade attempted to regionalize the response to the situa-
tion in Afghanistan to shift away from US dominance. In 2016, Russia started the regional pro-
cess of peace talks in Moscow, which included China, Pakistan and Afghanistan.16 Russia has 
exploited anti-US feeling in Afghanistan and made sure through its initiation of the peace talks 
that it remained an important actor in any future developments in Afghanistan.17 And indeed, 
similarly to China, Russia also kept its embassy open in Kabul after the US withdrawal.18 Never-
theless, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 has demanded significant resources from 
the Russian state and its engagement in Afghanistan has remained limited. Although Russia 
wishes to be viewed as a key regional power in Asia, and may have the opportunity to claim such 
a role through its efforts to regionalize security dynamics in Afghanistan,19 it is difficult to see 
Russia having enough resources to do so while at the same time fighting a full war in Europe.

4.3. Other Non-Western Actors

In addition to China and Russia, several other non-Western powers have vested interests in Af-
ghanistan and are similarly affected by and concerned with the security situation there.

Pakistan and Afghanistan have had a rather strained and complicated relationship due to territo-
rial and resource disputes, as well as the issue of security and conflict. Pakistan has accused Af-
ghanistan of sheltering terrorist groups that threaten Pakistan, and, before August 2021, Afghani-
stan has in turn accused Pakistan of funding the Taliban and several warlords. During the Soviet 
occupation of Afghanistan, Afghan resistance groups used Pakistan grounds to train and hide in. 
In the 1990s, Pakistan recognized and allegedly supported the Taliban rule in Afghanistan.20

Since the US invasion of Afghanistan, the border area between Afghanistan and Pakistan has 
been used actively, both by Taliban insurgents and other militant groups, and by the US as a sup-
ply route for NATO forces operating in Afghanistan. Due to the poor security along the border 
between Pakistan and Afghanistan, Pakistan initiated the building of a fence in 2017, encounter-
ing mixed reactions on the Afghan side. When the US withdrew and the Taliban took power, it 
was reported that Afghan Taliban forces were uprooting the fence. The relations between Paki-
stan and Afghanistan thus remain tense, although a stable Afghanistan remains in the interest 
of Pakistan.21
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India and Afghanistan also share a long history and their relationship can be traced back to the 
signing of the ‘Treaty of Friendship’ in 1950. Over the past two decades, India has been an im-
portant contributor to development in Afghanistan and, prior to the US withdrawal, it was the 
largest foreign donor to Afghanistan, for example through the Strategic Partnership Agreement 
signed in 2011. Due to the geographical proximity between India and Afghanistan, social and 
economic development in Afghanistan has been perceived as critical for regional stability for In-
dia. India has also attempted to be involved in mediation efforts and has hosted regional security 
dialogues on Afghanistan. However, due to the tense relationship between India and Pakistan, 
both Pakistan and China have refused to participate in these talks. In this sense, it is often as-
sumed that India has been mostly aligned with the US in Afghanistan.22

During the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, Saudi Arabia was a key contributor to the Afghan 
resistance. Saudi Arabia also recognized the Taliban leadership that ruled Afghanistan in the 
1990s, and they shared relatively good diplomatic relations until 1996, when the Taliban refused 
to return Osama bin Laden to the Saudis. Following 9/11, the ties between Saudi Arabia and the 
Taliban ended as the Saudis officially supported the Karzai government through recognition as 
well as through foreign aid. 

The UAE also recognized the Taliban rule in the 1990s, one of only three states (together with 
Saudi Arabia and Pakistan) to do so. The UAE and Saudi Arabia’s relations with Afghanistan are 
strongly affected by their relations with Pakistan: the Gulf states and Pakistan cooperate on po-
litical, financial and security matters, including on intelligence.23 In addition to Saudi Arabia and 
the UAE, Qatar has increasingly gained an important mediating role, specifically between the 
US and the Taliban, starting in 2012 when a larger Taliban delegation arrived in Doha to prepare 
for talks with members of the Afghan High Peace Council.24 When the US troops pulled out of 
Afghanistan, several Gulf States assisted with the withdrawal.25

Traditionally, therefore, Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Qatar have been the most active Middle East-
ern actors in Afghanistan; however, it is worth mentioning that in recent years Turkey has also 
been attempting to carve out a larger role for itself through its cooperation with Qatar and Iran 
and gaining a stronger foothold in Afghanistan as well.26 With the US withdrawal, there is likely 
to be a larger regional effort from Asian states in Afghanistan. Thus, the potential rivalry and 
cooperation between such states in these efforts will not only be seen between Russia and China 
but will also include other states in the Middle East, India and, not least, Pakistan.27
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Over the past decade, the Sahel region has gained significant attention from the international 
community due to an overall deteriorating security situation. Threats stemming from al Qaeda 
and various groups associated with the Islamic State are frequent, and there are regular reports 
of inter-communal violence and human rights violations perpetrated by state security forces.28 
Since the 2012 military coup in Mali, the UN has had a stabilization mission in Mali (MINUS-
MA); the EU has had training missions for both the military and the police in Mali and Niger; 
and France has led a counter-terrorism operation with a geographically broader mandate in the 
Sahel. However, in February 2022, France announced the withdrawal of its troops from Mali, and 
Mali subsequently suspended the French forces without delay.29 This came after months of ten-
sion between the Malian and French authorities, for the most part due to Mali’s new engagement 
with the Russian private security company Wagner Group, with close ties to President Vladimir 
Putin, amongst other issues. Indeed, over the past few years, the involvement of Russia in the 
Sahel has moved out from under the shadow of European involvement to being at the forefront of 
public debates in Europe and the Sahel. The Sahel has become a major arena for geopolitical con-
testation, with strategic rivalry between the more traditional Western players, Russia and China, 
as well as other regional actors such as Turkey and the Gulf states.30 Mali’s turn from Europe to 
Russia has sparked significant mobilization also in neighbouring states, where there have been 
frequent protests, and there is a serious risk that others will follow in Mali’s footsteps.

5.1. China

Following its economic and commercial interests, China has been engaged in the Sahel region 
through trade, manufacturing, and investments, though its engagement has mostly lived in the 
shadows of European actors, particularly due to France’s strong colonial legacy.31

Chinese interest in the Sahel can first and foremost be seen in the sphere of natural resources 
and minerals. For instance, since the mid-2000s, China has been increasingly involved in Niger’s 
production of uranium and oil, though with varying degrees of profits.32 In 2007, when the Chi-
nese owned company CNNC gained access to the Azelik mine in Niger, it broke the prior monop-
oly that the French company Areva had held for decades.33 China is also engaged in the military 
sector and constitutes Niger’s third largest military partner, following France and the US, relat-
ing particularly to the sales of weapons and military training.34 In 2006, Chad broke its diplomat-
ic relations with Taiwan and switched its recognition to the PRC. China was especially interested 
in oil, and a substantial amount of the oil royalties have been poured into the Chadian army, 
making it one of the best equipped armies in Africa.35 China is also a large investor in Maurita-
nia, including in manufacturing, trade, and infrastructure. In the beginning of January 2022, 
China wrote off about USD 25 million of Mauritania’s debts to China.36 While Burkina Faso has 
since the 1990s had diplomatic relations with Taiwan, it resumed relations with China in 2018. 
In Mali, China has increased its investment in infrastructure and its range of loans over the 
past two decades, which can be seen in built hospitals, schools, and not least the Bamako-Ségou 

5. Non-Western Powers in the Sahel
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highway built in 2010 and the ‘third bridge’ in Bamako built in 2007. Furthermore, 2013 sig-
nalled a shift in the relationship between not only China and Mali, but also China and the Sahel, 
as China deployed a large detachment of personnel and on-ground combat forces to MINUSMA.

However, Chinese economic interests in the Sahel are also influenced by concerns over stabil-
ity and peace. Having been a breeding ground for al Qaeda and Islamic State groups over the 
past decade, the security situation in the Sahel is deteriorating, despite the high involvement of 
Western military actors. In contrast to China’s presence in Afghanistan, China has proven more 
willing to get involved in security activities in the Sahel, mainly through its deployment to MI-
NUSMA and military training (in addition to arms sales).37 This engagement is aimed primarily 
at protecting Chinese interests and citizens.38

Chinese involvement in the Sahel is often portrayed by both African and Chinese leaders as be-
ing devoid of conditionalities. However, while Chinese aid does not typically require social or po-
litical change in the same way as Western aid does, Beijing expects recipient countries to support 
and endorse its political positions in international fora, such as for instance the One China Prin-
ciple. Furthermore, Chinese involvement in the Sahel carries political weight. For instance, when 
the Chinese uranium mining started in Niger in 2007, it provided Niger with a bargaining chip 
against the French company Areva, which it indeed used by increasing prices and demanding 
more royalties.39 As mentioned above, Chinese investments in oil production in Chad have result-
ed in the country having one of the most well-equipped militaries in Africa; this made Chad a 
critical actor in security efforts where Western countries are involved, such as the G5 Sahel Joint 
Force and the Multinational Joint Task Force. Thus, Chinese involvement in the region has often 
been used by Sahelian states in negotiations with other external actors or donors.

5.2. Russia

The relationship between Russia and Sahelian states over the past decade has largely been char-
acterized by sales of military equipment, as well as the training of Sahelian soldiers in Russia. 
According to Fasanotti,

‘Russian President Vladimir Putin also seeks to create African dependencies on Moscow’s 
military assets and access African resources’.40

Indeed, over the past couple of years, Russia has challenged Western actors in the region, such 
as France and the EU. Specifically, it has taken advantage of the growing mistrust towards the 
French presence in the Sahel.41 For instance, while France and Europe have been vocal in their 
critique of the military coups that have taken place in Mali and Burkina Faso in 2020–2022 and 
have pushed strongly for the re-instating of civilian rule, Russia does not hesitate to work with 
military regimes. Indeed, according to Kohnert, 
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‘Russia benefits primarily from providing “security” to autocratic leaders, including arms 
sales, advice and training in counterinsurgency and counterterrorism operations’.42

In 2021, it became known that the Malian government and the Russian private security company 
Wagner Group had gone into dialogue on the potential deployment of Wagner mercenaries in 
Mali.43 By the beginning of 2022, the Russian company had deployed several hundred person-
nel. Though not an official branch of the Russian government and with the Russian government 
repeatedly denying such allegations, it is widely accepted that Wagner Group is tightly linked to 
Moscow’s foreign policy.44 Through conducting counterterrorism, the Wagner Group is usually 
given access to mining sites and takes natural resources as a form of payment.45

There are thus three particular strategic interests for Russia in the Sahel. The first is to continue 
and increase the export of weapons; the second is to maintain access to natural resources; and 
the third is to counter Western powers.

Prior to the deployment of the Wagner Group in Mali, Russia was involved in disinformation 
campaigns in the country, leading to popular protests against France.46 Similar protests have in 
the last year also occurred in Burkina Faso, Chad and Niger. The disinformation campaigns, and 
Russia’s increasing attention to the Sahel region, have also been linked to coups taking place in 
the Sahel over the past years. For instance, in January 2022, military officer Paul-Henri Sandaogo 
Damiba overthrew the prior President Kaboré in Burkina Faso, allegedly due to President Kaboré 
having rejected cooperation with Wagner Group and Russia.47 Again, in September 2022 Burkina 
Faso witnessed another coup where interim President Damiba was overthrown by Captain Ibra-
him Traoré, which was also stated to have been motivated by the desire to enter a partnership 
with the Wagner Group and Russia.48

However, Russia’s current commitment in Ukraine has included a withdrawal of Wagner Group 
mercenaries from Libya and the Central African Republic to instead operate in Europe. Although 
Russia and the Wagner Group have built a foundation for spreading their influence in the Sahel 
region through disinformation campaigns and personnel deployment in Mali, it is therefore un-
certain whether either Wagner or Russia will have the capacity to enter into similar agreements 
in other Sahelian states in the coming years.

5.3. Other Non-Western Actors

States including Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Turkey are also involved in the Sahel in different ca-
pacities. The Sahel is traditionally dominated by Islam and for years Saudi Arabia has been active 
through cultural diplomacy, including by providing financial aid to processes and activities that 
support the politicization of Islam,49 also in the Sahel region. It is worth noting that Saudi Arabia 
mainly deals through official state channels without much involvement from the private sector, 
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and the country remains militarily absent in Africa. Recent years have however seen a larger 
interest from Saudi Arabia in the Sahel region, such as through the Saudi Public Investment 
Fund initiative of EUR 200 million for development in the Sahel region, visits with the G5 Sahel 
organization, and the pledge of USD 100 million to the G5 Sahel Joint Force – a regional coalition 
mandated to fight terrorism and transnational crime in Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania 
and Niger.50 Although Saudi Arabia’s involvement in the region is modest compared to many 
other states, it does have a foot in the Sahel and we may expect more relations between Sahelian 
states and Saudi Arabia in the years to come.

The UAE has also engaged with the G5 Sahel Joint Force through joining in on meetings, as well 
as by pledging USD 30 million to the organization.51 The UAE has also supported the French 
counter-terrorism force in the Sahel with C-130 aircrafts.52 In contrast to the Saudis, the UAE has 
developed closer cooperation with military actors in Africa, for instance becoming a key partner 
to Mauritania through military infrastructure projects and arms donations.53

Turkey has over the past two decades increased its relations with African states. Though tradi-
tionally more visible in the Horn of Africa, particularly in Somalia, Turkey has also become an 
important partner to Sahelian states. Thus far, Turkish foreign policy towards the region has 
predominantly focused on using their shared Islamic faith to enhance its economic gains. It has 
therefore been involved in development support, commercial engagement and infrastructure 
building, such as through building a mosque for the High Islamic Council of Mali and restoring 
the Grand Mosque in Agadez in Niger. These projects also demonstrate Turkey’s religious angle. 
In addition, investments in hospitals, school and health care have been prominent.54, 55 Over the 
past few years, Turkey has also attempted to move from its soft approach towards greater empha-
sis on security, such as through financial support to the G5 Sahel Joint Force, hosting Malian sol-
diers for military training in Turkey, and most recently its defence agreement with Niger.56 The 
latter received critical attention from other external actors in the region, particularly the UAE, as 
Turkey’s expansion of geopolitical power is seen as a threat. In other words, Turkey is increasing-
ly presenting itself as a potential security partner of Sahelian states. If this materializes further, 
it may cause other non-Western actors like the UAE to also get more involved in response.
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Against the background of these different actors and their varying interests and strategies in 
the two contexts, this section aims to identify relevant trends, dynamics, and power shifts that 
may have an impact on political, social and economic processes in the years to come. We point to 
several interesting trends that emerge from our data on non-Western actors’ engagement across 
both regions.

6.1. Afghanistan

As argued earlier, China and Russia have different historical ties with Afghanistan. Whereas 
Russia bears the legacy of the Soviet Union’s invasion of Afghanistan in the 1980s, China has 
had no similar hostility with the country over the past decades and often uses this state of affairs 
to portray itself as a benevolent, neutral power. Although Chinese relations with Afghanistan 
have been steadier, Russia has increasingly become an important partner to Afghanistan, and 
the tensions stemming from the Soviet invasion appear to bear less weight now (Interview 9). 
Both Russia and China seem to share the objective of countering Western involvement in Af-
ghanistan with regional ‘interventions’ and responses, despite having benefitted from the secu-
rity granted by US presence. 

The period post-US withdrawal from Afghanistan also witnessed synergies between the Rus-
sian and Chinese responses through preserving diplomatic engagement in Afghanistan and 
acknowledging the Taliban leadership – though both stopped short of officially recognizing the 
new regime. An important difference is that while China’s moves in Afghanistan have so far 
been very careful, Russia has been more explicit in its willingness to curtail European influence 
(Interviews 2 and 3).

While China was in many ways relieved by Washington’s retreat from its western flank, several 
interviewees point out that it was especially Russia which saw the US withdrawal as a chance to 
reassert itself as the regional hegemon and which views Afghanistan as being part of its sphere 
of influence (Interviews 2, 7 and 9). This has created some anxiety among several Central Asian 
countries who are concerned with Russian expansionism, particularly following the invasion of 
Ukraine, and have thus pivoted to China more explicitly than in the past.

Additionally, even though threats of terrorist spill over from Afghanistan to China may be exagger-
ated, maintaining stability along the border between Afghanistan and Xinjiang, as well as within 
Afghanistan more generally, remains a high priority for the Chinese leadership. China’s concern 
over terrorism was brought up by all the experts we interviewed on Afghanistan, and it is indeed a 
legitimate concern given that Chinese citizens have often been involved in terrorist attacks, such as 
the recent bombing of a hotel in Kabul in December 2022.57 This is also why the US invasion was 
initially seen favourably by both China and Russia, as the US would bear the costs of maintaining 
stability, thus allowing them to exploit the situation to pursue their economic interests (Interview 9).

6. The Impact of Non-Western Powers in 
    Afghanistan and the Sahel
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In general, the Taliban seem to have a desire to be seen as independent actors (Interview 10). For 
this reason, they have so far adopted a pragmatic approach, leading them to cooperate with any 
external actor that has shown interest in engaging with them, even if they may not align politi-
cally or ideologically; this is the case for instance for engagement with both China and Qatar (In-
terview 10). A dynamic that we are seeing now, then, is that the Taliban are trying to play all the 
different regional actors against each other.

Given the overall partnership between China and Russia, a further question remains as to the 
nature of any potential cooperation between these two countries in Afghanistan. As one inter-
viewee pointed out, it may be the case that China’s position on Afghanistan is more a function 
of its aligning with Russia than of significant disagreements with EU positions with regards to 
seeking stability (Interviews 2 and 3). Though there is ongoing dialogue between Russia, China 
and the Taliban about financial and political support, it is unclear how this will materialize in 
practice (Interviews 7 and 8). On the one hand, Russia and its armed forces are bogged down in 
Ukraine and are not likely to have the economic power and political resolve to simultaneously 
step up their efforts in Afghanistan in any significant way. On the other hand, China is tradition-
ally not keen on getting involved in unstable countries, though at times the promises of econom-
ic returns have pushed Chinese companies to venture out into unstable areas.

Other non-Western actors, such as Pakistan and the Gulf states, mainly utilize cultural diplomacy 
in their relations with Afghanistan, where their shared religion (despite existing differences) has 
ensured a certain level of shared identity (Interviews 8, 9 and 10). Similarly to China, Pakistan 
and India are also concerned with the potential spread of the security threat. However, the rela-
tionships between the Taliban and both Pakistan and India are troublesome and bear the signs 
of the traditional rivalry between the two countries. The Taliban appear to be playing different re-
gional actors against each other and this seems to be the case also for smaller non-Western states.

6.2. The Sahel

In the Sahel, it is clear that China and Russia have inherently different approaches to their in-
volvement. Russia focuses heavily on military and security issues, whereas China focuses more 
on developmental and economic issues, suggesting that Russia has a ‘harder’ approach compared 
to China’s ‘soft’ approaches (Interviews 1 and 3). Despite their different approaches, both coun-
tries have maintained warm relations with Sahelian states, even if the region has been mostly 
dominated by the presence of Western actors, both historically and more recently. Maintain-
ing warm relations has turned out to be particularly useful for Russia, which is now exploiting 
France’s weakened position in the region to pursue its interests. Though Russia’s invasion in 
Ukraine raises questions as to whether Russia will continue its geopolitical advance in the Sahel, 
it is currently in a position where it can and potentially will do so, if nothing else because it is in 
desperate need of allies. 
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An increase in Chinese involvement in the Sahel is perhaps less likely as China’s key interest in 
the region is economic. As it emerged from the latest Chinese Communist Party Congress held 
in October 2022, with the Belt and Road Initiative now being reconceptualized,58 even the trajec-
tory of China’s further commercial engagement in the Sahel is uncertain. Furthermore, China 
does not appear to have any clear objectives of getting more involved in the security theatre be-
yond already existing commitments. More engagement might instead come as part of two recent 
initiatives announced in 2022 by Chinese President Xi Jinping – the Global Security Initiative 
and the Global Development Initiative – which are the latest iteration of Xi’s push back against 
what he views as Western-dominated global structures.59 It is important to note, however, that 
these still remain quite vague and devoid of details as to their operationalization. 

Several interviewees have described China’s approach to the Sahel as ‘softer’ and ‘more subtle’ 
than that of Russia – which was described as ‘explicit and aggressive’ – and even that of tradi-
tional Western powers (Interviews 1, 2 and 3). The difference between the soft and the hard 
approaches by China and Russia respectively also speaks to the clarity of the states’ intentions. 
Russia has by far the most explicit involvement in the Sahel, whereas China, Saudi Arabia, the 
UAE, Qatar and Turkey appear to operate more discreetly. An interviewee further compared this 
to Afghanistan, where Russia’s approach had been more explicitly anti-Western than any of the 
other non-Western actors (Interview 2).

It is worth noting, however, that Russia has also resorted to softer measures to exert its influ-
ence; several informants referred to the disinformation campaigns in the region that have been 
fuelled by Russian entities, particularly in Mali, and the spread of videos and cartoons presenting 
a positive image of Russia. Indeed, these media tools, including social media, have often been 
appealing for Russia, especially among illiterate audiences that are best captivated by images (In-
terviews 1 and 6).

Muslim countries, such as Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Turkey, typically engage with the Sahel 
through cultural diplomacy as a starting point to promote economic relations. This includes ini-
tiatives that support Islam, for instance through building mosques and schools. Security has also 
become an important aspect of such relations, for example through contributions to the G5 Sahel 
Force.

Countries in the Sahel have received support from external actors for a long time; this support 
has traditionally been dominated by a Western presence, although non-Western actors have man-
aged to maintain friendly ties too. This has been achieved through for instance cultural and 
military exchange programmes, which have been critical for cultivating warm relations. Several 
interviewees pointed out that individuals’ experiences matter also for collective experiences (In-
terview 2, 4 and 8). Another example of such cultural diplomacy is the strategy adopted by Turkey 
and the Gulf states, which has included building schools and mosques in the Sahel (Interview 
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2 and 3). Having such a large pool of external interest in the Sahel provides leverage to Sahelian 
states, as they decide which external actors gain influence in the Sahelian region. Therefore, sim-
ilar to Afghanistan, Sahelian states have frequently used their agency by playing external actors 
against each other, in order for Sahelian states to receive the assistance and resources they desire.

Along similar lines, non-Western powers – and particularly China and Russia – often use history 
to their advantage by portraying themselves as neutral powers that do not have a former colonial 
past in either the Sahel or Afghanistan to the same extent as European states. Of course, this is 
not the case for Russia in Afghanistan; however, when this came up in our interviews, several 
respondents thought that, not least due to a generational divide between the people who experi-
enced the Soviet invasion and younger generations, the US invasion had somewhat overshadowed 
the Soviet occupation in people’s minds (Interviews 1, 2 and 3).

Many questions regarding the engagement of authoritarian countries such as China and Russia 
in both contexts also revolve around their potential political influence.60 Would China and Rus-
sia’s presence translate into illiberal practices being adopted in the Sahel and Afghanistan? Our 
own previous and current research seems to suggest that more than China or Russia actively 
exporting illiberalism abroad, it is often the case that countries that already implement aspects 
of authoritarianism seek support from autocracies. Indeed, as one interviewee put it, ‘it is hard to 
make the Taliban more illiberal than what they already are’ (Interview 2). Therefore, the involve-
ment of undemocratic powers may allow for a continuation of these tendencies, but their involve-
ment will not necessarily make them dramatically less democratic (Interviews 1, 2, 4 and 7). Ac-
cording to one interviewee, as military juntas and armed groups take control of Afghanistan and 
countries in the Sahel, we are witnessing an increased militarization of politics, where elements 
of dictatorship will likely be implemented regardless of their external partners (Interview 1). It 
is also the case for both Afghanistan and the Sahel that partnerships between incumbents and 
external actors, especially in the case of China, Russia and other regional powers, are often not 
based on trust but rather on mutual need (Interview 1, 7, 8 and 10).

Finally, it is important to note that since both the US withdrawal from Afghanistan and the 
French withdrawal from Mali took place only recently, the discussion around non-Western in-
volvement in these two contexts is largely driven by expectations of what the involvement of non-
Western powers would bring. Thus, for instance, China has been expected to take on a larger role 
in Afghanistan, as much as China and Russia have expected the Taliban to crack down on terror-
ist groups operating in the country (Interview 7). Similar expectations have led Turkey, Iran, the 
UAE and Qatar to believe that the Taliban could stabilize the country (Interview 8). In the Sahel, 
several governments have been looking to non-Western states, particularly Russia, to play a larger 
role; however, the extent to which these actors will be able or willing to replace Western countries 
is yet to be seen. 
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Findings from this PRIO Paper show that the retreat of previously dominating Western powers 
from both Afghanistan and the Sahel is affecting the political and security space in ways that 
have not fully played out yet. One immediate consequence of these retreats is a reduced room 
for manoeuvre for Western states. It is also important to note that, while the military presence 
of Western countries has been dramatically reduced or lifted from these arenas, their overall 
engagement across both regions has not entirely disappeared. At the same time, non-Western 
states, especially China and Russia, as well as Turkey, Pakistan and Gulf countries, have shown 
interests in stepping up their presence. However, discussions over possible power shifts seem to 
be driven mainly by the expectations for these non-Western powers to take on a prominent role 
rather than an actual major shift. As we found, at the time of writing, there is limited proof that 
this expected shift has materialized, and there is no indication that this will happen quickly, nor 
that the role played by non-Western actors will be a major one.

In light of these conclusions, we put forward the following recommendations for Norway:

• It is imperative to conduct thorough research on the political and security environments 
in both Afghanistan and the Sahel. 

• Norway should pay particular attention to the benefits as well as the challenges brought 
about by the engagement of non-Western actors in these regions.

• In order to avoid a further polarization of the debates in the international community, 
when engaging with governments in the Sahel and Afghanistan, Norwegian policymak-
ers should emphasize the benefits of cooperating with Norway rather than describing 
their involvement merely in contrast to China’s or Russia’s. 

• At the same time, Norway should work closely with its allies to promote initiatives that 
benefit the people of Afghanistan and the Sahel.

• Norway should also map potential niche areas for cooperation with non-Western actors, 
including on issues such as humanitarian aid and conflict resolution.  

7. Conclusion and Recommendations for 
    Norway
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the two contexts. This has 
now coincided with the with-
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