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Executive Summary

From 2013 to 2023, the European Union made the Sahel a testing ground for its new comprehensive strategy for 
supporting security and development, integrating the use of a wide range of foreign policy instruments. The aim was 
to position the EU as a major geostrategic actor capable of implementing a regional approach to crisis response and 
stabilisation in its neighbourhood. The G5 Sahel, launched in 2014 by five Sahelian states, would directly benefit from 
this ambition, particularly through the operationalisation of its Joint Military Force (FCG5). However, despite nearly €300 
million dedicated to programme support from the EU, this interstate coordination initiative ultimately ended in political 
failure, marked by the gradual withdrawal of its member states and the end of the EU’s regional approach in the Sahel. 
While the final component of the EU’s support programme for the G5 Sahel quietly concluded in early 2026, nearly 
ten years after the initial commitment, important lessons remain to be drawn from this experience that profoundly 
impacted all stakeholders involved.

The EU’s Programmatic Engagement: Ambitious and Multisectoral Support

The EU played a central role in supporting the G5 Sahel. Its programmatic engagement was structured around three 
main pillars, each addressing distinct but complementary objectives.

The first component, military capacity-building, aimed to provide the FCG5 with the necessary means for its 
operationalisation through infrastructure construction, the delivery of military equipment, and training. With a 
substantial budget of €196.4 million, this project was intended to enable the Force to conduct effective joint operations. 
However, initial delays in deliveries, linked to the complexity of validation procedures in Brussels and the difficulty 
beneficiaries faced in defining relevant common needs, hindered its implementation. 

The second component, respect for human rights and international humanitarian law, was allocated a budget of €39.6 
million to ensure that FCG5 operations complied with international standards. However, its effectiveness was limited by 
the deployment of UN experts often far from the field and a lack of coordination with other external actors providing 
similar trainings, fuelling frustration among beneficiaries, resulting in weak adoption of best practices for civilian 
protection by Sahelian forces.

Finally, the third component, strengthening the political and administrative structures of the G5 Sahel, aimed to enhance 
the capacity of the G5 Sahel secretariat in Nouakchott and its branches in the five supported countries. European 
technical assistance projects, with a total budget of €23.5 million, were intended to support regional coordination and 
the implementation of the G5 Sahel’s Development and Security Strategy. However, the secretariat was largely bypassed 
by international donors and the member states of the regional cooperation framework, which preferred to retain control 
over their military contingents and resources rather than delegate strategic responsibilities to a multilateral structure.

Mixed Operational Results

Between 2017 and 2023, the FCG5 conducted over 20 operations along common borders, with peaks of activity between 
November 2019 and June 2021. These military operations, supported by French troops and EU programme outputs, 
sometimes led to a temporary weakening of armed terrorist groups and improved local trust in state armies. However, 
these successes were short-lived. No operation durably stabilised the liberated areas due to the lack of coordinated 
deployment of the civilian administration, which should have taken over under a proper G5 Sahel Strategy for Security 
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and Development. Furthermore, the FCG5 never achieved full operational autonomy, remaining largely dependent on 
external support.

The coups d’état of 2020–2023 in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger paralysed regional cooperation. Mali withdrew from the 
G5 Sahel in May 2022, followed by Burkina Faso and Niger in December 2023, leaving only Mauritania and Chad as the 
last remaining members. The EU had to redirect its aid towards these two countries—which ultimately received two-
thirds of the total delivery value—while avoiding the formalisation of the end of the G5 Sahel but effectively abandoning 
its regional approach.

Lessons for the EU: Rethinking Its Approach

The EU experience in supporting the G5 Sahel offers major lessons for future engagement in conflict-affected and fragile 
regions. 

First, the EU misread local ownership: Sahelian leaders often prioritised securing foreign aid over genuine regional 
integration, sidelining the G5 Sahel Secretariat and maintaining rhetorical alignment without substantive commitment. 
The EU ignored historical distrust and the lack of a shared existential threat, exposing an idealistic approach.

Second, institutionalising regional coordination proved flawed. The joint push by the G5 Sahel member states and the EU 
for a centralised Secretariat created a bureaucratic, ineffective structure, while lighter, multi-bilateral mechanisms might 
have been more adaptable to this specific context.

Third, the security-development nexus failed in practice. Military operations and development projects remained 
disconnected, with no sustainable civilian presence in liberated areas. The EU lacked personnel with the specialised 
expertise to help bridge this gap, revealing the need to continue investing in a pool of qualified European specialists.

Fourth, in supporting a regional military force, the EU overlooked Security Sector Reform (SSR) at the national level. 
Focused on capacity-building, it neglected structural governance issues—corruption, weak accountability, and politicised 
promotions—undermining the effectiveness of external support.

Finally, despite the political failure of the G5 Sahel, the EU’s legitimacy, financial strength, and operational flexibility 
remain assets. However, these tools require refinement to better address the complex realities of fragile regions, 
ensuring sustainable, locally adapted outcomes.

Conclusion: An Experience Rich in Lessons

The EU’s engagement in the G5 Sahel showed that while the desire to innovate by accelerating the dynamics of regional 
security cooperation is justified, it is not sufficient to address the complex challenges of sub-continental crises. However, 
this experience does not call into question the unique added value of the EU in resolving complex crises beyond the 
borders of the European continent. It offers an opportunity to rethink its interventions in a more realistic manner. By 
drawing lessons from this experience, the EU could not only improve the effectiveness of its future interventions under 
the 2028–2034 Multiannual Financial Framework but also strengthen its credibility as a strategic partner in the field of 
international security.
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Introduction

From 2013 to 2023, the European Union was a key player in Sahel security. This crisis-ridden region was chosen as a 
testing ground for a new comprehensive European approach, mobilising all available foreign policy tools at the disposal of 
Brussels-based institutions.1 The goal was to establish the EU as a major strategic actor, on par with geopolitical powers 
defending their interests and values globally. The geographical proximity, migration issues, and security dynamics in 
West Africa justified an unprecedented European financial and human investment, prolonging and enriching the model 
used by the EU in supporting the Democratic Republic of the Congo’s political transition in the previous decade.

The brief but intense security cooperation between Sahelian states and Europe offered an opportunity to explore 
highly ambitious partnership avenues. Born from the conceptual innovation of European leaders and their desire to 
encourage interstate cooperation in the Sahel, the EU complemented its bilateral engagement with each affected country 
through a regional approach, embodied notably by its support for the rise of the G5 Sahel and its military force. Six 
unconstitutional regime changes and the later creation of the Alliance of Sahel States marked the political failure of the 
G5 Sahel endeavour, and a chapter in history has been closed.

However, while the EU’s last project in support of the G5 Sahel was discreetly concluded in arly 2026, leaving a sense 
of bitterness in European chancelleries,2 not all lessons from the programmatic support for the development of a new 
regional coordination framework and the operationalisation of a multinational force have been examined. This is also 
an opportunity to assess nearly €300 million spent over a decade by European taxpayers. A deeper understanding 
of EU programmatic assistance could prove very useful for political leaders when the inevitable disillusionment with 
the alternative partnership concluded with Russia allows for a resumption of security cooperation between Sahelian 
neighbours and Europeans on new bases.
 
1. REGIONALISATION OF THE MALIAN CRISIS IN THE CENTRAL SAHEL DURING THE 2010S

The idea of regionalising European support for the Sahel seemed coherent with the spread of a common threat across 
the region’s borders, capable of destabilising each affected state one by one. Designed with an institutional architecture 
based on the sharing of sovereignty among member states facing regional dynamics, it seemed logical in discussions at 
the European Council in Brussels that the EU should take the lead in international support for the G5 Sahel, an institutional 
initiative that, on paper, bore many similarities to the European integration project.

The origin of the crisis in the Sahel can be arbitrarily traced back to 2012, when Mali experienced a series of events that 
plunged the country, and later its neighbours, into instability. The fall of Muammar Gaddafi’s regime in 2011 had led 
to the return of many Tuareg Malians who had left the Libyan army, equipped with military gear and advanced tactical 
training. Initially allying with criminal and Islamist organisations established in Mali since the Algerian civil war, they quickly 
reformed rebel movements against the Bamako government, claiming independence for Azawad, a region in northern Mali.
The intervention of French military forces in January 2013, as part of Operation Serval, halted the Malian and foreign 
insurgents who had taken control of the north and centre of Mali as they moved south. In July 2013, the United Nations 
Multidimensional Integrated Stabilisation Mission in Mali (MINUSMA) was deployed to support peace restoration and 
facilitate political processes. Under its Common Security and Defence Policy, the EU launched the EUTM Mali mission in 
January 2014 and EUCAP Sahel Mali in January 2015, in addition to the previously established EUCAP Sahel Niger mission 
to support the Niamey government in combating trafficking and irregular migration to Europe. In August 2014, Operation 
Barkhane, which would reach 5,100 French soldiers by 2020, replaced Serval and Operation Épervier in Chad.
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In addition to the threat of armed groups, intercommunal tensions and violence against civilians—including by state 
defence and security units—emerged. This process of regional destabilisation and the challenging of local and national 
governance practices eroded the legitimacy of states and exacerbated long-standing problems, such as the lack of political 
participation among marginalised communities, difficulties in accessing basic services, and unequal socio-economic 
development between regions.

As violence expanded geographically, stabilising the Sahel was increasingly viewed as a collective regional challenge, 
one that required overcoming the historical distrust between states that has long fuelled the tension between national 
sovereignty and regional cooperation.3 On 16 February 2014, Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, and Niger established 
the G5 Sahel to promote development and security in an integrated manner, with political assistance from France and 
programmatic support from the EU. On 6 February 2017, they launched the G5 Sahel Joint Force (FCG5), a multinational 
force mandated to implement their joint efforts to combat terrorism, organised transnational crime, and human trafficking. 
Beyond the three Central Sahel countries primarily affected by jihadist violence, Mauritania was chosen to host the G5 
Sahel headquarters. The operational experience of the Chadian army, which had pushed back terrorist armed groups in 
northern Mali in early 2013 alongside the Serval force, was to be leveraged within the FCG5.4

2. GENESYS AND INSTITUTIONAL ARCHITECTURE OF THE G5 SAHEL FROM 2014

In 2014, the heads of state of the five Sahel countries adopted the G5 Sahel founding convention and mandated a 
Permanent Secretary supported by a light structure based in Nouakchott to coordinate their efforts in development and 
security. They also integrated the existing Nouakchott Defence College (CDG5) into the G5 Sahel and established specialised 
entities in the other four capitals5 so that all member states could host a branch of the regional structure. To allay the 
concerns of the African Union (AU) and the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) regarding the risk 
of institutional duplication, they clarified that the G5 Sahel would be a framework for interstate cooperation—between 
the states themselves as well as between them and their international partners—and not a new regional organisation 
in its own right.6

From the outset, a system was designed to ensure the rotating presidency of the G5 Sahel, giving each member state 
the opportunity to set its political priorities. The implementation of these priorities was to rely on the actions of the 
Permanent Secretariat and the mobilisation of five National Coordination Committees (CNC) to serve as a relay between 
the G5 Sahel and national administrations. Sahelian civil servants assigned to the Secretariat also contributed to the 
preparation and monitoring of meetings of the Conference of Heads of State, the Council of Ministers, and the Defence 
and Security Committee (CDS) of the G5 Sahel. Overall, the institutional architecture was carefully engineered to guarantee 
an equal distribution of benefits from the G5 Sahel investments across all five member states, regardless of their specific 
administrative and security capacities. Rapidly, the heads of state instructed the Permanent Secretariat to develop a 
Strategy for Development and Security, to be implemented through a multi-year Priority Investment Programme (PIP) 
grouping regional integrative projects. In 2016, work started on developing these plans despite the difficulty of conceiving 
a common vision for operationalising the security-development nexus in the Sahel.7

 In 2017, they also launched the FCG5, a brigade-sized force deployed along their common borders. Over time, the broader 
G5 Sahel framework would functionally be reduced to this joint force by policymakers and observers.8 On 8 January 
2018, they announced the creation of a dedicated Trust Fund (TF-FC) to collect financial contributions for the force from 
a wide range of donors. This TF-FC was to be managed by a G5 Sahel Support Committee (COMSOUT) consisting of ten 
Sahelian officers deployed in Nouakchott. Tasked with implementing the PIP’s resource mobilisation strategy, the G5 
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Sahel Secretariat was organised according to the four thematic axes of the PIP.9 After four years of activity, shortcomings 
in the Secretariat’s functioning were observed and an organisational audit was conducted. As a result of this audit, the 
Permanent Secretariat became the Executive Secretariat in February 2020 and saw an increase in its staff at the time 
when the Burkinabe diplomat Eric Yendaogo Tiaré was appointed the new Executive Secretary of the G5 Sahel, replacing 
the former Nigerian minister Maman Sidibe Sidikou.10 In December 2020, COMSOUT officers were quietly recalled to 
their home countries when it was discovered they had improperly awarded themselves bonuses funded by the TF-FC. 

This latest episode underscores the governance and transparency challenges confronting regional bodies, which operate 
withing a broader context of weak institutional accountability.11 To succeed despite state fragility and donor dependence, 
the G5 Sahel institutions needed to be anchored in a powerful shared strategic vision. Although the heads of state had 
already called for a revision of the G5 Sahel’s founding convention during a summit in Niamey in February 2018, the coups 
d’état between 2019 and 2023 put an end to any reformist efforts dedicated to this regional framework.
 
3. SETTING UP THE G5 SAHEL JOINT FORCE IN 2017

The creation of the FCG5 predated its launch by more than a year. In November 2015, Sahelian heads of state announced 
it, along with the overly ambitious G5 Sahel projects for an air company and a regional rail network that would ultimately 
never materialise.12 This announcement surprised French military authorities, as a cross-border military cooperation 
partnership (PCMT) between Barkhane and the Sahelian armies had just been signed to provide a light and pragmatic 
operational framework. While the FCG5 is often wrongly portrayed as a French initiative aimed at providing an exit strategy 
for Barkhane, the ‘bottom-up’ approach designed by the French Joint Staff, characterised by incremental steps, had been 
countered by the institutionalization process push for by the G5 Sahel heads of state.13 

On 6 February 2017, the G5 Sahel Summit in Bamako marked the official launch of the FCG5. On 3 April 2017, the AU Peace 
and Security Council validated the force’s Concept of Operations (CONOPS) but withheld a formal mandate to prevent the 
initiative from becoming overly institutionalised, demonstrating the remnant uneasiness within the traditional African 
peace architecture. The CONOPS provided for a force of over 5,000 men, organised around a Joint Theatre Command 
Post (PCIAT) and three ‘sector’ command posts (West, Centre, and East) bringing together 310 staff officers, and seven 
battalions of 650 soldiers each,14 deployed to conduct joint operations within 50 km on either side of common borders.

The Force was to operate in two phases, with an immediate focus in Phase 1 on border security in three sectors: (a) along 
the Mali-Mauritania border (Western Sector); (b) in the Liptako-Gourma region, along the borders of Burkina Faso, Mali, 
and Niger (Central Sector); and (c) along the Chad-Niger border (Eastern Sector). In Phase 2, the FCG5 was to be capable 
of operating throughout Central Sahel as a unified brigade. Initially, each battalion was part of a dual chain of command, 
reporting to both the FCG5 Commander and the Chief of Defence Staff of its country, who participated in regular meetings 
of the G5 Sahel CDS with his four counterparts.15

The first report on the operationalisation of the FCG5 by the UN Secretary-General,16 following Security Council Resolution 
2391 of 8 December 2017, recalled that the FCG5 was to build on the effects of the sixteen joint operations previously 
conducted since 2015 under the PCMT with the Barkhane force. Encouraged by progress across these successive 
operations, some French military officers deployed in the Sahel had privately questioned the added value of diverting 
time and resources to establish a new regional force.17 Yet, the FCG5 was precisely intended to operate in tandem with 
complementary activities coordinated by the Secretariat’s civilian-military team in Nouakchott, especially within the 
Defence and Security Bureau, as a way to better integrate military, police, justice, governance and development actions. 
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The UN report also stressed that additional support from international technical and financial partners would be necessary 
to enable the FCG5 to reach its full operational capacity, planned for March 2018. 

4. DONOR-DRIVEN REGIONALISM

In fact, the traditional international partners became heavily involved alongside the G5 Sahel and its member states. 
To streamline the expression of needs, strengthen programmatic coordination, and accelerate the implementation of 
assistance projects, they notably created the Sahel Alliance in 2017 and, two years later, the Partnership for Security 
and Stability in the Sahel (P3S). From 2018, the Alliance worked on an Emergency Development Programme (PDU) to 
implement 22 rapid-impact projects, presented as complementary to the G5 Sahel PIP’s regional integrative projects. In 
February and December 2018, international donors successively participated in a high-level conference in Brussels to 
operationalise the FCG5 and a coordination conference in Nouakchott to announce the mobilisation of €2.4 billion for 
the PIP.18 In reality, much of the funding announced for the PIP had already been committed or earmarked for projects 
bilaterally negotiated with Sahelian governments.19

In 2020, the G5 Sahel, its member states, and their partners regrouped within the Coalition for the Sahel and made political 
commitments inscribed in the N’Djamena roadmap of February 2021. A system of regular consultations between the 
secretariats of the Coalition, the Alliance, and the P3S—based in Brussels—and the G5 Sahel Secretariat in Nouakchott 
was also established under the name "Quartet." In practice, senior G5 Sahel officials watched these new institutions 
emerge with scepticism, feeling sidelined as core responsibilities shifted to new bodies operating out of Brussels.20 The 
lack of resistance from Sahelian heads of state was perceived in Nouakchott as a tacit decision not to endow the G5 Sahel 
Secretary with political weight.21 

The EU published its first regional strategy for development and security in the Sahel as early as September 2011, aiming 
to address development and security issues simultaneously.22 From its launch, the question of the political framework 
on which to base this new approach was raised.23 The first EU Special Representative for the Sahel (RSUE) estimated at 
the time that existing African regional organisations were very weak and that the political functioning of their members 
remained guided by univocal sovereign reflexes.24 However, the EU considered that the creation of the G5 Sahel provided 
a satisfactory answer to this question, and it decided to make it a privileged channel for its assistance to the region.25 
Following the 2011 regional strategy and the Integrated EU Strategy for the Sahel that replaced it in April 2021, the EU 
thus mobilised financial instruments early on for long-term structuring actions and actions adapted to crisis urgencies.

In October 2015, the EU agreed with the G5 Sahel on a joint roadmap to strengthen their dialogue and cooperation. This 
highlighted that the EU and its member states would provide political and diplomatic support to the G5 Sahel Secretariat 
and were ready to consider specific technical assistance, particularly for the implementation of strategies in the fields 
of migration and border management.26 The proposed support on these themes, highlighted at the Valletta Summit in 
November 2015, corresponded to the EU’s desire to influence the determination of the G5 Sahel’s priorities.27 While it 
is a common feature of foreign security assistance that providers impose their preferences ‘to get things done’28, the 
acceptance of this offer by Sahelian states stemmed from their concurrent desire to mobilise the maximum new financial 
resources from donors through the G5 Sahel.

From 2016, the EUTM and EUCAP Sahel missions were regionalised to extend their assistance beyond Mali and Niger, 
and a Regional Advisory and Coordination Cell (RACC) was established in Nouakchott to assist the G5 Sahel and the EU 
delegation on the ground with military and police expertise. On 27 April 2017, the European Commission decided to 
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support the G5 Sahel institutions and the FCG5 through a programme financed by the African Peace Facility (APF).29 In 
May 2019, the EU and G5 Sahel defence and foreign ministers met in Brussels to confirm the strategic importance of 
their collaboration. Two months later in Ouagadougou, High Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and 
Vice-President of the European Commission Federica Mogherini reiterated that strengthening regional coordination 
through the G5 Sahel Secretariat was a priority for the EU.30 

5. THE EU’S PROGRAMMATIC ENGAGEMENT IN SUPPORT OF THE G5 SAHEL

The EU’s programme in support of the G5 Sahel and its military force, authorised in April 2017, aimed to directly strengthen 
the defence and security component of the Sahelian cooperation framework. It sought to enable the G5 Sahel Secretariat 
to work on the operationalisation of the FCG5 and coordinate international assistance for its benefit, ensure that the 
PCIAT and sector command posts could function, provide the FCG5 with the necessary means to conduct joint operations, 
and ensure that it could do so in compliance with international humanitarian law and human rights. Thus, beyond the 
provision of military means, European aid was expected to improve the Secretariat’s capacity to implement the tasks 
entrusted to it and included a component dedicated to the protection of civilians by the military, to which some EU 
member states were particularly attentive.

The programme was managed from Brussels by the APF team at the European Commission’s DEVCO Directorate-General 
(now the INTPA Directorate-General’s Unit A3), with the support of an inter-service Sahel Task Force. It was divided into 
three distinct but complementary components:

Component 1: 
Capacity-building for the FCG5

A project entrusted to the French agency Expertise France (EF) would provide 
infrastructure, equipment, and training on how to use this equipment in order 
to help the FCG5 developing command & control, protection, and mobility 
capabilities. In parallel, MINUSMA was to be reimbursed for providing basic 
logistical support to the battalions engaged in joint operations.

Component 2: 
Human-Rights protection

The UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) would 
design and implement a Human Rights and International Humanitarian Law 
Compliance Framework for FCG5 operations. In addition, supplementary 
support was to be provided to the FCG5’s military police and military justice31 
from 2022 onwards.32 

Component 3: 
Technical Assistance for the G5 Sahel 

Secretariat

A first project implemented by the German agency GIZ, ‘Strengthening 
the G5 Sahel Support and Governance Structures in Defence and Security’ 
(RSG5DS), would provide technical and financial expertise to consolidate the 
Secretariat’s general administration and management of the TF-FC.

A second project, ‘G5 Sahel Security Support Programme – Phase I and Phase 
II’ (PAGS), implemented by a consortium (FIIAPP, GIZ, and CIVIPOL33), led by 
the French company CIVIPOL, would provide the Secretariat with European 
advisors, experts in security professions.
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In total, between 2016 and 2026, the EU’s assistance to the G5 Sahel amounted to €283.5 million, with 30% allocated to 
supporting the governance of G5 Sahel institutions and 70% to infrastructure, equipment, and military training for the FCG5:

Component 1.A:
EU Support Project for the FCG5

(August 2017 – January 2026)

€50 million + four top-ups adding €138 million + €8.4 
million from EU member states

€196.4 million

Component 1.B:
MINUSMA Logistical Support

€10 million + €14 million top-up €24 million

Component 2: 
OHCHR Compliance Framework

€10 million + €7 million from EU member states + €10 
million top-up; to which must be added €10 million for 
support to military justice and military police + €2.6 million 
for civilian harm monitoring by CIVIC34 

€39.6 million

Component 3:
Technical Assistance to the 

Secretariat
(2016-2023)

PAGS Phase I (2016-2019) = €7 million; 
PAGS Phase II (2019-2023) = €9.8 million; 
RSG5DS (2019-2022) = €5.75 million + €0.95 million from 
Germany

€23.5 million

 
6. OPERATIONAL SCORECARD OF THE JOINT FORCE BETWEEN 2017 AND 2023

The specific objective of Component 1 was therefore to operationalise the FCG5. According to the interpretation of 
the UN Secretariat, mandated by Resolution 2391 to report on progress measured in the operationalisation of the 
Force,35 ‘operationalisation’ is the result of mobilising personnel, military capabilities, and logistical support enabling the 
effective fulfilment of joint missions. The EF project and MINUSMA’s support were to provide the FCG5 with the required 
capabilities and logistics for these missions. However, making a force operational does not guarantee battlefield success, 
let alone long-term security for the population. Strategic execution and strong command leadership were crucial. Only 
a comprehensive review of the FCG5’s operational results can determine whether these critical components converged 
and measure the true contribution of EU assistance.

The FCG5’s tactical action along the borders complemented concurrent but distinct operations by national forces within 
their own countries. Between October 2017 and May 2023, the UN Secretariat produced twelve progress reports on 
the FCG5 based on information provided by MINUSMA and Barkhane force analysts.36 Supplemented by open-source 
publications, these reports allow for a summary reconstruction of the FCG5’s military activity until the withdrawal of 
these two missions.

Under the command of the FCG5’s first Commander, Malian General Didier Dacko (February 2017 – June 2018), six joint 
operations were conducted with operational support from Barkhane, primarily in the Central Sector. These aimed to 
control the transit routes of the terrorist armed groups and traffickers while reassuring the population and sending a 
message of regional unity. However, one and a half years after its launch, the Force had not yet reached full operational 
capacity, and no combat with the enemy had been reported. A spectacular JNIM suicide attack on the PCIAT in Sévaré in 
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June 2018 caused six deaths, while a MINUSMA investigation revealed the involvement of Malian FCG5 soldiers in the 
execution of 12 civilians in Boulkessy, leading to the expedited dismissal of General Dacko.37

After opting for a lengthy six-month operational pause following the Sévaré attack, Mauritanian General Hanana Ould 
Sidi (Commander of the force from June 2018 to June 2019) oversaw nine operations, mainly confined in the Western 
and Eastern sectors. These missions, averaging two weeks in duration, also did not result in significant combat action. In 
March 2019, an improvised explosive device (IED) killed nine Malian soldiers in Boulkessy, highlighting the lethality of 
this weapon and the importance of anti-IED devices for the FCG5. A study conducted during this period by MINUSMA 
listed the Force’s shortcomings in terms of personnel, information sharing between FCG5 command posts and national 
chains of command, as well as a lack of military equipment and deficiencies in national logistical chains, calling for a 
revision of the CONOPS.

It was ultimately under the command of Nigerian General Oumarou Namata (June 2019 – June 2021) that the FCG5 
reached its full operational capacity. It launched two series of operations: three traditional short-duration operations with 
significant troop involvement between October 2019 and February 2020,38 followed by a second series of three planned 
operations with Barkhane after the Pau Summit, which brought together the G5 Sahel Heads of State and their international 
partners in France in mid-January 2020. These Sama I, II, and III operations in the tri-border area between March 2020 
and August 2021 lasted six months. They mobilised heavy means, including the addition of a Chadian 8th Battalion of 
1,200 men based in Niger. These operations reportedly weakened the terrorist armed groups while strengthening local 
confidence in national armies, although no additional civilian administrative officers were deployed to the secured areas.

Regional political instability—manifested by a series of six unconstitutional transfers of power in the Sahel between August 
2020 and July 2023—significantly slowed the FCG5’s operational cycle. In response to the second military coup in Mali 
on May 21, 2021 (following an initial putsch in Bamako on August 18, 2020), the G5 Sahel annual summit scheduled for 
January 2022 was postponed indefinitely before the Force’s annual activity plan could be adopted. While MINUSMA had 
already ceased gathering information on the Force’s actual activities,39 the final FCG5 Commander—Chadian General 
Oumar Bikimo, serving from June 2021 to late 2023—reported on four brief reconnaissance missions in the tri-border area 
conducted between mid-November 2021 and March 2022. The FCG5’s PCIAT was temporarily redeployed to N’Djamena 
in late June 2022 to oversee a final seven short reconnaissance patrols in Burkina Faso, Chad, Mauritania, and Niger 
through the end of the summer of 2022. 

Overall, the FCG5 conducted major multinational operations that yielded significant military results in just one and a half 
years, between November 2019 and June 2021.

On February 18, 2022, the new leadership in Bamako ordered France to close the Barkhane bases in Mali, and on May 15, 
2022, they announced Mali’s withdrawal from the G5 Sahel and the FCG5. Two successive coups—on January 23, 2022, 
and September 30, 2022—brought the military to power in Burkina Faso. This sequence culminated in the July 26, 2023, 
coup d’état in Niger against President Mohamed Bazoum. On December 2, 2023—five months after the regime change 
in Niamey and two and a half months after the creation of the Alliance of Sahel States (AES)40—Burkina Faso and Niger 
jointly announced they were joining Mali in its decision to withdraw permanently from the G5 Sahel (thereby effectively 
ending the mission of its Executive Secretary, Burkinabe national Eric Tiaré, in Nouakchott).

The military regimes of the Central Sahel have sought new international support, prioritizing Russia and other non-
traditional partners. Consequently, Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger suspended their cooperation with the EU, demanding a 
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halt to all military and security activities as well as the complete withdrawal of remaining European troops in the region 
and the EUTM mission.

On December 6, 2023, Mauritania and Chad—the organization’s two remaining member states—issued a joint statement 
announcing the imminent dissolution of the G5 Sahel. However, they ultimately reversed course, formally retaining 
the FCG5 and putting the dissolution of the regional framework on hold.41 In January 2026—twelve years after the G5 
Sahel’s creation and at the time the final EU-funded support project concluded—the former head of the Secretariat’s 
Defence and Security Bureau, Mauritanian General Mohamed Znagui, was still serving as the G5 Sahel’s Acting Executive 
Secretary. 

7. IMPLEMENTATION OF THE EU SUPPORT PROGRAMME

Capacity-Building for the Military Component

The EU Support Project for the FCG5, entrusted to EF, constituted more than two-thirds of the European budgetary effort 
to directly assist the Sahelian cooperation framework. Launched on 28 August 2017, it ended on 3 January 2026 after 
multiple extensions and 8.5 years of implementation. It involved providing equipment and training on this equipment to 
the battalions and constructing infrastructure for the command posts of the FCG5. Rather than directly channelling its 
funds to the TF-FC, the EU relied on EF to act as an ‘intelligent purchasing hub’, mobilising military expertise, a procurement 
system that respected deadlines, and strong financial transparency guarantees. In practice, it was expected that the 
French agency would prepare relevant tenders for goods and services that responded to the requests of the CDS and 
that it would supply these items after validation by EU managers in Brussels.

While the FCG5 brought together national battalions provided by five states, it was crucial that EU material aid facilitate 
the interoperability of these units. The first expression of needs, prepared by General Didier Dacko with the support of 
EF’s project team, was vividly discussed on 14 September 2017 with CDS members and the Director-General of DEVCO. 
It was based on the principle that each national contingent would benefit from the same equipment and compatible 
communication means. In the assessment of the European actors informed of the CDS meeting’s outcomes, despite the 
EF military expert’s efforts to coherently consolidate the needs, the result obtained from this discussion resembled a 

"shopping list."42 It lacked an explicit link to a common tactical vision grounded in the G5 Sahel Secretariat’s Defence and 
Security Strategy, which ought to have emerged from collective conceptual work within the CDS. This outcome was partly 
driven by the Defence and Security Bureau of the Permanent Secretariat, whose leader had chosen not to involve the 
Bureau in the FCG5’s work after failing to find a role in the apparatus dominated by the Chiefs of Defence Staff.

Regarding the construction of infrastructure for the Force’s command posts, the beneficiaries had not expressed a need 
for the Central Sector Command Post in Niamey and the PCIAT in Sévaré, even though the relocation of the latter to 
Bamako after the June 2018 attack required complex installation work. The selection of the N’Beiket Lahouach site for 
the Western Sector Command Post in Mauritania quickly imposed itself to secure the Hodh Chargui region, not far from 
the Malian Wagadou forest, which served as a refuge for many armed groups. In contrast, the selection of the Wour site 
for the Eastern Sector Command Post raised more circumspection due to its isolation at the northern tip of Chad, in the 
Tibesti region. Driven by domestic security concerns as much as the regional mandate of the G5 Sahel, President Idriss 
Déby Itno wanted to strengthen the presence of Chadian armed forces there against Chadian rebel bases in Libya and 
near the Salvador Pass in Niger—a strategic transit point with Libya and Algeria used by terrorists and traffickers.
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During the first two years of the project, many delays were experienced in equipment delivery. Beyond the difficulties EF 
faced in setting up a supply chain for sensitive materials adapted to the size of the contracts, the delays were also due to 
the difficulties the Chiefs of Defence Staff had in developing precise common expressions of need, as well as the complexity 
of the validation mechanism established by DEVCO. The constraints of the APF, which did not allow the delivery of lethal 
material such as weapons or ammunition, had intensified frustration among the beneficiaries. The Bastion armoured 
personnel carriers, which the French company Arquus was to build and deliver without superstructure armament, became 
emblematic in their eyes of the constraints and delays imposed by their European partner.

The G5 Sahel Summit in Pau on 13 January 2020, chaired by French President Emmanuel Macron, fuelled resentment 
among Sahelian leaders who felt summoned to France,43 yet it also marked a positive turning point for the project. While 
the first batch of deliveries in 2019 had included only liaison vehicles and minor equipment, strong political pressure 
from Paris on all stakeholders to hasten the pace of procurement led to the arrival in 2020 of the 46 Bastions vehicles 
and adequate equipment to conduct the Sama operations in the Central Sector, enabling the Force to de facto reach full 
operational capacity. Once the political message was received and validation procedures simplified, equipment orders 
accelerated. From 2024, at EF’s initiative, an additional and structuring dimension was integrated into the project, focusing 
on increasing the operational maintenance capabilities (MCO) of the battalions and their national logistical chains by 
acquiring dedicated equipment, scheduling maintenance training, and stocking spare parts for delivered equipment to 
maintain a two-year operational horizon.

A second turning point occurred from May 2021 when the series of military takeovers in the three Central Sahel countries 
shook the dynamics of cooperation between the G5 Sahel member states, the EU, and France. These events first forced 
Brussels to instruct EF to redirect ongoing orders to the remaining G5 Sahel stakeholders. In March 2024, after a long 
period of hesitation due to fragmented political reactions among European capitals,44 the EU declared the definitive 
cessation of activities benefiting the Malian, Nigerien, and Burkinabe battalions of the FCG5 and the concentration of its 
support on the Chadian and Mauritanian armed forces units.45 The EU thus formalised the end of joint operations and 
the end of its regional approach in the Sahel, replaced by a return to bilateral assistance.

By the end of EF’s project in January 2026, and due to the delays encountered, two-thirds of the delivery value will have 
ultimately been allocated to Mauritania and Chad, which remain EU’s partners today,46 while the three AES members will 
have benefited from only one-third of this amount.47 In the countries supported until the end, three military camps were 
built, and the project’s outputs significantly strengthened the capabilities of two Chadian battalions in the Tibesti region 
and two Mauritanian battalions in the Hodh region, which currently secure borders, combat trafficking, and protect local 
populations and refugees with a certain effectiveness, according to European military specialists.48

Although the EU-funded capacity-building support enabled the FCG5 to conduct highly substantial military actions for 
a year and a half, its integration into a counter-insurgency strategy at the nexus of politics, security, and development 
was not achieved. Advisors from the EUTM, EUCAP Sahel, and RACC missions had no observable influence on Sahelian 
commanders’ thinking regarding the systemic transformation of their armies, to which the FCG5’s action was supposed 
to contribute. This support, however, revealed the deep shortcomings of G5 Sahel member states in strategic planning, 
dependence on external support, and governance of national defence institutions, for which a genuine security sector 
reform was necessary.49
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UN-Implemented Component

In addition to the project to strengthen the FCG5’s operational capabilities, a tripartite technical arrangement between 
the G5 Sahel, the UN, and the EU was signed during the G5 Sahel donors’ conference in Brussels on 22 February 2018. 
This agreement committed MINUSMA to provide logistical support to the FCG5 and tasked the OHCHR with developing 
and implementing a Compliance Framework aimed at increasing civilian security against the risk of human rights and 
international humanitarian law violations by FCG5 soldiers. The implementation of this component of support for the 
FCG5 proved disappointing in terms of its impact on the ground and was very costly for the EU.

Following the European Commission’s decision in April 2017 to provide capacity-building support to the FCG5, the OHCHR’s 
advocacy had been very active among EU member states most sensitive to the reputational risk linked to potential abuses 
by Sahelian military personnel benefiting from European resources. It had convinced them that a UN partnership financed 
by the APF in the field of civilian protection would address their concerns.50 The task assigned to the OHCHR fell within 
the spirit of the UN’s Human Rights Due Diligence Policy (HRDDP)—as it was already applied to multilateral peacekeeping 
operations in Somalia and South Sudan.

The OHCHR project, implemented from June 2018 to July 2023, was funded to the tune of €27 million to cover the costs 
of OHCHR staff in New York and Geneva, as well as the recruitment of a team of 50 specialists distributed across the G5 
Sahel countries. Some observers considered the size of this team excessive for supporting a force of 5,000 soldiers, but EU 
managers in Brussels relied on the OHCHR’s expertise. The project was to enable the application of compliance mechanisms 
for conducting FCG5 operations through the action of civilian advisors embedded in the battalions, specialised trainers, 
mobile teams investigating human rights violations, and tools for tracking violence against civilians.

From its launch, the project encountered major difficulties. The first human rights specialists, who were to work closely 
with FCG5 commanders, were in Sévaré at the time of the June 2018 attack. Rather than redeploying them within the new 
PCIAT in Bamako and the battalions, the decision was made to house them at MINUSMA headquarters. The duplication 
of human rights and international humanitarian law training already provided by EUTM, the International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC), and other international partners had not been anticipated. The division of responsibilities between 
the project’s investigation team, the experts of MINUSMA’s Human Rights Division in Mali, and the permanent offices 
of the OHCHR in the other four G5 Sahel member states had also not been clarified. Conflicts quickly arose among UN 
officials over the use of the €27 million and the priority order for consulting and collecting testimonies from Sahelian 
stakeholders during investigations.

The more limited-than-expected presence of OHCHR specialists alongside battalion commanders and the low number 
of joint operations led to delays in the implementation of the Compliance Framework.51 The Civilian Harm Tracking and 
Analysis Framework (CITAC), developed in collaboration with the American NGO CIVIC, was an essential tool. Operational 
from early 2021, its functioning partly depended on national fund allocations for civilian victim compensation, which were 
not granted. The OHCHR supported the drafting of numerous doctrinal documents and standard operating procedures 
for the PCIAT, but their application remained rare because the project team had not sufficiently accounted for the 
consequences of the dual chain of command. The battalions reported to both the PCIAT and their national command. 
Each contingent thus applied its national procedures, which took precedence over those of the FCG5.

By the closure of the OHCHR project in mid-2023, it was difficult to assess its achievements due to the inaccessibility of 
much OHCHR information to EU managers. Its impact on the security of local communities was certainly limited, particularly 
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in light of the relative importance of the actions of the 5,000 FCG5 soldiers compared to those of national military forces 
and state-backed militias operating in the region. However, it is worth noting that the experience gained by DG INTPA 
through this project inspired the design of the Compliance Framework now applied by the EU in the implementation of 
military assistance financed by the European Peace Facility (EPF), created in March 2021.

The 2018 tripartite technical arrangement also instructed MINUSMA to provide support to the FCG5 within the limits of 
Malian territory and without structural modification to its organisation. Initially funded at €10 million, the peacekeeping 
mission was to provide fuel to FCG5 battalions transiting through Bamako, Sévaré, and Diabali; deliver combat rations; 
provide air medical evacuations; and carry out minor engineering works. In June 2020, Security Council Resolution 2531 
authorised the use of private contractors to provide UN support beyond Malian territory. To cover MINUSMA’s costs 
under these new parameters, an additional €14 million in funding was granted.

By the end of 2021, when FCG5 operations on Malian territory ceased following the second coup in Bamako, MINUSMA 
had supplied 3.9 million litres of fuel and 67,000 rations to the Joint Force. It had supported the construction of the 
PCIAT in Bamako, acquired medical supplies during the COVID-19 pandemic, and carried out a limited number of medical 
evacuations.52 In January 2022, ECOWAS imposed an embargo on Mali, and the EU asked MINUSMA to suspend the 
provision of consumables to the Malian FCG5 battalions. The tripartite agreement that allowed MINUSMA to provide 
logistical support to the FCG5 expired in June 2023, six months before MINUSMA’s definitive closure.

While the establishment of the PCIAT in Bamako through UN resources was welcomed by FCG5 leaders, it also highlighted 
the UN’s difficulties in being reactive and flexible. The Chiefs of Defence Staff of the CDS were dissatisfied with MINUSMA’s 
support, which they criticised for its administrative rigidity and aid that allegedly only benefited the Malian battalions and 
the Chadian 8th Battalion based in Niger.53 UN officials acknowledged that MINUSMA’s support mechanism was insufficient 
to meet the operational needs of the FCG5’s eight battalions and that this support was not a priority for a UN operation 
concerned with preserving its neutrality.54 Experts from Barkhane and EUTM shared the generally negative assessment 
of MINUSMA’s intervention and would have favoured instead the option of strengthening national logistical chains and/
or creating a logistical unit within the FCG5.

For their part, Secretariat’s officials in Nouakchott and the PCIAT advocated for the transfer of European financing from 
MINUSMA to the TF-FC. Otherwise, they would have liked the creation of a UN support office, modelled after the one 
established for the AU’s peacekeeping mission in Somalia. In reality, several permanent members of the UN Security 
Council strongly opposed greater UN involvement in supporting the G5 Sahel.55 Conversely, European actors reported 
that MINUSMA’s integration into the EU’s support device for the G5 Sahel was more driven by political considerations 
than operational needs.56 This would have facilitated future transfers of responsibility from one multilateral mission to 
another, including placing the FCG5 under Chapter VII of the UN Charter.

Political and Administrative Management Component

Since 2016, technical assistants from the implementing agencies GIZ and CIVIPOL had been mobilised for actions in support 
of G5 Sahel institutions, particularly in the fields of police cooperation and integrated border and migration management. 
The complementary PAGS II and RSG5DS projects were to strengthen the political and administrative capacity of the G5 
Sahel by supporting the successive teams of the rotating presidency, the Secretariat in Nouakchott, and the G5 Sahel 
branches in the Sahelian capitals. Their intervention methods were multiple: long-term expertise, short-term expertise, 
grants, purchase of goods and equipment, provision of services, financial support (including payment of salaries, travel 
allowances, and operating costs), etc.
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At the time of their formulation between 2018 and 2019, these projects responded to the strategic orientations of the 
EU and G5 Sahel member states, with a particular focus on strengthening the CDG5, creating COMSOUT, and revising 
the 2019-2021 PIP. European technical assistance was also to improve the G5 Sahel’s ability to mobilise funds from other 
international donors.

Mali’s commitments regarding its contribution to the G5 Sahel’s Sahel Security College (CSS), Chad’s determination to 
launch the G5 Sahel Regional Police Academy (ARP) project, and the inclusion of these initiatives in the list of 40 PIP 
2019-2021 projects, along with the financing pledges obtained at the December 2018 donors’ conference, opened good 
prospects for the use of European technical assistance. These commitments were confirmed by G5 Sahel member states 
following the message from HRVP Federica Mogherini in Ouagadougou in July 2019, which highlighted the EU’s desire 
to help accelerate the implementation of the G5 Sahel’s Development and Security Strategy.

However, the initial assumptions of the programme documents proved too optimistic. They assumed a lasting convergence 
of the respective priorities of Sahelian states and the EU, particularly in border management—a priority area for the EU 
but of little interest to the G5 Sahel’s heads of state. The Secretariat in Nouakchott did not provide the G5 Sahel heads of 
state with a clear vision of how to operationalise the security-development nexus or strong priorities that the projects’ 
technical assistants could have better supported. Determining the type of relevant European expertise to support the 
Secretariat was also complicated by the lack of clarity in the expectations of Sahelian governments towards the officials 
they seconded to this body, some of whom appeared unmotivated. Although the G5 Sahel was a unique sub-regional 
coordination framework for implementing the security-development nexus, strategic choices concerning the use of the 
FCG5 only marginally involved the Secretariat, and the apparent success of the Sahel Alliance in mobilising funds illustrated 
the waning general interest in the PIP.

During the implementation of the projects, the influence of the Secretariat in Nouakchott and the CNCs in the capitals 
was indeed weakened by the shift in the centre of gravity of strategic discussions towards the Sahel Alliance, P3S, and 
the Coalition, all based in Brussels. These platforms took charge of resource mobilisation and the coordination of 
regional initiatives. Donor confidence in the G5 Sahel’s management capabilities was undermined by the dissolution of 
COMSOUT in 2020 and the absence of tangible changes resulting from the Executive Secretariat reform that followed 
the organisational audit commissioned in 2018.57

The new version of the EU’s regional strategy for the Sahel in 2021 marked an adjustment from the 2011 version, moving 
away from a primarily stabilisation-focused approach to adopt a more political one, with explicit new expectations 
regarding governance and mutual accountability.58 It comprised a wide range of objectives centred on democracy, the 
social contract, and the legitimacy of G5 Sahel member states, reflecting concerns about democratic backsliding, as well 
as the perception of limited ownership by Sahelian public officials of external interventions. While pertinent in analysis, 
the subsequent regime changes demonstrated that this strategic revision came too late.

In this unfavourable context, the programmatic results of RSG5DS and PAGS II were limited. The G5 Sahel Secretariat did 
not play the expected coordination and support role for the G5 Sahel branches. These generally did not fulfil their mission, 
with the exception of the CDG5 in Nouakchott and the CSS in Bamako, the latter kept afloat by a European technical 
assistant until the EU’s support to Mali ended.

The only branch that ever truly functioned was the CDG5, for which the Mauritanian state had the ambition to make 
it an internationally recognised higher military education centre specialising in the Sahel. The CDG5 aimed to promote 
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a collective spirit and habits of collaboration among mid-career officers, called upon to work together in a multilateral 
framework for future military initiatives in desert environments. Saudi funds were provided from the outset of its activity 
thanks to requests from Nouakchott authorities. During the RSG5DS implementation period, GIZ supported five classes 
of around fifty African and Middle Eastern officers before EF took over in 2023 to finance the costs of three additional 
classes until the end of 2025. Increased national funding from 2026 was expected to ensure the institution’s sustainability.

European implementing agency specialists deployed within G5 Sahel institutions failed, at their level, to encourage their 
Sahelian counterparts to embrace the initial spirit of regional cooperation and the opportunities opened by multiple 
international supports. For their part, EU political leaders failed to express a clear and consistent message regarding their 
expectations of the important work to be carried out by the various G5 Sahel institutions. The simultaneous departures of 
the second RSUE, Angel Losada, and the head of the EU delegation in Mauritania in the summer of 2021 further weakened 
the EU’s ability to articulate the political framework of its support to the Executive Secretariat, as the May 2021 coup in 
Bamako called into question the partnership built with the G5 Sahel. 

8. FIVE STRATEGIC LESSONS FOR THE EU

Beyond the commonly expressed criticisms of an unbalanced political partnership between Europe and the Sahel, the EU’s 
programmatic engagement in support of the G5 Sahel and its FCG5 between 2017 and 2026 offers a unique opportunity 
to draw important lessons about the limits and possibilities of international assistance for regional security cooperation. 
While many analyses focus on conventional lessons—coordination, sustainability, strategic alignment—the G5 Sahel 
experience invites more radical reflection. It challenges the fundamental assumptions underlying external interventions 
and suggests that some approaches, while theoretically sound, may prove ineffective or even counterproductive in 
complex political and security environments.

Misreading Local Ownership

The first lesson concerns the very notion of local ownership. One of the guiding principles of international assistance is 
that initiatives must be owned by beneficiaries to ensure their sustainability. Academics have long pointed to the structure 
of the relationship between external actors and the FCG5, which put the joint force in a dependency position, to explain 
the shortcomings of the regional initiative.59 However, the G5 Sahel experience reveals that the most decisive factor was 
the Sahelian heads of states’ political choice of rhetorical alignment, maintaining a façade of regional security integration 
primarily to secure foreign aid and deflect external pressure for domestic reform. While they did signed conventions, 
member states’ financial contributions to the G5 Sahel were almost non-existent. The Secretariat in Nouakchott, intended 
to coordinate an integrated strategy combining military, development, and governance actions, was largely sidelined 
by those who created it. Strategic decisions concerning the FCG5 remained the purview of military leaders, without 
the involvement of the Secretariat’s Defence and Security Department, thus calling into question the pertinence of 
integrating civilian and military expertise. Finally, a sign of the lack of collective ambition for the G5 Sahel, the reform of 
its EU-supported Secretariat was limited to cosmetic changes because Sahelian leaders never wanted a strong regional 
coordination entity, as it would signify a loss of sovereignty.

This reality suggests that the EU ignored the historical distrust among Sahelian stakeholders60 and incorrectly assumed 
that Sahelian leaders wanted to progress together towards establishing a regional military force associated with the 
implementation of cross-border development projects. The EU would have been mistaken in assuming that the operational 
model of the Multinational Joint Task Force (MNJTF) in the Lake Chad Basin could simply be transposed to the G5 Sahel 
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force. While the MNJTF benefited from a concentrated geographic focus, a shared existential threat (Boko Haram), and 
the strategic weight of a regional hegemon (Nigeria), the G5 Sahel proved overly ambitious. The profound disconnect 
between the complexity of this endeavour and the existing conditions on the ground exposed the European attitude as 
deeply idealistic.

Institutionalising Regional Coordination

The second lesson concerns the formation of regional cooperation structures. The EU encouraged the creation of a 
centralised secretariat for the G5 Sahel with branches in all five countries so that each member state could consider itself 
an equal beneficiary of European resources. However, this architecture often proved too bureaucratic, poorly managed, 
and ineffective, much like many public administrations in the Sahel. Although the French military-inspired PCMT framework 
lacked a clear link between military operations and civilian actions, its intended simplicity and pragmatism were better 
suited to the context. Because the G5 Sahel institutions were modelled after international organisations, it was predictable 
that Brussels-based bodies would reclaim control, under the pretext that the G5 Sahel Secretariat remained plagued by 
a persistent deficit in capacities despite European technical assistance. 

This situation suggests that rather than creating heavy regional structures, the EU should encourage lighter, more flexible 
mechanisms carried by member states, sometimes bilateral rather than multilateral in nature (the term "multi-bilateralism" 
has already been used in Brussels61). This could mean establishing temporary coordination cells for specific purposes 
rather than permanent secretariats, providing direct support to states rather than regional institutions, and fostering 
informal platforms, such as thematic working groups, rather than formal organisations.

Failing the Security-Development Nexus

The third lesson concerns the operationalisation of the G5 Sahel’s security-development nexus. One of the major 
ambitions of the regional initiative and its partners, including the EU, was to implement close coordination between 
military operations and development and local governance initiatives to stabilise the most vulnerable cross-border areas.62 
The Secretariat’s Strategy for Development and Security and PIP intended to embody this approach. In practice, the two 
pillars remained largely disconnected and unbalanced, and this approach never truly worked on the ground, even when 
implemented separately by the EU.63 FCG5 actions could temporarily secure certain areas, but they were not associated with 
an increase in state presence in the form of coordinated deployment of civilian administrators and public service agents.

Sahelian governments and their international partners, including the EU, long ‘over-militarised’ their initiatives, focusing 
on the capacity-building aspect of the FCG5 in a counter-insurgency approach until the need for a "civilian surge" emerged 
at the N’Djamena summit in February 2021. The EU-funded technical assistance to the Secretariat aimed specifically at 
strengthening capacities to better link security and development with a focus on stabilisation within a political framework. 
However, European implementing agencies, EU member states’ national administrations and the EU Commission lacked 
the highly specific expertise required to effectively coordinate these dimensions. Deploying European police or military 
officers, diplomats, or traditional international cooperation experts could not bridge this gap.

The EU should rethink its own intervention capabilities in this area by building, in the long term, a pool of specialists 
with a political sense and capable of managing the complexity of integrating military and civilian actions within a single 
support programme. By accepting that the nexus is not the sole preserve of development professionals or that counter-
insurgency strategy design is not determined solely by military personnel, the EU could better adapt its support to on-
the-ground realities.
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Overlooking Security Sector Reform

The fourth lesson concerns the need to reform the security sector in crisis-affected states. The EU primarily supported the 
FCG5 through military capacity-building: equipment, training, and infrastructure. However, the crisis in the Sahel reveals 
that the problem was not only a lack of resources for FCG5 battalions but also the organisation and governance of security 
functions within G5 Sahel member states. Sahelian security and defence forces have suffered from structural weaknesses 
that limit their effectiveness and accountability, despite external investments.64 The assistance in Security Sector Reform 
(SSR) provided by MINUSMA, EUTM and EUCAP missions in Mali and Niger was often superficial or incomplete.65 

Because of fragilities in their national system, the soldiers deployed in the FCG5 remained poorly trained and supervised, 
and they suffered from and perpetuate high levels of corruption and low discipline. Promotions and assignments remained 
often based on criteria other than merit or competence.66 While the EU launched a project in 2022 to equip military police 
officers (‘provosts’) to work alongside FCG5 battalions’ soldiers, partly to mitigate the risk of abuse against civilians, the 
systemic drivers of poor governance within the security sector were still not properly addressed.   

This reality suggests that the EU must rethink its political and programmatic approach to security assistance by 
incorporating more direct, conditional support for structural reforms. In its high-level political dialogues with partner 
states, the EU should prioritise critical security sector reforms, such as bringing counter-terrorism efforts under judicial 
oversight, ending the misappropriation of public funds, and restructuring chains of command. Furthermore, it is worth 
noting that civilian political weakness, rather than pressure to reform military institutions, ultimately prompted Sahelian 
officers to stage coups. 

Emphasising the EU’s Added Value

Finally, the fifth lesson concerns the paradoxical demonstration of the EU’s added value in stabilisation assistance. 
Although the EU’s support to the G5 Sahel ultimately proved to be a political setback, the experience did not significantly 
erode its legitimacy as a partner for fragile states. Unlike other international actors, the EU retains a unique position in 
fragile contexts, grounded in its perceived neutrality, long-term commitment, and alignment with development priorities.

The EU’s financial strength enables it to sustain comprehensive assistance projects that few other actors can match. The 
partial successes in Mauritania and Chad, for instance, illustrate the potential of sustained, politically-sensitive engagement 
to produce tangible results. Yet, the overall outcome of the G5 Sahel highlights the need for smarter, more adaptive use 
of the EU’s resources and expertise.

Moreover, the EU’s comprehensive toolkit—spanning financial resources, technical expertise, and operational flexibility—
remains highly relevant. With nearly €300 million invested between 2016 and 2026 in direct support of the G5 Sahel, the 
EU demonstrated its capacity to fund large-scale, long-term initiatives while ensuring transparency and accountability. Its 
ability to deploy civilian and military experts, alongside specialized agencies, enables tailored, multi-dimensional support—
from military training to governance and human rights. However, the G5 Sahel experience revealed that these tools and 
expertise require refinement to better address the evolving political and security realities of fragile regions. The challenge 
lies in optimizing their deployment to ensure more effective and sustainable outcomes in future stabilization efforts. 
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Conclusion

 In conclusion, the EU’s programmatic engagement in support of the G5 Sahel between 2017 and 2026 offers critical insights 
into the limits and potential of international assistance for regional security cooperation. The experience demonstrated 
that while the EU possesses unique assets, such as its ability to mobilize substantial financial resources and deploy diverse 
technical expertise, these strengths were not sufficient to overcome the structural and operational challenges inherent 
in the Sahelian context.

The journey of the G5 Sahel also reflects a lack of local ownership among its member states, many of which prioritized 
short-term gains over sustained, collective action. This dynamic underscores the need for greater pragmatism from EU 
actors, alongside increased accountability and commitment from regional partners.

The EU’s support to the security pillar of the G5 Sahel, amounting to nearly €300 million, was designed to strengthen the 
G5 Sahel’s institutional and operational capacities, particularly through the FCG5. However, the operational scorecard 
of the Joint Force revealed significant shortcomings. Despite achieving full operational capacity under certain command 
periods, the FCG5’s actions remained disconnected from broader stabilization efforts, such as governance and development 
initiatives. This disconnect highlighted the difficulty of operationalizing the security-development nexus, a shared ambition 
of the G5 Sahel framework and the EU.

The EU’s programmatic support also revealed the importance of refining the EU’s toolkit—not only in terms of financial 
and technical resources but also in ensuring that its interventions are better tailored to the evolving political and security 
realities of fragile regions. For example, the EU’s ability to deploy civilian and military experts, alongside specialized 
agencies, enabled tailored support in areas such as procurement, logistics, migration and other security areas. However, 
the effectiveness of these efforts was often hamstrung by the lack of specialised expertise to help Sahelian partners to 
bridge the gap between military and civilian actions.

Ultimately, the G5 Sahel experience serves as a valuable case study for the EU as it prepares to implement its new 
Multiannual Financial Framework 2028–2034. The lessons learned—particularly regarding the operationalization of 
regional cooperation, the integration of security and development efforts, and the need for adaptive programmatic 
support—should inform future engagements to ensure they are more effective, sustainable, and aligned with local needs.
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List of Acronyms

Acronym	 Meaning
AES			   Alliance of Sahel States
APF			   African Peace Facility
ARP			   Regional Police Academy (N’Djamena)
CDG5		  G5 Sahel Defence College (Nouakchott)
CDS			   Defence and Security Committee attended by the 5 Chiefs of Defence Staff
CELLRAD	 Counter-Radicalisation Cell
CFR			   Fusion and Reconnaissance Centre (Niamey)
CITAC		  Civilian Harm Tracking and Analysis Framework
CNC			   National Coordination Committees
CONOPS		 Concept of Operations
COMSOUT	 Support Committee
CSAMAP		 Sahel Centre for Threat Analysis and Early Warning (Ouagadougou)
CSS			   Sahel Security College (Bamako)
DEVCO		  Directorate-General for International Cooperation and Development (now INTPA)
DG INTPA	 Directorate-General for International Partnerships
ES			   Executive Secretariat of the G5 Sahel (after 2021)
EUTM		  EU Military Training Mission
EUCAP		  EU Civilian Capacity-Building Mission
FCG5			  G5 Sahel Joint Force
G5 Sahel		 Group of Five for the Sahel
HRDDP		  Human Rights Due Diligence Policy
JNIM			  Group for the Support of Islam and Muslims
MINUSMA	 United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabilisation Mission in Mali
MCO			  Operational Maintenance Capability
OHCHR		  UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights
P3S			   Partnership for Security and Stability in the Sahel
PAGS			  G5 Sahel Security Support Programme
PCIAT		  Joint Theatre Command Post
PCMS		  Security Cooperation Platforms
PCMT		  Cross-border military cooperation partnership established with Barkhane in 2014
PDU			  Emergency Development Programme of the Sahel Alliance
PIP			   Priority Investment Programme of the G5 Sahel
PS			   Permanent Secretariat of the G5 Sahel (before 2021)
RACC		  Regional Advisory and Coordination Cell
RSUE			  EU Special Representative
RSG5DS		  Strengthening the G5 Sahel Support and Governance Structures in Defence and Security
TF-FC		  Trust Fund for the Joint Force
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