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A notable ECOWAS counterterrorism framework is its Protocol for Con�ict Prevention, Management, 
Resolution, Peacekeeping and Security (1999). Article 3(4) calls for strengthening cooperation in 
peacekeeping operations, early warning, and in countering cross-border crime, international terrorism, 
and the proliferation of small arms and anti-personnel mines.10 Despite the Protocol’s provisions, however, 
several ECOWAS states have been slow to prioritize counterterrorism.11  

Another ECOWAS counterterrorism initiative is the Inter-Governmental Action Group against Money 
Laundering and Terrorist Financing in West Africa (GIABA), created in 1999. Its mandate is to strengthen 
the capacity of member states to prevent and control money laundering and terrorist �nancing.12 GIABA’s 
mandate has since been expanded to include providing technical assistance to member states and 
promoting cooperation in combating terrorism.13 GIABA’s e�orts have led to actions by most ECOWAS 
counties to enact counterterrorism legislation and establish counterterrorism institutions.14 However, some 
member states have been inconsistent in submitting required reports.15 

The ECOWAS Counterterrorism Strategy and Implementation Plan is a third framework. Adopted in 2013, the 
strategy recommends member states use a three-pillar approach to countering terrorism—prevent, pursue, 
and reconstruct.16 The “prevent” pillar requires member states to adopt and implement e�ective legal 
regimes, eliminate root causes of terrorism, enhance early warning systems and operational intelligence, 
counter extremism and radicalization, and promote democratic values and human rights. The ‘‘pursue” 
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the force’s concept of operations could be incongruent with the various counterterrorism strategies in the 
region, and there have been calls for enhanced coordination to improve the force’s e�ciency.20  

International partners, particularly France, the United States, the European Union (EU), and the UN, are active 
players in supporting West Africa’s e�ort to curb terrorism. France has deployed 4,500 troops to the region 
(Operation Barkhane) to work with regional militaries and directly combat terrorist �ghters in the Sahel.21 
Operation Barkhane is the largest French military operation abroad, costing USD$685 million a year.22 At this 
time, its counterterrorist activities are focused on the Liptako border area between Mali and Niger and the 
Gourman border area between Mali and Burkina Faso.23 These zones are strategic conduits used by ISGS, JNIM, 
and Ansarul Islam to move �ghters into northern Burkina Faso and western Niger.24 In Operation Barkhane, 
France has advanced its security agenda in the Sahel mainly through capacity building by training, sharing 
information, and providing equipment to support counterterrorism operations of the G5 Sahel Joint Force and 
the MNJTF. Yet despite France’s increased military presence in the region, gains have been limited as Islamist 
militants continue to make e�ective use of guerilla tactics such as deploying improvised explosive devices and 
hiding within the civilian population before and after launching attacks.25 Another shortcoming in France’s 
approach is that most of its joint military cooperation is done on a bilateral basis with Mali, Burkina Faso, and 
Niger,26 which illustrates a lack of holistic coordination and cooperation in its counterterrorism support e�orts.

U.S. and EU counterterrorism support in West Africa and the Sahel is, like France’s, also largely predicated on 
providing military capacity-building assistance. The U.S. and the EU support the G5 Sahel Joint Force and 
MNJTF in the areas of �nance, equipment, training, and information-sharing. In addition, the U.S. and EU have 
various bilateral programs with Cameroon, Nigeria, Mali, Burkina Faso, Mauritania, Chad, and Niger to support 
these countries’ national counterterrorism e�orts.  

Foreign military engagement in the �ght against terrorism in West Africa has not come without concerns, 
however. For example, while U.S. drone strikes have been instrumental in destroying terrorist targets, they 
have also resulted in civilian fatalities, population displacement, and destruction of livelihoods. This has fueled 
resentment of local communities against foreign military activities in the region. At the same time, there are 
doubts about the U.S. military commitment to the region, given internal debate in Washington about reducing 
the U.S. military presence following recent attacks against U.S. soldiers deployed in the Sahel.27  

Another international support mechanism in the Sahel is the AU-backed United Nations Multidimensional 
Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA), which was established by Security Council Resolution 
2100 on April 25, 2013 to support political processes in Mali and carry out a number of security-related tasks.28 
With 13,289 troops and 1,920 police personnel,29 MINUSMA has supervised presidential elections, supported 
an ongoing peace dialogue, and helped ensure relative security in communities in Mali’s north and central 
regions that were previously controlled by terrorists and armed insurgent groups. Overall, however, Mali’s 
security environment remains volatile and complex, as terrorists, armed insurgent groups, and intercommunal 
violence continue to surge. There are also concerns about limited space for local community participation 
in Mali’s peace and security processes, as well as MINUSMA’s inadequate capacity to carry out its mandate.30 
Under UN Security Council Resolution 2480, MINUSMA’s mandate ran until June 2020. It was extended for an 
additional year on June 29, 2020.31 

Key Challenges and Shortcomings

While ECOWAS has developed several counterterrorism policies and frameworks, which have been rati�ed 
by member states, domestication and implementation of such strategies across states continue to lag. As a 
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result, the major counterterrorism e�orts in the region—MNJTF and G5 Sahel Task Force—are coalitions 
of the willing and rather than institutionalized mechanisms with a full regional character. In addition, the 
various  counterterrorism responses described above have overcrowded West Africa’s security landscape, 
leading to functional overlap as well as coordination challenges. The general lack of holistic coordination 
and cooperation among these disparate counterterrorism e�orts undermines their e�ectiveness in curbing 
terrorism in the region. 

Moreover, at the heart of the region’s vulnerability to terrorism, violent extremism, and organized crime 
are human security challenges including climate change-driven depletion of the biodiversity and 
agriculture that support livelihoods. This and other human security challenges continue to fuel migration, 
displacements, and sometimes violent competition over limited resources and to exacerbate food 
insecurity, unemployment, access to healthcare, education, clean water, and other infrastructure necessary 
to enhance sustainable livelihoods. Yet international and regional response mechanisms to terrorist and 
extremist activities in the region have focused on traditional military approaches overlooking the human 
security de�cits which drive and facilitate terrorism in the region. Additionally, various response strategies 
appear to be too generalized, often disregarding how terrorist activities intersect with governance issues, 
transnational organized crime, and communal con�icts to aggravate regional insecurity. The omnibus 
e�ect of this is re�ected in a cocktail of continued attacks which has resulted in increased state and human 
security fragility across West Africa. 

Another key challenge is that neither the MNJTF nor G5 Sahel has long-term and predictable sources of 
funding. Instead, both are heavily dependent on international funding, especially from the U.S., EU, and 
France. Between 2016 and 2017, the U.S. alone contributed USD$363 million to the MNJTF, making it the 
force’s largest �nancial contributor.32 Similarly, in 2018, the U.S. provided USD$111 million to the G5 Sahel 
Joint Force,33 while in the same year the EU provided it with USD$116 million.34 Operation Barkhane costs 
an additional USD$685 million per year, which constitutes about 50 percent of France’s worldwide security 
cooperation budget.35 This over-reliance on external funding is unsustainable but also prevents the region 
from taking real ownership for its own security. Aside from this, operational e�ectiveness—including troop 
deployments, capacity building, and logistical operations—of the various counterterrorism mechanisms 
in the region is further constrained by a lack of sustainable funding for the counterterrorism e�orts of the 
MNJTF and the G5 Sahel Force.

Conclusion

Despite the varied counterterrorism responses of the multiple peace and security actors in West Africa, 
terrorist violence continues to surge in the region, with serious consequences for state and human 
security. This study examined the varied counterterrorism responses and found that while some gains 
have been made, signi�cant challenges remain. These include inadequate coordination of the disparate 
counterterrorism strategies and mechanisms in the region and ECOWAS member states’ lack of political will 
to implement the organization’s security initiatives. This study concludes that disregarding such challenges 
would continue to hinder the e�ectiveness of the region’s counterterrorism e�orts, and thus provide further 
impetus for terrorist violence to �ourish in West Africa and the Sahel. What is urgently needed is for the 
region’s security actors and their international partners to enhance cooperation and more robustly align 
their disparate counterterrorism initiatives. It is also essential for West African governments to increase 
local community participation and inclusivity in order to bolster resilience against surging terrorist violence 
across the region.
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The Africa Program works to address the most critical issues facing Africa and U.S.-Africa relations, build 
mutually bene�cial U.S.–Africa relations, and enhance knowledge and understanding about Africa in the 
United States.  

The Program achieves its mission through in-depth research and analyses, including our blog  Africa Up 
Close,  public discussion, working groups, and brie�ngs that bring together policymakers, practitioners, and 
subject matter experts to analyze and o�er practical options for tackling key challenges in Africa and in U.S.-
Africa relations.

The Africa Program focuses on four core issues:

i. Good governance and leadership

ii. Con�ict prevention, peacebuilding, and security 

iii. Trade, investment, and sustainable development

iv. Africa’s evolving role in the global arena

The Program maintains a cross-cutting focus on the roles of women, youth, and technology, which are critical 
to Africa’s future: to supporting good governance, to securing peace, to mitigating poverty, and to assuring 
sustainable development.
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