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Introduction  

Russia's aggression against Ukraine in February 2022 had a global impact with repercussions on 

several levels including the energy sphere, being Russia one of the world’s largest energy resources 

suppliers. Italy is among the main importers of Russian energy exports. Italy is the third largest 

destination market for Russian gas and oil exports; 60% of Russian exports to Italy are mineral 

resources (Oldani 2022, InfoMercatiEsteri 2022). 

That situation forced Italy to change its energy orientation after the Russian aggression against 

Ukraine and in the context of European sanctions against Russia by launching a plan to diversify 

energy supplies. In that framework, Italy relaunched its African policy. The sense of Italy's new 

African policy is to free itself from the methane supplies that bind Rome to Moscow and stop fuelling 

Russia's economy.  

That new phase of Italy's African policy began in April 2022 and made it possible to replace the 

volumes of Russian gas that now make up a minimal share of imports – today, Algeria is Italy’s first 

gas importer. However, geopolitical codes, historical legacies, political instability, security issues, 

and power competition give place to an elevated degree of complexity for Italy’s projection towards 

the African continent.  

 

A New Chapter in the Italian Energy Policy  

On 3 April 2022, Eni's CEO Claudio Descalzi, informally nicknamed the “Italian energy minister”, 

arrived in Algeria to meet with the Maghrebi state's top leaders. Eni's CEO's visit to Algiers was only 

the first step of an African tour by Italian political authorities. In fact, Descalzi's trip was a precursor 

to the much more publicised visit on the following 11 April. At that time, alongside Descalzi, were 

Prime Minister Mario Draghi, Foreign Minister Luigi di Maio, and Ecological Transition Minister 

Roberto Cingolani. In that occasion, an agreement to increase methane supplies by nine billion cubic 

metres annually was announced with President Abdelmadjid Tebboune. The Algerian gas is now 

delivered partly in liquid form (LNG) and partly through the Transmed/Enrico Fermi pipeline that 

cuts through the Sicilian channel reaching Mazzara del Vallo (Adnkronos 2022, ENI 2022, Volpe 

2022, Treccarichi 2022).  

Algeria is the keystone of the alternative supply system to that managed by Gazprom, which, after 

the cut in supplies decided by Moscow, is Italy's main supplier of methane (Cotugno 2022). In playing 

the energy game, Italy moved by the book of realpolitik. Rome has in fact taken advantage of the 

disagreements between Algiers and Madrid, which arose when Spanish Prime Minister Pedro 

Sanchez decided to abandon the country's traditional neutrality on the Western Sahara conflict. By 

opening to the plan for the solution of the Western Sahara issue designed by Morocco, a bitter 

competitor of Algeria, Spain triggered a diplomatic crisis with Algeria. President Tebboune reacted 

by freezing banking transactions with Spain and Sonatrach, the Algerian state-owned oil company, 

decided to revise upwards the price of gas sold to the Spanish energy market, threatening to cut the 

supplies (Bayar 2022). Thus, gas-thirsty Italy sneaked in that crisis. 



 

On 19 March 2022, di Maio and Descalzi flew to Mozambique. In June 2022, Eni announced that the 

Coral South Project has achieved the introduction of hydrocarbons to the Coral Sul Floating LNG 

plant from the Coral South reservoir offshore the country, adding Mozambique to the LNG-producing 

countries (Eni 2022).  

On 31 March 2022, Descalzi met Egyptian President el-Sisi in Cairo to discuss natural gas production 

and LNG exports. In April 2022, The Chairman of the Egyptian Natural Gas Holding Company 

(EGAS), Magdy Galal, and the COO Natural Resources of Eni, Guido Brusco, signed an agreement 

to maximise Egyptian gas export to Italy (Eni 2022).   

On 20 and 21 April 2022, Italian government’s top representatives visited Angola and the Republic 

of the Congo, where they signed two bilateral declarations of intent on enhanced cooperation in the 

energy field (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation 2022).  

In March 2022, Eni and BP signed an agreement to form a 50/50 joint venture company called Azule 

Energy, merging both companies' businesses present in Angola. Azule Energy is expected to become 

the largest energy producer in Angola (Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation 

2022).  

In July 2022, the New Gas Consortium composed of Eni, Chevron affiliate CABGOC, Sonangol 

P&P, BP, and TotalEnergies, with support of Angola’s Ministry of Mineral Resources, Petroleum 

and Gas, officially announced the development of the Quiluma and Maboqueiro (Q&M) offshore 

fields, Angola’s first non-associated gas development project (Eni 2022).  

In August 2022, Eni communicated the acquisition of the company Export LNG, which owns the 

Tango FLNG offshore liquefaction facility in the Republic of the Congo. Tango FLNG will begin its 

activity of LNG production in 2023 (Eni 2022).  

Alongside other diplomatic efforts, the Italian commitment in Africa resulted in impressive 

achievements, with a clean cut of Russian gas imports to Italy: in March 2022, Russia was the major 

importer to Italy, today, is the minor one. However, the Italian energy reorientation toward Africa 

rises different questions due to African political instability and ties between several African countries 

and Russia.  

 

Russo-African Relations 

As the heir to the Soviet Union, which had made Africa a strategic space in the bipolar confrontation 

with the US-led West, Russia has historical ties with and political interests in many countries on the 

African continent.  

To get an idea of the weight of Russia-Africa relations, we can start from a privileged observatory 

that crystallises the relations between states, the UN General Assembly. On 2 March 2022, six days 

after the launch of the Russian “special operation” on Ukrainian soil, the General Assembly put to a 

vote a request to Russia to stop its offensive and withdraw its troops. The vote saw 141 states in 

favour of the motion, five against, and 35 abstaining. Not surprisingly, Moscow gave no weight to 

the motion of condemnation. Let us repeat, the UN is an observatory, at best an arena, not an actor.  

At the UN, the figure that interests us is to be found among those opposed and abstaining, a total of 

40 states, 18 of which are African (Algeria, Angola, Burundi, Central African Republic, Republic of 

the Congo, Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea, Madagascar, Mali, Mozambique, Namibia, Senegal, South 



 

Africa, South Sudan, Sudan, Uganda, Tanzania, Zimbabwe). The figure is drawn, let us investigate 

the links and mechanisms behind it. 

As mentioned, Algeria is Italy's leading supplier of gas. However, the country is a historical partner 

of the Russian Federation. From the war of independence that drove out the French and led to the first 

independent government run by the revolutionary Ahmed Ben Bella, the USSR identified Algeria as 

an ideal partner in the western Mediterranean. Relations remained close throughout the Cold War. 

After a brief interlude of understanding with the West following the collapse of the Soviet Union, the 

Bouteflika-Putin couple strengthened relations after the Russian decision to cancel a $4.5 billion debt 

incurred by Algiers when the Soviet communists still sat in the Kremlin (Faulconbridge & Ahmed 

2006).  

The quid pro quo was Algeria's signature on a $7.5 billion Russian military supply agreement (New 

Defence Order Strategy 2020). The defence partnership has deepened over the years and has paid off. 

In fact, with Russian tanks only a few kilometres from Kyiv, Algeria had not failed to support Russia 

despite international pressure. Even, in early April 2022, Algiers and Moscow announced joint 

military exercises on the border with Morocco (Asharq Al-Awsat 2022). The partnership between 

Russia and Algeria has a clear military nature, and this feature links the Russian relationships with 

Congo, Angola, and Mozambique.  

On 25 September 2019, an Antonov An-124 transport aircraft landed on the runway in Nacala, 

Mozambique, accompanied by a Mil Mi-8 military helicopter. On that occasion, media spoke of at 

least 160 Russian military personnel engaged alongside Mozambican forces in the fight against 

terrorism in Cabo Delgado region (Martin 2019). Despite denials by the Russian embassy, just two 

months later seven Russian mercenaries were killed by Islamist militias in the region. Around the 

same time, the government of Mozambique adopted a resolution to allow Moscow navy ships to use 

the country's ports (Warsaw Institute 2019). Over the past three years, the Russian footprint has 

shrunk, shifting from the security sector to the exploitation of raw materials, but ties remain important 

and the presence of Russian mercenaries in the country is still a reality. Even the Republic of the 

Congo, in 2019, decided to rely on Kremlin military specialists to train its armed forces - which 

largely use Russian-made systems (AfricaNews 2019).  

In Angola, Moscow deploys neither military nor contractors, but relations are nevertheless close and 

largely based on military supplies. Russia-Angola relations are strong because of both the traditional 

friendship, which has its roots in the USSR's support for anti-Portuguese independence movements, 

and President João Lourenço's personal ties with Putin. In the country, the Russians' hook mainly 

consists of military supplies, there was even a proposal to manufacture Russian weapons on Angolan 

soil (Tass 2019). 

 

Opportunities, Challenges, and Risks   

In this delicate context, Italy is faced with several opportunities in geopolitical and strategic terms. 

First, Italy can relaunch its role in the African continent. Second, energy dependence on an unreliable 

supplier such as Russia can be radically reduced as well as the supply of energy from abroad can be 

diversified, as a result, Italy can achieve a higher level of energy security. Third, Italy can exploit its 

anti-Russian energy policy to confirm its role as a reliable ally in the eyes of NATO and at the same 

time gain more manoeuvre and support from allies in the African and Mediterranean context in 

exchange for a firm Italian energy policy aimed at reducing ties with the Russian Federation.  



 

The challenge to Italy's energy security in Africa is twofold. On one side, the reorientation toward 

Africa, which strategic needs impose on Italy, occurs in a declared anti-Russian function. That 

imposes a “return to the hardships of geopolitics” on Italy, whose foreign policy approach is usually 

soft.  

On the other side, the political instability of the countries to which Italy is contracting a substantial 

part of its energy security. Such a fragility makes those states’ trajectory extremely sensible to foreign 

influences, among other things. In that framework, we must remember that Russia has its armed 

pawns in Africa. Moreover, Russia has food leverage on its side thanks to its control over cereal 

exports through the Black Sea toward Africa. None of those countries would ever give up voluntarily 

the agreements signed with Italian diplomacy. On the contrary, what must be taken into consideration 

are potential Russian moves to influence their foreign policy to turn it against unwelcome 

competitors.  

The interaction among those and further factors draws several risks on the horizon. Russia, even if 

largely lost its direct influence over European energy affairs, remains a central actor in African affairs. 

Such a concatenation gives rise to political, socio-economic, and security risks for Italy and its 

geopolitical interests and manoeuvre space, with potential repercussion over the Italian energy 

reorientation towards Africa.  

As regards political risks, Russia can indirectly affect Italy on the global and regional stage by pushing 

its African partners to assume a hostile political posture towards Italy in multilateral fora as well as 

in bilateral relations and/or partnerships with Italy.  

As regards socio-economic risks, Russia could further leverage over the food needs of many African 

countries dependent on Russian grain exports in order to force them to pursue an anti-Italian foreign 

policy and/or trigger massive migration flows that would flock to Italy due to obvious geographical 

reasons, increase instability and crime rate in the Mediterranean Sea, and fuel inter-European frictions 

over immigration issues.  

As regards security risks, thanks to its vast weapon export to and massive conventional and non-

conventional military presence in Africa, Russia could unleash instability and violence in a continent 

where chaos is nothing new, triggering a massive impact over the regional security with heavy 

consequences on the Italian security interest in its strategic perimeter, the so called “enlarged 

Mediterranean” (Figure 1 below).  

 

 



 

 

Figure 1. The enlarged Mediterranean - Source: Admiral Giuseppe De Giorgi, 

https://www.ammiragliogiuseppedegiorgi.it/mc/481/il-mediterraneo-allargato  

 

Conclusions  

The Italian energy reorientation toward Africa is a major challenge that can represent a huge 

opportunity for Italy on the international stage in political terms, but, if Italy wants to play a central 

role in the region, the military factor must be taken into account. It is no coincidence that the major 

players present in Africa do not disregard armed presence, be it official or informal, and interstate 

political relations are often flanked by military agreements. France relies on regular troops, while 

Turkey and Russia employ contractors, China has its only abroad military base in Africa, in Djibouti.  

If the Italian projection tends southwards for geographical and strategic reasons, it is difficult to hope 

to protect Italian interests in the region without a “boots on the ground” involvement. However, Italy’s 

foreign policy is traditionally characterized by a soft-power approach, diplomacy and trade are the 

Italian preferred choice over the use of military force. This is a constraint that must be taken into 

consideration.  

Thus, Italy should opt for a polyhedric strategy. First, promote interest-based cooperation with Africa 

to be perceived as a beneficial partner and reduce the possibility of political about-face by African 

countries as well as to support local development with the goal of increasing regional stability and 

reducing regional dependence on Russia.  

Second, broadening of the Italian Navy’s size and capacities, the navy is known to be a military tool 

as well as a diplomatic instrument, that could reinforce the foreign perception of Italy as a both 

persuasive and coercive actor. In addition, in case of local crisis, Italy could effectively intervene to 

secure the area, and, in case of large-scale escalation, Italy could better deter or react to Russia. 

Third, increase its diplomatic support as well as military aid to Ukraine to force Russia to focus on 

and employ its economic resources, manpower, and defence manufacture in Ukraine in order to divert 

https://www.ammiragliogiuseppedegiorgi.it/mc/481/il-mediterraneo-allargato


 

Russian attention from Africa and, as a consequence, gain more manoeuvre space in Africa. 

Moreover, supporting Ukraine means securing NATO and EU support to Italy in case of need in the 

Afro-Mediterranean area.  

 

The paper was developed as a part of the internship for the Geopolitical Studies students in the 

Geopolitical Studies Research Centre. 
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