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Introduction 
For the past two decades, the Sahel region of sub-Saharan Africa, an arid band that stretches from 

the Atlantic Ocean to the Red Sea, has been classified as one of the world’s most unstable regions due to 

political instability and an associated growth of terrorist activity. Ranked as one of the regions with the 

lowest average levels of Human Development in the world, the Sahel includes portions of many states, 

including Mauritania, Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger, Chad, and parts of Northern Nigeria, as well as 

bordering states including Libya and Sudan. The region is plagued by a variety of sociopolitical factors 

that have contributed to persistent poverty and conflict, including weak border security, economic 

underdevelopment, and accelerating climate stress, all of which compound to create fertile conditions for 

terrorist organizations to expand their presence throughout the region. 

 

Transnational organizations of varying allegiances have taken root in different vestiges of the 

region, and conflict between them has further exacerbated preexisting vulnerabilities. Particularly, the rise 

of Islamic fundamentalist groups affiliated with competing organizations al-Qaeda and the Islamic State 

has contributed to the militarization of rebel groups and ethnic armed organizations (EAOs), which 

continue to vie for power in the absence of sustained political authority from legitimate government 

bodies. These organizations largely fight for access to natural resources such as oil and water bodies, as 

well as ideological and political control. For instance, Jama’at Nasr al-Islam wal Muslimin (JNIM), an 

extension of al-Qaeda, has armed ethnic groups across the region and, along with the Islamic State in the 

Greater Sahara (ISGS), is exploiting power vacuums and occupying regions in Mali, Burkina Faso, and 

Niger, while fragments of the Islamic State operate predominantly in Nigeria.  

 

Simultaneously, since the overthrow of its longstanding authoritarian dictatorship in 2011, Libya's 

ongoing political collapse has allowed for armed groups to prosper within and transit through the state, 

generally strengthening their terrorist networks. Chad, despite its relatively stronger military capacity, has 

experienced an increasing number of tensions along its borders with Sudan, a state entrenched in a Civil 
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War of its own, as well as the Central African Republic and Niger. Given the context of localized conflicts 

as well as larger regional issues, instability in one state inevitably reverberates throughout the region, 

particularly as it contributes to the development of transnational armed groups.  

 

From a humanitarian and international legal perspective, it is the civilians who pay the price of 

these systematic issues. More than three million people have been displaced across the central Sahel, 

while civilian casualties from terrorist attacks and inter-ethnic violence have risen sharply in recent years. 

Particularly as the terrorist organizations target civilian infrastructure to advance their agendas, political 

violence has extended into the daily lives of citizens. Humanitarian access has become increasingly 

constrained, with entire communities isolated from education, aid services, and basic healthcare, raising 

international concern surrounding the widespread infringement of human rights.  Food insecurity now 

affects tens of millions, aggravated by the destruction of agricultural institutions as well as the ongoing 

environmental pressures of desertification, destroying arable lands. In Libya and Sudan in particular, 

ongoing political crises intersect with broader regional issues, which contribute to further arming of 

extremist groups and fueling tensions. Efforts to respond to the broader regional crisis have been 

extensive yet fragmented and unsustained, and as a result, have failed so far to promote positive peaceful 

solutions.  

 

Terrorist activity in the Sahel region is not only a broader indication of political instability in the 

region, but also indicates the dangers of transnational organizations and how underdevelopment and 

ethnic upheaval contribute to the violation of human rights. To pursue stabilization, international actors 

will require a multifaceted strategy that integrates counterterrorism with the bolstering of domestic 

institutions and international governing systems. For the Security Council, the issue demands sustained 

attention to local actors as well as international allegiances, and the promotion of international legal 

principles as a pursuit of positive peace in the region. 

 

Definition of Key Terms 

The Sahel 
The Sahel is a region of terrain that spans North-Central Africa and separates the more humid, arable 

regions of Central Africa, which includes sections of Senegal, Mauritania, Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger, 

Nigeria, Chad, Sudan, and Eritrea, from the arid Sahara desert in the North. 
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Terrorism 
Terrorism is the use or threat of violence, typically against civilians, to instill fear and achieve political, 

ideological, or social goals. 

 

Jihadist Organizations 
Jihadist organizations are groups that use violence and terrorism in the name of Islam, often aiming to 

establish Islamic (Sharia) law on a larger scale. Prominent examples include Al-Qaeda, the Islamic State 

(also known as ISIS or ISIL), Boko Haram, and Al-Shabaab. While these groups vary in their specific 

goals, they all share a commitment to violent jihad, which is an extreme interpretation of aspects of the 

Quran, a Muslim holy text. Some prominent groups with a connection to this issue are al-Qaeda in the 

Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) and the Islamic State Sahel Province (ISSP). 

 

Tuareg Rebels 
Tuareg rebels are nomadic, stateless Berbers from the Sahara who have fought several governments, 

particularly in Mali and Niger, to win more autonomy or independence for their historic homeland, 

Azawad. These rebellions have been continuous since the colonial era, with varied goals ranging from 

wanting greater incorporation into existing governments to demanding complete independence. 

 

Sharia Law 
Sharia law, also known as Islamic law, is a comprehensive code of conduct derived from Islamic religious 

texts like the Quran and Sunnah (Prophet Muhammad's teachings). It guides Muslims in all aspects of life, 

encompassing worship, daily routines, family matters, and financial dealings. Essentially, it provides a 

framework for living a life aligned with God's will. In some cases, however, organizations use 

interpretations of sharia law to impose significant restrictions on women and to justify human rights 

abuses. 

 

Background Information 

Historical Background Information 
Both recent political upheavals that threaten the region's peace and long-standing structural 

violence are to blame for the rise of terrorism in the Sahel. The aftermath of the Algerian Civil War sent 

heavily armed militant organizations south in the early 2000s. Using the desert for kidnappings and 
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smuggling routes, the Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat (GSPC), which subsequently changed its 

name to Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) in 2007, expanded into Northern Mali and Niger and 

established itself as a dominant force. These networks were able to establish themselves because 

governments in the area were, at this point, ill-equipped to deal with persistent threats of terrorist attack. 

Between 2008 and 2012, AQIM carried out dozens of high-profile kidnappings of foreign nationals, 

generating the organization millions of dollars in ransom payments that strengthened its operations.  

 

A major turning point came with the fall of Libyan dictator Muammar al-Gaddafi in 2011 and the 

subsequent collapse of the country’s economy, political structure, and border protections. The overthrow 

unleashed a flood of weapons from Libyan stockpiles, and as armed Tuareg Fighters left Libya, they 

contributed to the militarization of Mali and Niger as they brought with them heavy weapons as they 

returned to their home countries. In 2012, their rebellion in northern Mali quickly spiraled, opening the 

door for Islamic extremism to take root in rural areas. Groups such as Ansar Dine, a Tuareg-led Islamist 

group allied with AQIM, sought to impose strict Sharia law over areas of religious diversity and 

implement de facto governing authority. Ansar Dine, allied with other jihadist movements such as the 

Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West Africa (MUJAO) sought to take over key strategic population 

centers, often in areas with relatively higher access to natural oil reserves. Together, the jihadist force 

captured major Northern towns, including Timbuktu, Gao, and Kidal. A French-led intervention, 

Operation Serval, successfully retook these areas in 2013, but extremists still grouped in rural zones, 

spreading southwards into nearby states, making violence harder to contain.  

 

Simultaneously, in neighboring Nigeria and Chad, violence escalated in the Lake Chad basin. 

Boko Haram, a Nigerian military organization originally founded as an Islamist movement in 2002 by 

Mohammed Yusuf, began to grow in strength. Translating to “westernization is forbidden”, Boko Haram 

began as a movement opposing Western-style education and government corruption, yet following 

Yusuf’s death in 2009, the group radicalized, launching a brutal insurgency responsible for tens of 

thousands of fatalities and the displacement of over 2 million people. In 2015, Boko Haram pledged 

allegiance to the Islamic State, integrating into the organization and splitting into smaller regional 

factions, the most prominent being the Islamic State West Africa Province (ISWAP). Attacks from Nigeria 

extended across borders into Niger, Chad, and Cameroon, strengthening the link between the Lake Chad 

Basin and regional Sahel conflicts. Conflict in the region had also negatively impacted Burkina Faso's 

security and sovereignty by the middle of the decade. Once thought to be politically stable, the nation 

experienced its first significant terrorist assault in 2016, which killed 30 civilians in Ouagadougou, the 

capital.  
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Current Situation 
Since the 2010s, there has been an increase in extremist violence, and as of 2023, more than 2 

million Burkinabè people had been displaced. Despite having comparatively more powerful militaries, 

Chad and Niger have experienced frequent attacks along their borders, while Libya's turmoil continues to 

give terrorists throughout the Sahel sanctuary and munitions support. The development of terrorist groups 

has also been fueled by deeper structural problems: weak governance, plagued by corruption, widespread 

poverty, (seeing as over 40% of the populations of Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger living below the 

international extreme poverty line) severe underdevelopment of institutions, and rapid population growth, 

spurring concerns regarding natural resource availability and environmental decline. Extremist groups 

have taken advantage of unstable conditions to gain recruits and present themselves as legitimate 

alternatives to a weak governmental authority. As such, ongoing local vulnerabilities, when faced with 

international jihadist agendas, have transformed the Sahel into one of the most dangerous regions in the 

world today. 

 

Major Countries and Organizations Involved 

Mali 
Mali has been at the epicenter of the Sahel crisis since its 2012 rebellion, when many northern towns fell 

under the control of jihadist groups. Repeated coups and weak governance have made it difficult to 

restore stability, while large parts of the country remain outside of state control. In an effort to bolster 

government legitimacy, the president has ordered the halt of any political party activity in August 2025, a 

decision which the international community has widely criticized for hindering democratic ideals.  

 

Algeria 
The instability of Algeria played a key role in the origins of terrorism in the Sahel, as militants from its 

civil war moved south, associating themselves with ethnic armed organizations that eventually evolved 

into AQIM. While Algeria is diplomatically engaged in the region, its administration remains cautious 

about direct military involvement. 

 

France 
A former colonial power that occupied many states in the Sahel region until as late as the 20th century, 

France has continued its intervention in sub-Saharan Africa through multiple military operations in Mali. 

Operation Serval in 2013 and Operation Barkhane (2014-2022) targeted jihadist groups across the Sahel. 
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While French troops weakened insurgencies, their presence also fueled anti-French and, more broadly, 

anti-colonial sentiment, leading to withdrawals in recent years.  

 

Russian Federation 
Russia, mainly through its supported military organization, the Wagner Group, has expanded its presence 

in Mali and other Sahel states following the French withdrawal of troops. Wagner also provides Military 

Support to governments, but has been accused of Human Rights abuses and worsening instability. 

 

Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) 
AQIM grew out of Algeria’s Civil War and had established itself in Northern Mali, Nigeria, and the 

broader Sahel by 2007. The group finances itself through kidnappings, smuggling, and attacks, prevailing 

as one of the most influential jihadist actors in the region today.  

 

Islamic State Sahel Province (ISSP) 
ISSP, also known as ISGS, is a jihadist organization that emerged in 2015, pledging allegiance to the 

Islamic State. It is active mainly in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger,  regularly carrying out mass killings 

and clashing violently with AQIM-affiliated groups for control of territory. 

 

Timeline of Events 

Date Description of Event 

Early 2000s Expansion of Armed Groups into the Sahel 

Based originally in Algeria, the Salafist Group for 

Preaching and Combat (GSPC) moves operations 

into the Sahel to avoid counterterrorism pressures 

in North Africa. A lack of border integrity and 

limited governmental presence allows the group to 

establish smuggling routes and orchestrate 

kidnappings of high-profile individuals. In 2007,  

the GSPC merged with the terrorist network 

al-Qaeda, becoming al-Qaeda in the Islamic 

Maghreb (AQIM) and leaning into a more 
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explicitly jihadist philosophy. 

2011 Collapse of Libyan Dictatorship Fuels Conflict 

The fall of Muammar al-Gaddafi’s military 

dictatorship leads to an influx of weapons entering 

the Sahel as fighters disperse south from Libya. 

Many Tuareg combatants enter Mali heavily 

armed, a sudden militarization that heightens 

instability and allows for extremist rebel groups to 

continue to grow in strength.   

2012 Jihadist Insurgents Seize Northern Mali 

Tuareg rebels, and later Islamist extremist groups 

including AQIM and Ansar Dine, launch an 

uprising that succeeds in capturing key cities 

including Gao, Kidal, and Timbuktu. These 

groups enforce strict interpretations of Sharia law, 

destroy globally recognized cultural heritage sites, 

and commit widespread human rights abuses, 

including disappearances, physical and sexual 

abuses, and murders. French-led Operation Serval 

retakes much of the territory, but rebel insurgency 

still persists today in rural areas.  

2019 Formation of JNIM and Jihadist Rivalries 

Al-Qaeda associated groups converge to form 

JNIM, an active insurgent force that clashes over 

land with the Islamic State Sahel Province (ISSP). 

The two groups carry out deadly civilian attacks 

most prominently across Burkina Faso, Mali and 

Niger. These attacks take place in public settings 

such as churches, using terror as a method of 

growing their influence. 
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2021 Coups and International Support 

Military coups in Mali and Burkina Faso 

destabilize counterterrorism partnerships with 

international actors such as France and the 

European Union. Mali expels French forces and 

engages the Russian-linked private military 

contractor, Wagner Group. The political 

uncertainty enables militant groups to expand 

recruitment and operational reach. 

2023-Current Spread Towards Coastal West Africa 

Militant violence extends into northern Benin, 

Togo, Côte d’Ivoire, and Nigeria. Armed groups 

conduct raids on rural police posts and ambush 

military patrols in border regions, killing both 

combatants and civilians. Humanitarian agencies 

report record levels of displacement of over six 

million people in Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso, 

as well as worsening food insecurity and 

economic issues. 

 
 
Relevant UN Treaties and Resolutions 

Resolution 2085 (20 December 2012) 
An authorization of the deployment of the African-led International Support Mission to Mali, which 

aimed to support Malian authorities in recovering captured regions of the north from terrorist and rebel 

groups. It also requested planning for a UN political mission to support long-term regional stability. 

 

Resolution 2295 (29 June 2016) 
Strengthened MINUSMA’S mandate, allowing it more authority to use force to protect civilians and 

lessen asymmetric threats posed by terrorism. 
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Resolution 2359 (21 June 2017) 
Approved international recognition for the G5 Sahel Joint Force, including Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, 

Mauritania, and Niger, as well as authorizing support for its counter-terrorism operations. 

 

Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue 
The United Nations has deployed the Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali 

(MINUSMA) until its withdrawal was mandated in 2023, and is also assisting in humanitarian aid through 

agencies such as the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) and the World Food Programme 

(WFP). At the regional level, Mauritania, Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger, and Chad have joined to form the 

G5 Sahel Joint Force, an organization designed to support coordinated counterterrorism operations. 

Despite regional cooperative efforts, the forum’s efficacy has been limited due to woefully insufficient 

funding, shifting alliances, and political strife as a result of repeated coups in member state governments. 

While neighboring states have attempted to mediate or secure their own borders, security measures are 

often ineffective in preventing conflict from permeating into other states' borders. International actors, 

particularly France through Operation Barkhane and the European Union training mission in Mali, have 

sought to fill security gaps, yet have been met with other actors such as the Russian-backed Wagner 

Group, which also contributes to the further militarization of the area. However, a recent scaling-down of 

funding for foreign troop deployments from Western actors has compounded uncertainty, leading skeptics 

to question the feasibility of a peace built solely on foreign military operations.  

 

Resolution 2100 (25 April 2013) 
Established the United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA) 

to support political processes, protect civilian wellbeing, and stabilize key population centers weakened 

by insurgent control. Ultimately, MINUSMA’s mandate ended in 2023 following a request by Mali’s 

transitional government. UN forces were withdrawn by the end of that year. 

 

Operation Barkhane (France) 
Operation Barkane was a French-led counterterrorism mission launched on 1 August 2014 to combat 

jihadist groups across the Sahel region, replacing Operation Serval in Mali and expanding its scope to five 

countries in total across the region: Mali, Burkina Faso, Niger, Chad, and Mauritania. Headquartered in 

N’Djamena, Chad’s capital, it deployed over 5,000 French troops at its peak, who worked alongside local 

armies, the G5 Sahel Joint Force, MINUSMA, and other European partners. Over the course of the 

mission, France lost around 60 soldiers, while thousands of militants were killed. Despite degrading 
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jihadist leadership, the mission struggled to bring about long-term stability, as extremist violence spread 

into Burkina Faso and Niger as a result. Rising anti-French sentiment and political tensions, particularly 

following coups in Mali and Burkina Faso, led to France’s decision to terminate the operation in 

November 2022, with troops repositioned to Niger until 2023. The impacts of Barkhane highlight both the 

necessity for and the limitations of externally led military interventions in addressing terrorist activity in 

the region. 

 

Possible Solutions 
●​ Complete Foreign Withdrawal  

○​ Many states on the Security Council, particularly those seeking to cut expenditure on 

foreign aid, may find it favorable to cut any ties with military or aid operations in the 

Sahel, letting the conflict run its course within regional actors only. 

○​ Many theorists point to the undeniable ongoing colonial influence of Western actors in 

perpetuating instability in the region to justify a rescinding of troops. 

○​ While the withdrawal of troops may help to demilitarize the region, it may contribute to a 

rise in terrorist activity in the short run, with a lack of international oversight. 

●​ Humanitarian Aid and Protection of Civilians 
○​ The UN Secretary General has advocated for increased humanitarian funding for 

displaced people (over 3 million in the Sahel Region) by establishing humanitarian 

corridors, increasing aid worker protection, implementing monitoring mechanisms to 

prevent aid money corruption, and ensuring counterterrorism operations respect human 

rights and local contexts, in order to avoid perpetuating local issues and structural 

inequities. 

○​ Previous UN studies on related topics of extremist conflict have supported collaboration 

with local leaders and groups such as women's organizations and religious leaders, to 

combat extremism and encourage community involvement in non-violent affairs. In order 

to promote local development, these initiatives engage civil society, particularly 

non-governmental organizations. 

○​ As extremist organizations often target recruiting from vulnerable groups, particularly 

those who may be unemployed, NGOs and UN agencies (particularly the UN 

Development Programme or UNDP) have proposed the implementation of job creation  

programs, vocational training, and expanded education access to support young people. 
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●​ Supporting International Efforts 
○​ Many UN officials and regional leaders have emphasized the significance of training and 

equipping national militaries and police forces to tackle threats independently, reducing 

reliance on foreign military groups such as French operations or the Wagner Group. 

○​ Maintaining financial support for the G5 Sahel Joint Task Force while requesting 

international assistance to guarantee a variety of funding sources and financial 

monitoring. 

○​ Implementing security surveillance technologies (ie, cameras, metal detectors) and 

strengthening regional customs cooperation between surrounding nations to strengthen 

border security and reduce the international flow of arms and ammunition. 

○​ Politicians from several of the region's states have urged investments in health care, 

education, and rural infrastructure to help satisfy communities and reduce hostility 

towards government officials and ideologies. 
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