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Brief PointsThe Sahel region is severely affected by 
organised violence and an important 
focus area for security force assistance 
(SFA). Such assistance aims to build the 
capacity of government forces to wage 
counter-insurgency and counter-terror 
campaigns, prevent organised crime, 
and control borders. This policy brief 
discusses challenges related to provi-
sion of SFA in the Sahel. It highlights 
the role of small states such as Belgium, 
Ireland and Sweden. These small states 
experience challenges concerning the 
impact and unintended consequences of 
their efforts, as well limited autonomy 
within larger coalitions. Such obstacles 
hamper the effectiveness of their SFA 
contributions. Looking at the provision 
of SFA between 2010 and 2018 in six 
countries in the Sahel region (Burkina 
Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, Niger and 
Senegal), this brief summarises lessons 
learned and suggests ways to address 
future challenges.
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• High degrees of state fragility in the 
Sahel make providing SFA particularly 
difficult, dangerous and costly. This 
impacts effectiveness.

• Due to their limited capacity, small 
states usually lack specialised SFA 
capability. Their personnel may be 
deployed without adequate training 
and need to improvise as a result.

• The motivation of small states to 
contribute to SFA in the Sahel is partly 
driven by threat mitigation, but also 
by alliance solidarity. Small states 
usually take a minor role within larger 
coalitions, both in SFA programme 
design and implementation.

• Small states can mitigate challenges 
within the Sahel context by focusing 
their efforts on one or a few long-term 
commitments. This lends visibility to 
the contribution while also allowing 
the development of the required 
knowledge and skills.
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The Security Context in the 
Sahel

The Sahel region saw an increase in 
organised violence between 2010 and 
2018 (see Figure 1). This violence stems 
first and foremost from armed conflict, 
where some of the insurgents have 
been labelled “terrorists” (e.g. Boko Ha-
ram). Insurgency in the Lake Chad ba-
sin and border area straddling Burkina 
Faso, Mali and Niger has resulted in 
the forced displacement of 2.8 million 
people. Mali has been in a state of civil 
war since the 2012 Tuareg rebellion. 
Insecurity has triggered community 
violence, which has spread to Niger and 
Burkina Faso. Further, major refugee 
migration routes traverse the Sahel, and 
the region is also a key node in global 
drug trafficking networks.

Most Sahel states are extremely fragile 
and lack the capacity to handle these 
challenges: they are sparsely populated, 
have very low levels of economic devel-
opment, and porous borders without 
government capacity to enforce laws 
and protect communities. Moreover, 
many security forces in the region are 
fragmented and lack adequate com-
mand structures, training and equip-
ment. This allows safe havens for insur-
gents and criminals in areas outside the 
reach of the state apparatus.

SFA Provision in the Sahel

Security force assistance (SFA) is one 
of the measures external actors use 
to address violence and insecurity in 
the Sahel. It consists of training and 
equipping military and civilian security 
forces to enhance both professional-
ism and operational capacity. SFA can 
be provided both in the form of stand-
alone programmes or as an integrated 
part of broader military interventions, 
UN peacekeeping operations and secu-
rity sector reform programmes.

The European Union, France and the 
United States are the three most sig-
nificant providers of SFA in the Sahel 
region. The main recipients of US SFA 
are Chad, Mauritania, Niger, and Mali 
– the latter in particular has received 
counter-terror and peace-keeping train-
ing. The EU runs a military Training 
Mission (EUTM) in Mali. It also has 
two large-scale programmes concerned 
with law enforcement: the capacity 
building missions (EUCAP) in Mali 
and Niger. Together, the US and EU 
report that they have trained at least 
50,000 personnel in the six Sahel coun-
tries between 2010 and 2018. Other 
SFA providers include France, which 
through Opération Barkhane gives 
bilateral military training to five Sahel 
countries. France also sponsored the 

creation of the G5 Sahel Joint Force, 
which is made up of 5,000 troops from 
Mali, Niger, Chad, Burkina Faso and 
Mauritania. In 2018, the EU pledged 
100 million euros worth of assistance to 
the Joint Force.

Other Western states provide person-
nel for SFA by contributing either 
through multilateral channels, such 
as the EUTM programme, or through 
bi-lateral missions within larger coor-
dinated efforts. Among the latter type, 
the most prominent example is assis-
tance to a force generation project in 
Niger which aims to create 12 Special 
Intervention Battalions (BSI) between 
2018 and 2023. Important assistance to 
the force generation project, as well as 
other forms of SFA, has been provided 
by: Belgium, Canada, France, Germany, 
Italy, and the US. Additionally, although 
not defined as SFA as such, there is a 
significant training element in the an-
nual US-led Flintlock training exercise. 
In 2019, Flintlock was held in Burkina 
Faso and involved participation by 
armed forces from 16 African countries 
and 15 Western countries (including 
Norway).

The Role of Small States as SFA 
Providers in the Sahel

SFA in the Sahel might serve a number 
of broader objectives. Improving the 
security of the citizens in the recipi-
ent state is part of the justification for 
most SFA programmes to fragile states. 
Another reason is to contribute to the 
SFA-providing states’ collective security 
by mitigating threats and problems that 
directly affect these states. SFA pro-
grammes may also be used to improve 
relations with the political and military 
leadership of the recipient country. The 
programmes might even be considered 
opportunities for personnel to gain 
experience in different operational en-
vironments (though mandates may rule 
out direct participation in combat).

Small states have additional motivations 
for providing SFA in the Sahel. Less 
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Figure 1: Conflict incidents in the Sahel states. Source ACLED
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recipient security forces in general. It 
is easier to achieve other goals, such 
as training smaller specialist units to 
handle immediate problems deemed 
important by the SFA providers (but not 
necessarily by the recipients).

The social and political context of the 
Sahel states is often poorly understood 
by both the Western politicians who 
decide to set up SFA programmes and 
the personnel who implement them. 
Trainers often lack the linguistic ability 
to speak directly to trainees. Contextual 
challenges are foremost related to in-
adequate governance structures. This 
results in authority being exercised in-
formally, and officials augmenting their 
income through corrupt practices. Weak 
oversight of the security forces leaves 
room for them to instigate coups and 
carry out atrocities against the people 
they are supposed to protect. Typically, 
when the geographical, cultural and 
economic gap between provider and 
recipient is wide, these differences be-
come more pronounced.

There are also a number of shortcom-
ings and potential negative outcomes 
found in the SFA programmes in the 
Sahel. These include:

• Problems related to operating in 
unfamiliar environments, which 

are often compounded by measures 
to reduce the costs and risks of SFA 
programmes

• The risk of eroding overall cohesion 
within the security sector as a result 
of poor coordination, compatibility 
and consistency when contingents 
from different armed forces provide 
training to separate units of a recipi-
ent state’s security forces

• Difficulty maintaining professional 
standards and unit cohesion among 
trainees after an SFA programme 
has ended, which affects long-term 
sustainability

• Risk of reputational damage for 
SFA providers if the recipient armed 
forces – or other members of the 
coalition, or even their own person-
nel – are involved in war crimes or 
other human rights violations.

Challenges of Small State SFA 
Provision

Small states providing SFA face addi-
tional challenges. Firstly, limited previ-
ous experience from the context often 
means severe shortage of linguistic 
skills, prior personal relationships, and 
familiarity with organisational culture 
and practices. It may be very difficult 

prominent in the official rhetoric is the 
wish to be considered a reliable and ca-
pable member of an organisation such 
as the EU, and to improve relations with 
larger states, foremost the US. Although 
small states’ contributions to larger SFA 
efforts might be modest in size, major 
players such as the EU and the US find 
these contributions important.

When combined, small states’ SFA con-
tributions carry a significant share of 
the financial and personnel cost. They 
can also provide much needed niche 
skills and lend legitimacy to an opera-
tion (especially if they have no history 
of colonialism or intervention in the 
region). In addition, nimble bureaucra-
cies and short decision-making chains 
might make it possible for small states 
to respond quickly. For such states, a 
limited pool of personnel can facilitate 
faster knowledge transfer, and repeated 
deployments to one area can result in a 
higher degree of continuity.

Challenges of SFA Provision in 
the Sahel

High levels of state fragility make the 
Sahel a difficult environment for the 
provision of SFA. Within this context, 
it is exceedingly difficult to design SFA 
programmes that have a lasting impact 
on the capacity and professionalism of 
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Figure 2: Conflict intensity and SFA deployment in 2019
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a long-term commitment of time and 
resources is necessary. In addition, pro-
viding effective mentoring by accom-
panying trainees on patrol may involve 
higher risks.

There are, however, measures that can 
be used to mitigate some of these chal-
lenges:

• First, for small states, a lack of re-
sources for pre-deployment training 
can be addressed through focusing 
efforts and the prioritisation of build-
ing SFA capabilities, for instance 
through developing doctrines and 
dedicated units and specialists that 
have SFA as their only focus. 

• Second, small states can choose mis-
sions that involve a long-term com-
mitment. The SFA provided might 
be more effective if it is facilitated 
through repeated interaction, and 
trainers can build up a rapport with 
trainees. It is possible to build up 
relevant skills if a small state focuses 
its SFA activities on a single recipient 
(even the same unit) over a longer 
period. Such a focus also makes 
it more cost-efficient to invest in 
experts who can provide specialists 
with pre-deployment training.

• Finally, small states can take on the 
role of coordinators to reduce the risk 
that many different SFA programmes 
increase fragmentation of the 
security forces. For example, Belgian 
special forces personnel on a training 
mission in Niger set up a ‘fusion 
cell’, which had weekly meetings 
with personnel from other Western 
special forces and the Nigerien 
armed forces. In doing so, Belgian 

to provide useful pre-deployment train-
ing at the beginning of a mission if the 
instructors have no experience from 
the places where personnel are to be 
deployed.

Secondly, most small states lack dedi-
cated SFA units and a specific SFA doc-
trine. Sometimes missions must be set 
up on an ad hoc basis and personnel are 
expected to improvise on the spot. This 
makes it very difficult to predict the out-
come of operations and might also lead 
to inadvertent errors, jeopardising both 
the security of the personnel and the 
objectives of the mission. In other cases, 
smaller states might use doctrines, 
training curriculums and manuals 
developed by larger states or by the EU 
and NATO. But these might not be fit 
for purpose or reflect the objectives of 
the small state in question.

Finally, a small state may be blamed for 
negative outcomes of SFA programmes 
that are implemented by multi-national 
coalitions, while it may have had little 
influence over the objectives and wider 
implementation of said programme. 
Small states may not even be a mem-
ber of the organisation managing the 
programme. For example, the EUTM 
in Mali includes deployments from five 
small states which are not EU members 
(Albania, Georgia, Montenegro, Serbia 
and Moldova).

Policy Implications 

SFA is often assumed to be compara-
tively cheap, low risk and short-term, 
but research indicates that successful 
missions tend to adhere to opposite 
criteria. To ensure the necessary conti-
nuity and deep partnerships involved, 

personnel – then one of the smallest 
military presences in Niger – were 
able to take on an important external 
coordination role with the Nigerien 
military.  

Note

This policy brief is based on research 
published in the forthcoming report 
Struggle against (further) fragmentation: 
The dilemmas of SFA to extremely frag-
ile states in the Sahel and Horn of Africa 
(working title), which will be made avail-
able at www.prio.org.
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