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SUMMARY 
Recent events have shown that the Sahel region remains highly politically unstable. The military 
takeover of the Chadian government following President Idriss Déby's sudden death in April 2021 
and the repercussions of the August 2020 and May 2021 military coups in Mali are worrying signs of 
weak democratic governance structures. Burkina Faso's transitional democracy has also been 
severely destabilised by the activities of extremist groups and internal conflicts. This political fragility 
and the lack of government legitimacy have made the responses to the Sahel's security and 
humanitarian issues all the more challenging. The continued threat posed by terrorist armed groups 
and rising intercommunal violence over land and resources have led to both internal and cross-
border displacements in Sahel countries. Meanwhile, the inadequacy of governance mechanisms 
for managing this displacement, compounded by environmental degradation, resource scarcity and 
population growth, has created a severe humanitarian crisis. 

Since 2011, the European Union (EU) strategy for the Sahel has focused on both security and 
development to address these numerous and interconnected challenges. However, EU efforts have 
remained dominated by a military approach to tackle rising terrorist activity, achieving concrete 
results but ultimately falling short of long-term regional stability. The new EU integrated strategy in 
the Sahel aims to strengthen action at the political level, focusing on governance mechanisms, 
human rights, and collaboration with civil society and local authorities, while maintaining security 
cooperation with states in the region. 
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Introduction 
The EU strategy in the Sahel region specifically targets Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, and 
Niger, and their regional grouping, G5 Sahel. The region's strategic location between the north-
African coast and southern sub-Saharan countries makes it a key transit point for migrants and 
therefore a region that is of significant interest to the EU. In addition, the Sahel is at the centre of a 
complex regional security and humanitarian situation, where weak state governance and fragile 
political structures, particularly in Burkina Faso, Chad and Mali, only exacerbate regional instability. 
In light of these threats and the EU's concerns over migration and terrorism, the EU has been 
increasingly involved in the Sahel since the early 2010s. Its revised strategy for the Sahel confirms 
the need for an integrated approach, moving away from a security-oriented course to greater 
insistence on the political dimension. Government and EU accountability to the Sahelian 
population, as well as between EU and Sahel partners, is central to the 2021 strategy, especially on 
issues of governance and human rights. 

A region marked by protracted and complex threats 
The 2021 Normandy Index ranks the Sahel countries as some 
of the most vulnerable to threats in the world, particularly in 
terms of terrorism, violent conflict, climate change, and state 
fragility – more so than other sub-Saharan countries (see 
Figure 1).1 Since 2011, the region has been marked by jihadist 
violence and increasing communal conflicts over land and 
resources. Displacement, population growth and food scarcity 
have led to an acute humanitarian crisis. Meanwhile, weak 
state structures and lack of government legitimacy hamper 
efforts to address threats to peace and security: recent 
transitional tensions in Chad, a coup in Mali and deadly attacks 
in Burkina-Faso confirm the Sahel's fragile political landscape.  

Jihadist and communal violence 
The Sahel region is characterised first and foremost by its 
persisting insecurity, in particular due to the presence of 
jihadist and other armed groups.2 In 2012, the jihadist group 
Ansar al-Dine mobilised in support of the Tuareg insurgency 
in northern Mali, led by the National Movement for the 
Liberation of Azawad (MNLA). While this alliance later 
fragmented, the activities of these groups led to the creation 
and proliferation of new armed factions that continue to 
pose a threat in the region to this day. In response to the 
insurgency, the Malian government asked for military 
support from the French military, which pushed back the 
insurgency under 'Operation Serval' (January 2013 – 
July 2014), creating a persisting dependency on foreign 
armed forces. In the past year, the Sahel countries have experienced a significant increase in 
violence, with close to 6 500 people killed in Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger in 2020. Jihadist terrorist 
group Boko Haram (also known as Islamic State West Africa Province) operates mainly in the Lake 
Chad region, while other jihadist groups operate in Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger (see Map 1). In 
January and March 2021, Niger experienced its worst terrorist attacks in decades, killing 100 and 
137 civilians respectively in the Tillabéri and Tahoua regions close to the Malian border. Sahel 
countries continue to rank at the top of the Global Terrorism Index (see Map 1). Meanwhile, jihadists 
are suspected of forming alliances with criminal groups responsible for kidnappings and ambushes, 
potentially increasing their territorial influence across the Sahel.  

Figure 1 – G5 Sahel peace profile 

 

 
Source: EPRS, Normandy Index 2021. 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2020)652074
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2020/654173/EPRS_STU(2020)654173_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2020/654173/EPRS_STU(2020)654173_EN.pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7723-2021-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/infographics/peaceandsecurity
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2020/652049/EPRS_ATA(2020)652049_EN.pdf
https://www.refworld.org/docid/5bcf1f56a.html
https://www.gmfus.org/blog/2012/06/07/separatism-northern-mali-watch-space
https://www.un.org/press/en/2020/sc14245.doc.htm
https://www.un.org/press/en/2020/sc14245.doc.htm
https://odihpn.org/magazine/the-evolution-and-impact-of-boko-haram-in-the-lake-chad-basin/
https://visionofhumanity.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/GTI-2020-web-1.pdf
https://www.cfr.org/blog/multiple-jihadi-insurgencies-cooperating-bandits-appear-be-converging-sahel
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/infographics/peaceandsecurity
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Map 1 – Jihadist groups in the G5 Sahel countries 

 
Data sources: European Council on Foreign Relations, ACLED, Global Terrorism Index 2020.  

https://ecfr.eu/special/sahel_mapping/
https://acleddata.com/dashboard/#/dashboard
https://www.visionofhumanity.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/GTI-2020-web-2.pdf
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Jihadist violence is not the only form of violence plaguing the Sahel countries. Intra- and 
inter-communal conflicts over land and resources have increased since 2015 in Central Mali, and are 
now spreading to parts of Burkina Faso and Niger. Conflict in the Sahel is made all the more 
challenging by its regional, cross-border nature. In fact, the most insecure regions of the Sahel, Lake 
Chad and Liptako-Gourma, are located respectively in the Burkina Faso-Mali-Niger and Chad-Niger-
Nigeria tri-border areas. The EU's launch of a new and more comprehensive strategy in the Sahel, 
taking into account the wider regional context, is also motivated by the threat that violence might 
spread further than the Sahel, notably to the Gulf of Guinea. 

Compounding humanitarian and security threats 
Climate change, land degradation and resource scarcity 
Amid this continuing security crisis, the Sahel is experiencing severe climate-related vulnerabilities. 
According to the Notre Dame Vulnerability Index, Sahel countries are some of the most vulnerable 
and worst prepared to face the consequences of climate change globally: out of 181 countries 
monitored, Niger ranks 180th; Chad, 179th; Mali, 174th; Burkina Faso, 160th; and Mauritania, 151st. 
The Sahel is facing rising temperatures, increased exposure to drought and declining water 
availability (see Figure 2). The region's vulnerability to climate change exacerbates competition for 
resources and land, resulting in tensions and deadly clashes, in particular between farmers and 
herders. However, some researchers caution against directly correlating climate change with 
conflict in the Sahel, in particular with armed group activity. Such approaches are sometimes based 
on inconclusive data and can result in inappropriate responses to the dual threats of conflict and 
climate change. In fact, rapid demographic growth also increases resource scarcity, while land 
degradation due to ill-managed practices and overexploitation can be underestimated by analysts.  

Demographics, displacement and food insecurity 
In addition to insecurity and climate change, the Sahel countries' demographics are an added 
burden on regional stability. High fertility rates and decreasing mortality have resulted in significant 
population growth, expected to increase 
dramatically in the next 30 years (see Figure 2). This 
trend, paired with increased scarcity and uneven 
sharing of resources, has resulted in severe food 
insecurity, with 8.7 million people across the Sahel 
expected to experience a state of crisis or famine 
between June and August 2021 alone. Waves of 
internal displacement caused by terrorist and 
intercommunal violence further exacerbate 
competition for resources and humanitarian aid. 
There are currently over 2 million internally 
displaced people in the Sahel, a number expected 
to increase in the years to come. The compounding 
threats of over-population, food insecurity and 
displacement have resulted in a complex regional 
humanitarian crisis that national governments are 
unable to address without foreign aid. Meanwhile, 
the Covid-19 pandemic has exacerbated 
humanitarian needs, particularly relating to health 
services, and restrictions on movement have 
complicated the provision of assistance to remote 
areas. 

Figure 2 – Vulnerabilities in Sahel 
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Data sources: Potsdam Institute for climate impact 
research, UNHCR, Cadre Harmonisé, Population 
Reference Bureau, accessed June 2021. 

https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/sahel/mali/293-enrayer-la-communautarisation-de-la-violence-au-centre-du-mali
https://www.cer.eu/publications/archive/policy-brief/2021/sahel-europes-forever-war
https://gain.nd.edu/our-work/country-index/rankings/
https://www.pik-potsdam.de/en/institute/departments/climate-resilience/projects/project-pages/agrica/downloads
https://gain.nd.edu/our-work/country-index/rankings/
https://imccs.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/World-Climate-Security-Report-2020_2_13.pdf
https://www.iss.europa.eu/content/sahel-climate-conflicts-when-fighting-climate-change-fuels-terrorism
https://www.crisisgroup.org/africa/sahel/b154-le-sahel-central-theatre-des-nouvelles-guerres-climatiques
https://www.wearewater.org/en/the-sahel-desertification-beyond-drought_318262
https://www.wearewater.org/en/the-sahel-desertification-beyond-drought_318262
https://interactives.prb.org/2020-wpds/africa/#western-africa
https://interactives.prb.org/2020-wpds/africa/#western-africa
http://www.ipcinfo.org/fileadmin/user_upload/ipcinfo/docs/ch/CH_Regional_Acute_Food_and_Nutrition_Insecurity_2021MarAug.pdf
https://www.unhcr.org/sahel-emergency.html
https://www.unhcr.org/sahel-emergency.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2020)649421
https://www.pik-potsdam.de/en/institute/departments/climate-resilience/projects/project-pages/agrica/downloads
https://www.pik-potsdam.de/en/institute/departments/climate-resilience/projects/project-pages/agrica/downloads
https://www.unhcr.org/sahel-emergency.html
http://www.ipcinfo.org/fileadmin/user_upload/ipcinfo/docs/ch/CH_Regional_Acute_Food_and_Nutrition_Insecurity_2021MarAug.pdf
https://interactives.prb.org/2020-wpds/africa/#western-africa
https://interactives.prb.org/2020-wpds/africa/#western-africa
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Fragile states: Human rights, rule of law and state legitimacy 
The absence of stable and legitimate state structures, and unequal social relations within the Sahel 
countries, provide a further challenge to regional stabilisation. Recent political developments have 
shown the fragility of the central governments in the Sahel and their weak levels of democratic 
governance.3 Following the successful military coup against Malian President Keïta in August 2020, 
the interim government has pledged to hold democratic elections in February 2022. However, the 
country's political situation remains highly unstable: army colonel Assimi Goïta demoted and 
replaced interim President Bah N'Daw and Vice-President Moctar Ouane in May 2021, despite strong 
condemnation by international actors.  

In Chad, President Idriss Déby's sudden death in April 2021 resulted in the creation of an interim 
military council headed by his son, Abdelkrim Idriss Déby, a general in the Chadian military. The 
council has pledged to hold elections within 18 months, but authorities are simultaneously violently 
repressing opposition protests against the military takeover. These events point towards increased 
militarisation of the highest levels of government, a step away from democratic governance in the 
region. These developments could also have a significant impact on the fragile military cooperation 
between the G5 Sahel countries. Meanwhile, security and defence forces across the Sahel have been 
repeatedly accused of perpetrating abuses, both during counter-terrorism operations and other 
forms of interventions. In Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger government security forces have been 
accused of involvement in mass extrajudicial killings of suspected terrorists and civilians alike. 
Moreover, recent attacks against civilians in Burkina Faso raise questions about the use of civilian 
volunteers as surrogates for the armed forces. The Multi-national Joint Task Force to fight Boko 
Haram (MNJTF) is also strongly suspected to have carried out unlawful killings during counter-
terrorism operations. 

The fragility of national governments paired with their weak human rights records has affected their 
legitimacy in the eyes of their populations. Moreover, persisting social inequalities also contribute 
to instability. Experts believe that to address the long-standing security and humanitarian 
challenges in the region, government legitimacy must be improved through increased transparency 
and accountability.  

Overview of the integrated strategy 
Despite considerable military deployment, development cooperation and humanitarian assistance, 
terrorist and intercommunal violence and political unrest persist, suggesting that the EU Sahel 
strategy has had less than the desired impact on the security situation in the region. For this reason, 
the new EU integrated strategy in the Sahel, approved by the Council in April 2021, attempts to 
increase the focus on state governance. This new emphasis includes promoting state legitimacy by 
reforming the security sector, addressing human rights grievances and focusing on sustainable and 
long-term development involving civil society and local authorities. 

Previous strategy for the Sahel 
Especially since the early 2010s, international actors including the EU have invested heavily in 
security, humanitarian and development areas in the Sahel. Indeed, involvement in the region is a 
strategic priority for the EU, not least because it wishes to lessen and control migration flows from 
the African continent and help reduce terrorist activity in the region. In response to the threats of 
irregular migration and terrorism, the Council adopted the first EU strategy for the Sahel in 
March 2011. The European strategy for security and development in the Sahel sought to improve 
regional security while simultaneously promoting development in Sahel countries. It outlined action 
in the key areas of (i) development, good governance and international conflict resolution; 
(ii) politics and diplomacy; (iii) security and rule of law; and (iv) the fight against extremist violence 
and radicalisation. Following the creation of the G5 Sahel partnership in February 2014, the strategy 
expanded its geographical scope to include Burkina Faso and Chad in March 2014, covering all the 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-57290761
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-57290761
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_ATA%282021%29690671
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_ATA%282021%29690671
https://www.africanews.com/2021/04/26/chad-army-appoints-vote-runner-up-as-prime-minister/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2021/5/8/chad-police-use-tear-gas-to-disperse-anti-military-govt-protests
https://africanarguments.org/2021/05/a-peaceful-inclusive-democratic-transition-in-chad/
https://africanarguments.org/2021/05/a-peaceful-inclusive-democratic-transition-in-chad/
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/07/08/burkina-faso-residents-accounts-point-mass-executions
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/04/20/mali-killings-disappearances-military-operations
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/05/05/niger-new-government-should-investigate-massacres
https://www.dw.com/fr/solhan-attaque-forces-suppl%C3%A9tifs-arm%C3%A9es-afrique/av-57834056
https://www.hrw.org/news/2021/02/13/sahel-end-abuses-counterterrorism-operations
https://www.oxfam.org/en/research/sahel-fighting-inequality-respond-development-and-security-challenges
https://www.csis.org/analysis/rethinking-crisis-responses-sahel
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_20_768
https://www.clingendael.org/publication/strategic-missteps-learning-failed-eu-sahel-strategy
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7723-2021-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2020)652050
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/120075.pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7569-2011-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.g5sahel.org/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/28722/141614.pdf#page=13
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G5 Sahel countries. The Foreign Affairs Council adopted the Sahel regional action plan for 2015-
2020 in April 2015 as the strategy's implementation framework, strengthening its security aspect. 

However, there is widespread agreement that the security-focused approach did not achieve the 
expected results, as regional terrorist groups continue to operate and proliferate in the region, even 
threatening further expansion towards the Gulf of Guinea. Analysts believe that weak state 
legitimacy and control over the Sahel territories are the reasons behind the failure to eradicate 
terrorism, while poverty and the lack of economic opportunities have also been associated with 
increased radicalisation and terrorist recruitment in some areas. Human rights abuses by state 
security and defence forces have led to increased popular resentment of government authorities in 
some areas. Persisting insecurity has slowed down progress in the development and governance 
sectors in the Sahel region; this has compelled the EU to change its approach to the Sahel conflict. 

New strategic priorities 
Promoting better governance 
In light of the increasingly complex threats in the Sahel, the new EU strategy confirms the need for 
a more comprehensive approach focused on strengthening governance. This involves addressing 
human rights, rule of law and democratic governance issues in Sahel countries by ensuring greater 
transparency and accountability. The EU strategy also emphasises the need to expand state 
presence and services by supporting the deployment of state structures and the provision of basic 
public services. Security sector reform is also a key priority area and involves ensuring better respect 
for human rights and ending impunity in military and security circles. The Sahel strategy therefore 
aims to strengthen state legitimacy by ensuring that states respect their commitments towards the 
population and hold government actors accountable.  

The strategy describes this as a 'civilian and political leap forward', in line with the priorities of the 
Sahel Coalition decided at the N'Djamena summit in February 2021. This involves the 
implementation of both short-term security responses and long-term approaches that promote 
sustainable economic, social and environmental development. Despite its strong emphasis on 
governance and sustainable development, the new strategy also incorporates the topic of 
migration, an issue central to EU foreign policy in the region. The document adopts an incentive 
approach to the issue, seeking to 'continue to promote fruitful cooperation on migration' with Sahel 
governments, but does not further specify the nature of this cooperation.  

Humanitarian, development and peacebuilding efforts 
Alongside support on security and governance, the EU has pledged development assistance to the 
Sahel region with a focus on fighting the consequences of climate change. The EU will support 
efforts to protect natural habitat, preserve biodiversity, combat desertification and strengthen 
population resilience. This will also involve addressing the security implications and increasing job 
opportunities to counteract the adverse economic effects of climate change and environmental 
degradation. Moreover, development assistance will also be used to promote sustainable 
agriculture practices and help reduce food and water insecurity, to address the increasing 
competition over land and resources characteristic of the Sahel. Young people will also become a 
central focus of development assistance, which will be partly redirected towards education, 
employment and political participation.  

Furthermore, the EU will continue to provide the Sahel countries with humanitarian assistance, with 
the specific aim of tackling the growing needs of displaced and conflict affected peoples. EU efforts 
have concentrated on protecting civilians in conflict, ensuring unimpeded humanitarian access, and 
increasing civil-military coordination. The EU will support peacebuilding and mediation efforts (see 
below 'Field action and collaboration') addressing both the immediate and the root causes of 
conflict and insecurity. The focus will be on the most vulnerable regions of the Sahel such as 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2015/04/20/council-conclusions-sahel-regional-plan/
https://theconversation.com/unpacking-governance-within-the-eus-sahel-strategy-152050
https://www.cer.eu/publications/archive/policy-brief/2021/sahel-europes-forever-war
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/04/19/sahel-council-approves-conclusions-on-the-eu-s-integrated-strategy-in-the-region/
https://www.alliance-sahel.org/en/2021-general-assembly-sahel-alliance/
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2019)640137
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_STU(2020)654173
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Lake Chad and Liptako-Gourma. Linking humanitarian aid, support for sustainable development 
and support for peace will be an overarching aim of EU action in the Sahel. 

A comprehensive approach to a complex region 
The new strategy for the Sahel emphasises the need for a more comprehensive and contextual 
approach to addressing regional instability. While the main geographical focus remains on the G5 
Sahel countries, the strategy also takes into account the expanding nature of regional challenges 
such as terrorist activity and population displacement. The wider regional context, including 
dynamics in the Gulf of Guinea and Libya, will therefore also be considered when supporting 
stabilisation processes in the Sahel. The EU recognises that persisting regional insecurity has much 
to do with dynamics outside of the Sahel itself. 

In addition its wider geographical scope, the new strategy also aims to promote tailored responses 
at regional, national and local levels, to take specific needs and situations into account. The strategy 
also insists on consulting with a wider range of actors, including local level and decentralised 
authorities, and national civil society actors. The tools to be used to carry out this action have not 
yet been made public however. 

Table 1 – EU strategies in the Sahel: previous and new priorities 

Data source: Council of the European Union, 2011 and 2021. 

Priority areas 
European strategy for security and 
development in the Sahel (2011-

2020) 

EU integrated strategy in the Sahel 
(2021) 

  Security 

'Strengthen the capacities of the 
security, law enforcement and rule of 

law sectors to fight threats and 
handle terrorism and organised 

crime in a more efficient and 
specialised manner'. 

'The EU will remain active in the 
fight against terrorist and armed 

groups, cross-border trafficking and 
organised crime [and] continue to 

support security sector reform'. 

    Development 
'To help create economic 

opportunities for local communities 
[…] and to mitigate the impact of 

climate change effects'. 

'[The EU] will encourage the 
countries of the Sahel in their efforts 
to achieve sustainable and inclusive 

development, including habitat 
protection, preserving biodiversity 

and combating desertification'. 

    Migration 

Not included in the strategic priority 
areas, but later added in the Sahel 

regional action plan 2015-2020: 
'The EU should focus on 1) […] 

irregular migration, smuggling and 
trafficking in human beings; and 2) 
[…] maximising the development 

impact of migration and mobility 3) 
promoting international protection 

4) organising mobility and legal 
migration'. 

'The EU wishes to continue to 
promote fruitful cooperation in the 

area of migration'. 

  Governance 

'To enhance transparent and locally 
accountable governance and re-

establish an administrative presence 
of the state'. 

'The EU is ready to step up its 
support for effective and fair 

management of all territories, 
responsible state presence and 

provision of basic public services'. 

https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7569-2011-INIT/en/pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7723-2021-INIT/en/pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7569-2011-INIT/en/pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7569-2011-INIT/en/pdf
https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-7723-2021-INIT/en/pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/21522/st07823-en15.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/21522/st07823-en15.pdf
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Actions, stakeholders and partnerships 
Field action and collaboration 
On the ground, EU support for G5 Sahel countries takes several forms, both military and civilian in 
nature. The EU has deployed three common security and defence policy (CSDP) missions on the 
ground in the Sahel, including the civilian capacity-building missions EUCAP Sahel Niger (2012-
2022) and EUCAP Sahel Mali (2013-2023), and the military training mission EUTM Mali. In 2020, the 
Council extended EUTM Mali – which also has a regional mandate – for four years, increasing ground 
staff to 1 200. EUTM Mali and EUCAP Sahel Mali were briefly suspended following the August 2020 
military coup, but resumed activities in November 2020. The EU has also set up a regional advisory 
coordination cell (RACC), a network of European experts supporting security and defence 
cooperation between the G5 Sahel countries.  

Individual EU Member States also offer military support. The military involvement of France in the 
region has been significant since 2012. French armed forces are currently operating under 
Operation Barkhane, with over 5 100 troops active in the region. However, the French President, 
Emmanuel Macron, announced in June 2021 that France would be withdrawing, while remaining 
involved in the region, notably through Takuba, a task force launched in 2020 by several EU Member 
States to fight terrorism in the Liptako-Gourma region. Member States also support joint task forces 
such as the G5 Sahel Joint Force, the Multi-national Joint Task Force to fight Boko Haram (MNJTF), 
and the UN peacekeeping mission in Mali (Minusma) (see Table 2). In January 2020, Macron and the 
G5 heads of state launched the Coalition for the Sahel at the G5 summit in Pau (France), to serve as 
an umbrella for several initiatives within the thematic areas of (i) the fight against terrorism, (ii) 
military capacity building, (iii) support for re-establishment of state structures and services, and (iv) 
development aid. In 2019, France and Germany, had already launched the Partnership for Security 
and Stability in the Sahel (P3S), to widen the geographical scope of cross-border interventions 
against terrorism beyond the G5 countries. This initiative was integrated into the Coalition for the 
Sahel in 2020. Outside of military support, the EU has so far committed €2.6 billion in development 
assistance to the Sahel countries through the Sahel Alliance. This funding will support 85 ongoing 
development projects for the 2020-2022 period, in sectors including agriculture, basic public 
services and governance. In addition, the EU will continue to mobilise electoral observation missions 
to support and monitor national elections in Sahel countries.  

Table 2 – Joint military forces (based on most recent estimates)  

 Military 
personnel 

Budget Areas of 
operation 

Contributing countries 

G5 Sahel Joint Force 5 000 - G5 Sahel  G5 countries 

MNJTF 7 500 €50 million 
(2016-2020) 

Lake Chad Basin Benin, Cameroon, Chad, 
Niger, Nigeria, France 

Minusma (UN) 13 289 US$1 183 
million (2020-

2021) 

Mali 61 countries including 18 EU 
Member States  

EUTM Mali 730 €133.7 million 
(2020-2024) 

G5 Sahel 
countries 

22 EU Member States, 
Georgia, Moldova, 

Montenegro  

Takuba Task Force - - Liptako-Gourma  10 EU MS, UK, Mali, Niger 

Operation Barkhane  5 100 - Chad, Mali, 
Niger 

France 

Data sources: France Diplomacy, Africa-EU Partnership, Minusma, UN, EUTM Mali, EPRS based on EEAS. data, 
Ministère des Armées (France), accessed June 2021 

https://www.eucap-sahel.eu/en/qui-nous-sommes/
https://eeas.europa.eu/csdp-missions-operations/eucap-sahel-mali/3900/about-eucap-sahel-mali_en
https://eutmmali.eu/aboutus/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32020D0434
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/8/26/eu-freezes-missions-training-malian-army-and-police-after-coup
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2020-004661-ASW_EN.html
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-Homepage/93966/eu-supports-security-cooperation-among-sahel-countries_fr
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-Homepage/93966/eu-supports-security-cooperation-among-sahel-countries_fr
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/french-foreign-policy/security-disarmament-and-non-proliferation/terrorism-france-s-international-action/article/france-s-action-in-the-sahel
https://www.bruxelles2.eu/2021/06/le-barkhane-exit-de-emmanuel-macron-sauve-qui-peut-operationnel-ou-motivations-politiques/
https://www.france24.com/en/africa/20210702-france-resumes-joint-military-operations-with-mali-after-suspending-them-over-coup?ref=tw_i
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/english/actualites/articles/task-force-takuba-political-statement-by-the-governments-of-belgium-czech-republic-denmark-estonia-france-germany-mali-niger-the-netherlands-norway-portugal-sweden-and-the-united-kingdom
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/french-foreign-policy/security-disarmament-and-non-proliferation/crises-and-conflicts/g5-sahel-joint-force-and-the-sahel-alliance/
https://africa-eu-partnership.org/en/projects/multinational-joint-task-force-mnjtf-against-boko-haram
https://minusma.unmissions.org/en/personnel
https://www.coalition-sahel.org/coalition-pour-le-sahel/?lang=en
https://www.alliance-sahel.org/en/press/press-releases/biarritz-g7-summit-strengthening-commitments-in-the-sahel/
https://www.alliance-sahel.org/en/press/press-releases/biarritz-g7-summit-strengthening-commitments-in-the-sahel/
https://opendata.alliance-sahel.org/portfolio
https://www.alliance-sahel.org/en/sahel-alliance/
https://eeas.europa.eu/topics/election-observation-missions-eueoms_en/421/Election%20observation%20missions%20%28EUEOMs%29
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/french-foreign-policy/security-disarmament-and-non-proliferation/crises-and-conflicts/g5-sahel-joint-force-and-the-sahel-alliance/
https://africa-eu-partnership.org/sites/default/files/apf_factsheet_-_mnjtf.pdf
https://knowledge4policy.ec.europa.eu/projects-activities/multinational-joint-task-force-mnjtf-against-boko-haram_en
https://minusma.unmissions.org/en/personnel
https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/75/822/Add.8
https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/75/822/Add.8
https://eutmmali.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/EUTM_Mission_Factsheet_EV2021.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/690641/EPRS_BRI(2021)690641_EN.pdf
https://eutmmali.eu/eutm-mali-mission/
https://eutmmali.eu/eutm-mali-mission/
https://eutmmali.eu/eutm-mali-mission/
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/english/salle-de-presse/communiques/communique_task-force-takuba-reunion-ministerielle-de-lancement
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/operations/afrique/bande-sahelo-saharienne/operation-barkhane/dossier-de-reference/operation-barkhane
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/french-foreign-policy/security-disarmament-and-non-proliferation/crises-and-conflicts/g5-sahel-joint-force-and-the-sahel-alliance/
https://africa-eu-partnership.org/sites/default/files/apf_factsheet_-_mnjtf.pdf
https://minusma.unmissions.org/en/personnel
https://www.un.org/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=A/75/822/Add.8
https://eutmmali.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/EUTM_Mission_Factsheet_EV2021.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/690641/EPRS_BRI(2021)690641_EN.pdf
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/english/salle-de-presse/communiques/communique_task-force-takuba-reunion-ministerielle-de-lancement
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EU institutions 
EU delegations in G5 countries provide a link between field operations and EU headquarters, 
notably the European External Action Service (EEAS). Delegations communicate needs and threats 
on the ground to headquarters and consult with local and state authorities to coordinate 
EU humanitarian action, development, trade cooperation and military missions. Diplomatic 
missions from EU Member States are also heavily involved in these processes. At institutional level, 
the EEAS Sahel Task Force coordinates the work of the relevant EEAS departments as well as the 
European Commission's Directorate-General for International Partnerships (DG INTPA), DG for 
European Civil Protection and Humanitarian Aid (DG ECHO), DG for Migration and Home Affairs 
(DG HOME), and the Service Department for Foreign Policy Instruments (FPI). The EU Counter-
Terrorism Coordinator is included in the task force. The EU Special Representative (EUSR) for the 
Sahel, Emanuela Del Re, appointed in June 2021, coordinates EU action in the Sahel in collaboration 
with EU delegations, missions and regional authorities in the G5 Sahel countries.  

Financing 
While the implementation of the strategy is still being discussed, it will benefit from two main 
funding sources. Part of the 2021-2017 multiannual financial framework (MFF), the Neighbourhood, 
Development and International Cooperation Instrument (Global Europe Instrument) has allocated 
up to €29 181 million (in current prices) to sub-Saharan Africa; €6 358 million for the instrument's 
thematic component dedicated to (i) human rights and democracy, (ii) civil society, (iii) stability and 
peace, (iv) global challenges such as health, education and migration; €9 534 million for the 
'emerging challenges and priorities cushion' and €3 182 million for the rapid response component 
dedicated notably to 'contribute to stability and conflict prevention in situations of urgency, in 
emerging crisis, in crisis and in post-crisis situations', 'to strengthening resilience of states, societies, 
communities and individuals, and to linking humanitarian aid and development action'. The Sahel 
strategy may benefit from all those components, however the breakdown was not available at the 
time of publishing. 

The European Peace Facility (EPF), which came into force on 22 March 2021, could provide an 
alternative funding source for the military aspects of the Sahel strategy. The EPF is an off-budget 
fund financed through yearly contributions from Member States, up to a ceiling of €5 700 million (in 
current prices) for the 2021-2027 period, which will serve as a fund for common foreign and security 
policy (CFSP) external action with military and defence implications. The aim of the facility is to 
enhance the EU's capacity to respond rapidly to conflict and provide long-term capacity building 
support for EU partners, such as the Sahel countries. The EPF will also allow the EU, for the first time 
in its history, to supply military equipment to partners outside of the EU budget. 

European Parliament position 
Since the launch of the initial strategy, the European Parliament's resolutions have addressed 
challenges in the Sahel region regularly, including security, development and humanitarian 
assistance, migration, and governance and human rights (see Table 3). Parliament has generally 
supported the positions of the European Commission and the EEAS regarding the EU's approach to 
the Sahel. Nevertheless, Parliament has also scrutinised these positions and criticised lack of focus 
on human rights and governance. It has called for better oversight of EU action in the field, more 
cooperation with regional partners, and a shift in focus from security concerns to humanitarian and 
human rights issues. Parliament welcomed the regionalisation of EUCAP Sahel Niger and EUCAP 
Sahel Mali, but expressed concern about CSDP missions' shortfalls and regretted that the EEAS did 
not provide suitable indicators to monitor their achievements.  

https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/21/council-appoints-three-new-eu-special-representatives-for-the-sahel-central-asia-and-the-horn-of-africa/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/06/21/council-appoints-three-new-eu-special-representatives-for-the-sahel-central-asia-and-the-horn-of-africa/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:L:2021:209:TOC
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:L:2021:209:TOC
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/690641/EPRS_BRI(2021)690641_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI%282018%29630295
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2020-0009_EN.html
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Table 3 – European Parliament resolutions on the Sahel 

Data source: European Parliament. 

In that respect, the new EU strategy aligns with previous Parliament positions. Indeed, Parliament's 
2020 resolution on EU-Africa security cooperation highlighted the importance of strong and reliable 

Main areas  
of concern 

 
 
Resolutions     

 
Security 

Development 
and 

humanitarian 
issues 

 
Migration 

Governance 
and human 

rights 

Common security and defence 
policy (2021)  

   

Situation in Chad (2021) 
 

  
 

EU-Africa security cooperation in 
the Sahel region (2020)   

   

 Common security and defence 
policy (2019)   

   

Violations of human rights 
including religious freedoms in 

Burkina Faso (2019)  
   

 

Common security and  
defence policy (2018)   

   

2019 budget  
– Trilogue mandate (2018)    

 
 

Addressing refugee and migrant 
movements (2017)   

 
 

Policy coherence for 
development (2016)   

 
  

Report on peace support 
operations (2015)   

   

Mauritania – the case of Biram 
Dah Abeid (2014)   

   

Coherence of  
EU external action (2014)  

   

Resilience and  
disaster risk reduction (2013)  

 
  

Reconstruction and 
democratisation in Mali (2013)  

 
 

 

Human rights and the security in 
the Sahel (2012)  

  
 

Security situation in Mali (2012)  
 

   

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/delegations/en/d-us/documents/ep-resolutions
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2020-0213_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0013_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0013_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0253_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2020-0213_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2020-0213_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0106_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0106_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2019-0106_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2018-0514_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2018-0514_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2018-0311_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2018-0311_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2017-0124_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2017-0124_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2016-0246_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2016-0246_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-8-2016-0158_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-8-2016-0158_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2014-0107_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2014-0107_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//NONSGML+TA+P7-TA-2014-0286+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//NONSGML+TA+P7-TA-2014-0286+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//NONSGML+TA+P7-TA-2013-0578+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//NONSGML+TA+P7-TA-2013-0578+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//NONSGML+TA+P7-TA-2013-0281+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//NONSGML+TA+P7-TA-2013-0281+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52012IP0263
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52012IP0263
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//NONSGML+TA+P7-TA-2012-0141+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN
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state institutions. Moreover, the recent debate on security in the Sahel, hosted by the Subcommittee 
on Security and Defence (SEDE), highlighted that security responses still need to improve, to prevent 
human rights abuses by national and joint military forces. The resolution on the situation in Chad 
and the joint SEDE-AFET exchange of views on the second coup in Mali also show concern with the 
fragile politics of the Sahel countries. Parliament's recent resolution on the EU-Africa strategy 
criticised the strong focus on migration and called for fairer EU policies to tackle the root causes of 
migration. In an answer to a Parliamentary question in March 2021, the EU High Representative 
stated that 'accessible basic social services, the rule of law, strengthened institutions and respect for 
human rights and international humanitarian law remain central' to the new strategy's 
implementation. In June 2021, the Subcommittee on Human Rights (DROI) exchanged views on the 
strategy with Rita Laranjinha, director of the EEAS Africa service, who stated that the new strategy 
would not focus on military aspects but would take due account of human rights issues. 

Outlook 
Navigating additional EU-Africa frameworks 
The new integrated strategy in the Sahel sits within the broader landscape of a variety of other 
EU frameworks. Firstly, the 2021 proposal for a comprehensive strategy with Africa addresses several 
topics that the Sahel strategy also mentions, including climate change and sustainable growth. It 
also lists cooperation on peace and governance as a strategic priority, in particular focusing on the 
most vulnerable regions of sub-Saharan Africa, including the Sahel countries. Finally, the proposal 
aims to 'ensure a balanced, coherent, and comprehensive approach to migration and mobility', 
echoing the Sahel strategy's perspective on cooperation on migration. However, this proposed 
strategy has not yet been discussed with the African Union. 

While not yet ratified, the Post-Cotonou Agreement between the EU and the Organisation of African, 
Caribbean and Pacific States (OACPS) also outlines strategic priority areas. These include human 
rights and democracy promotion, peace and security, development, climate change, sustainable 
economic growth, and migration. Finally, the EU migration pact describes more specifically the EU's 
new goals in its migration policies with partner countries. Strategic priorities for migration are 
support for countries hosting refugees outside the EU, the creation of economic opportunities close 
to home, combating migrant smuggling, improving return and readmission, and developing orderly 
channels for legal migration. These objectives also concern Sahel countries.    

Main challenges for the EU strategy  
Analysts both inside and outside the EU institutions have argued that there needs to be a shift in 
the international approach to the Sahel conflicts, from military action to the promotion of better 
governance. Several researchers have linked the emergence and proliferation of jihadist and other 
armed groups with weak state structures and dysfunctional armed forces. The recent upsurge of 
attacks against international peacekeeping forces tragically highlights their being perceived as 
siding with contested national authorities. According to a Centre for European Reform policy brief, 
the EU must beware of supporting governments that lack legitimacy in order not to further alienate 
local populations – and potentially increase dangers of radicalisation. Possible paths to address this 
include increased dialogue with civil society and local authorities, both of which are central to the 
new strategy. While the political focus of the new strategy acknowledges the need for stabilisation, 
a Chatham House research paper points out that 'success depends first and foremost on the 
goodwill (much more than on the capacity) of political leaders to reform and renew their social 
contract with citizens'. 

The new EPF has also been raised as a cause for concern. While it will allow the EU to equip its 
partners with arms, some researchers warn that this will require strong focus and oversight to avoid 
military equipment falling into the wrong hands. Others argue that the EPF risks fuelling rather than 
stabilising conflict, by strengthening repressive military forces. The fragile political environment and 

https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/en/subcommittee-on-security-and-defence_20210414-0900-COMMITTEE-SEDE_vd
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0253_EN.html
https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/en/sede-afet_20210616-1000-COMMITTEE-SEDE-AFET_vd
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2021-0108_EN.html
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-9-2020-006908-ASW_EN.html
https://multimedia.europarl.europa.eu/fr/event_20210617-0945-COMMITTEE-DROI_vd?start=20210617093123&end=20210617100650
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-a-stronger-europe-in-the-world/file-towards-a-comprehensive-strategy-with-africa/06-2021
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020JC0004&qid=1625580087146
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/legislative-train/theme-development-deve/file-signature-of-the-new-eu-acp-agreement-(%E2%80%98-post-cotonou-%E2%80%98)
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/promoting-our-european-way-life/new-pact-migration-and-asylum/acting-together-deepen-international-partnerships_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2021)690535
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2021/03/rethinking-response-jihadist-groups-across-sahel
https://www.france24.com/en/africa/20210625-more-than-a-dozen-un-peacekeepers-in-mali-wounded-in-car-bomb-attack
https://www.france24.com/en/africa/20210625-more-than-a-dozen-un-peacekeepers-in-mali-wounded-in-car-bomb-attack
https://www.cer.eu/publications/archive/policy-brief/2021/sahel-europes-forever-war
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2021/03/rethinking-response-jihadist-groups-across-sahel
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2021/03/rethinking-response-jihadist-groups-across-sahel
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/690641/EPRS_BRI(2021)690641_EN.pdf
https://www.csis.org/analysis/european-peace-facility-bolster-european-foreign-policy
https://euobserver.com/opinion/146718
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known abuses by defence forces will make the Sahel countries a test case for the monitoring 
mechanism that will accompany the support that the EU provides through the EPF.  

Ultimately, the EU is still working on the specifics of the strategy's implementation. While the 
strategy provides a comprehensive and balanced approach to redress instability in the Sahel by 
prioritising action on the political level, researchers and regional civil society actors suggest that the 
EU could also consider additional initiatives in the future, such as increasing support for dialogue 
and mediation between civilian and armed parties, that may help push forward the aim of regional 
stabilisation. 
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ENDNOTES 
 

1   Normandy Index rankings for Sahel countries: of the 138 countries monitored, Chad ranks 128th, Niger 115th, 
Mali 109th, Mauritania 105th, and Burkina Faso 87th. The higher the number, the more vulnerable the country.  

2   There is no internationally recognised definition of terrorism; the terrorist groups mentioned in this briefing are those 
designated as such in the UN Security Council consolidated list, but are referred to as 'jihadist armed groups' for the 
purpose of using more neutral language. Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), Al Mourabitoun, Ansarul Islam, Ansar 
al-Din, Boko Haram (ISWAP), Islamic State in the Greater Sahara (ISGS) and Jama'a Nusrat ul-Islam wa al-Muslimin (JNIM) 
are all designated as terrorist organisations. Katibat Macina and Katibat Sèrma are both associated with JNIM. The 
groups mentioned have all pledged allegiance to al-Qaeda or the 'Islamic State' ISIL/Da'esh. The EU also has its own 
sanctions regime against al-Qaeda and ISIL/Da'esh with restrictive measures against both groups as well as any other 
entities associated with them. 

3   The Fragile States Index ranks the Sahel countries as highly vulnerable in the domain of state legitimacy: out of 10, Chad 
receives 9.4, Mauritania 7.9, Mali 7.5, Niger 7.1 and Burkina Faso 5.9, where a higher level indicates higher fragility. 
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