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ARTICLE

Explaining the failure of internationally-supported defence 
and security reforms in Sahelian states
Niagalé Bagayoko

African Security Sector Network, Accra, Ghana

ABSTRACT
In response to the crisis in the Sahel, myriad programmes have been set 
up with the aim of improving the performance of the defence and 
security forces in the region. These programmes are often run or sup
ported by international partners. Yet, as the security situation in the 
region worsens, questions have been raised about whether these pro
grammes are relevant and effective. In this article, we will argue that 
most of the programmes designed to build the capacities of, restructure 
or reform the armed forces in Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger have failed to 
grasp that these security systems function on a fundamentally hybrid 
basis, with a combination of – and often a clash between – legal and 
rational approaches, on the one hand, and informal dynamics, on the 
other, and that this can often hinder implementation of reforms.

KEYWORDS 
Sahel; security structures; 
hybrid systems; military; 
reforms; societal 
mechanisms; comparative 
analysis

Introduction

Since the start of the crisis in Mali in 2012, myriad programmes have been set up 
with the aim of improving the performance of the security and defence forces in the 
region. These programmes are often run or supported by international partners. In 
addition to fighting the terrorist groups in the Sahel, some of these international 
programmes, such as Operation Barkhane run by France1 and Europe’s Takuba Task 
Force, have sought to strengthen the operational capacities of Mali’s armed forces. 
The EU Training Mission (EUTM)2 and the EU Capacity Building Mission 
(EUCAP)3 in the Sahel had the broader aim of restructuring the security and 
defence forces, with a joint training and advisory mission. Other United Nations4 

and civilian5 programmes have sought to provide more widespread, structural 
support to the process of reforming the security systems across Sahel countries.6

Yet, as the security situation in the region worsens, questions have been raised 
about whether these programmes are relevant and effective, since none of the armed 
forces in the Sahel – or their international partners for that matter – has been 
capable of taking sufficiently decisive action to improve the situation.

The strategies of many of the international missions active in the Sahel – which 
include the UN Multidimensional Integrated Stabilisation Mission in Mali 
(MINUSMA), the G5 Sahel Joint Force, the African Union’s MISAHEL mission, 
and bilateral partners – have failed, mainly because they did not sufficiently analyse 
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the complexity of the security context in the region.7 However, there is also 
a disconnect between the programmes to reform and restructure the States’ defence 
and security systems and the actual functioning of those systems. Like in many 
other African countries, the security systems in the countries of the Sahel are 
fundamentally hybrid in nature, with a combination of – and often a clash between – 
legal and rational approaches, on the one hand, and informal dynamics, on the 
other, and this can often hinder implementation of reforms.8 The hybrid nature of 
these systems is also reflected in how codified and non-codified norms and prac
tices, legally established or informal entities and official and unofficial networks 
complement and compete with each other within both formal and informal 
structures.9

As Céline Thiriot,10 drawing on the works of Dabezies11 and Nordlinger,12 has said:

The specific institutional and ideological features of African armies, as set out in military sociology, 
are often only very superficial. As such, military institutions in Africa are by their very essence 
hybrid institutions that are penetrable by society. [. . .] This makes the army more receptive to social 
and political issues, which are echoed in at least part of the military.

The concept of security system reform – which most of the training, restructuring 
and transformation programmes mentioned above adhere to – was developed in 
part as a way of diverging from, rather than running contrary to, the concept of 
‘civil-military relations’.13 In the Sahel, the civil-military relations approach falls 
short because it fails to sufficiently take into consideration the comprehensive nature 
of the reforms needed and the importance of governance. The security system 
reform approach has remedied this to some extent. Yet one benefit of the civil- 
military relations approach is that it looks very closely at the political economy and 
micro-sociology of the armed forces. Again today, there needs to be a renewed focus 
on power relations and strategies for mobilising the political, financial and symbolic 
resources required to run African military establishments14 – and this is an aspect 
that most security system reform processes tend to ignore.

In this article, we will analyse the link between the professional mechanisms and 
the socio-political and societal mechanisms prevalent in defence systems in the 
Sahel. The hybrid nature of the systems within these armed forces is a reflection 
of the power games and social inequalities specific to each State that these armies 
serve. For armed forces the world over, informal rules and practices can be 
a ‘double-edged sword, reinforcing or undermining official organisational 
norms’,15 but their influence is particularly marked within the armies in the Sahel, 
as the study of social and political interactions within military structures in Burkina 
Faso, Mali and Niger has shown.

After providing an overview of the recent history of military coups in these three 
countries, we will look at human resources management, defence budget manage
ment and the internal divisions within the military in each country. While all of 
these areas are regulated by official, clearly codified rules and procedures, they are in 
reality governed by informal practices and therefore provide some insight into the 
fundamentally hybrid functioning of the armies in the Sahel.
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A history of military coups in the Sahel countries

Since gaining independence, Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger have all had a particularly turbulent 
history of coups. Military interference in political matters has been a persistent and recurring 
theme, demonstrated most recently by the establishment of military regimes in Mali following 
the events of 18 June 2020 and 24 May 2021 and the coup in Burkina Faso on 24 January 2022.

Burkina Faso

On the 25 of November 1980, Colonel Saye Zerbo staged a coup against President 
Aboubacar Lamizana, establishing the Military Committee of Recovery for National 
Progress. Colonel Saye Zerbo appointed the young Captain Thomas Sankara as 
Minister of Information. Sankara had served as a commander of the Commando 
Training Centre in Pô, where Captain Blaise Compaoré was his deputy. In 1982, 
Colonel Saye Zerbo was deposed in another military coup, with physician and 
commander Jean-Baptiste Ouédraogo becoming head of state. Captain Thomas 
Sankara was named prime minister but quickly ran into a dispute with the president, 
who then dismissed him in May 1983. Sankara was stripped of his military functions 
and sent to the provinces. Blaise Compaoré then took control of the Commando 
Training Centre. The officers’ general assembly, held in the context of the crisis, 
decided that power should be returned to the longest-serving officer, Gabriel Yewa- 
Tamini, who was tasked with handing power over to a civilian government at the end 
of a six-month period. However, Blaise Compaoré refused to lay down his weapons 
and held a march in Ouagadougou on 4 August 1983. On national radio, Thomas 
Sankara declared that he was seizing power and establishing the National Council for 
the Revolution, which had Marxist leanings.16 Captain Blaise Compaoré then seized 
power on 15 October 1987 following a coup d’état in which Thomas Sankara was 
assassinated.

A new constitution was adopted in 1991, but that did not bring an end to the army’s intrusion 
into political life. As formal institutions were being set up, some front-line units, such as the 
presidential security regiment, were entrusted with the main – and even exclusive – mission of 
perpetuating the regime for a further 27 years. Most of the army was marginalised in order to 
avoid any risk of anyone overthrowing the Compaoré regime. The country’s military capacities 
were drastically reduced:

The weakness in the command and the armed forces’ paltry equipment must be highlighted. Most 
personnel have received no training and there has been no professionalisation for decades. At the 
time of Blaise Compaoré, everything was done to prevent coup attempts rather than to combat 
outside threats.17

A popular uprising in 2014 led to the fall and exile of Blaise Compaoré and the establishment of 
a transitional, and then a democratically-elected, civilian regime. When he came to power in 
2015, President Kaboré stated that he was determined to depoliticise the army and demilitarise 
politics. But on 24 January 2022, just one year after his re-election, he was overthrown in a coup 
by the Patriotic Movement for Safeguarding and Restoration led by Lieutenant-Colonel Paul- 
Henri Damiba.18
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Niger

In Niger, the first democratic government since independence was toppled in a coup that 
resulted in 17 years of military regime (1974–1991), marking the start of a particularly tumul
tuous period for the country. From 1974 to 2010, the county experienced four military coups in 
total, with no constitutional transition between two elected presidents. On 15 April 1974, 
a military group led by Lieutenant-Colonel Seyni Kountché, then the commander-in-chief of 
the army, deposed President Hamani Dori and installed a supreme military council. Up to 1983, 
when the Council of National Development, run by a civilian, was established, the military held 
the highest functions of state, with some civilians nonetheless involved in running the country. 
On 27 January 1996, Colonel Ibrahim Baré Maïnassara, commander-in-chief under then- 
President Mahamane Ousmane, deposed his head of state. Baré was assassinated by his own 
guards and replaced by Commander Daouda Malam Wanké, chief of the presidential guard, 
who was appointed head of state by the National Reconciliation Council, comprised exclusively 
of military officers. Finally, President Tandja, who adopted a new constitution in order to 
remain in office for a third term, was deposed in a military coup on 18 February 2010. However, 
the army handed power back to a civilian government, and President Mahamadou Issoufou was 
elected in 2011 and then re-elected in 2016.

Throughout recent history, the army has therefore played a decisive role in political life in 
Niger.

This heritage has created a certain amount of distrust towards the military among civilians: the 
officers who were in power are suspected of having their men in the barracks among the other 
troops so that they can be used to topple civilian governments. Fear of these military officers 
explains why so many people have left the country, particularly to take up positions abroad..19

Mali

In Mali, a wave of popular uprisings ended with the democratically-elected president, 
Ibrahim Boubacar Keita, being toppled on 18 August 2020 by members of the National 
Committee for the Salvation of the People. The arrival of military personnel within 
government and the subsequent overthrowing of the civilian transitional authorities on 
24 May 202120 are the latest in a series of coups – the fourth and fifth such events – that 
have put power in the hands of the military.21 The first such coup took place on 
19 November 1968 when a group of young officers led by Lieutenant Moussa Traoré, 
who would then became president, took advantage of people’s growing discontent with 
President Modibo Keita, to depose the ‘Father of Independence’. The new government set 
up the Military Committee for National Liberation which abolished the constitution and 
established a military, and then a single-party, regime. On 26 March 1991, Moussa Traoré 
was also deposed in a coup led by several officers, who set up the Transitional Committee 
for the Salvation of the People, headed by Lieutenant-Colonel Amadou Toumani Touré. 
Traoré then transferred power back to a civilian government, and Alpha Oumar Konaré 
was democratically-elected as president. In 2002, Amadou Toumani Touré was himself 
elected, and then re-elected in 2007. He was deposed several weeks before the end of 
his second term by Captain Amadou Haya Sanogo, who took control of the National 
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Committee for the Restoration of Democracy and State. He was forced by the international 
community to stand down as part of the transition to a civilian government, which was 
completed with the election of President Ibrahim Boubacar Keita.

During these periods of military authoritarianism, army officers also held many of the 
administrative positions in government. In Mali, internal affairs started to be militarised in 
1968, when Moussa Traoré came to power. At the same time, many civilian functions were also 
militarised, particular the position of regional governor, and this continued for decades and has 
increased since 2020.22

Questioning the neutral and apolitical nature of the armed forces

All of the programmes aimed at restructuring or strengthening the operational capacities of 
the armed forces or comprehensively reforming the security system are based on the 
premise that the armed forces are fundamentally neutral and simply execute orders.

Yet the history of the Sahel shows that armed forces in the region cannot be considered 
apolitical, since they have been at the origins of deep-rooted institutional and security 
crises in the countries concerned. The above overview of the recent history of Burkina 
Faso, Mali and Niger shows that those countries’ defence systems are, in fact, key political 
entities rather than simply services that execute the orders of the civilian authorities.

One factor making the military a hybrid system is its deep penetration into the political 
sphere, an area that should be reserved for the civilian authorities alone, in keeping with the 
principle of absolute precedence recognised in the traditional approach to civilian-military 
relations, and in keeping with the standards of governance and democratic oversight that 
underpin the security system reform approach.

There are two deeply rooted trends in the Sahel that explain why the military often interferes 
in the management of public affairs:

● First, people are extremely disillusioned with democracy, which increasingly means that 
people have no hope for a better future when they cast their vote (the democratic model has 
been largely reduced to elections, both by African multilateral organisations and by 
international partners).

● Second, people are increasingly frustrated by the worsening security situation and the 
inability of the civilian authorities and their international backers to protect people and 
their belongings, both individually and collectively.

It is becoming hard not to view Sahelian militaries as political players in their own right, and 
their legitimacy is growing as a result of the support they receive from a large proportion of the 
population.

Opaque human resources management

The political functions that military officers in the Sahel have held in the post-independence era 
is by no means the only hybrid aspect present within military institutions. The intertwining of 
formal and informal dynamics within the armed forces in the Sahel are particularly evident in 
human resources management, and particularly the recruitment and promotion methods used.
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Recruitment and promotion

In the three Sahel countries considered here, the methods for recruiting and promoting soldiers 
have tended to be informally established.

Nepotism and cronyism have often driven officers’ rise to the upper echelons of the military, 
a practice that is widely condemned and criticised. Even Mali’s former defence minister, Tiéna 
Coulibaly, has spoken about the large-scale problem posed by parallel recruitment procedures. 
In a 2017 speech before the National Assembly, he said that the main problem with Mali’s 
military was its approach to recruitment, stating that:

During the recruitment process, ministers, MPs and officers come forward with their own lists and 
demand that their protégés are recruited without any kind of competitive process. The outcome is 
that these soldiers, who had strings pulled for them, are scared of the enemy when in the field. They 
are not in the army to fight but to get a monthly wage.23

In Niger, too, personal connections often carry more weight than professional skill, as Djeka 
Salou explains:

In some cases, the hierarchy is bypassed: affinities between the leaders of each regime and the elite or 
a faction of the army enabled those individuals to appoint people to positions of responsibility or 
make one-off promotions within the army, disregarding the rules in order to by-pass the usual route 
to the upper ranks, which is a well-established procedure that is meant to take place annually based 
on seniority. One-off promotions are permitted by the rule, but they have to meet certain criteria; 
they have to be justified and recorded in the Official Journal of the Republic. The procedures are not 
always respected, which has skewed the normal functioning of the army. Certain officers have 
access to training abroad and are then guaranteed certain promotions, which also arouses suspicion 
and frustration among officers of the same rank with no such posting.24

Other informal practices have also been institutionalised. For instance, throughout Moussa 
Traoré‘s regime, soldiers were automatically promoted every three years regardless of their 
operational experience, which explains why there are so many generals in Mali’s army.25 Paying 
bribes to successfully pass a competitive application procedure has also become common. ‘Some 
families take out loans so that they can pay a bribe of 150,000 or 250,000 CFA francs (which is 
between 230 and 380 euros) to get their son in. That’s the going rate’, said a gendarme from 
Markala.26 There is also a ‘widespread tendency to pass on the additional cost generated by 
corruption to the price of degree programmes or military internships (particularly abroad) or 
even promotion’, one officer in Burkina Faso explained.27

The opaque management of human resources within the armed forces in the Sahel 
has for a long time been the reason why the military has been reluctant to determine 
the exact number of troops in a reliable and transparent manner. In 2017, the official 
number of men in Mali’s army was around 18,000, but estimates put the number of 
fictitious soldiers at somewhere between 3,000 and 8,000.28 As well as stating national 
security as the reason for hiding the actual number of troops, another reason often put 
forward is that the figures are inflated so that more funds are allocated for personnel 
and those funds can then be embezzled. This often-erratic approach to human 
resources management means that posts are assigned or promotions are made at 
random.
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Integrating former combatants into the army

The conflicts in the Sahel States have made human resource management within the armies there 
even more complex. The process of integrating combatants from the different rebellions against the 
central authorities in Niger and Mali in the 1990s and 2000s also had an impact on the management 
of recruitment and promotion processes in the armed forces. In Niger, a significant number of 
former fighters agreed to the State’s proposed terms for joining the paramilitary. However,

the mechanisms for implementing the agreements were complex and opaque. [. . .] rounding up the 
combatants was the job of their front-line leaders, who ended up negotiating. Each provided a list of 
names certifying that those fighters qualified as rebels. This method led to haggling and some 
families being privileged [. . .]. As a result, the number of fighters integrated into the army largely 
depended on how influential the former front-line leaders were and the financing received from 
foreign partners. The former fighters were joined [. . .] by numerous “imaginary” rebels and 
stationed with them in barracks often far from home. [. . .] The rank at which they joined the 
army was one of the factors that caused the rebellion to continue after the initial agreements had 
been reached.29

In addition, the professional paths of the newly-integrated soldiers were often very different 
from those set out in the regulatory procedures, which even led to those procedures being 
amended. According to Frédéric Deycard, a large majority of the former fighters joined units 
created especially for them, such as the Niger Intervention and Security Forces, inspired by 
France’s Méharistes camel cavalry units in the Sahara.

In Mali, many of the rebels from the first wave of armed protests in the north of the 
country joined the army or the national guard as officers. 30 In 1993, in keeping with the 
Tamanrasset Peace Accords,31 President Alpha Oumar Konaré took the decision to integrate 
hundreds of rebel fighters into the regular army.32 However, in 1994, those soldiers, suspi
cious of the government, went underground with their weapons. A similar situation occurred 
in 2006 after the Algiers Peace Accords when 3,000 former fighters were integrated into the 
army. Around 200 of them were promoted to the rank of officer. They were then the first ones 
to massively desert the army in January 2012.33 The integration of troops from rebel ranks 
into the security and defence forces in 1993, 1996 and 2006 had varying repercussions: first, 
serving troops, and particularly officers, were frustrated and very unhappy to see new recruits 
being promoted to high ranks. Many of the new arrivals were given ranks (corporal, 
commander)34 for which they did not have the required skills or qualifications. In addition, 
there was bitterness because large numbers of these new recruits deserted the army during 
each subsequent revolt. Lastly, there were fears that factions would emerge within the army 
based on community rivalries. Moreover, the military programming act35 did not set out 
a budget for the integration of the new troops, as provided for in the Agreement for Peace and 
Reconciliation in Mali resulting from the Algiers Process of 2015.36

Budget and payroll management

Budget management within the defence sector also reflects the informal and hybrid nature of the 
armies in the Sahel. It can be seen through large-scale embezzlement of defence budgets by 
certain ruling elites in Burkina Faso, Niger and Mali, and through the individual and collective 
survival strategies and criminal practices at other levels of the military.
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Large-scale embezzlement of defence budgets

Between 2014 and 2020, defence budgets were misused on a massive scale in Niger, Mali and 
Burkina Faso.37 The extent of the embezzlement was revealed at a time when troops in the three 
countries were involved in almost daily fighting and severely lacked the proper equipment and 
logistics supplies.

In Niger, the case of the Ministry of Defence’s procurement practices is particularly 
revealing. Those practices were uncovered in a provisional audit report published by 
the General Army Inspectorate on 17 February 2020. The report entitled ‘retrospective 
control of procurement practices within the Ministry of Defence’ revealed that 
76 billion CFA francs (around 116 million euros) had been embezzled between 2014 
and 2019.38 Over-invoicing amounted to 48.3 billion CFA francs (66 million euros) and 
undelivered equipment accounted for 27.8 billion CFA francs (42 million euros), based 
on the details published on the Mondafrique website.39 Twelve companies (including 
several fictitious companies) are cited in this damning report, which provides details of 
the contracts deemed fraudulent by the army inspectors. The audit40 listed dozens of 
contracts that had not been fulfilled even though the suppliers had been partially or 
fully paid for the goods and services ordered. The contracts related to the purchase of 
vehicles (including lorries, armoured vehicles and vehicle parts), the construction of 
hangars and military buildings, the purchase of marking and lighting equipment, the 
maintenance of MI-35 helicopters, and the purchase of an anti-missile system for the 
presidential plane; this latter contract was entered into in 2015 but the system was 
never installed even though fake delivery notices and reports were found.41 The 
inspectors also raised concerns about the Ministry of Defence’s lawless management 
of the delivery of certificates to end-recipients, i.e. documents used in the international 
transfer of weapons and munitions (including those provided as aid) to certify that the 
buyer is the end-recipient of the equipment and does not intend to transfer it to 
another party. The report was submitted to the Office of the President of the 
Republic of Niger in February 2020. The government initially said that it intended to 
prosecute the perpetrators in an administrative court and would merely request 
repayment of the embezzled funds. A second audit report, dated 29 March 2020, 
mentioned the negotiations underway between the authorities and the suppliers 
concerned.42 Bowing to media pressure, the authorities finally filed a case with 
Niger’s justice system on 7 April 2020. There are 177 instances in which the awarding, 
execution and payment of contracts could constitute criminal acts that violate, in 
particular, Decree No. 2013-570/PRN/PM of 20 December 2013 on special terms and 
conditions for the awarding of work, equipment, supplies and service contracts con
cerning national defence and security needs. The case was handed to the State 
Prosecutor at the High Court in Niamey. However, the government ultimately decided 
not to file a civil case.43

In Mali,44 the Office of the Auditor General (known as VEGAL) – even though 
the code on public procurement significantly limits its interventions in the area of 
security and defence – published an audit report in 2014 on the purchase of an 
aircraft and clothing, bedding, camping and food supplies for Mali’s armed forces, 
as well as vehicles and spare parts,45 in relation to an agreement between the 
Ministry of Defence and the company GUO-Star.46 The VEGAL report revealed 
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several instances of non-compliance concerning primarily the choice of intermediary 
for the purchases in question and the financing terms. After the parliamentary 
opposition called for an inquiry, the National Assembly adopted, on 
5 October 2019, a resolution to create a special parliamentary inquiry committee 
to look into embezzlement and financial misuse in the defence sector.

In a letter to the president of the National Assembly, the then-leader of the 
opposition and member of parliament, Soumaila Cissé, had requested that 
a parliamentary inquiry be held into the crimes of corruption, embezzlement of 
public funds, cronyism, fraud and fraudulent use, insider influence, unlawful accu
mulation of wealth and non-assistance to people in danger. The actions included the 
purchase of the presidential plane and military equipment, the purchase and repair 
of Puma helicopters, the purchase of Super Tucano planes and the training of pilots 
at exorbitant prices.47 The term of the special inquiry committee, made up of 15 
members of parliament, was set at two months, but it has not yet completed its 
work.48

In March 2020, the prosecutor Mahamadou Kassogué announced that his team’s inquiries 
had uncovered embezzlement of funds amounting to close to 15 million euros and over- 
invoicing of more than 45 million euros.49 The fraud-related not only to the purchase of 
equipment but to staff wages as well:

Under the military programming act of February 2015, 1.23 billion CFA francs were made available 
to the army. The act covered the purchase of equipment but also aimed to increase the number of 
troops, improve soldiers’ living conditions and ensure they received high-quality training. In 
August 2016, the Ordinance on the general status of troops50was adopted, establishing an improved 
pay scale and several allowances and bonuses, such as a residence allowance, an allowance for 
military expenses, an accommodation allowance, a function-related bonus, a graduation bonus and 
several special bonuses. The payroll for the army, the national guard and the gendarmerie went 
from 65 billion CFA francs in 2015 to 156 billion CFA francs in 2020, 2.4 times higher; this served in 
part to cover the large-scale recruitment of troops but also the pay rises and allowances received by 
the troops [. . .]. With their wages increasing (+15 per cent), as well as the allowances and bonuses, 
the living standards of the soldiers and of their families improved considerably.51

However, between 2017 and 2020, there was a double payslip system in place for some units of 
the ground and air forces in various military regions – the amounts listed on the payslip sent to 
the soldier were different from the ones listed on the payslip sent to the Treasury.52

In Burkina Faso, a former defence minister was arrested for unlawful accumulation of wealth 
after a complaint was lodged by the national anti-corruption network (REN-LAC) and trans
ferred directly to an Ouagadougou prison facility. The former minister was charged with fraud 
and fraudulent use, money laundering and unlawful income. Many of the public contracts that 
the army had awarded under that minister – for both individual equipment (such as bullet-proof 
vests and riot vests) and collective projects (such as the construction of barracks) – were entered 
into by mutual agreement, in violation of the law. The cost of the equipment procured was 
considerably overestimated, with the knowledge of the defence minister, and private networks 
allegedly provided false military equipment to the army. The former minister’s arrest reflects the 
broader context of corruption. The army in Burkina Faso was for a long time run by the ultra- 
rich elite of generals, colonels and colonel majors who, for years, enjoyed a certain number of 
both lawful and unlawful advantages. Under the regime of Blaise Compaoré, high-ranking 
officers were able to purchase homes in the new Ouaga 2000 neighbourhood through dummy 
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corporations. One of the roads in the neighbourhood was ironically referred to as ‘the generals’ 
road’. Some of the houses belonging to the high-ranking officers were rented out at prohibitively 
high prices to public institutions. The officers were also allegedly involved in the business world. 
Many high-ranking officers had major interests in the wood transport sector, for instance.53

Against the backdrop of this large-scale misuse of State funds, soldiers continue 
to die courageously on the front line. There has been condemnation of the misuse of 
funds that were meant to be used to safeguard the State’s institutions and its 
integrity and protect the people and that first and foremost harms the military itself 
and its troops. The message to the judge presiding over the case of the misuse of 
funds by the Niger defence ministry, that a soldier named Irkoy-Tamo, who was 
fatally wounded on 18 May 2020, had the strength to write on a paper marked with 
his blood before he died, is particularly poignant:

Sir, here, a soldier has died on mission for the Republic; he does not want any military honours, 
tears or lamentations. Like all those who died before him, in Diffa, Tillabery, Tahoua and other 
places, he wants only one thing: to be reassured that you, too, will fulfil your mission with dignity 
and put forward a solid case against those who turned this war into a business.54

Individual and collective survival strategies within the military

In addition to the embezzlement by the upper echelons of the political-military hierarchy, it is 
also important to look at how the resources of military institutions are allocated among the lower 
echelons. Some frequent practices within the armies in the central Sahel countries reflect those 
described by Anna Dessertine concerning the Guinean army: ‘power in the army is structured 
around the management and control of resources, creating internal and often competitive 
fragmentation’.55

The embezzlement of wages and equipment is not unusual within army units. The monopoly 
of certain leaders is common, as Denis Tull described in his work highlighting the condemna
tion by foreign partners of the resistance to reforms:

[S]elf-serving elites who seek to perpetuate an opaque and unaccountable mode of governance that 
allows them to illegally appropriate significant resources: in one case to seize part of the salaries of 
military staff or even of fictitious personnel; in another to appropriate FAMA [the Mali armed 
forces’] equipment to engage in illicit activities in informal markets.56

However, it is also important to underscore that some of the embezzlement is carried out in 
order to redistribute the funds – rather than benefiting a limited number of individuals, the 
embezzled funds benefit all of the men in the unit:

A higher-ranking officer will artificially inflate the number of soldiers under his command by 
adding fictitious posts in order to increase the budget, which all of his men will then benefit from.57

In addition, within the military, supply offices also play a central role. An officer in the 
gendarmerie in Mali explained how:

You have to avoid falling into the same trap as so many other articles and reports, which cite the 
embezzlement without making the effort to understand how it works. The finance people and other 
administrators are a class of their own within the army, and they know how to build solid relations 
with both politicians and the military hierarchy. Researchers only seem to look at the hierarchy 
without trying to decipher the systems in place. Where wages are embezzled, in most cases, the 
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operational hierarchy in the field and the chiefs of staff are not involved. In reality, the adminis
trators are the main perpetrators of this practice, although they may sometimes be colluding with 
other people higher up. The most frequent and widespread form of embezzlement is the falsifica
tion of the number of troops: this is true in the security forces and out in the field, whenever bonuses 
are paid proportionally to the number of personnel involved. The Arte report58into the falsification 
of payslips reflects this national practice by finance managers in payroll services.59

As there is no bank-based system enabling troops to receive their wages directly by bank transfer, 
particularly in more remote areas, wages are paid directly in cash by the administration. So 
service heads can easily engage in embezzlement. However, the mechanisms at work are often 
much more subtle. For instance, an administrative worker may informally grant loans to soldiers 
then suddenly decide to change the repayment terms, bringing forward the payment of loan and 
the related interest, which is often arbitrarily set. Many soldiers, particularly the rank and file, 
then find themselves part of the informal debt system.60

As is the case elsewhere in Africa, there is also an 

organisational way of thinking, primarily at the camp level, which is considered a resource- 
generating space [. . .] The camp can be thought of as a resource-generating space in which it is 
important to be as well-positioned as possible, either by occupying an income-generating 
position or by being close to one of the people who does.61

This is how both predatory and non-predatory relations of economic power and compe
tition develop. Examples include62:

● The management of fuel stocks, with unit heads not using all the fuel they have for their 
battalion so that they can resell part of it.

● The management and resale of equipment, including logistics equipment such as spare 
parts.

● Small-time trafficking of basic office supplies.
● The commodification of benefits, such as general food allowances and the preferential 

prices paid by the military. Bags of rice – bought at a lower price – are, for instance, sold on 
at a higher price to boost income.

● Access to accommodation in barracks is also a challenge – in many barracks, there 
is no distinction between the living and the working quarters and many soldiers 
who do not have access to the barracks live in the local town and must therefore 
pay rent.

● Access to health care, including in the event of an injury on the front line – some soldiers 
stated that the principle of free health care is not necessarily complied with in military 
hospitals, with some doctors sometimes charging high amounts for their consultations.63

● The use of rank-and-file soldiers for service-related functions by the upper echelons of the 
army – in Burkina Faso, for example, for decades, the military elite used rank-and-file 
soldiers as cleaners, couriers, cooks, drivers, etc. The rank-and-file soldiers are therefore 
aware of some of the unlawful practices their superiors engage or engaged in. It is these 
rank-and-file soldiers who were the main instigators of the 2011 mutinies.

● Parallel work – in Burkina Faso, for example, a large number of army officers also hold 
civilian positions (in a business, hospital, etc.), which takes up more of their time than their 
military function.

CONFLICT, SECURITY & DEVELOPMENT 253



● Positions within the army also create redistribution mechanisms that are external to the 
military. A World Bank report on the social obligations created by a career in the army 
showed that a job in the army is perceived as a way to a privileged social position with 
financial and material benefits that have to be shared with a broad circle.64 Such practices 
often form part of the soldier’s broader family duties and obligations, including as part of 
the extended family-based systems of solidarity within society.

Yet despite this often biased image of military officers as privileged civil servants, 
the social situation of members of the armed forces, and particularly the rank and 
file, has in fact been quite dire in recent decades. A number of reforms have sought 
to improve the situation, such as the Ordinance of 12 June 2017,65 which redefined 
the general status of soldiers in Mali. The ordinance, in particular, took account of 
soldiers who had fallen victim to the security situation (the dead and wounded, in 
particular) and their families by, for example, raising the food allowance and the 
risk premium for soldiers deployed to the front line (50,000 CFA francs, or 76 
euros).66 Boisvert stated that:

The army has made the effort since 2012 to strengthen its social services department and support its 
soldiers, and the resources allocated to widows and wounded soldiers have increased since 2017. 
But soldiers continue to feel that there is nothing to support them in their mission.67

Protests by soldiers’ widows have multiplied, condemning the poor or non-existent assistance 
they received after their husbands were killed on the front line. This is a clear sign of the high 
levels of dissatisfaction that still prevail.68 However, the attack on the Inata base in Burkina Faso 
on 14 November 2021 highlighted the state of abandon in which the officers had been left. Their 
repeated calls for fresh supplies went unanswered and they were left to hunt for food and to 
survive before finally being massacred by a jihadist group without receiving the reinforcements 
that they had ask their superiors to provide.69

Lastly, it is worth mentioning that there are also lawful ways in which soldiers 
can increase their income, but there is fierce internal competition for these oppor
tunities. They include:

● Internationally mandated missions – competition for positions within multilateral opera
tions, such as those run by the UN, the G5 Sahel Joint Force and the Multinational Joint 
Task Force, is fierce, even though the military hierarchy has made efforts to ensure there is 
a balanced rotation of troops.

● Serving as a military escort – escorts increasingly accompany ex-patriate staff (working for 
private companies or international agencies, for example) travelling in the Sahel owing to 
the worsening security situation, and this is a highly sought-after source of income. As an 
example, in Niger, two days of work as a military escort in the town of Zinder, with a pick- 
up and seven soldiers represents on average 650,000 CFA francs, or close to 1,000 euros.70 

In practice, however, the staff often spend much more and regularly do transactions with 
the security and defence forces. Negotiations (number of vehicles, number of armed men, 
amount covered by the organisation and the rates) often take place directly in the field with 
the soldiers or security personnel deployed.
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The criminalisation of certain networks

The criminalisation of certain military networks, mainly as a result of officers’ connections with 
drug-trafficking networks, has been a frequent problem in Mali, particularly when President 
Amadou Toumani Touré71 was toppled, as he had been accused of not doing enough to 
dismantle those networks.

Some observers have also said that there were links between the former fighters who were 
integrated into the armed forces following the rebellions in the north in the 1990s and 2000s, in 
keeping with the relevant peace accords, and the involvement of some military personnel of 
varying ranks in the drugs trade.72 Some of those former fighters maintained close ties with the 
northern communities involved in drug-trafficking.

More recently, a report by the Panel of Experts on Mali stated that a powerful former head of 
state security (intelligence service) under Ibrahim Boubacar Keita’s regime, who mysteriously 
disappeared after the regime was toppled, was involved in drug-trafficking.73

Cracks in the cohesion of military institutions

The hybrid processes for managing and controlling resources within the armies in the Sahel 
region are intimately linked with the power relations that prevail within those same military 
institutions. Cracks often appear in the unity of the armed forces, with the internal dynamics 
brought about by parallel chains of command and different forms of internal solidarity under
mining cohesion.

Parallel chains of command

Systems of allegiance within the military are in part governed by the informal human resource 
management procedures described in the first part of this article. These dynamics often have 
repercussions on how the chains of command function, particularly at the local level, as the 
following anonymous statement by a Mali solider clearly shows:

The lack of respect for the hierarchy should prompt the leaders to take a look at themselves, at those 
who use the army to get rich off the backs of poor soldiers by embezzling in all sorts of ways. And 
let’s not forget that cronyism is the rule of thumb.74

A corollary of the influence of these parallel chains of command is the lack of discipline from the 
established hierarchy, which the troops often stand up to. In Mali, the Rules of Service in the 
Army state that:

As discipline is the main strength of the army, it is important that all superiors obtain from their 
subordinates full obedience and submission in all instances, that all orders are executed literally, 
without hesitation and without complaint; the authority that gives these orders is responsible and 
the subordinate is only allowed to make a complaint once they have obeyed.75

Yet in Mali distrust between the troops and their hierarchy is a major issue.

It is not unusual for orders to be debated when there is social discontent within the ranks. This 
attitude was catastrophic during the 2012 crisis and is still present in 2016. In late February and early 
March 2016, students at the GTIA 8 abandoned their training course. They said that they hadn’t 
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received their risk premium. This behaviour is linked to the fact that for some recruits the army is 
just a way of escaping civilian life and to the contempt of certain officers for their sub-officers and 
soldiers.76

The emergence of these parallel chains of command has also been driven by the absence of any 
institutional memory within certain military institutions. In a country like Burkina Faso, almost 
nothing is written down: often, all that remains is the memory of the men exercising power. The 
head of the intelligence service under President Compaoré, who was reputed to be one of the 
most well-informed men in the West African subregion, is still perceived as a mine of informa
tion when it comes to the functioning of the security services. His arrest brought a brutal end to 
a security system built on a vast network of family, clan and regime intelligence, yet the new 
national intelligence agency has no duly structured and organised archive system to refer to. 
Some believe that only collaboration with the former leaders of this informal intelligence system 
will make it possible for the security services to ensure continuity.77

Lastly, the abuse and ill-treatment committed by soldiers against civilians is another short
coming in the chains of command: various reports by MINUSMA in Mali,78 the national 
human rights committee in Niger79 and Human Rights Watch in Burkina Faso80 have covered 
in great detail the allegations of abuse and ill-treatment by members of certain army units. 
Repeated human rights violations by members of the military – which the number of which has 
multiplied in 202081 – raise the fundamental question of whether these armies actually have any 
disciplinary power to remedy and punish rule-breaking within the ranks.

In Mali, there is no functioning court martial, or strict punishment system.

Some members of the military are punished, but in an opaque manner, or the punishments are 
lifted, lost or simply not applied. It is more important to have a godfather who will protect you from 
punishment or a godmother who loses your file than to follow the rules.82

The military’s refusal to demoralise the troops by leaving soldiers and officers open to potential 
proceedings in the event of “blunders”, the term often used in the army, also explains the absence 
of any effective military justice: ‘officers cited in cases of ill-treatment are very often the ones who 
were the most enterprising in the field and who are supported by their troops’.83

Internal solidarity

Within military units, authority is meant to go from top to bottom, from the commanders to the 
rank and file and can be imposed because of the threat of punishment.84 Internal organisational 
dynamics within the armies in the Sahel are, however, largely governed by solidarity, which 
prevails over officially established hierarchies or manipulates those hierarchies in an under
handed way.

Corporatism

Corporatism, while present in all armies, is particularly prevalent in the armies in the Sahel. The 
solidarity created during training, and the resulting socialisation, are extremely powerful within 
the military hierarchy.

The role of military schools is particularly important within these institutions. Under the 
Sankara regime, the School for Cadets of the Revolution was of key importance. It then became 
the military school attended by a whole generation of Burkina Faso’s military, political and 
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intellectual elite. The longevity and strength of the ties of solidarity, and even friendship, forged 
by this generation now aged between 50 and 70 years should not be underestimated. In Niger, 
most officers in the army attend military schools for children. In Mali, the military school in Kati 
serves as a melting pot. As a lieutenant, Moussa Traoré instructed militiamen at the Kati camp 
put in place by Modibo Keita; he was also an instructor of officers at the Inter-Army Military 
School (EMIA), which at the time was based in Kati before being moved to Koulikoro in 1983.85 

Following that, many of the men who were still serving joined the army under Moussa Traoré‘s 
regime. Two thirds of the soldiers in the first round of graduations from the school are part of the 
current military hierarchy: many were close to Moussa Traoré, which explains why he continued 
to exercise moral authority over the army – and the political class – until his death in 
September 2020.

Furthermore, as demonstrated during the clashes between the rival Green Beret 
and Red Beret factions when Captain Sanogo seized power in Mali, there is a strong 
team spirit among paratroopers, who maintained their solidarity and their very 
strong identity even after being disbanded and subsequently re-established. The 
Red Berets were a special unit created at the end of the 1970s to protect the president 
of the Republic, to whom they were exclusively accountable. They “claimed to be on 
the margins of, or even in opposition to, the rest of the army. They were favoured by 
the regime of Moussa Traoré and by that of Amadou Toumani Touré, who himself 
had been a Red Beret and former chief of Moussa Traoré’s presidential guard; they 
enjoyed higher wages, more frequent premiums and better training than the Green 
Berets, who made up the bulk of the army. Better paid, dressed in a specific uniform 
and safeguarding the resident of the Koulouba presidential palace, whoever they 
were, the soldiers of the 33rd regiment based at the camp known as “Djicoroni-para” 
in Bamako for years took full advantage of their purple-coloured berets and the 
prestige they granted’.86 The special force unit within the Red Berets sparked the 
most envy. The privileged status and treatment that the Red Berets received caused 
much resentment throughout Mali’s army.87 This is why the anti-Red Beret rhetoric 
of the lower-ranking officers in the National Committee for Democratic Recovery 
and the Restoration of the State led by Captain Sanogo was so successful.

‘While our sons died in Kidal, Tessalit and Aguelhok, the Red Berets stayed in Bamako in 
their barracks or at the presidential residence’ – this was a statement made in January 2013 by the 
father of a soldier killed during a rebel advance. ‘Rather than an elite unit, they were protectors of 
the burgeoning bourgeoisie that Amadou Toumani Touré and the political class represented’, 
added with bitterness a civil society leader, whose brother was a Red Beret. ‘This “bourgeoisie” 
was marred by numerous political and financial scandals, such as the embezzlement of inter
national aid that should have been used to combat tuberculosis and malaria’.88

In addition, schools and training centres play an important role and can influence career 
paths more than operational experience can, with large numbers of officers traditionally 
attending schools based on the French model and system of hierarchy. Thus, graduates of the 
Special Military School of Saint-Cyr (known as Saint-Cyriens) and Ecole de Guerre in France 
have wielded great influence within the upper echelons of the armies in the Sahel in recent 
decades – these are the schools usually attended by the army elite, particularly in Mali. 
However, the coup on 18 August 2020 represented a break from this trend. The National 
Committee of Public Salvation (CNSP) – which has now been disbanded but whose members 
still hold important positions within the Mali authorities – was made up of officers who all 
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had similar educational backgrounds and operational experience. They all attended the EMIA 
military school in Koulikouro. None of them was a Saint-Cyrien or a graduate of the Ecole de 
Guerre in France. They all gained combat experience through their role in the military 
operations run by the Mali armed forces from 2012 onwards. As such:

● Colonel Assimi Goita, appointed president of the CNSP, then vice president for defence 
and security affairs and then president of the transition from 24 May 2021, had been 
deployed several times to the north of Mali before taking command of an autonomous 
battalion of the special forces in 2018.

● Colonel Malick Diaw, appointed vice president of the CNSP before becoming president of 
the National Transition Council, was deputy commander of the military base in Kati, 
where a revolt began in the hours before the coup and the arrest of President Ibrahim 
Boubacar Keita.89

● Colonel-Major Ismaël Wague, appointed CNSP spokesperson and then minister for 
national reconciliation, comes from the air force and served in Sévaré in central Mali.

● Colonel Modibo Konem, appointed minister for security and then director of state 
security, commanded units of the national guard deployed in central Mali.

● Colonel Sadio Camara, appointed minister of defence, came top of his class at EMIA and 
then stayed in the north of the country until 2012. He was a supervisor in the national 
guard and director-general of the military school in Kati.

The solidarity between the promo (classmates), the affreux (the elders) and the bazars (the 
youth) from the same training programmes in Mali is strong, while some officers who trained or 
gained experience in France, the USA, or within the African Union or Economic Community of 
West African States (ECOWAS) seem to be less favoured than before.

Lastly, it is worth pointing out that there is no such team spirit in the lower levels of the army. 
In a particularly striking contrast, the rank and file and sub-officers are often transferred from 
one posting to the next, particularly in the most dangerous areas, without any transparent 
professional logic.

Generational differences
Clashes between officers from different generations are increasingly evident in the armies in 
Burkina Faso and Mali in particular.

In Burkina Faso, the aborted coup attempt after the popular uprising in 2014 revealed 
a division between young and old. The simmering conflict pitted the upper echelons of the 
military against the generation of subordinate officers who came from the provinces in 2015 and 
sought to stop the coup attempt in 2017. For the days that the attempted coup lasted (from 16 to 
23 September), the military hierarchy watched on in silence. The spontaneous popular resistance 
did not immediately have the backing of the army. Regional commanders had, it would seem, 
received orders not to intervene and not to leave their positions. But the troops deployed in the 
regions, particularly the region of Dori, who were primarily young, low-ranking officers, were 
able to stop the coup attempt by members of the presidential security regiment. Without 
receiving orders from the commander-in-chief, forces loyal to the transitional government 
came from the provinces to fight the forces of the ‘men in the leopard uniform’ (i.e. the uniform 
of the former presidential security regiment). A group of young officers who had trained at the 
military school in Kadiogo played a key role in opposing the regiment from the outset of the 
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coup.90 President Roch-Marc Christian Kaboré used members of this group to refresh the 
military hierarchy around him91 after the Inata attack (see above). Lieutenant-Colonel Paul- 
Henri Damiba, who took power after President Kaboré was deposed, was also part of this 
group.92 More broadly speaking, young officers in Burkina Faso do not always have the same 
training or even the same career path as more senior members of the military. Given the 
widespread unemployment in the country, young graduates, often with a degree in hand, have 
increasingly sought to join the army. This has greatly altered the relations with the military 
hierarchy, as recruitment was previously based primarily on physical aptitude, particularly 
within the presidential security regiment (which explains the very rigid hierarchy and strict 
discipline within that group). The younger officers also have a different mindset because of the 
events that occurred in 2011 and 2014 in Burkina Faso, while the more senior officers were 
crushed by the Sankara revolution and then politicised during the Compaoré regime. The old 
hierarchy appears to have been, if not discredited, then called into question by the young officers. 
The perception by the troops and the young officers is that the military hierarchy has grown 
‘paunch and tense from its advantages’, to take the expression used by one young officer, while 
another said ‘we feel there is a lack of respect for the hierarchy and frustration among young 
officers’.93 However, even though the young officers are clearly unhappy with the hierarchy, 
others feel that it is important not to underestimate the power of the little brother/big brother 
relationship that has always existed within the army in Burkina Faso. The upper echelons of the 
military consider the young officers to be impatient, stating that, back in their day, they had to 
wait before getting to positions of responsibility, which they were not awarded when they were 
just 30 or 40 years old.94 Moreover, it is important in their eyes not to systematically idealise the 
younger generation. It is rumoured, for instance, that Salif Diallo,95 who headed a small army 
clique, paid some young officers from the provinces to counter the attempted coup in 
Ouagadougou in 2015. These young officers (captains and commanders) wanted recognition 
for their efforts through accelerated promotions and were very unhappy and frustrated when 
that did not happen.

In Mali, the generational mindset is also prevalent. In addition to the heritage left by Moussa 
Traoré, who, as we mentioned above, was one of the key officers of the generation that joined the 
higher echelons of the army in the 1980s, some of the decisions made by President Amadou 
Toumani Touré during his two terms in office, from 2002 to 2012,96 helped to create certain 
divisions:

Amadou Toumani Touré reinforced the imbalance within Mali’s army, with, on the one hand, 
a plethora of generals and officers who were covered with distinctions and accumulated wealth 
quickly and with great opulence and, on the other, troops living in a cycle of poverty and precarity 
that joining the army did not break. Between these two groups, the Mali army lay primarily on the 
shoulders of 40-year-old captains. These captains received – or some of them would say “suffered” – 
orders from their superior officers and had to apply them to the rest of the army. They had to fight 
on two fronts: for the social issues affecting the troops and against the rebellion in the north. In 
February 2012, these captains held positions and deployed the army in conflict areas [. . .]. [Many 
soldiers] only identify their 40-year-old captains with leadership, and those captains have become 
the incarnation of the entire army.97

These words, written by Eros Sana in 2013, were particularly resonant in the 
aftermath of the coup instigated on 18 August 2020 by young officers who arrested 
the senior members of the military hierarchy under President Ibrahim Boubacar 
Keita,98 before releasing them to meet the demands of ECOWAS.
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Community imbalances within the army

While these are often more tacit, community and family relations have an 
undisputed influence on organisational structures within the armed forces in the 
Sahel.

The case of the Burkina Faso army is quite striking in this regard. According 
to some people,99 Blaise Compaoré was convinced that he would be deposed by 
a member of the Mossi community because of the central role played by tradi
tional chiefs in power relations in Burkina Faso. As a result, he is said to have 
always ensured that the army was headed by officers belonging to leaderless 
ethnic groups.

In Niger, since independence, the army has been quantitatively dominated by 
members from the Zarma community (around 23 per cent of the total popula
tion), who historically held all of the key positions. Attempts to reset the balance 
in favour of the Hausa community (which makes up 53 per cent of the popula
tion) in the 2010s did not fundamental change the makeup of the army’s elite. 
Efforts were made to reset the balance within the army by integrating members of 
other communities: Tuaregs and Toubous have a special status under the 1994 
peace accord, which means that they have increased representation within the 
army, based on the principle of positive discrimination.100

In Mali, all communities are represented in the army. In the 1960s, recruit
ments were made from all social levels. The only criteria at the time related to 
size and physical build, which were seen as signs of aptitude for a career invol
ving weapons. The proportion that each community made up in the army was, in 
theory, related to that community’s geographical and demographic representation: 
the ‘selection of men’ (or Tchè ta in Bambara) was done from village to village, 
mainly on a voluntary basis. However, the minority groups in the north of Mali – 
the Tuaregs and the Songhai – were underrepresented at the time. After the 
rebellions in the 1990s, and to support their integration into the armed forces, 
the proportion of members from the communities in the north was revised 
upwards at all levels of the military, in keeping with the abovementioned peace 
accords. It is interesting to note that not all communities had the same historical 
relationship with or attitude towards the army. During colonial times, the Fulani 
community ferociously opposed the French army. They were defending Islam 
against an armed force that they perceived as being a vector for another religion. 
After that, Fulani communities tended, on the whole, to distrust the army, which 
they perceived as being composed of bad Muslims: Fulani leaders then tried to 
convince members of their community to join the army, not without difficulty. 
Still today, there are few members of the Fulani community in the army, parti
cularly among the officers.101 However, there are no palpable community-related 
issues within the armed forces, although some have stated that since the coup on 
18 August 2020, officers from the minority Bobo and Mianka communities are 
more highly favoured.102
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Conclusion

Is it possible to rationalise the functioning of the armed forces in the Sahel? One of the main 
difficulties encountered when international partners seek to reform defence and security 
structures in the Sahel are the obstacles to putting in place rationalised and IT-based human 
resources management and payroll systems. The virtues of this type of management system are 
clearly explained in a Transparency International report:

A digitalised system would eliminate the opportunities for unit commanders and defence officials 
to skim off small percentages of soldiers’ salaries and allowances. It would also reveal how many 
people each commander has under their authority and curb the opportunities for unit leaders to 
pocket the salaries of non-existent, deceased or retired soldiers.103

Yet major players in the reform process, such as the EUTM Mali and EUCAP Sahel missions, 
found it impossible to introduce these reforms. As Denis Tull explains,104 the introduction of the 
electronic system was cancelled in 2016 by the Directorate of Human Resources of the Ministry 
of Defence.105 Implementing a computerised system for human resources and payroll manage
ment was made impossible by the fact that ‘men are the ones who ultimately manipulate these IT 
systems’,106 in all senses of the word.

This example demonstrates how difficult international partners find it to truly grasp the 
complexity of the power relations and micro-social dynamics107 within defence structures in the 
Sahel, in terms of both their internal functioning and their relationship with the political sphere. 
Without a better understanding of and response to the hybrid functioning of the governance 
and regulatory systems of Sahelian militaries, the massive investments made to improve their 
effectiveness will continue to fall far short of their expected impact.
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