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Abstract:

Is the African continent still a strategic priority for France? Most recent
discussions about France in Africa focus on the closures of French
bases on the continent starting in 2022 and continuing into 2025.
The reductions in prepositioned forces in West and Central Africa
represents a significant loss of operational capacity for the French
Army to respond to crises in those regions. Despite these setbacks,
sub-Saharan Africa remains a concern for the French Government but
has become less of a priority over the last three years, particularly
with the French preoccupation with the Ukraine War. This paper will
look at how the French Government has situated sub-Saharan Africa
in its global strategic thinking after the base reorganization. The
French Government has reoriented much of its military assets toward
a rearmament program aimed at preparing for a high-intensity
conflict in Europe. The military commitment to Africa remains a part
of French strategy, however, due to concerns about the security of
the French population in the region, the continuing threat of
terrorism, including for the littoral states, the perceived weakness of
ECOWAS after the Niger coup d’état and the influence of other actors
in the region. There is also substantial disagreement within the French
Government about the future of military cooperation in Africa.
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Introduction

Since 2022, France has had a series of major setbacks in its military presence in sub-
Saharan Africa. The French military has had to withdraw from its bases in Mali, Senegal
and Chad, and undertake a reorganization of its military relations with Cbte d’lvoire
and with Gabon. The French operation in Mali was viewed as a failure, even before its
official end in 2022 (Guichoua 2020), so the decline in French military power in the
region was not sudden and was already in progress prior to the main series of coups
d’état. In other words, the series of coups d’état that started with Mali in 2020 likely
accelerated a process of French military decline that was already at work due to events
in Mali.

Recent research work on the subject tends to focus on the reasons for the French
failure in Mali. Certain analysts argue that France’s military approach in the Sahel
backfired due to the lack of a political element (Bertrand et al., 2024), while others
have pointed to the lack of a sufficient understanding of local domestic political
imperatives in France’s partners (Guichoua 2020). Marc-Antoine Pérouse de Montclos
(2025) has claimed that French authorities failed to learn from previous experience in
the region, which ultimately led to disaster. The subsequent series of coups d’état has
attracted some scholarly attention (Akinola & Makombe 2024), but the effects on the
French military presence has been addressed to a much lesser degree. Ndongo Symba
Sylla (2024), has attempted to situate the coups in a larger framework, however, that
characterizes the phenomenon as a revolt against residual French imperialism, /a
Frangafrique.

This article intends to contribute to the literature by going beyond the Mali
experience to examine the more recent phenomenon of the French military
reorganization in Africa in detail. The argument is that France is in fact reorganizing and
redeploying but not undertaking a full withdrawal. The second contribution is an
analysis of how this redeployment fits into overall French national strategy. What is the
role of Sub-Saharan Africa in France’s worldwide military strategy? What is
fundamentally changing in French strategy in the region? In this sense, the article does
not seek to cover the entire political, economic and cultural relationship between France
and its former colonial empire but focuses in on the military strategic implications of
recent events on the continent. It is not a study of Francafrique, but of the evolution of
France’s military presence.

The article will first examine the larger context of current French military strategy in
examining the priorities set out in key national security documents published since the
outset of the Ukraine War in 2022. Second, the base closures and the French
reorganization of its African forces will be examined in detail in this context. Third, the
operational consequences of this reorganization for France’s capacities for military
action in Africa will be assessed. Finally, France’s cooperation and/or conflict with other
actors in the region of military importance will be addressed to demonstrate that France
may no longer be the most important or the strongest external actor in the region.
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French National Strategy after 2022

President Macron stated on September 4, 2025, that there was a “coalition of
volunteers” comprising 26 countries, who have “agreed to deploy a reassurance force
to Ukraine...the day after a cease-fire or peace (Macron, September 2025).” This was
just the latest statement of a French government and military turn back toward a
conventional warfighting posture, which rapidly became evident after the Russian
invasion of Ukraine in February 2022.

In France’s National Strategic Review, published in late 2022, Macron stated in the
introduction that the reorientation toward conventional warfare had already begun in
2017, and that by 2030, France needed to maintain “a role in the balance of power
(Premier Ministre 2022, 3).” French military priorities were first to “reinforce our
strategic autonomy,” notably with credible conventional forces that were integrated
with the nuclear deterrent. The second focus was on shoring up European alliances and
NATO. The third priority was about ensuring the stability of neighboring regions
(Premier Ministre 2022, 20-21). While not absent from French strategic analysis, as we
will see below, intervention in crises abroad, and in Africa in particular, had fallen
farther down the list of priorities than in the post-Cold War period.

Africa was third on a list of geographical priorities for 2030 in the 2022 document,
following the security of metropolitan France, and the defense of Europe and the
Mediterranean area. Prepositioned forces were assumed to be still in place in Africa as
far out as 2030, with the capacity to maintain a large training mission in the Sahel region
as well as normal limited intervention capacities (Premier Ministre 2022, 27). This was
already ambitious, given the resources to be allocated to high-intensity conventional
and nuclear capacities aimed at the defense of France. A renegotiation of treaties with
African partners, however, was already on the table in 2022 (Premier Ministre 2022,
43).

The worry about a Russian threat to NATO was clear in France in 2022. Russian
nuclear forces were the subject of several significant studies by French think tanks as
early as 2018 (Maitre 2018). The mainstream French media picked up the issue in 2022,
with descriptions of the Russian Sarmat missile as capable of destroying all of France in
a single shot (Gazzane, 2025). This threat, repeated in a few sources, certainly focused
French political and public attention on the Ukraine conflict. Revue de Défense
Nationale, quickly refocused many of its publications around analyses of the Ukraine
War, current and future alliances, and technological developments for future high-
intensity conflicts.? Conflicts in Sub-Saharan Africa were not forgotten completely in the
journal, however, as we will see below.

France’s response to the Ukraine War has been to provide a large quantity of military
equipment to the Ukrainian Government, in line with its NATO allies. In 2022 and

3 A list of RDN issues and articles can be found at: https://shs.cairn.info/revue-defense-
nationale?lang=fr&tab=numeros.
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2023, France sent 420 million euros of equipment directly to Ukraine, and 900 million
euros via Europe. Ukrainian soldiers were also allowed to train in France. French troops
have not been deployed in Ukraine, but military assets were deployed in Romania,
Estonia and Lithuania (Ministéere des Armées 2024b). This large commitment by the
French Army to Ukraine means that most other operational issues no longer have high
priority. The French military budget also reflected both the commitment to Ukraine and
the return to conventional warfare, as military spending was set to increase from 47.2
billion euros/year in 2024 to 67.4 billion euros/year in 2030 (Legifrance 2023, Article
4).

In February 2025 (Ministére des Armées 2025c), French General Rodolphe Hardy
explained some of the lessons that the French Army had learned from the Ukraine War.
He highlighted the importance of drones in the war, but at the same time, emphasized
that the difficulty in gaining air superiority led to problems of vulnerability for ground
forces on the battlefield. Being able to rely less on airpower would increase the relative
importance of artillery, an arm which had been less visible in expeditionary operations
over previous decades. France is also putting a great deal of importance on
technological innovation for high-intensity conflict.

The Hamas attacks on Israel of October 7, 2023, and the subsequent war in Gaza
also turned French attention away from other strategic issues. The priority after the
attacks was to secure the French national territory and to also attempt to prevent what
the French Government identified as a rise in antisemitism (Macron 2023). The French
Navy also provided support ships for humanitarian aid for Gaza’s hospitals during 2024
(Marine Nationale, January 2024). There is little to suggest, however, that France’s
military saw an immediate or significant terrorist threat stemming from the Middle East
conflict. French officers instead looked to the war for lessons about future urban
warfare, which corresponded with the new preparations for high-intensity conflict
(Molinié 2023). When Iran and Israel went to war in 2025, France indicated early on
that it could not intercept Iranian missile strikes from the Djibouti and Abu Dhabi bases
(Barbarit 2025). Later in the conflict, however, the French Defense Minister admitted
that France had shot down Iranian drones that threatened the airspace of the two
French bases, without being more specific about French defensive measures (Masson
2025).

Terrorist threats remained a reality in France, and in 2024 there was worry about the
possibility of an attack on the Olympic Games. This was particularly salient after the
attacks on a Moscow shopping center by ISIS-K on March 22. Marc Hecker, of the
French Institute for International Relations, said in an interview in January 2025 that
the risk of terrorism in France was still real, with potential attacks regularly prevented
(Mirkovic 2025). He argued that a few armed groups see France as in “a war against
Islam,” which makes it a special target. The fall of Afghanistan to the Taliban in 2021
and the Ukraine War marked a change, however, according to Hecker: “The fight
against Islamist terrorism no longer appears as the main threat. The battle continues, but
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with fewer resources.” He also warned about the continuing shift of terrorist groups
towards Africa.

At the time of the coup d’état in Niger in 2023, the immediate French strategic
concern in West and Central Africa was the security of French citizens. French
parliamentary reports, however, indicated in the aftermath that French intelligence
services were surprised by the Nigerien coup d’état, as “the DGSE was entirely focused
on the battle against terrorism (Assemblée Nationale 2023).” The terrorist threat was
seen as increasing in West Africa, but there was no indication that it was seen as a
potential problem for metropolitan France, but only for the countries in the Sahel and
in West Africa. Terrorism as a larger, worldwide threat continued to be taken seriously,
as President Macron stated in a speech on March 5, 2025, saying that “the terrorist
threat is not weakening (Macron, March 2025).

In the same speech (Macron, March 2025), the French President called for the
rearmament of France as a part of a larger European project to prepare for war. He
indicated the problems in the relationship with the Trump Administration in the U.S.,
notably, at the time, the threat of tariffs. The implicit idea of the speech was that it was
no longer possible to rely on the U.S. for military support, and that the Trump
Administration made any U.S. commitment unpredictable. Europe and France had to
begin to make up the difference, which translated into greater French defense spending.
The Military Program Law for 2024-2030 (Légifrance 2023), which was approved in
2023, already highlighted the preference for preparing for high-intensity operations.
Defense spending would increase by 3% each year between 2024 and 2030, from 47.2
billion euros in 2024 to 67.4 billion euros in 2030. The focus is on procurement and
improvement of heavy weaponry in the French arsenal.

In July 2025, France produced a new National Strategy Review, which was nearly
twice as long as the 2022 document. Interestingly, in the introduction, President Macron
put the civil war in Sudan on the same level as the conflicts in Ukraine, Gaza and the
war between lIsrael and Iran (Premier Ministre 2025, 3). The President still identified
the main problem as Russia, however. The other countries seen to pose threats to France
were Iran and China, in that order. There was particular concern about Chinese
economic influence in Africa, the Middle East and Latin America, as well as the U.S.
focus on the Chinese threat. The American focus on China was linked to the unreliability
of the transatlantic partnership in 2025 (Premier Ministre 2025, 13-14, 20). Another
major issue is the “centrality of nuclear weapons” in the policy of the major powers,
which is leading France to put deterrence at the head of its list of priorities (Premier
Ministre 2025, 14). Africa is seen as having problems with terrorism, organized crime
and regional conflict in the cases of the Congo and Sudan. The “renegotiation” of the
French partnerships in West and Central Africa is clearly seen as negative in the
document, as it opened the door for “strategic competitors” with an “anti-French”
agenda and “predatory strategies (Premier Ministre 2025, 16-17).” The criticism here
indicates that the conclusions of the Bockel Report in late 2024 were not universally
accepted in the French Government, as we have already observed above.
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Drones, missiles, and other new technologies were seen as making military
intervention abroad more difficult in the years to come, which ties into the assessments
of General Hardy mentioned above (Premier minister 2025, 29-30). African security
does not appear until the sixth strategic objective (nuclear deterrence being the first),
and even then, the operations are seen as being European led (Premier minister 2025,
58). The French Government stated that “France would recenter and deepen the
cooperation with countries that were interested in the French offer (in particular in
training, equipment and support for the development of [defense] industrial capacities
(Premier minister 2025, 64).” The message was clear: if countries in Sub-Saharan Africa
wanted to work with France, it was ready to do so, but only when asked.

It is clear that, at least on paper, Sub-Saharan Africa is not high on the list of French
national security priorities. What is missing in more recent analyses is the fact that this is
not a new way of thinking for the French Government. As early as 1972, when the
French Government published the first Defense White Paper of the Fifth Republic,
African security was relegated down the list of French national security priorities. First
was the security of metropolitan France, second the European continent, and third the
protection of the African partners (Ministére de la Défense Nationale 1972, Chapter 1).
At the same time, France frequently intervened on the continent in the period following
the publication of the document (Dumoulin 1997, Bat 2012). The operations in Chad
have often been addressed most frequently, but France also intervened repeatedly in
the Central African Republic, in Gabon, in Cote d’lvoire, to take just a few examples.
Thus, the relegation of Africa down the list of French military strategic priorities in
printed national strategy did not necessarily reflect operational realities, a situation that
would persist through to the present-day. The subsequent two White Papers in 1994
and in 2013 would also maintain Sub-Saharan Africa in the third place for French
national security priorities. A significant difference in the 2013 text (Ministére de la
Défense 2013, 53-56) is the attempt to enlarge the scope of France’s African priorities
to states outside of the Francophone network. In the 2008, White Paper, however, Sub-
Saharan Africa was one of four critical zones, in a less hierarchical assessment of French
strategy, and the Sahel was separated into another zone, an “arc of crisis” from the
Atlantic to the Indian Ocean (Ministére de la Défense 2008, 43-47).

There have also been attempts to reduce the French military presence in Africa in the
past. One of the more notable attempts was the introduction of the Renforcement des
capacités africaines de maintien de la paix (RECAMP) program in 1997. This was
essentially to attempt to make security in Francophone Africa a multilateral affair, first
in working with the European Union and subsequently with the African Union after
2002 (Criffin 2016, 901). President Nicolas Sarkozy in 2009 took this further in
announcing a renegotiation of the defense agreements that France signed with its former
colonies at independence (Déclaration de M. Nicolas Sarkozy 2009). As is clear today,
this attempt to reduce the French military footprint in Africa was called into question
with the beginning of operations in Mali in 2013 as well as the less prominent Operation
Sangaris in the Central African Republic in that same year. The following discussion of
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the French reorganization of its military presence in Africa should be seen in this context,
in that previous French military reductions in Sub-Saharan Africa has not proved to be
long-term, despite the region’s relatively low importance in official French strategic
documents.

The Reorganization of the French Military Presence in Sub-Saharan Africa
As mentioned at the beginning of this article, the French military has had a few setbacks
in Africa since 2022. This accelerated in 2025 following the decisions of several African
partners to terminate the French presence on their territories. Given the large
deployments in the Sahel between 2013 and 2022, this represents a very significant
reduction in French forces on the continent, but as we will see below, it is still a long
way from a complete withdrawal.

On Thursday, July 17, 2025, the French military officially handed over its last military
bases at Dakar to the Senegalese authorities. France had already withdrawn its remaining
naval forces from Dakar in May 2024 (Groizeleau 2024). Senegal’s President Bassirou
Diomaye Faye announced on November 28, 2024, that he had “instructed the minister
of the armed forces to develop a new doctrine for defense and security cooperation,
which implies, among other things, the end to all foreign military presence in Senegal as
of 2025 (Le Monde 2024a).” The French military withdrawal from the Dakar base was
a significant setback for the French presence on the continent. The naval base had been
designated a “point d’appui’* for the French Navy in the Atlantic as early as 1898
(Dramé 2007, p. 312). The French Colonial Ministry viewed Dakar as important in the
immediate post-World War | period for the imperial port facilities network that
encompassed at the time Diego-Suarez (Madagascar), Mers-el-Kébir (Algeria), Saigon
and Fort-de-France (Martinique). It was seen as necessary in 1919 to “class the place
[Dakar] as a naval base and to organize it along the same principles as the large bases
in metropolitan France (Dramé 2007, p. 303).”

The Dakar base continued to be important after World War 1. According to Mathieu
Le Hunsec (2011, p. 45), it served as a site for maintenance and repair for French ships
patrolling in the region. This in turn allowed for a continuous presence of the French
Navy, even after decolonization. Dakar’s naval and airbase was important for French
military interventions on the continent as well, with units being deployed from that
location in most cases. French amphibious units were deployed there after 1971. At the
same time, the Senegalese government has never made a secret of its interest in
reclaiming the territory from the French, as there were significant signals to that effect
sent as early as 1970 (Le Hunsec 2011, pp. 48-49).

Another major historic French base closure occurred in 2025. The Chadian
Government stated, also on November 28, 2024, that it was unilaterally ending the
defense agreements with France (Laloupo 2024). The Chadian decision coincided with

4 A useful translation of the term in English may be “support base,” though it loses some of the sense of
the interconnected nature of the port with the other strategic positions in the French Empire at the time.
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that of Senegal, and as in Senegal, was not a new request, as the first call for full Chadian
sovereignty over the three French bases dated back to 1964. French soldiers only
partially withdrew from the country in the middle of the 1960s, however, and returned
for major operations in 1968. Since 1975, however, there have been repeated requests
for France to turn the bases back over to the Chadians (Laloupo 2024). All three bases,
at Faya, Abéché and N’Djamena were concerned by the 2024 decision, and the last
French troops left Chad on January 30, 2025 (France 24, 2025). President Mahamat
Idriss Déby Itno stated that the defense agreements were “obsolete due to current
political and geostrategic realities (France 24, 2025).”

The French withdrawal from Chad comes as something of a surprise, even when
considering the other base closures in the region and the history of Chadian opposition
to the French presence. Chad has often been referred to as the “aircraft carrier” for
France in Africa, due to the capacity for French aircraft to intervene in neighboring
theatres of operation from the bases in that country (Beillard 2025).5 Like Dakar, this
made the country a vital base, this time as a central hub for the deployment of French
airpower on a regional basis. Chad was also France’s most important ally in the initial
stages of Operation Barkhane, the French stabilization mission that employed up to
5,000 French troops across the Sahel after 2014 (Griffin 2016, pp. 902-903). With Chad,
France lost an important strategic position as well as a powerful regional military partner
in January 2025.

Significant adjustments were also made to the base agreements in Cote d’lvoire in
2025. President Alassane QOuattara stated on December 31, 2024, that the Ivorian
Army’s “modernization had been achieved” and that “Port Bouét would be ceded back
to the lvorian Armed Forces in January 2025 (Le Monde 2024b).” The timing of the
announcement, which coincided with that of the presidents in Senegal and in Chad, was
not a coincidence, and may also have to do with the presidential elections in October
2025, in which Ouattara won another term in office. The transfer of power was
effective on February 20, later than had originally been announced. The base has been
renamed “Camp militaire Ouattara-Thomas d’Acquin.” France’s Defense Minister
Sébastien Lecornu was present at the handover ceremony (Courrier International 2025).

Unlike in Senegal and in Chad, the French Army did not withdraw completely from
Cote d’lvoire. According to the French Army Ministry, about 80 soldiers will remain in
place® in what is being called a Détachment de liason interarmées en République de
Cote d’Ivoire (Joint Forces Liaison Team in the Republic of Céte d’lvoire) (DLIA-I). This
unit will cooperate with lvorian forces for training, joint exercises and possible joint
operations. It can be reinforced as necessary. The main priorities are fighting terrorism,
maritime security, dealing with migration and the theft of natural resources (Ministére
des Armées 2025a). Cote d’lvoire has not had to deal with major terrorist attacks
coming from the Sahel in recent years, but some analysts suggest that the country may
face problems soon (Tull 2024). The partial French deployment could potentially

5 The term was also used for the Central African Republic base in the 1990s.
6 In 2024, there were between 900 and 1000 French soldiers in Cote d’lvoire.

84 JCEEAS — Journal of Central and Eastern European African Studies — I1SSN 2786-1902



@ Sub-Saharan Africa and French 85

support a large operation in the case of a major assault or significant attacks in the
northern part of the country. A major training exercise at Bouaké in May 2025 was also
aimed at improving interoperability between the French and lvorian air forces for future
operations (lanni 2025, p. 83).

Gabon is the final piece of the puzzle for understanding the French base
reorganization of the first half of 2025. Unlike in Niger, Mali and Burkina Faso, the
coup d’état in Gabon in August 2023 did not lead to an anti-French backlash. The
military authorities sought to avoid a situation in which French interests would be
targeted (Molinié 2024). In November 2024, Jean-Marie Bockel, President Emmanuel
Macron’s special envoy to Africa, returned from a fact-finding mission to the continent
with a report that recommended the reduction of French prepositioned forces in Africa
from 2,300 to 600 soldiers (not counting Djibouti). Bockel’s son, Lieutenant Pierre
Bockel, was killed in a helicopter accident on operations in Mali in November 2019
(Lepiouff 2019). Bockel’s report was drafted prior to the requests for the total
withdrawal of French forces from Chad and Senegal. Bockel argued that the main
strategic issues in Gabon were maritime security and forest preservation, which implicitly
allowed for a reduction in French forces at the Libreville base (Assemblée Nationale
2024, 12).

“Camp de Gaulle” in Libreville has been rebranded as an “Académie militaire” with
significant French force reductions. The emphasis has been put on joint training missions
and the development of the regional military training school located on the base (Hivert
2024). As in Cote d’lvoire, the French Forces in Gabon have become a Détachement de
liaison interarmées (DLIA-G). There will ultimately be 200 French soldiers in Gabon,
down from 350 in 2024, and 900 before the coup d’état, in what is mainly intended
as a training mission. Two further new elements of the DLIA-G are the opening of a
commando school for the equatorial forest region (Ministére des Armées 2025b) and a
new Academy for the Protection of the Environment and Natural Resources (/’Acadéemie
pour la protection de l'environnement et des ressources naturelles (APERN)) (lanni
2025, p. 83).

At the regional level, France has reorganized its forces into a single military command
structure in the region, the Commandement pour I'’Afrique (CPA). This command,
formed in April 2024 and officially launched in January 2025, is directly attached to the
French Chief of Staff (Etat-Major), but is under the authority of the diplomatic missions
in the region (Ministéere des Armées 2024a). This is intended to maintain close
cooperation between the French Embassies in West and Central Africa and French
military units. The command is in Paris, and its first commander was General Pascal
lanni.

General lanni, in a 2025 article for France’s primary defense journal, Revue de
Defense Nationale (RDN), highlighted the role of the rise of anti-French sentiment in
sub-Saharan Africa. He even claimed that there were efforts at “subversion,” particularly
online, that contributed to a fundamental mistrust of the “former colonial power,” by
the younger population (p. 78). Throughout his analysis of the situation, General lanni
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continued to insist on the importance of the increase in false information about the
French presence in the region and the dangers that posed for the French Army (p. 79).
lanni laid out four common priorities for cooperation between France and the

countries of Central and West Africa in 2025:

1. Fighting terrorism

2. Eliminating illegal trafficking in drugs, weapons and people

3. Protecting the environment and natural resources

4. Responding to climate change (p. 79)
This is a significant reorientation from the earlier priorities of the French prepositioned
forces system, which focused on defending partner states from external attack and
internal unrest. A “lighter footprint™ was seen as necessary for French forces in the region
(p- 80).

In the space of three years, France lost access to the bases in Mali, Burkina Faso,
Niger, Senegal and Chad, and has significantly reduced its presence in Céte d’lvoire and
in Gabon. The main French operational base on the continent, with 1,500 soldiers, is
now Djibouti. The French government renewed its treaty for the use of that base with
Djibouti’s government in 2025 and pays 85 million euros/year for that privilege (Sénat
2025). The Djibouti base in turn is supported by the 700 soldiers present at the Abu
Dhabi base. Despite this reduction, it remains a reorganization, and not a total
withdrawal of French forces from the continent.

The Operational Consequences of the French Military Reorganization in
Africa

The question is whether this reorganization presents a major barrier for French
intervention in Africa and to what extent it was seen as a setback for France. Despite
Bockel’s report, which called for a significant rethink of French partnerships in sub-
Saharan Africa, not all French politicians agreed with this approach. A French Senate
report of January 2025 (Sénat 2025) argued that the French military reorganization on
the continent was badly managed and negotiated. The report argued that “French
prepositioned forces allowed for emergency interventions,” notably in Mali in 2013,
which used units in Chad, Senegal and Céte d’lvoire to stop the insurgent offensive. The
same year saw the French intervention in the Central African Republic employ French
forces from Gabon, Chad and Djibouti, and the operational headquarters was in Gabon.
More recently, the evacuation of French and other foreign citizens from Sudan in
Operation “Sagittaire” in 2023 also relied on prepositioned forces.

The same Senate report (2025) pointed to the fact that the French drawdown would
limit the capacities for French soldiers to evacuate its citizens in the region, notably due
to longer time needed for deployments from metropolitan France. The prepositioned
forces system and the base infrastructure allowed for much more rapid military
responses. The initial operations of the troops in place could buy time for metropolitan
units to be deployed in the region. In 2025, the Senate claimed that there were 270,000
French citizens in Africa, and that their security had not been considered in the
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renegotiation of the defense agreements. Finally, the Senate pointed to the competition
with “new” actors on the continent, notably an increase in Chinese military cooperation
with Gabon as well as the move by the United States to establish bases in West Africa.
The report ends by arguing: “the French bases were perceived by other powers as
occupying strategic positions. The reduction or closure of the bases risks being seen by
France’s competitors as a cry for help.”

The closure or reduction of so many bases will result in a limitation of French
expeditionary capacities. French airlift capacity remains limited, and the A400M
transport aircraft has had a large share of problems. Janes reported in 2024 that Airbus
said, “Risks remain on the qualification of technical capabilities and associated costs, on
aircraft operational reliability, on cost reductions, and on securing overall volume as per
the revised baseline (Jennings 2024).” The future of French military air transport remains
uncertain, and recent evacuation operations in Sudan and Niger put a great deal of
pressure on the existing fleet (Lagneau 2023).

France’s permanent naval presence in the Gulf of Guinea will also potentially be
called into question due to the loss of the Senegal base. France maintained naval forces
in the area throughout the period after decolonization (Le Hunsec 2011, pp. 69, 92, 114,
131). In 1990, France established Operation Corymbe, which was designed to deal with
possible crises in the region and to maintain a permanent naval presence. A definition
of Corymbe’s mission in 2002 reads:

“Similar to prepositioned forces, it was a mission to have a combat ship present off
the African coast, notably in international waters off the Gulf of Guinea. The mission
was to show that France maintained an interest in the Gulf countries, and to be able
to support all necessary operations in the zone, notably for rescue or for the
evacuation of our citizens’ (Assemblée Nationale 2002, cited in Le Hunsec 2011,

pp. 193-194.

The Yaoundé naval agreement in 2013, which created the “Yaoundé Architecture” also
allowed for cooperation between the states in the area with French support for
operations and naval exercises (Marine nationale 2024). For the moment, there are no
public indications that Corymbe or that the cooperative structures based on the
Yaoundé Architecture are endangered by the base closures. It is clear, however, that the
French Navy will have a much more difficult time maintaining the continuous French
naval presence without the facilities available at Dakar.

The closing of French bases will almost certainly limit the capacity for military
intervention in Sub-Saharan Africa over at least the medium term. The question is,
however, how much of an impact this setback will have on overall French global
strategy and national security? President Macron’s Special Military Advisor (Chef d’Ftat-
Major Particulier — CEMP) from 2017 to 2020, Admiral Bernard Rogel, wrote in his
memoirs that the French military after the Cold War focused more on expeditionary
operations, in Afghanistan and Africa. This was seen as way by the service chiefs not
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only to respond to crises but also to maintain spending on defense (Rogel 2025, 124-
125). Previous experience, as detailed in the sections above, have shown that even when
France relegated Sub-Saharan Africa to a lower level of strategic priorities and attempted
to drawdown forces, the interventions continued. It will be more difficult for France to
intervene quickly in crises in the region, but the 2013 operations indicate that when
France claims that it is reducing its military footprint in Africa, that this can be reversed
quickly, despite the operational obstacles involved.

French Cooperation and Conflict with New (and Old) Actors in Sub-

Saharan Africa

As mentioned above, the French Government and military have tried to work with
regional organizations for African security since the RECAMP program in the late 1990s.
A more recent initiative from 2014, the G5 Sahel, which was intended to create a joint
force between Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Chad and Burkina Faso. The joint force that was
created in 2017 became ineffective in 2022 and 2023 after the withdrawal of Mali,
Niger and Burkina Faso from the organization (Daoura and Salia 2026). The subsequent
creation of the Alliance of Sahel States (A/liance des Etats du Sahel — AES) by those three
states had significant effects on French efforts to undertake multilateral security
cooperation in the region. This in turn also affected the capacities of ECOWAS to deal
with security in the region.

Given the problems arising from the withdrawal of Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso
from ECOWAS in early 2025 in favor of the newly created AES, it is important to briefly
look at the role of that organization in French strategy. There is no mention of the
regional organizations in Africa in the French national security documents of 2022 and
2025. France has close relations with ECOWAS, however, and the appointment of
France’s ambassador to Nigeria in 2021 was also approved by the organization
(Ambassade de France au Nigeria 2021).

Could ECOWAS “replace” the French military in the region? The withdrawal of Mali,
Niger and Burkina Faso from ECOWAS at the beginning of 2025 was seen as a major
setback for the organization. Colonel Aboagye (2025) in Amani Africa has written that
the AES “signals a shift toward fluid, issue-based regional cooperation rather than strictly
geographical arrangements.” The AES was created as a collective defense organization,
after unrealized threats by ECOWAS to intervene after the Niger coup d’état (Bagayoko
2025). France openly supported the ECOWAS military option in Niger (Chauveau
2024). At the same time, when the operation did not occur, France did not attempt to
intervene on its own. Any potential expectation that ECOWAS could replace French
intervention, at least in the Niger case, turned out not to be possible.

In early December 2025, the situation changed again regarding ECOWAS and France
in West Africa. An attempt at a coup d’état in Benin was repressed not only by Benin’s
armed forces, but also by an intervention by ECOWAS, which included air strikes by the
Nigerian Air Force. Nigeria also sent ground troops to help stop the coup d’état, in
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Nigeria’s first intervention abroad under ECOWAS since 2017 (Dzirutwe 2025). France
was also involved in the effort to stop the coup leaders, as Paris said that President
Patrice Talon specifically asked for French help. That French aid included “surveillance,
observation and logistical backing to Benin’s armed forces (“France backs Benin”
2025).” This was a clear indication that France has not ruled out the possibility of
military intervention in West Africa, even if French troops were not deployed. The coup
attempt comes as well in a context of increased JNIM attacks in northern Benin (Nsaibia
2025), which may have influenced the French Government to back the intervention. It
remains to be seen if France will concentrate more on military cooperation with
ECOWAS, and notably Nigeria, after the apparent success of the Benin operation.

Can ECOWAS and the Sahel Alliance fill the security vacuum in the region by working
together. Chatham House analyst Romane Dideberg (2025) has pointed out that there
are possibilities on that front. She stated in December 2025 that “ECOWAS and the AES
already appear to be edging towards an understanding on some form of open
framework for the free-flowing trade, travel and migration that are fundamental to
West African life.” The question remains to what extent this rapprochement between
the two organizations is in the French interest. The AES has been openly hostile to
France, with its states even accusing France of sponsoring terrorism in the region (Omar
2024). Thus, France may be less inclined to support ECOWAS if it is working in
conjunction with the AES. At the same time, the alternative to the regional organizations
has already been clear, with the intervention of other major powers in the region,
notably Russia.

The replacement of Wagner troops in the Sahel region by the “Africa Corps,” which
has much closer links to Moscow, was seen as a major concern for security in West
Africa. More recent research has shown, however, that Africa Corps is increasingly seen
in a negative light by public opinion in the region (Africa Defense Forum, 2025). Africa
Corps has not distinguished itself on the battlefield either, as in August 2025, JNIM
successfully ambushed one of their units near Ténenkou in Mali (Maurice 2025). The
battlefield losses, which were already evident with the Wagner defeat in Tinzinouaten
in 2024, calls into question some of the concerns about growing Russian influence in
the Sahel. If Russian forces cannot hold off the insurgent groups in the area as promised,
the states in the Sahel may need to look elsewhere for help. The summer 2025 issue of
Revue de défense nationale contains two articles about the Russian military influence in
the region (Quideller 2025 and De Jong 2025). It is clear, however, that the local actors
have seen Russian paramilitary groups as a viable alternative to French intervention in
the region in recent years.

Other external actors continue to attract attention from France. One does not find
any official indications that China is seen as a military threat to French interests in Africa,
but there is considerable interest in Chinese economic power. The Chinese-African
Summit in 2024 was seen as a strategic step forward for China by the French
Government in consolidating its partnerships on the continent (Ministére de I’'Economie

JCEEAS — Journal of Central and Eastern European African Studies — ISSN 2786-1902 89



90 C. Griffin @

Africa Research
nstitute.

2024). Given the trepidations about China in the French National Strategic Review in
2025, this is surely a closely watched issue.

The United Arab Emirates is viewed as a strategic partner by France (Ministére de
I’Economie 2025), and the issue of UAE involvement in Africa, including in conflicts,
seems to be less of a strategic concern. The French base in Abu Dhabi is a strategic interest
for France, and French economic interests in the Middle East are also important in this
case. The United States and other countries are more worried about the increasing
influence of the UAE in Africa (Hochet-Bodin and Brachet 2024).

The U.S. is also still present in West Africa, as mentioned above. The Trump
administration largely cut off humanitarian aid but promised more investments and to
continue to station American military force in Céte d’lvoire (Sylvestre-Trainer and
Vincent 2025). The U.S. Africa Command (AFRICOM) has a training mission in Cote
d’lvoire, which was reinforced in 2024 (U.S. Embassy Cote d’lvoire, 2024). U.S. Special
Forces were moved to Céte d’lvoire from Niger in 2024 following the coup d’état and
the closing of the U.S. base there. In the same year, the U.S. also was working on
improving airfields in Benin and sent Special Forces to Chad (Babb 2024). AFRICOM
also carried out a limited bombing mission in Nigeria in 2025, but there was no real
follow-up to the operation, as the Trump Administration turned its attention back to
South America and the Middle East at the outset of 2026 (Obadare 2025).

France has never been alone in its operations in Africa, and recent years have shown
that the states in the region have been looking for alternatives. As of writing, the Russian
option has been the most prevalent, but there is considerable skepticism about Russian
military efficiency on the battlefield. In a major crisis, no single actor has yet emerged
that would be expected to intervene in force to stop a major terrorist group offensive
as France did in Mali in 2013.

Conclusion
The role of Sub-Saharan Africa in French strategy since the end of the colonial period
has been one in which there is a significant disconnect between printed strategy and
national security documents, official declarations and the reality on the ground.
National security documents in France tend to relegate Africa to a relatively low-level
of importance. Official speeches since the 1990s first emphasized multilateral solutions
to security problems as well as a will to reduce the French defense commitment to the
region. France continued to intervene military throughout the period, coming back each
time in force to deal with the immediate military problems of West and Central Africa.
As France is turning its attention back toward Europe and the Middle East, and
rearming for conventional warfare, will this be the final break with the (post)colonial
defensive system? France has retained the capacity to intervene on the continent with
the DLIAs in Céte d’lvoire and Gabon, which could be used as staging points for larger
missions. The troops in Djibouti also remain available, so the French withdrawal is not
total. A French military buildup on the continent in the event of an emergency or a
change of government in France cannot be ruled out.
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What would be a “best-case scenario” for France in its security relations with West
Africa? Given official statements and documents in recent years, it would likely be an
increasing ability of international organizations and African states to take the lead in
African security over time. This would reduce the need for French involvement in the
region and allow France to concentrate its limited resources in other theatres, while
retaining a capacity to help in exceptional circumstances, such as a full invasion of an
allied country. A “worst-case scenario” would be that same full invasion of an allied
country, but this time successful, due to the inability of local and regional actors to stop
it, and the operational incapacity or lack of political will in France to carry out an
intervention.
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