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A

Brief Analysis

mong the nearly fifty heads of state attending this week’s U.S.-Africa Leaders Summit, one notable absentee

was President Abdelmadjid Tebboune of Algeria. Although Washington’s relations with Algiers have hardly

been warm over the years, they have not been particularly unfriendly either. Tebboune’s decision to have Prime

Minister Aymen Benabderrahmane attend in his stead should therefore send a small but important signal to

Washington about paying attention to Algeria’s rapidly evolving regional and global role.

Algerian foreign policy has long presented itself as nonaligned, but the Ukraine war challenged this posture

(https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/ukraine-invasion-ushers-algerias-return) given Russia’s

historically close relations with Algiers. Rather than being drawn into the conflict, Algeria has managed to benefit

from it—a situation that has invited Western criticism and might spur U.S. sanctions.

Prior to Russia’s invasion, Algeria was still dealing with political and economic turmoil in the wake of the mass

protests that broke out in 2019 and forced the departure of President Abdelaziz Bouteflika. The unrest has largely

subsided, however, and revenues from high energy prices have helped the government recover some fiscal breathing

room and restore (https://www.aps.dz/ar/societe/124830-900-18) some of the rentier policies it had been scaling

back. Algeria has since been positioning itself as a key energy supplier to Europe while simultaneously showing that

it will not kowtow to the West—for example, it has secured (https://www.euronews.com/2022/07/18/italys-

draghi-visits-algeria-for-gas-talks-while-political-crisis-continues-at-home) energy deals and expanded

(https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/algeria-italy-defence-talks-new-military-alliances) military cooperation

with Italy, but also pulled back from relations with Spain (https://www.france24.com/en/africa/20220608-

algeria-suspends-spain-co-operation-treaty-over-western-sahara-dispute) and France
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At a time when Algerian military cooperation with Russia is growing and
African counterterrorism challenges are proliferating, Washington cannot
afford to take the relationship for granted.
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(https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/europpblog/2022/09/01/colonial-tensions-and-contemporary-challenges-what-we-

learned-from-emmanuel-macrons-visit-to-algeria/) .

At the same time, the government has been careful not to alienate Moscow, in part by abstaining

(https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/un-resolution-against-russias-ukraine-annexations-

how-did-middle-east-vote) from this year’s two UN General Assembly resolutions condemning the invasion of

Ukraine. This posture is no doubt influenced by their deep security relationship—Algeria imports roughly 80 percent

(https://www.statista.com/statistics/1244018/distribution-of-arms-imports-into-algeria-by-country-of-

origin/) of its weapons from Russia, and the two countries held joint military exercises

(https://fr.sputniknews.africa/20221115/lalgerie-et-la-russie-entament-les-premiers-exercices-militaires-

sur-le-sol-algerien-1056825027.html) near the Moroccan border last month. According to some reports

(https://thearabweekly.com/algeria-set-sign-huge-arms-deal-russia-next-december) , Algiers will soon make

another major purchase that includes submarines, Su-57 stealth aircraft, Su-34 bombers, and Su-30 fighters.

In September, such arms deals spurred a bipartisan congressional group to send a letter to Secretary of State Antony

Blinken calling (https://english.alarabiya.net/News/world/2022/09/29/Bipartisan-letter-to-Blinken-calls-for-

sanctions-on-Algeria-after-Russia-arms-deal) for sanctions against Algerian officials. Although some analysts

have expressed skepticism (https://www.newarab.com/analysis/how-long-can-algerias-neutrality-ukraine-

war-last) that sanctions will be imposed, others have encouraged (https://nationalinterest.org/feature/europe-

shouldn%E2%80%99t-rely-algeria-its-energy-needs-205955) such measures, noting that Algiers is not only

buying more arms from Moscow but also plans to purchase Iranian drones.

Further complicating matters is Algeria’s backing of the Polisario Front

(https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/will-western-sahara-crisis-tear-maghreb-apart) , which

represents Western Sahara’s claim to independence from Morocco. In late 2020, the Trump administration

recognized Morocco’s claim to the disputed territory in exchange for Rabat’s agreement to normalize relations with

Israel. At the time, some speculated that the Sahara decision could hurt U.S. relations with Algeria, but these fears

have not materialized so far—instead, the country has seen a series of notable visits  (https://dz.usembassy.gov/a-

delegation-of-u-s-senior-officials-arrived-in-algiers-on-december-6-to-discuss-the-u-s-algeria-partnership/)

by U.S. officials, including a recent delegation led by Brett McGurk, the White House’s national security coordinator

for the Middle East and North Africa. Moreover, the Biden administration has not moved to reverse Trump’s

decision, likely owing to strong ties with Morocco.

The rivalry with Rabat has also energized Algeria’s expanding (https://www.swp-

berlin.org/en/publication/maghrebi-rivalries-over-sub-saharan-africa) African diplomacy in recent years,

particularly after Morocco was readmitted to the African Union in 2017. Algeria’s central position in Europe-to-

Africa transportation and energy corridors has played a key role as well—for example, the government has signed

agreements to build roads (https://www.worldhighways.com/wh8/news/mauritania-algeria-road-project-

planned) with Mauritania and natural gas pipelines (https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/algeria-niger-

nigeria-sign-mou-saharan-gas-pipeline-2022-07-28/) with Nigeria and Niger.

The Case for Bolstering U.S. Relations
rom the perspective of great power competition, any attempt to dilute Algeria’s longstanding relationship with

Russia or steer it away from Chinese influence  (https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2021/03/12/chinas-chance-

to-bridge-the-algeria-morocco-divide/)  would likely prove difficult if not impossible. Recently, for example, the

country has applied for membership in the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) grouping,

reportedly with Beijing’s endorsement (https://twitter.com/CaoYi_MFA/status/1555417787669000192) .
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Yet Washington has many other interests in—and options for—strengthening its ties with Algiers. Most crucially, the

country has been an important counterterrorism partner and stands to play a key military role

(https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/mali-and-mena-future-counterterrorism-sahel-and-

maghreb) in the Sahel region, where jihadists are increasingly active (https://www.france24.com/en/live-

news/20221007-sahel-military-coups-only-help-jihadists-analysts) . Algeria’s proposed 2023 budget

significantly augments (https://menas.co.uk/blog/huge-increase-in-algerias-military-spending-in-2023-

budget) its already massive defense spending, potentially by as much as 130 percent, so it will have ample capability

for such a role.

In contrast, any domestic instability in Algeria could dampen its effectiveness in regional security missions, so

Washington should enhance its economic and political engagement as well. For example, the country will likely be

unable to sustain its strong fiscal position without lessening its dependence on hydrocarbons. Yet Algiers has thus

far failed in its economic diversification efforts, and its exploration of massive shale reserves  (https://carnegie-

mec.org/2015/04/23/algeria-s-shale-gas-experiment-pub-59851) has not borne fruit either. Recent legal reforms

(https://www.iflr.com/article/2afz2or7qvt5uqlykqg3k/sponsored/finance-law-reforms-help-to-encourage-

foreign-investment-in-algeria) to encourage foreign investment in the energy sector are only a small step toward

moving away from a heavily statist economy.

Politically, the government’s legitimacy is quite low, with turnout in last year’s legislative election reaching an

abysmal 24 percent (https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/11/2/low-voter-turnout-hits-algeria-referendum-

amid-boycott-calls) . Coupled with continued repression (https://dawnmena.org/they-should-all-go-are-the-

hopes-of-the-hirak-protest-movement-fading-in-algeria/) and social challenges

(https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/in-depth-research-reports/report/boom-and-bust-can-algeria-break-the-

cycles-of-its-past/) , this skeptical public mood indicates that new rounds of unrest could be on the horizon.

On the cultural front, Algeria recently announced (https://www.algerie360.com/remplacement-du-francais-par-

langlais-tebboune-evoque-le-dossier/) plans to teach English in primary schools as part of a gradual effort to

replace French (notably, the government did not send representatives (https://themaghrebtimes.com/what-

about-algerias-absence-from-the-francophonie-summit-in-tunisia/) to the recent Francophonie Summit in

Tunisia). Such changes give Washington a rare opportunity for constructive engagement on top of high-level

diplomacy and efforts to deepen military ties.

Sabina Henneberg is a Soref Fellow at The Washington Institute.
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