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The Ghana National Mosque in Accra during a Ramadan gathering in March 2025. Photo: Turkish Coopera-
tion and Coordination Agency (TIKA).

In contrast to decades of westernisation after WWII, most notably as a
member of NATO, Tiirkiye has been increasingly identifying itself with the
Global South and therefore Sub-Saharan Africa (Tanriverdi Yasar, 2026, p.
115). While Tirkiye’s growing involvement in security and defence affairs in
Africa has sparked recent attention, this brief will highlight Tiirkiye’s grow-
ing soft-power apparatus in Sub-Saharan Africa. The brief will therefore
explore how Tiirkiye gained ground in the region, arguing that its growing
influence rests less on any single soft-power instrument than on a dense
ecosystem in which connectivity, development cooperation, construction,
religion, and education mutually reinforce one another and increasingly
embed Turkish presence in everyday life.
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Historic Background

The Justice and Development Party’s (AK Parti) 2002 election victory
provided the necessary momentum for the adoption of a less Eurocentric
Turkish foreign policy (Tanriverdi Yasar, 2026 p. 115; Kaya, 2023 p. 113-115).
Although others had advocated a change earlier, former foreign minister
(2009-2014) Ahmet Davutoglu is perhaps the most relevant proponent of a
Turkish opening towards Sub-Saharan Africa (Kaya, 2023 p. 112-113). Davu-
toglu envisioned Tirkiye as a more autonomous actor with the potential
to emerge as a global player by moving beyond its traditional Western
orientation and making greater use of its strategic position between regions
(Heibach & Tasg, 2024, p. 314-315). In his book Strategic Depth from 2001, he
identified Turkiye’s larger neighbourhood as “Afro-Eurasia” (Tiiysiizoglu,
2014, p. 91). The wording is significant because it gives the traditional
Turkish right-wing “From the Adriatic to the Mongolian steppe” sphere of
influence an additional African nuance (Heibach & Tas, 2024, p. 315). It also
suggested that Africa belongs to a wider sphere in which Tiirkiye aspires to
regional-power status.

Connectivity as Soft Power and Engagement Facilitator

Ever since the AK Parti came to power, Turkish Airlines — once a relatively
insignificant carrier — has grown considerably in importance as an instru-
ment for advancing the government’s vision of a multidirectional foreign
policy, particularly in Africa. As of 2024, Turkish Airlines stands as the
non-African airline with the most connections to Africa — serving 62 desti-
nations in 41 countries (Némeckova & Varkockova, 2024 p. 492-493). The
government’s stake in the airline (>49%) also keeps its ties to the state
relatively strong compared with European competitors such as Air France-
KLM (27% & 9%), Lufthansa (0%), or IAG (0%) (Turkish Airlines, n.d.; Air
France-KLM, 2026; Deutsche Lufthansa AG, 2022; IAG, 2026).

For travellers from many African states, flying through European hubs
still involves additional administrative barriers. France, for instance, well-
established in the African aviation market through Air France, requires
holders of service passports from major African economies such as Nigeria
or Ethiopia to obtain an airport transit visa even when merely connecting
through a French airport (France-Visas, n.d.). By contrast, Turkiye does not
require any passport holder to apply for a visa as long as they are staying
in the transit section of the airport (Republic of Tiirkiye e-Visa Application
System, n.d.). Beyond its liberal visa policy, Turkish Airlines projects a
positive image of Tiirkiye through its service reputation and cultural repre-
sentation by screening Turkish films and serving Turkish cuisine on board
(Nemeckova & Varkockova, 2024 p. 496-497).

Turkish Airlines’ expansion into underserved African markets therefore
often offers more than solely additional flight capacity and helps associate
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Turkiye not only with international connectivity but also a recognisable
cultural identity.

Development Cooperation and Prestigious Construction

Beyond connectivity, Turkiye backs its presence with substantial devel-
opment funding. Between 2015 and 2024, Turkish official development
assistance averaged roughly 0.85% of GNI, even surpassing countries like
Norway during its 2018—2020 peak (OECD, n.d.). These figures illustrate the
substantial scale of Tiirkiye’s development assistance, although much of'it is
humanitarian in nature and concentrated in its immediate neighbourhood
(OECD, 2024).

In Sub-Saharan Africa, Turkish engagement regularly materialises in
highly visible social infrastructure such as hospitals or religious facilities
(Haynes, 2022, p. 7). In Mogadishu, TOKI (Housing Development Admin-
istration of Tiirkiye) constructed and TIKA (Turkish Cooperation and
Coordination Agency) equipped the Recep Tayyip Erdogan Training and
Research Hospital, giving the Turkish president’s name a lasting presence
in everyday Somali life through a renowned healthcare institution (TiKA,
2016, p. 17). A similar logic can be observed in Niger, where the Niger-
Tiirkiye Friendship Hospital was built and equipped by TiKA under the
patronage of Emine Erdogan (Anadolu Ajansi, 2019a). The symbolism be-
came particularly striking when the parents of the first child born at the
hospital named their daughter “Emine” in appreciation of the Turkish First
Lady’s involvement (Anadolu Ajansi, 2019b).

Religious infrastructure adds another layer to this rather tangible devel-
opment cooperation. The Ghana National Mosque in Accra, inaugurated
in 2021 with Turkish support and financing, was deliberately modelled on
Istanbul’s Blue Mosque and follows an Ottoman architectural style (Haynes,
2022, p. 7). At the same time, the complex extends far beyond a place
of worship, incorporating a school, clinic, conference centre and the resi-
dence of Ghana’s National Chief Imam, thus integrating Islam and Ottoman
architecture into everyday life (Ghana News Agency, 2021). Tiirkiye appears
to do this intentionally: the Tirkiye Diyanet Foundation (TDV) explicitly
describes mosque projects in Burkina Faso as being constructed in “our
architectural style” (Tiirkiye Diyanet Foundation, n.d.).

The Turkish private sector has also established a highly visible presence.
As of 2025, Turkish firms accounted for 45 of the world’s top 250 interna-
tional contractors, placing Tirkiye second only to China in terms of the
number of companies represented (Republic of Tiirkiye Ministry of Trade,
2026). By August 2025, Turkish contractors had completed 2,039 construc-
tion projects worth USD 97.5 billion across Africa (Republic of Tiirkiye
Ministry of Trade, 2025).

Within this broader expansion of Turkish private-sector activity, airport
infrastructure stands out as a particularly visible field, developing alongside
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Turkish Airlines’ growing network across Africa. Since 2013, Turkish firms
have been involved in airport construction and planning in Accra, Bissau,
Conakry, Dakar, Freetown, Garowe, Lagos (Lekki-Epe), Mogadishu and
Niamey (GACL, n.d.; Ministere des Transports de la République de Guinée,
2024; Limak, 2016; Lagos State Office of Public-Private Partnerships, 2025;
SLAA, n.d.; SMK Group, n.d.; Anadolu Ajansi, 2015; SUMMA, n.d.).

Social Influence

Alongside the visible investments in the region, Tiirkiye has also developed
a considerably longer-term channel of societal engagement. By 2024, the
Turkish Maarif Foundation reported operating 198 schools in 26 African
countries with around 23,000 students (Turkish Maarif Foundation, 2024).
Long-term effects can already be observed in Gambia, where 13 of the first
42 Maarif graduates continued their university education in Tirkiye, indi-
cating that education may facilitate exchange far beyond the school years
(Turkish Maarif Foundation, 2025).

Conclusion

Taken together, Tiirkiye’s growing influence in Sub-Saharan Africa rests not
on any single instrument but on several channels that increasingly comple-
ment one another: Turkish Airlines connects cities through airports that
Turkish firms help develop, hospitals and mosques give Turkish presence a
visible and lasting form, and schools foster ties with the next generation. In
Sub-Saharan Africa, Turkish soft power is thus not communicated through
rhetoric alone, but translates into prestigious physical spaces that have
become part of everyday life.

In this regard, the Turkish presence across the region certainly aligns
with Davutoglu’s vision of making greater use of Turkiye’s location in “Afro-
Eurasia” and diversifying its influence.

Lastly, the recent Turkish military and security engagement in Africa
should not be viewed separately from the developments outlined above.
Rather, understanding its expanding strategic role requires closer attention
to the multifaceted relationships Tiirkiye has cultivated across various
countries in the region, even if the long-term success of this approach
remains uncertain.
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