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Introduction 

Algeria, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, Gambia, Niger, Nigeria, Mali, Mauritania, 

Senegal and Sudan are the countries that make up the Sahel region in West Africa. The Sahel 

region is one of the most fragile regions in the world due to the region’s ever increasing rates of 

desertification in tandem with the large number of citizens who are dependent upon agriculture 

for their livelihoods.  

 

However, it is not the environmental concerns that have the largest possibility of 

destruction in the region but rather the ethnic and religious tensions within the region. As most 

African governments are a result of post-colonial divisions, often times the country has a 

demographic which is uneven in its distribution of ethnicities. This uneven distribution often 

leads to one major ethnicity monopolizing the government which creates extreme tensions 

within the countries and this is why a large number of the governments are a result of coups and 

military takeovers. In addition to ethnicities, there are also major tensions between Islamic 

radicalist groups and governments themselves such as the Boko Haram in Nigeria. These 

groups often despise the western government that was created by prior colonial overlords and 

believe that it is a structure with a Christian foundation and therefore they call for the destruction 

of such structures. These groups however often destroy and loot civilians farmlands and there 

motives become increasingly unclear. These are the main causes of tensions and it is essential 

that such tensions are eradicated in order to preserve the region and allow it it to flourish. 

 

Definition of Key Terms 
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Sahel 
The semi-arid, transitional region between the Sahara and humid Savannahs. It is 

present from Senegal to Sudan in an eastwards direction. It encompasses parts of 

northern Senegal, southern Mauritania, Mali, Burkina Faso, northeastern Nigeria, Sudan 

and Chad. 

Sustainable 
It is the ability of a development or action to be maintained at a constant level for an 

extended period of time. 

Conflict 
A conflict is an argument or disagreement between two or more parties which involves 

either violent or non-violent action as a response. 

Colonial 
It is a characteristic that is related to a colony. In the case of African countries, it relates 

to the aspects of Britain, France or other such european countries, which were the 

colonizing countries, which are still present within the past colony of Africa. 

Irredentism 
It is a political policy which seeks to incorporate or claim and then occupy a land that the 

policy seekers believe to be a territory that is rightfully theirs. 

 

Key Issues 

Environmental Instabilities 
One of the main reasons for the constant unrest present within the countries in the 

Sahelian region is the instability and irregularity of food supplies due to the environmental 

issues such as climate change which are rampant in the region. Long droughts and the 

increasing amounts of desertification in the region has led to many individuals leaving their 

agricultural roots for more criminal activities such as the drug, weapon and human trafficking 

trade in the region which has extremely unregulated and permeable borders. These conditions 

in addition to the armed conflicts has led to the disruption of agricultural activities which leads to 

a decline in the economic wealth generated from agriculture which is the livelihood of the 

majority of citizens and residents of the Sahel.  

 

Islamic Radicalisation and other insurgent activities 
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Islamic radicalist groups such as the Boko Haram have led to extreme unrest within 

Nigeria which has spilled over into neighbouring nations. This instability has led to increased 

insurgent activities such as the looting of farmlands and attacks on civilians. These groups also 

tend to displace individuals which negatively impact agricultural activities and this further 

decreases food security. The main effect of these groups however is extreme tensions within 

the country’s themselves as well as neighbouring countries such as Burkina Faso which has 

had to take in those individuals who have been displaced as an effect of the conflicts. These 

groups are often creating political instability as well due to armed attacks in response to attacks 

from these groups such as the reprisal attacks from Niger’s government in response to attacks 

by the MNJ. 

 

Ethnic instabilities 
The root of all of these issues are the existing ethnic instabilities present within every 

country and these instabilities are often due to one ethnicity such as the Arab-Berbers in 

Nigeria, monopolising the governmental structure. These issues are a result of the placement of 

the governmental structure within the country because the ethnicities are often separated 

geographically. These ethnicities often find it difficult to reconcile and a lack of communication 

does not help the situation with multiple insurgencies being a result of ethnic tensions. This is an 

effect of post-colonial governments which were set up for a western civilisation and not African 

natives who are deeply attached to their tribes and ethnicities and are often not placed in a 

centralised region. Especially in the Sahelian region, the nomadic culture is rampant due to the 

movement of tribes in the search for arable land. This can lead to increased tensions if there 

any pre-existing settlers. 

 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 
 
Mali 
 

Mali is a main point of focus, specifically northern Mali, in the Sahel region due to the 

excessive transnational criminal and jihadi activities due to the borderless nature of the Sahel 

region. There is also an issue of irredentism within some residents of the country. The 15 million 

citizens of the country are primarily Muslim and are composed of the Mande who make up 50% 
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of the population, Peul who make up 17% of the population, Voltaic who make 12% of the 

population, Tuareg and the Moor who make up 10% and some other minorities who make up 

the remaining 5%. The country’s economy is based off of agriculture and minerals.  

 

Until 2012, Mali was an effective democracy and this stability was destroyed by an 

armed Tuareg insurgency and this was then followed by a disastrous combination of 

irredentists, jihadists and criminal organisations. This instability required French intervention in 

the form of Operation Serval and this was followed by a multinational peacekeeping force. The 

country is the main base of extensive transnational drug, weapon and human trafficking as well 

as terrorist attacks in addition to ransom kidnapping. 

 

Burkina Faso 
 

Burkina Faso is a country which has had a relatively stable government with most of the 

conflict that is present within the country being due to internal issues due to only a part of the 

country being within the Sahelian region. There have been cases of conflicts or criminal activity 

in the shared border of Mali however these are considered minor events. Burkina Faso tends to 

take in refugees from neighbouring Sahelian states, primarily Mali and Niger. Due to their 

relative peacefulness as well as their role in maintaining the peace in Tuareg related conflicts, 

the country has gotten a significant amount of foreign security assistance in the form of training, 

funding and equipment.  

 

The environmental issues that are a characteristic of the Sahel region however still lead 

to internal conflicts due to the scarcity of resources. 

 
Mauritania 
 

Mauritania is a country which has primarily had a government that is ruled by individuals 

as a result of military coups and authoritarian military rule. Almost all of the rulers since 1978 

have been in power due to coup d’états. The population of the country is largely aged under 14 

with around 44.5% being a part of this demographic. The country’s economy is based off of 

agriculture, livestock and fishing. There is also an extractive industry which is for oil, gold, 
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copper and iron present within the country. The extractive industry is the main sector which 

drives economic growth. 

 

The main cause of the internal conflicts present within the region is due to the 

composition of the country’s ethnicities. The two dominant groups and the Arab Berbers who 

are light skinned and the native Africans who are black skinned. The Berbers tend to have a 

monopoly over the government and this constant conflict between the minorities tend to 

exacerbate the conflicts present within the country. Mauritania also has what is considered to be 

the highest rates of slavery in the word with a large number being unaware of their status due to 

their slavery being passed down through the generations and continues to be ignored by the 

government. The Initiative for the Resurgence of the Abolitionist Movement (IRA) is an 

emerging political group which aims to be elected into power in order to abolish slavery and 

improve the situations of those within the country. 

 

Niger 
 

Niger is a country which has a multitude of internal issues due to its positioning in the 

Sahelian region as well as internal conflicts due to the Boko Haram crisis in its neighbouring 

Nigeria as well as issues in Mali. The State collapse in Libya has also further exacerbated the 

situation in Niger. It’s positioning as the intersection of parts Mali and Nigeria has led to Niger 

receiving the fallouts of the conflicts present within the two countries.  

 

Effective governance is difficult as around 60% of the total population of 17 million is 

concentrated in three areas. The economy is mainly composed of agriculture and animal 

husbandry which leads to some of the internal pressures as the agricultural sector is extremely 

vulnerable to the climate changes which are a characteristic of Sahelian countries which leads 

to the economy continuing to be dependent on uranium mining and the subsequent exports. 

 
Nigeria 
 

Nigeria is also only partially located in the Sahel however due to the country’s size and 

population, any internal crises tend to spillover into neighbouring countries which exacerbate the 

insecurities within those countries. Nigeria has the highest population in Africa with 173 million 
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citizens and it is the hegemon in West Africa. The three major ethnic groups within the country 

are the Muslim Hausa-Fulani, Christian Yoruba and the Igbo.  

 

The radical jihadi violence in the form of the Boko Haram and its increasing power has 

led to this being the central tension causing situation within the region. Even though Nigeria has 

been under democratic rule since 1999, it has often had episodes of internal conflicts and since 

2002, these conflicts are primarily due to the Boko Haram. The Boko Haram has the primary 

goal of introducing Sharia law and rejecting the perceived Christianity based Western society. 

This is primarily due to formation of this post colonial region and the Hausa-Fulani being the 

rulers for a majority of the post-independence ruling period even though the Hausa-Fulani being 

strict followers of Islam however this may be the reason why the Boko Haram has been 

sustained for such a large number of years. 

 

Timeline of Events 

Date 
Mid to late 1950s 

1960 - 2000 

1999 

1968 - present 

2002 - present 

2007- present 

 

2012 

 

Description of Event 
Decolonization of Africa 

Independence of multiple states 

Civilian rule is reestablished in Nigeria 

A series of droughts in the Sahelian Region 

Boko Haram islamic radical group is active 

Great green wall endorsed by African heads 

of states 

Operation Serval deployed 

Relevant UN Treaties and Events 
 

● The establishment of a targeted sanctions regime on Mali, 5 September 2017 

(S/RES/2374) 
● A resolution regarding the situation in the Lake Chad Basin region which is affected by 

the Boko Haram group, 31 March 2017 (S/RES/2349) 
● The deployment of the G5 Sahel force, 21 June 2017 (S/RES/2359) 
● The United Nations Integrated Strategy for the Sahel, June 2013, (S/2013/354) 
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Previous Attempts to solve the issue 
 
Operation Serval 

Operation Serval is a former French military operation in early 2012 which was 

conducted in Mali in order to eradicate Islamic Militants from the Sahelian region of Mali after 

the Malian government requested assistance. This was followed by Operation Barkhane in mid 

2014 to fight Islamic militant groups in the Sahel and it was moderately successful in that 3 of 

the 5 islamic leaders were killed and it successfully eradicated islamic insurgent groups however 

the Boko Haram is still at large in Nigeria. 

 

Great Green Wall initiative 
The Great Green wall is a movement which is led by Africa to grow an 8000km long tree 

wall across Africa, specifically across the Sahelian region in order to prevent desertification as 

well as to block the hot winds which lead to desertification. The movement began a decade ago 

and even though it is only 15% complete, it has already assisted many individuals to gain 

employment and has rejuvenated some land masses. The completion of this process may lead 

to decreased tensions in regards to food scarcity and as it allows women and other individuals 

to gain employment, it may decrease tensions due to an ability for more individuals to access 

education. 

 

The United Nations Integrated Strategy for the Sahel 
This strategy aims to support and strengthen existing initiative as well as addressing 

previously identified gaps. The resolution created has a series of specific actions and objections 

which if followed would allow these goals to be achieved. The three main goals are inclusive 

and effective governance throughout the region is enhanced, national and regional security 

mechanisms are capable of addressing cross-border threats, humanitarian and development 

plans and interventions are integrated to build long-term resilience. The effectiveness of this is 

debatable as enough effective action has not taken place and as recently as November 2018, 

there have been reports of Sahelian States requiring additional support in order to gain more 

stability. 

Possible Solutions 
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The main solutions that could be implemented are those that improve the communication 

between different ethnic groups within every Sahelian state via summits. This would be effective 

as it could lead to decreased ethnic tensions due to improved communications. There should 

also be increased awareness regarding the importance of every ethnicity being represented 

within every government and the African Union should take charge in regards to such actions as 

this is primarily their jurisdiction. Furthermore, there should be more action taking place to 

decrease food supply scarcities as this is a major cause for migration across borders as well as 

criminal activities. Actions that decrease the legitimacy and power of radical groups such as the 

Boko Haram must also be reduced in order to decrease religious tensions.  
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Appendices 

 
I. A comprehensive document that outlines the conflict and the various aspects of the 

conflict itself 

http://repository.uneca.org/bitstream/handle/10855/23474/b11580410.pdf?sequence=3 
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