
Peace R
esearch Institute O

slo (PR
IO

)
PO

 Box 9229 G
rønland, N

O
-0134 O

slo, N
orw

ay
V

isiting A
ddress: H

ausm
anns gate 3

w
w

w
.prio.org

Facebook: PR
IO

.org
Tw

itter: PR
IO

U
pdates

PRIO POLICY BRIEF

Brief PointsThe G5 Sahel Joint Force was estab-
lished in 2017 to combat terrorism, 
illicit trafficking and transnational 
crime. Despite a slow operationalisa-
tion – i.e. how quickly it has been 
deployed in the theatres of operation 
and the impact of the operations car-
ried out – the joint force has carved 
out its role in the Sahel as a military 
coalition and it constitutes an impor-
tant cooperation partner of external 
military actors. The joint force relies 
on external actors for resources, mili-
tary training and assistance to con-
duct military operations. This depen-
dence appears to diminish the joint 
force’s autonomy and self-sufficiency, 
which suggests external support will 
be needed for the joint force for an 
indefinite period.
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• The G5 Sahel Joint Force is depen-
dent on external financial support, 
which contributed to an unpredict-
able operationalisation.

• However, the force’s operationalisa-
tion has gone more according to plan 
than it has frequently been given 
credit for.

• Many external actors consider the G5 
Sahel Joint Force as part of an exit-
strategy, and thus aim to enhance 
the force’s autonomy. However, the 
structure of the relationship between 
external actors and the G5 Sahel 
Joint Force puts the joint force in a 
dependency position.

• Thus far, there is inadequate evi-
dence of the joint force becoming 
self-sufficient.

Marie Sandnes Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO)
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The Military Theatre of the Sahel

The G5 Sahel organisation was established in 
2014 by Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania 
and Niger to coordinate security and development 
efforts. The Sahel region has over the past decade 
faced many security challenges, such as commu-
nal violence, transnational crime and trafficking, 
as well as increasing attacks from groups associ-
ated with al Qaeda and the Islamic State. The G5 
Sahel organisation established a joint military 
force in 2017 – the G5 Sahel Joint Force – to com-
bat terrorism, transnational crime and traffick-
ing. This policy brief argues that the operationali-
sation of the G5 Sahel Joint Force has been more 
functional than observes have claimed. However, 
reliance on external actors poses challenges for 
the force’s autonomy, which ultimately under-
mines its long-term sustainability.

The joint force entered a military theatre already 
flourishing with other actors. In addition to the 
national militaries of the G5 member states, 
several external actors have also been present in 
the region for years. The former colonial power 
in the region – France – has its 5,100 troop-
strong operation Barkhane in Mali, Niger and 
Chad. The United Nation’s (UN) stabilisation 
mission MINUSMA1 has been present in Mali 
since 2014, and the European Union (EU) has 
a training mission (EUTM) in Mali and capac-
ity building missions (EUCAP) in Mali and 
Niger to support their internal security forces. 
There are also many other security actors in 
the region, such as the United States providing 
intelligence collection in Niger and supporting 
Barkhane, Spain through the rapid action group 
programme GARSI,2 and the European special 
forces operation Task Force Takuba.3 Many of 
these external actors consider the G5 Sahel Joint 
Force to be an important partner and a key ele-
ment in their exit-strategy. To make the force 
self-sustaining is therefore a key concern. With 
France’s recent announcement on 10 June of 
its withdrawal of Barkhane troops, we see that 
the joint force is indeed part of the exit-strategy 
narrative. However, this withdrawal should not 
be seen as an indicator that the G5 Sahel Joint 
Force is at a point where it is self-sustaining. 
The joint force has been criticised for its slow 
progress in becoming operational as a func-
tioning and effective fighting force. This raises 
questions about the sustainability of the G5 
Sahel Joint Force, as well as about the dynamics 
between the force and its external partners.

The G5 Sahel Joint Force

When the G5 Sahel Joint Force was established, 
it was cleared to operate on three specific border 
areas: Sector West on the Mali-Mauritania bor-
der, Sector Central on the Mali-Niger-Burkina 
Faso border, and Sector East on the Niger-Chad 
border. Specifically, it was mandated to work on 
50 km on each side of the borders. As of January 
2020, this was expanded to 100 km.

The structure of the force

The G5 Sahel Joint Force initially consisted of 
approximately 5,000 military and civil personnel. 
This has increased to 6,200. The battalions of 
the G5 Sahel Joint Force come from the national 
armies of the G5 Sahel member states. This 
means that, in practice, the joint force does not 
provide additional military personnel to the re-
gion. What it does signify, however, is that 6,200 
security personnel in this region are specifically 
tasked with combatting terrorism, illicit traffick-
ing and transnational crime, and do this with 
the mandate of working on and across borders.

Initially, seven battalions were formed: Mali 
and Niger contributed with two battalions each, 
whilst Mauritania, Burkina Faso and Chad as-
signed one each. In Sector West, Mauritania and 
Mali have one battalion each on their border. In 
Sector East, there is one Nigerien battalion and 
one Chadian battalion. In Sector Central, there 
was initially one Malian battalion, one Burkinabe 
battalion and one Nigerien battalion. As of March 
2021, Chad also deployed a battalion to Sector 
Central due to the intensified violence in the 
area,4 increasing the joint force to eight battalions 
and 6,200 military and civil personnel in total.5

The G5 Sahel Joint Force’s chief commander is 
in charge of decision making regarding opera-
tions. In the first two years, the chief command-
er post was mandated to change every year. In 
2019, this was changed to a two-year position. 
The joint force holds a chief-dominant struc-
ture, which implies that the chief commander 
in the G5 Sahel Joint Force has the final say in 
most decisions. However, the coalition structure 
of the joint force means that the staff within it 
relate to two chains of command: the G5 Sahel 
Joint Force chain with the chief commander at 
the top, and their national ministry of defence 
chain. This dual chain of command, alongside 
the chief-dominant structure of the joint force, 
is sometimes referred to as the cause of the 
force’s protracted and slow operationalisation.6 I 
will however argue in the following section that 
its operationalisation has been going more ac-
cording to plan than is usually assumed.

Operationalisation

The military actors in the Sahel, including the 
G5 Sahel Joint Force, are often criticised for not 
having a peaceful impact on the security situa-
tion in the Sahel. The joint force is particularly 
criticised for not being able to achieve much as a 
military force in the region.7

The deployment and operationalisation of the 
G5 Sahel Joint Force had a slow start. The UN 
Secretary-General’s bi-annual report on the 
joint force continuously points out that the full 
operationalisation of the joint force was de-
layed several times due to lack of funding and 
resources.8 The G5 Sahel Joint Force depends 
on finances and resources from external actors 
and has attributed the operational delays to slow 

Figure 1: The G5 Sahel Joint Force’s areas of operation
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provision of support. It moved close to full de-
ployment of troops in July 2018. However, at the 
same time as its troops were fully deployed, the 
joint force’s headquarter in Sévaré in Mali was 
subject to a violent attack, which again put the 
joint force’s action on hold for several months 
whilst moving its headquarters to Bamako. 
Despite these events, the actual process of the 
force’s operationalisation does not appear to de-
viate too much from the initial plan.

A close look reveals that the G5 Sahel Joint Force 
has conducted several operations with increas-
ing frequency. In the year it was established, 
the joint force conducted one operation. This 
increased to five in 2018, 14 in 2019 and more 
in 2020. This appears to have been following 
the aim of the operationalisation process: in 
2017, the goal was to simply get the force going 
and conduct a joint operation;9 in 2018, the goal 
was to conduct operations in all sectors;10 and in 
2019 the aim was to increase these numbers.11 
Viewed through this lens, the operationalisation 
of the joint force may thus have been carried 
out more according to plan than commonly as-
sumed and given credit for.12

The criticism of the force’s limited impact on 
the security situation stems partly from an ex-
pectation that the joint force would be a counter-
terrorism force from early on.13 There are also 
flaws to this point of view. The strategic concept 
of operations of the G5 Sahel Joint Force intro-
duced a two-phased approach to its operationali-
sation. The first phase was to patrol border areas 
and respond to threatening situations. It was not 
until the second phase that the force should turn 
towards conducting counter-terror operations in 
a more pro-active manner.14 As of May 2019, the 
joint force was still stated to be in phase one, but 
with a call for detailing the plans of implement-
ing phase two. The joint force’s cooperation with 
external actors, particularly Barkhane, has how-
ever allowed for the force to participate in more 
counter-terrorism operations and develop the 
skillset to conduct such operations.

Dependency on External Actors

Today, the G5 Sahel Joint Force conducts several 
operations, many in concert with operation 
Barkhane, particularly in Sector Central. To 
develop capacities to move from phrase one – 
patrolling and conducting minor operations – to 
phase two – conducting counter-terrorism oper-
ations – the EUTM provides training to the joint 

force, and Barkhane conducts joint operations 
with – and mentors – the joint force. MINUSMA 
provides logistical support and a long list of do-
nors contribute with finances and resources.

The EUTM has been advising and assisting at 
the G5 Sahel Joint Force’s headquarters since 
the force was established. It provides training 
courses for new personnel and pays per diem for 
the personnel at the headquarters. This means 
that the EUTM is advising predominantly at the 
operational level of the joint force and contrib-
utes towards the administrative organisation. 
As of 2020, the EUTM has been mandated to 
also train G5 Sahel Joint Force troops in a pre-
deployment capacity.15 Prior to this, the EUTM 
had only trained the Malian armed forces in 
this capacity. This is somewhat a response to 
the challenges in the G5 Sahel Joint Force’s 
operationalisation, with the aim of getting the 
joint force to expand operational capacity beyond 
minor operations. The EUTM will thus play a 
greater role in shaping the G5 Sahel Joint Force’s 
operations through forming its training. 

Barkhane has constituted the dominant mentor-
ing partner for the G5 Sahel Joint Force since the 
force’s establishment. In 2020, the cooperation 
between the G5 Sahel Joint Force and Barkhane 
was formalised further by the creation of a 
shared command system and an intelligence 
fusion cell.16 The shared headquarters and the 
intelligence cell are located in Niamey, Niger, 
and have resulted in increased joint operations, 
meaning that the G5 Sahel Joint Force also con-
tributes in more counter-terrorism operations. 
This further means that cooperation between 
Barkhane and the G5 Sahel Joint Force has ex-
panded from being purely during operations to 
also including planning at the operational level 
through the shared command structure. 

We thus see that the G5 Sahel Joint Force’s 
cooperation with Barkhane and the EUTM has 
solidified and intensified since 2020. These 
external actors therefore play an increasingly 
significant role in the G5 Sahel Joint Force’s op-
erationalisation. While this might speed up the 
full operationalisation of the force, such a close 
integration puts the joint force in a dependency 
position. The EUTM has received criticism for 
not training the Malian armed forces to the 
extent where it is self-sufficient within its eight 
years of training,17 which implies that EUTM’s 
training of the joint force could, and thus far 
perhaps should, suffer similar criticism. The 
shared command with Barkhane augments the 
joint force’s capacity during these joint opera-
tions, but the vast majority of operations the 
joint force plans and conducts on its own con-
tinue to be minor operations or border control. 
Though the training and mentoring might be 
aimed at making the joint force self-sufficient, 
we see limited evidence of this outcome. 

This dependency position becomes even more 
apparent when looking at the financial aspects 
of the joint force. The G5 Sahel Joint Force re-
ceives substantial financial assistance from a va-
riety of donors, largely because the G5 member 
states do not have enough resources to finance 
the force themselves. In the donor conferences 
hosted in Paris and Brussels, in 2017 and 2018 
respectively, 414 million Euros were pledged to 
support the G5 Sahel Joint Force.18 Amongst the 
donors, the largest pledges came from France, 
the EU, Germany, Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates, and the US, with additional con-
tributions from Spain, Norway, Japan, Belgium, 
the Czech Republic, the Netherlands and 
Slovenia. Not all donations have materialised, 
but many of them have.

The EU has provided closer to 200 mil-
lion Euros through the French cooperation 
agency Expertise France; 10 million through 
MINUSMA’s logistical support; almost 40 mil-
lion through the Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Human Rights 
(OHCHR); and just over 20 million through the 
development agency Deutche Gesellshaft für 
Internationale Zusammenarbeid (GIZ) [German 
Society for International Cooperation] for G5 
governance and police. In 2017, the US initially 
pledged 60 million USD, but in 2018 this had 
almost doubled to 111 million USD. There are 
also frequent donations of equipment and re-
sources to the joint force from a variety of other 

G5 Sahel Velcro patch. Photo: Marie Sandnes / 
PRIO
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actors, such as France and Denmark. We thus 
see that the majority of resources needed to keep 
the joint force operational come from external 
actors. In order to operate and function, the joint 
force needs this support as the member states of 
the G5 would not be able to financially sustain it 
alone. However, the majority of current support 
is provided bilaterally, and subsequently dona-
tions often take form as the donors see fit. In 
this way, this practice seems to undermine the 
G5 Sahel Joint Force’s autonomy and thus also 
the exit-strategy of the donor countries.

Concluding Remarks

Having existed for close to four years, and hav-
ing been fully deployed for about three, it is 
likely that we have not yet seen the full extent 
of what the G5 Sahel Joint Force will be capable 
of. However, this brief has shown that the joint 
force leans on external actors to gain the capacity 
to conduct military operations, as well as for fi-
nances and resources. External actors have taken 
it upon themselves to professionalise the joint 
force, principally for the joint force to assume re-
sponsibility in the region, thus also allowing ex-
ternal actors to eventually depart from the Sahel. 
However, the current system in place where 
external actors aim to improve the joint force’s 
capacity does not appear to enhance its autono-
my, as it leaves the joint force in a dependency 
position. This dependency implies that external 
military support will be needed in the Sahel for 
the foreseeable future. This undermines the 
expectations of external actors who intend the 
joint force to function as an autonomous and 
self-sustaining unit.  

Notes

1. Multidimensional Integrated Stabilisation Mission 
in Mali. This is a peacekeeping mission and does 
not engage in counter-terrorism operations.
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