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The article analyses the evolution of relations between the European Union (EU) and Africa at the turn of the 21st century. The
EU remains the most powerful integration union and economic center, seeking to strengthen its influence, especially in geographically
close regions. In the 1990s and early 2000s, the EU and Africa formed the framework of the relations, identified the spheres of
mutual interest, and gradually advanced their cooperation. At the moment, bilateral relations are experiencing a new stage of
development, the priority areas of which are trade, investment and humanitarian cooperation.

So far, the African continent remains “dependent” on the EU, strongly contributing to European energy security, serving as a
capacious market for European goods and a provider of high revenues on investments. At the same time, Africa is the source of
humanitarian problems for the EU that require a permanent political dialogue as well as substantial financial injections, and it seems
that social issues will continue to dominate the relationship further. As for the trade and investments, in the coming decades the
African economy is expected to grow rapidly, and Africa’s “dependence” may be reduced. In addition, the gradual expansion of
developing states, in particular China, which are actively conquering the African market, can have a significant impact on the level
of economic cooperation between the EU and Africa.

The unresolved political problems within the EU also impede the implementation of a coordinated and balanced strategy in
Africa. The union is likely to remain an influential player on the African continent if it delegates the authority to develop and
conduct foreign policy to a supranational level. The EU’s and its members’ experience in Africa can be considered as a reference for
the authorities of the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) and Russia.
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The end of the 20th century - beginning of the 21st century can be characterized as a period of
activation of integration processes in the world economy. Regional unions created conditions for
accelerated economic growth of their economies, intensified international economic relations, in
particular trade, investment, and scientific ties with regions and countries. These processes are

still under way [1].

At the time, the European Union was perhaps the
key integration union in the world, which was
interested, inter alia, in strengthening its political
and economic influence not only throughout Europe,
but also in other regions, primarily in Africa [2].

ALOOK INTO THE PAST

The interdependence and complementarity of the
countries of Europe made it possible to develop
integration processes in the region and expand the
borders of the EU, turning it into an increasingly
influential actor in the international arena. European
“gravity” was experienced by geographically close
regions. One of them was Africa, the states of the
continent often belonged to the least developed
countries.

In the early 2000s the EU wused different
approaches to various subregions of Africa. Many
economic factors (natural resources, GDP,
population growth, etc.) were taken into account.
For instance, the states of Tropical Africa received
significant economic benefits. Its exports, mainly

consisting of mineral resources, freely entered the
EU market. In addition, financial support from the
European Union was provided to the considered
subregion. At the same time, European business
could count on the maximum assistance from the
governments of Tropical Africa in implementing the
investment projects 3, pp. 111, 113].

It should be mentioned that the African party
noted that the agreements with the EU had not lead
to a significant intensification of trade, and the
economic situation in the African countries
continued to be difficult even despite the incoming
financial support from the EU. It seems that the
African leaders either did not understand or
pretended that they did not understand that the
European Union was not ready to assume the
obligations that were the prerogative of the national
governments of Africa. In particular, the Africans
expected the EU to create mechanisms to stimulate
economic growth, reduce the debt burden (write off
part of the debt or restructure it) and implement
other initiatives that could promote the development
of African national economies.
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In the 1990-2000s, European states actively
supported the expansion of their business
cooperation with African countries, sought
opportunities to intensify their relations with local
partners, in particular to implement a new
investment policy on the African continent [4]. At
the same time, the EU put forward a number of
conditions: it required the African countries to carry
out public administration reforms, actively combat
corruption and execute the repatriation of illegally
infiltrated citizens of the African countries [5, p. 5].
All this became the object of discontent among
Africans. The leadership of African states believed
that EU assistance should be provided without any
requirements [6, pp. 1-3].

The main countries of interest to the Europeans
were the states of Maghreb, which was due to a range
of factors: the geographical proximity, an active
political dialogue, the need to address pressing
problems (in particular migration issues) and the
level of trade and economic relations. The Maghreb
countries formed almost half of the total trade
turnover of the European Union with Africa, and
more than half of their exports accounted for the EU.
The states of the subregion traditionally exported
goods with minimal added value (mainly natural
resources) and imported finished products, in
particular machinery and equipment [7].

European states actively contributed to the
economic development of North Africa. In accordance
with the arrangements, the European Union granted
each of the Maghreb countries the opportunity to
export agricultural and industrial products to the EU
market without any duties and quantitative
restrictions [3, pp. 115-116; 8, pp. 84-91].

CURRENT PRIORITIES
OF THE EUROPEAN UNION

Since the establishment of the EU, the united
Europe has made considerable progress: it has
widened its borders (the European Union is the 3rd
global center of economic power and continues to
develop foreign economic and political ties) [9]; a
common (single) market has been created, including
the Schengen area; the EU implements a common
economic policy; the single European currency and
European citizenship have been introduced; the
Lisbon Treaty, which is an analog of the constitution,
has been signed.

Notwithstanding these positive points, Europe
has faced some serious challenges, such as the
uncontrolled influx of migrants from Africa. One of
the politicians stressed, that “it is Europe today that
represents a beacon of hope, a haven of stability in

the eyes of women and men... in Africa” [10].
However, it is worth noting that this challenge can
be looked at from the other side.

Thus, according to EU and OECD recent
statistics, by 2050 the EU member states will face a
great challenge - there will be a strong lack of labor
force and considerable difficulties in fulfilling
pension and social responsibilities. In this context, it
is worth noting, that after 1989 Eastern Europe
helped to resolve the labor issue, since there was a
strong outbound migration from Poland,
Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia to Western Europe. Yet,
today the eastern part of Europe demonstrates a
decrease in birth rate. Hence, there should be some
other countries, ready to provide new labor force [8,
pp. 84-91; 11].

To find the solution for the current challenge the
EU is trying to strengthen its positions in the North
African states. The European authorities are willing
to construct the ecosystem of offshore subsidiaries, in
particular in North Africa, which will help to create
jobs in the subregion and keep the labor force out of
Europe, but at the same time allow European
multinationals to grow. A similar policy is applied in
other subregions and countries of the continent, in
particular in Ethiopia and Eritrea [12]. Thus, these
states will play a role of affiliated and dependent
markets.

Trade and economic relations between the EU
and Africa are actively developing. In 2016, trade
reached the level of 261,4 billion euros, while in 2006
it amounted to 220,8 billion euros. It is worth noting
that the maximum level was recorded in 2012, when
mutual trade reached the level of 337,9 billion euros.
In the following years, there was a decline in
turnover, which can be explained, in particular, by a
drop in energy prices, which are one of the key
exports from Africa to the EU. Despite this, today
the EU accounts for about 1/3 of the entire foreign
trade of the continent (35,2%). For comparison: the
share of the 2nd trading partner of Africa - China - is
15% of the African foreign trade, the share of India -
7% (3rd place) [13]. Thus, the EU is the key
economic partner of Africa and, as a result, retains its
political influence on African countries, especially in
such countries as South Africa, whose exports to the
EU in 2016 amounted to 20% of the total exports,
Algeria (14%), Morocco (12%), Nigeria (9%),
Tunisia (8%), Egypt (6%), Cote d'Ivoire (4%), Libya
(4%) and Angola (3%) [14]. At the same time,
investment cooperation is developing. In accordance
with the agreements, the European Union in 2014-
2020 will invest about 40 billion euros in Africa,
particularly in agriculture, infrastructure and energy.
In addition, Africa is the EU’s major continent for
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development assistance. From 2007 to 2013 the EU
Member States’ Official Development Aid to Africa
reached the amount of 141 billion euros [15].

Despite the efforts of the Europeans, the Africans
have already largely reoriented to other centers of
power, particularly China, which does not explicitly
interfere in domestic political processes in Africa.
China actively participates in the reconstruction of
the national infrastructure in the countries of its
interest, directs significant investments and
promotes the development of Africa. There was an
active growth of trade in China-Africa relations in
the last decade. Taking this into account the EU is
trying to regain lost ground on the African continent
by all available means.

It should be noted that the EU and Chinese
investment agreements with African partners are
very different. The European Union directs funds to
combat poverty, but imposes greater political
conditions (respect for democratic rules, human
rights and the advancement of good governance
practices); China, by contrast, mainly provides loans
on concessional terms, largely aimed at building
infrastructure and guaranteed by long-term
contracts for the exploitation of natural resources.
Moreover, Chinese loans are often linked to the use
of their goods, attraction of Chinese enterprises and
their native workforce into the realization of the
investment projects [16].

The EU’s actions are less focused on profit-
making, although the commercial interests of
European TNCs are always certainly taken into
account, and are aimed at solving social and
economic problems in African countries, as it may be
supposed in order to minimize various risks for the
EU itself (uncontrolled migration, terrorism, etc.).
On the contrary, China is not puzzled by finding the
solution for such issues like political stability,
migration and economic growth in African. China
mainly seeks for the increase of its exports and the
security of investments of its national corporations.

In general, it is worth noting that each of the
states of the European Union has its own national
interests. Thus, Germany has recently developed a
new policy for Africa, which entails, as experts
outline, a “focused” cooperation with this
continent. At the same time, researchers note that,
despite the help provided by Germany, the
problems of Africa still must be solved by the
Africans themselves [17]. Germany has also
proposed an initiative for the G20 summit - a so-
called «compact with Africa», which involves
strengthening relations with the African partners
and improving the conditions for private foreign
investments in Africa. G20 supported this initiative
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by offering African countries a political platform to
demonstrate investment opportunities [18].

It can be assumed that Germany had discussed
this initiative with some African states on a bilateral
basis, and as a result of the negotiations in the 1st
half of 2017 the proposal aroused great interest in
Ethiopia, Céte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Morocco, Rwanda,
Senegal and Tunisia [19]. Later Germany entered
into partnership investment agreements with Cote
d’Ivoire, Ghana and Tunisia. The rest of the
mentioned countries will probably sign similar
agreements with Germany in the near future.
Germany likely takes into account the potential and
prospects for the development of trade and
investments ties with the African states, placing the
emphasis on the most attractive, prospective and
competitive top 20 African markets [20; 21].

Despite the noted interest of a number of African
countries in intensifying relations with the EU and
its member states, today, as in 2000s, African leaders
from time to time complain that they are not on an
equal footing with their European counterparts, and
the proposed partnership cannot be called mutually
beneficial. Partially the explanation for this is the
fact that the European Union, like in the 2000s, puts
forward a number of conditions (almost identical),
in particular: democratic changes; strong civic
institutions and economic development with a focus
on small and medium-sized enterprises, professional
education for young and active labor force, which
may further work for the European business. It
seems that the Africans are also well aware that
these conditions cannot be fulfilled without the
active assistance of the EU itself, and additional
support from Europe will make Africa more
“dependent” [11; 18; 19].

CONCLUSION

Integration unions like the EU, as at the end of
the 20th and the beginning of the 21st century, today
are the centers of power seeking, in particular, for
external expansion based on common trade interests,
political priorities, geographical, cultural or religious
affinity.

In general, the processes taking place on the
external borders of the EU are interlinked with those
that take place within the union. It is difficult to
draw a dividing line between the solution of
international  problems, in particular, the
preservation and strengthening of influence and the
development of trade, economic and other ties with
foreign partners, on the one hand, and the need to
strengthen European political institutions and
political union, on the other. It is worth noting that



for successful activation of expansion and
participation in the globalizing competitive struggle,
each EU country sooner or later will need to push its
own interests into the background and transfer a
significant part of its organizational authority,
including the foreign policy, to supranational
government.

The last 20 years show that the EU’s strategy
towards African states has not changed. The EU
considers the African states as a source of raw
materials (primarily oil and gas), which guarantees
energy security to Europe, and as a capacious
market for finished products. Europeans are
interested in directing their investments in a
number of branches of some dynamically
developing African economies, since they expect to
receive quick dividends. At the same time, Africa is
one of the most difficult regions for the European
Union and requires constant participation and
resolution of emerging difficulties.

Meanwhile, if the end of the 20th and the
beginning of the 21st centuries can be characterized
as the time for forming the basis for further wide-
format interaction between the EU and Africa, today
one may observe a process of intensified deepening of
cooperation. In the future, changes may occur that
will affect the nature of the relationship between
partners. In particular, it seems that Africa can
become a center of power itself, comparable in its
economic potential with the EU. In this case, the

European Union may lose the opportunity to
dominate and determine the priorities of bilateral
cooperation. This scenario can be explained by
extremely encouraging forecasts of the economic
development of the African continent in general and
of some national economies in particular.

To preserve and even strengthen its influence, the
EU and some members of the union are proposing
new initiatives whose ultimate goal is not only the
declared formation of democratic institutions in the
countries of the continent. The EU is also aimed at
consolidation of the positions of European TNCs in
Africa, the increase in trade and the creation of
favorable conditions for European FDIs. It should be
noted that the positions of some leading states of the
world, in particular China, are strengthening. Their
role in the economic and political life of the African
continent is becoming more and more weighty, and,
thus, the EU has to participate in a serious
competitive struggle. However, it can be argued that
the EU is inextricably linked to Africa and it is
unlikely that cooperation will significantly diminish
for any reason in the foreseeable future.

The EU experience in Africa should be studied
deeper and some particular instruments of the
foreign economic policy may be taken into account
by Russian authorities. The best practices of EU’s
trade, economic and investment relations with Africa
provide rich material for use within the framework of
the Eurasian Economic Union.
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