
In recent years, terrorism has increased alarmingly across West Africa and the neighboring Sahel, resulting in 
significant fatalities, internal displacement of persons, as well as economic and development devastation. The 
affected area encompasses the Lake Chad Basin and Sahel countries, with nearly every country affected by 

terrorism. West Africa and the Sahel are home to an estimated four million IDPs and about 800,000 refugees,1 
many of them driven from their homes by conflict or terrorist activity.  Furthermore, terrorist threat in the region 
has continued to morph, with new groups emerging or forging ties with regional and/or international groups. 
The most prominent active groups in the region include Boko Haram, the Islamic State West Africa Province 

countries (Nigeria, Niger, Chad, and Cameroon) and Sahel countries (Chad, Niger, Mali, Mauritania, and Burkina 
Faso) seek to address violent extremism. International actors, especially France and the United States (U.S.), are 
also key actors in the counterterrorism efforts in the region. These efforts are occurring against the backdrop of 
the AU- and UN-backed United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA) 
in Mali.2 For example, the French-led Operation Barkhane, established in August 2014, has been combating 
Jihadist violence in the Sahel region, while the U.S., through its Trans-Sahara Counterterrorism Partnership 
(TSCTP), is helping the region develop resilient institutions capable of responding to terrorism.3 Both the U.S. 
and France provide capacity-building support to the MNJTF and G5 Sahel Joint Force. 

Despite all of these efforts, terrorist violence in the region has soared. In Burkina Faso, Niger, and Mali alone, 
terrorist killings have multiplied five-fold since 2016, from an estimated 770 deaths in 2016 to over 4,000 in 
2019 alone.4 In the Lake Chad Basin, between June 2011 and June 2018, Boko Haram and ISWAP killed 34,261 
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people5 and caused 10.7 million more to seek humanitarian emergency assistance.6 The number of people 
forcibly displaced from their homes in Burkina Faso alone exploded from 87,000 to 487,000 in the first 10 
months of 2019 (44 percent of whom are children). It is important to ask why regional responses have not 
been effective in curbing violent extremism.
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Policy Options and Recommendations

1.  For the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) and African Union

a.	 Promote context-specific response strategies: A major weakness in regional counterterrorism 
efforts is the pursuit of overly general strategies that disregard locality-specific vulnerabilities, resilience 
factors, and critical actors. The resulting incongruency between broad strategies and specific local 
dynamics hinders the efficacy of ECOWAS and AU counterterrorism efforts. In order to be more effective, 
strategies should take better accounting of local realities. 

b.	 Enhance coordination of responses: The coexistence of multiple missions, including the MNJTF 
and G5 Sahel Joint Force, each with its own priorities, creates coordination and redundancy challenges. 
Therefore, the AU, ECOWAS, MNJTF, and G5 Sahel Joint Force troop-contributing countries should work to 
maximize coordination and synergy.

c.	 Prioritize human security in counter-terrorism strategies: The military-centric approach has 
not been able to address the underlying governance grievances and human security challenges that 
fuel violent extremism. Thus, regional response strategies should include addressing issues such as 
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