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Introduction

The Sahel region is the biogeographic realm of transition in Africa between the Sahara to the

north and the Sudanian savanna to the south. Its climate is closest to one of a desert and it stretches

across the middle of the continent, from the Atlantic Ocean all the way to the Red Sea. The region

borders multiple nations, (as in figure 1): Mauritania, Mali, Senegal, Burkina Faso, Nigeria, Niger, Chad,

Sudan, and Eritrea.

The situation and the conflict within the region is – by definition – an interdisciplinary one. Seeing

as the region spans across multiple nations, each with their own issues, it’s currently undergoing the

most political stress of any place in the world. Within the region, lives are lost to conflict daily, tensions

are rising and urgency is becoming more and more apparent. Aside from the humanitarian crisis in most

of the nations, armed  conflict is a daily occasion and despite active effort by the United Nations (UN)

and the Security Council (UNSC), not much progress has been made in the last few decades.

Figure 1: The Sahel region and the nations within it
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Armed conflicts, dramatic climate change and little opportunity to receive an education or find a

job, are an everyday reality for many in Africa’s Sahel region. With the region’s rapidly expanding

population compounding these challenges, the hope of a future is vanishing for millions of young

people. Clearly, due to the size of the matter at hand, a general solution cannot apply. Instead, the

Security Council must attempt to individualize some of the situations currently transpiring in the region.

Naturally, this doesn’t mean that they aren’t interconnected, moreso that they deserve case-specific

solutions to be implemented.

Definition of Key Terms

Region

A particular area or part of the world, or any of the large official areas into which a country is
divided.

Conflict

Fighting between two or more groups of people or countries. Within the context of the matter at
hand, it’s mostly seen in its political and societal form; both falling under the armed form.

Climate change

Changes in the world's weather, in particular the fact that it is believed to be getting warmer as a
result of human activity increasing the level of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere.

Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs)

As put by the UNHCR: “Internally displaced people (IDPs) have not crossed a border to find
safety. Unlike refugees, they are on the run at home.” In the case of the Sahel region, this issue plagues
multiple nations involved.

United Nations Human Development Index (UNHDI)

As officially stated by the UN: “The HDI is the geometric mean of normalized indices for each of the
three dimensions.” The nations in the Sahel belt rank at the very bottom of the list, without exception.

Desertification

While interpretations of the term desertification vary, the concern centers on human-caused land
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degradation in areas with low or variable rainfall known as drylands: arid, semi-arid, and sub-humid
lands. This is something heavily affecting the Sahel region, one of the most notable “victims” of
desertification in history, especially on the northern end.

Figure 2: Desertification in Sahel

Background Information

The individual conflicts in the region

The situation in Mali

Mali is often regarded as the deepest and most damaging crisis in the region. The UN
Special Representative for Mali recently told the Security Council that despite collective efforts,
“the reality is that the security situation has deteriorated and the crisis is deepening”.

As it stands, Mali is in desperate need of aid – primarily humanitarian and financial. Over
the past few years, the political situation has – in great part due to the efforts of the UNSC –
stabilized. The focus therefore needs to be shifted to rebuilding the nation with sustainability in
mind. Currently, as seen in Figure 2, hundreds of thousands are suffering on the streets, without
a home. What’s worse: about two thirds have left the country already, with many of them losing
their lives in the process.
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Figure 3: Data regarding the refugee and IDP front in Mali

Despite the conflict cooling down, it’s definitely not to be neglected, as it has been in the
past. Originating from a regime shift in Libya, the conflict in Mali occured in places neglected by
the State, where rebel groups thrived. Soon, armed conflict was not far from a routine, lives lost
daily. The security situation is far from repaired, people across the nation are terrified of their own
home and don’t feel safe within the nation. Lack of state presence, poverty and unemployment
make it easy for these groups to benefit from the inhabitants of Mali; some even go as far as
recruiting them.

Mali is the origin point of the situation in Sahel. Ever since 2011’s violent outbreaks within the
nation, refugees began flooding the neighboring nations in the region and creating a chain reaction that
led them all to recession. Naturally, each had their individual problems but the Mali chain reaction
certainly amplified their effect.

The situation in Nigeria

While the situation in Nigeria may not be in a recession as steep as the one in Mali (as Nigeria is
in ongoing conflict, while Mali is experiencing the aftermath of it), it is still one of urgent
importance; one defined by crisis. North East Nigeria specifically, suffers from armed conflict
between non-state groups and the security forces of the state. This turbulent environment has
affected neighboring countries, such as Niger, Cameroon and Chad; even drawing them in as
hostile third parties. Boko Haram may no longer be an officialized movement, but the IS West
African Province (ISWAP) (one of its factions) is still integrated in the conflict, ever since 2018.
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Figure 4: Data regarding refugees and IDPs in Nigeria

As apparent from figure 3, Nigeria also suffers from severe numbers of IDPs. The nation
simply lacks the infrastructure to deal with the issue and the funds are going into the protection of
the state against the groups involved in the armed conflict of the south-east. The nation is
simultaneously facing a humanitarian and a socio-political crisis and despite UNSC efforts, has
been unable to cease conflict for long enough for it to pursue a relative sustainability.

What’s more, Nigeria is the most populous nation in the continent, meaning every aspect
of the issues plaguing other nations in the region (and consequently, this one) is scaled up. Other
than needing far more resources for resolutions to be implemented, it’s also much harder to find
a solution that applies to the entirety of the state.

The situation in Sudan

Over the past years, the state of Sudan has suffered severe internal conflict. Although this
began due to the situations in neighboring countries transferring part of their effects to the nation,
it quickly evolved to a full-fledged internal political conflict: one between the people of Sudan and
the State.

Since mid-2019, Sudan has been governed by an alliance between the military and the
people; one often doubted and marked uneasily. Mere months ago (October 25th), the military
completely took over Sudan, dissolving the power-sharing Sovereign Council and transitional
government, and temporarily detaining Prime Minister Abdalla Hamdok.

The situation is one still unresolved. Despite continuous efforts by the UN and the
Secretary General to condemn the military’s coup, the political scene of Sudan is more than
turbulent. Naturally, violence has drastically increased over the past couple years and the
humanitarian situation is not to be neglected either. As conflict rises – without any exclusivity in
Sudan’s situation – people suffer the consequences.
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The situation in Burkina Faso, Cameroon, and nearby countries

While neighboring countries’ crises are not to the scale of the ones previously mentioned
on the political level, the humanitarian level of urgency is the same. The defining aspect of the
situation in Sahel is that, in reality, nothing is really individualized to one nation – it always
transfers over to the neighboring states and then some, always creating a chain reaction
“infecting” the collective. A perfect example of this is Cameroon.

While at first sight, the major conflict in Cameroon is the violent behavior of Boko Haram
causing damage to the nation and forcing hundreds of thousands of people to flee from their
homes, the state is also in a dire economic situation. With the inability to address the situation at
hand, the nation greatly depends on third-party financial aid, from organizations such as the UN
and the International Monetary Fund (IMF).

Figure 5: Data regarding refugees and IDPs in Cameroon

The situation in Cameroon is a very unique one, as an extreme majority of the homeless
are still within the nation, either refusing to become refugees, or simply being unable to escape
the conflict in one piece.

Nations like Burkina Faso, Eritrea, et cetera are part of the situation in Sahel due to their
neighboring ones. As previously mentioned numerous times in this section, the uniqueness of the
matter at hand is that nothing stays within the borders of a state. Due to continuous and
relentless chain reactions, refugees moving from nation to nation and the conditions of the
climate, humanitarian crises have risen in nations that would normally only have economic
problems. No nation in the region has sufficient resources to deal with the problems it’s facing,
meaning the situation is only going to get worse. Every time the UNSC fails to draft a resolution,
countless lives are lost and more and more people are left without a home. Every day that
passes, the matter becomes more difficult to resolve, meaning long-term sustainability is a
secondary goal; what’s needed is immediate solutions to cool off the tensions and leave room to
deal with the humanitarian issues.
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The shared, collective crises

Of course, the individual situations are only half of the problems Sahel is facing. The much

larger issues are collective and apply to every nation in the region. While these may be easier to

identify and resolve, the difficulty is in shaping a solution applicable to all nations and acceptable by

everyone involved. While some solutions such as environmentally focused funding may be applicable in

Eritrea, they wouldn’t be applicable in Mali or Nigeria due to the corruption caused by the either past or

ongoing conflict respectively.

Climate change

The climate of a region is always one of the most important factors when it comes to
anything that concerns it. In the case of Sahel, the arid climate makes food production worse and
worse every year. With farmland disproportionately small compared to the population, food
production is declining.

Effects of desertification are starting to become more apparent day by day. Drought, high
temperatures and difficulty in the cultivation of livestock and farmland, as well as the spread of
diseases is damaging the region greatly. This part of the issue is not something that can be
solved, at least not yet. Hence, one can only hope to develop measures to adapt to it, rather than
change it.

Humanitarian crisis

While each nation is facing its own version of a humanitarian crisis, when it comes to the
Sahel region, the issue is something much more collective. As people often move from nation to
nation, the needs they have often transfer from the responsibility of one nation to the other.
Something noteworthy that wasn’t previously mentioned is that, collectively, the region is under
the effects of overpopulation: an excessive amount of people compared to the amount of
resources and funds available.

The collective part of the crisis regards overpopulation and food. Already, 33 million
people in the Sahel have been declared food-insecure by the UN’s Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO), while – by 2050 – the population will leap from an already high 150 million to
a staggering 330.

A more recently developed aspect of the humanitarian problem is disease. As the
economy was already in a weak state, investment in healthcare was everything but possible for
most Sahel nations. The pandemic has left the healthcare system across the continent and even
more so the region severed and incapable of focusing on anything but COVID-19.
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Major Countries and Organizations Involved

Mali

Mali, being one of the nations in the Sahel region, is naturally incredibly involved in the
ongoing situation. While it often finds itself too busy combatting the problems it faces alone, Mali
has been seen as a catalyst in armed conflict between its neighbors. Being past the peak of its
conflict has allowed it to contribute to the rest of the region, although its efforts are very, very
limited. As it stands, the nation is aiming to help itself develop a sustainable economy and rebuild
its infrastructure. However, a secondary goal would be to help those around it, as they directly or
indirectly impact it.

Nigeria

Similarly to Mali, Nigeria is a big part of the situation. Its primary goal is to deal with the
region-wide food crisis. Its involvement has mostly been on the climate change front. Besides,
with its large and ever-growing population it’s suffered a heavy blow from the pandemic,
rendering it essentially unable to take much action not directly pertaining to its well being as a
state.

France

Ever since 2013’s Operation Serval, France has been actively involved in the region. It
then undertook the Barkhane operation in 2014 under its security cooperation initiative with the
Sahel nations. Despite this, the reasons for its active presence have still not been clarified.
While the locals have protested their actions there, French forces have not left or changed their
behavior.

United States of America (USA)

The USA has been involved in the conflict mostly in the context of anti-terrorism. Its
actions have mostly been in support of France; offering military aid. While the USA may not
necessarily prioritize the prosperity of the Sahel region, its development would be fatal to terrorist
groups there. Regardless, the States’ focus remains on the War on Terror with support for any
attempt to develop the region that doesn’t challenge its policies.

United Nations (UN)

Quite obviously, the UN is one of the biggest contributors to any attempt to resolve the
matter at hand. This is not only through the UNSC though. Another major organ involved is the
United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHCR) which has offered humanitarian aid to all nations
of the Sahel. With smaller involvement of organs like the United Nations Educational, Scientific,
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) or the World Food Organization (WFO), the UN stands as
the most relevant organization in the matter.
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Relevant UN Treaties and Events

S/RES/2480 (28 June 2019), S/RES/2391 (8 December 2017), S/RES/2359 (21 June 2017)

The above resolutions were adopted during the first few years of the situation’s recognition. They
all regard the entirety of the region of Sahel. The approach is collective and therefore very partially
effective.

S/RES/2590(2021): The situation in Mali

The resolution is a much more recent one than the ones above. Adopted this year, it mainly
re-affirms some previous measures and makes sure to keep in check with the region, instead of
proposing anything new.

Previous Attempts to solve the Issue

Due to the sheer magnitude of the matter at hand, not many major attempts have been
implemented when it comes to resolution. Firstly, France is definitely the main state-actor (with the USA
as a close second), although its impact is limited on the armed conflicts of the Sahel region. Its attempts
include the Serval Operation and the Barkhane operation.

Seeing as the issue of the Sahel region was only recently fully realized not only by the UN but by
the entire world, there hasn’t been too much space to act on it, especially with the pandemic taking
place. Most nations around the world were busy worrying about their own well-being, which – albeit fully
reasonable – only worsened the situation in the region.

Overall, attempts at resolution that weren’t led by the UN had questionable motives and always
addressed the terrorist groups present in the area, without any real consideration of civilian safety other
than formalities. It’s therefore more than safe to say that the UN is the leader of efforts on the matter.

Possible Solutions

Being an interdisciplinary topic, there’s a lot of aspects to the situation in the Sahel region that
need to be explored. However, it’s possible to break them up to two categories: those pertaining to
individual nations and those pertaining to the entirety of the region.

When it comes to Mali, one must make note of the status quo, the state that conflict has left the
nation in. Initiatives regarding development of human resources and infrastructure should be prioritized,
all while keeping the country from slipping back into armed conflict.

Regarding Nigeria, solutions must focus on the extremist groups first, then address the
humanitarian crisis. Stability is impossible to achieve if there’s a third party constantly changing the
scales. Proposals regarding the humanitarian aspect need to be feasible; while the funding of the UN is
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great, it would be impossible to perform a nation-wide distribution of medicine, food, and water. They
must be further specified in order to avoid misunderstandings.

When it comes to the issue of climate change, one can only hope to cultivate an environment in which its
effects are minimized. The development of a more sustainable way to produce food could definitely
benefit the nation. This economic approach can be further reinforced by a more active trade.
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