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millennial terrestrial link between 
Asia and Africa, North door of the Red Sea 
and the Indian Ocean, sea passage to the 
Orient and land corridor from Africa to 
the Mediterranean, ex-Soviet support base 
of the Cold War, Egypt is the great orphan 
country of the Arab world. 

It has also one of the ardent foci of the 
Arab-Muslim cause for more than a century, 
with its Brothers one of the protagonists of 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the Camp 
David Accords, and one of the active theat-
ers of the Arab Spring with Tahrir Square. 
It is this Egypt which, like Turkey, borders 
the hundreds of millions of people, which 
finds itself today again rebuilding its com-
plex relationship with Russia. It is an old 
country that Moscow knows well which 
hopes should serve again its interests and a 
great country to which France has oppor-
tunistically sold brand new military units, 

BPC and Rafales. This key country of the 
Eastern Mediterranean is, along with Turkey, 
one of the three « control towers » of the 
Mediterranean basin, the third being the 
central Maghreb, also with 100 Million 
people. However, it remains for the time 
being stuck in insoluble internal problems. 

Let us note that present-day Russia is 
active with these three strategic pivots, re-
connecting with Soviet times and seeking 
allies for the times to come, and that China 
also invests in theater. 

At the time the contested white helmets 
left the Syrian scene with discreet help, Paris 
reasserts French current relevance in the 
Levant, while Russian Foreign Minister S. 
Lavrov shuttled between useful capitals, as 
we are observing in Cairo. The following 
examines the significance of the Russian 
return and how it should integrate into a 
new French strategic vision. 

Russia is back in Egypt1

by Jean Dufourcq

Resumé

Rysslands återkomst till Egypten i egenskap av en aktör att räkna med kännetecknas av om-
fattande ryska industriella investeringar, militärt och diplomatiskt samarbete, samt egyptiskt 
främjande av ryskt inflytande på den afrikanska kontinenten. Länge utestängt från Egypten, 
vill Moskva återuppta sin tidigare position i landet, för övrigt nära den kritiska transport-
noden Suez Kanalen. Detta efter att både Egypten och Ryssland starkt kritiserades av USA 
för sina auktoritära regeringar. Moskva är således åter på väg att bli en ledande partner till 
Kairo. Tillsammans har länderna ett långt gemensamt förflutet karakteriserat av nära rela-
tioner baserade på gemensamma intressen. Idag inte minst den anti-islamitiska kampen lik-
som isoleringen av sina respektive regeringar från västvärlden. Frankrike, med sin historiska 
närvaro i Afrika skulle kunna spela en balanserande roll för att kunna etablera fred i denne 
region, präglad och fragmenterad av många olika aktörers intressen. Den nuvarande fran-
ska politiken präglad av ogenomtänkt vapenförsäljning bidrar knappast till den strategiska 
stabiliseringen i regionen under de kommande åren. 
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New Egypt 
Marshal-president Abdel Fattah El Sissi’s 
Egypt is maneuvering and repositioning itself 
in public after reestablishing an indiscrimi-
nate military power in the country since the 
dismissal of Islamist President Morsi in 2013. 
He exercises this power in the continuation 
of the policies of President Mubarak, deposed 
by the street uprisings in 2011, and in the 
wake of former Illustrious President Nasser. 
As a result, the democratic and social mod-
ernization of the country have to wait. But 
the uncertainty in Cairo and the bankruptcy 
of the Islamist movement created a vacuum 
that was filled by petrodollars with associ-
ated dependencies. While some freedom of 
maneuver remained in Gaza, Libya, Ethiopia. 
Above all, Washington’s current challenge to 
Sissi’s military coup has reopened the door 
for the Russian partner. 

Regional strengthening of 
Russia 
As we have seen in recent years Russia pros-
pects for bases in North Africa in search 
of port access, in Bizerte, Mers El Kebir or 
Tangier. We know the Soviet regularly pa-
trols Hammamet, Alboran and the coasts of 
Mauritania. Russians are being reappearing 
around Cyprus, near Suez, at the former 
Soviet bases of Alexandria and Port Said, 
reinvesting in the bay of Marsa Matrouh, the 
Egyptian base of Eskadra used during the 
Cold War. No one is surprised by Russia’s 
involvement in the stabilization of Cyrenaica 
(regular return to the Sidi Barani airbase) 
or the ostensible support given to Marshal 
Haftar, Marshal Sissi’s bulky neighbor. A 
strong military agreement ties Russia and 
Egypt for the protection and integrity of the 
border with Libya. 

Russian involvement is also seen in the ex-
plosive situation in Yemen and the Kremlin’s 
appeal by the Ansarallah hutist movement to 
try to get the Red Sea out of the inter-Yeme-
ni dispute around the port of Hodeida. The 
coalition led by Saudi Arabia, supported 
by Arab monarchies and discreetly helped 
by France, militarily tramples and does not 
hesitate to take in turn the Yemeni popula-
tion hostage. 

Also worthy of note is the vital impor-
tance of the Shanghai/Rotterdam maritime 
oceanic route, which uses the Red Sea with 
more than a third of the world’s goods trad-
ed, or the military investments in Djibouti’s 
strategic support point providing general 
reinforcement against Aden where Chinese 
and Japanese settled in, openly contending 
for supremacy in the Gulf countries. 

The securing of this great seaway requires 
that the string of narrow passages of Malacca, 
Bab El Mandeb and Suez be firmly controlled, 
especially in the face of endemic piracy made 
possible by the departure of the Soviets from 
Berbera (Somalia). A Russian naval base in 
Yemen would reward a successful mediation 
of Moscow in the Red Sea that many are 
seeking in view of the confused withdrawal 
of the United States from the region. 

From Bab El Mandeb to Gibraltar, Russia 
re-implanted methodically, as China does 
with its Silk Road, along the vital shipping 
artery of the 21st Century.

Mutual economic 
reinvestment 
Held away from Egypt for 30 years, Russia 
wants to make this country a real point of 
support at the node of a Suez Canal, modern-
ized in 2015, and whose traffic will double 
to 100 passages per day. This choice was fa-
vored by the connivance between two regimes 
simultaneously denounced by Washington 
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and subjected to marked sanctions or os-
tracism. Russia cements her determination 
before our eyes. 

The Russian return to Egypt is indeed 
marked by massive industrial investments. 
With a true multimodal logistics hub east 
of Port Said ($ 7 billion), Rosneft’s partic-
ipation in the offshore exploitation of the 
Zohr site, from Mr. Fridman to the West 
Nile Delta Gas Project, or the loan ($ 25B) 
for the construction of a nuclear power plant 
with the assistance of Rosatom, Moscow 
will support the long-term economic de-
velopment of Egypt. In exchange for this 
massive support that will re-enlist Egypt 
in the Russian economic and technological 
system, Egypt allows Russia to circumvent 
the strict embargo that it undergoes in the 
Euro-Atlantic world. This is primarily due 
to the purchase of grains but weapons are 
also very concerning, such as that of Mig 29 
co-located with the Rafales, S300 anti-air-
craft, Moskit missiles and Tarantul corvettes. 

With Mistral class amphibious assault 
ships (BPCs) originally designed for the 
Russian navy and equipped with 46 KA52K 
Alligator helicopters, Egypt is gearing up and 
preparing to become a regional military pow-
er with modern means and serious support. 
Russian technical assistance will also extend 
to the securing of critical infrastructures, the 
delivery of encrypted communications and 
the cyber warfare capability. Cairo has not 
hesitated to support Russian diplomacy in 
Syria, Sudan and even Venezuela, where it 
is de facto facilitating its military and eco-
nomic penetration in the African and South 
American continents. Moscow is preparing 
to become a leading partner in Cairo, with 
whom it shares a long history, common in-
terests especially in the anti-Islamist strug-
gle and a form of strategic isolation due to 
the general mistrust of their authoritarian 
regimes. Egypt should become one of the 

Russian stepping stones to Africa where 
Russians and Chinese are investing in of-
fensive strategies of commercial presence. 

A great new strategic game begins at the 
juncture between Europe, Asia and Africa, 
and Egypt is the pivot. 

Reflections for France 
By positioning itself as a regional center 
of strategic mediation crowded by Saudis, 
Iranians, Turks and Israelis, Moscow ignored 
the sanctions and has broken the isolation 
circle where the morgue of the euro-Atlantic 
capitals wanted to confine her. The curious 
meeting of Helsinki of July 16th will have 
revealed it to the incredulous. With clev-
er operational de-escalation and an effec-
tive relationship with Tehran, Moscow has 
shown in Syria a real creativity and a real 
civil-military expertise under that esoteric 
qualification ”hybrid war”. 

By reinvesting in Egypt, Russia reveals an 
expert strategic ambition that allows it to 
rethink the main strategic areas of its interests 
in the South. It launches a vast commercial 
offensive towards Africa and combines it 
skillfully with the Chinese dynamics. At the 
Summer Brics summit in Johannesburg, these 
two countries, which the Trump administra-
tion’s messy posture has brought closer, have 
taken up the American challenge. 

By regulating the Levant, the Eurasian 
transition space, Russia occupies a central 
strategic space that normally belongs to 
Europe. 

Recklessly reintegrated into the lap of 
NATO in 2009, overly invested in the sur-
vival of an outdated EU model, permanently 
exposed to the incivility of a part of its popu-
lation that deprives public security, economic 
recovery and of strategic authority, France 
has played dangerous and sometimes per-
verse games in Ukraine, the Levant, Syria. 
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Although it costs her today, she needs to 
become aware of the strategic realities and 
look for reliable partners with whom she 
shares a long-term vision. Its historical posi-
tion in the Levant, be it in Istanbul, Lebanon, 
Alexandria, Palestine or Tehran, should ena-
ble France to play a real balancing role, the 
only one that will bring peace to a region 
overly fragmented by conflicting interests. 
The lever of petrodollars that France operates 
by indiscriminate sales of arms is not con-

ducive to the strategic stabilization of West 
Asia, the real name of Levant, the strategic 
pivot of the world to come. Russia should 
find its interest in facilitating this return to 
favor and at the heart of the game of France 
in this key region that it has reinvested in 
methodically. 

The Author is a French rear admiral and 
fellow of RSAWS.

1.	This article has been published mid-July by La 
Vigie 99, Paris, www.lettrevigie.com.
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