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2021-2022 Coups in Africa
These countries are entirely or partially part of the Sahel. Partially part of the Sahel are the
northern parts of coastal countries such as Nigeria, Benin, Togo, Ghana, Ivory Coast.
Successful coups d’état in 2021-2022

• Burkina Faso: January 25, 2022
• Sudan: October 25, 2021
• Guinea: September 5, 2021
• Mali: August 18, 2020; and May 24, 2021
• Chad: May 9, 2021
Failed coups d’état
• Democratic Republic of Congo: attempted on February 8, 2022
• Guinea Bissau: attempted on September 5, 2021
• Niger: attempted on March 30, 2021
To watch
▪ Cameroon: Paul Biya has been been in power for 40 years. He is now 89 years old. And it is
risky in the country to talk about a post-Biya Cameroon. Similar case in Cote d’Ivoire, with
the demise of President Houphoet-Boigny in 1993, led to political instability and to two civil
wars (2002 and 2011-2012)

Paul Kagame, the President of Rwanda, in a recent interview with the magazine Jeune Afrique (February
2022), said that, whenever there is a coup d'état, people blame the military. He added that people should
also look at the behavior/performance of civilians in power that the military use to justify their intervention.
Then, the military must solve the problems they claim civilians have failed to address. And these problems
are enormous. They are endemic (demography, climate change, economic) and, also, due to interferences by
foreign players.
The risks created by military coups as a result of these challenges are local and regional:
a. Risk to governance processes and government legitimacy: a coup d'état easily leads to another coup d'état
as it creates conditions and structures for another coup d'état.

b. Risk of political “mimetisme” (or imitative behavior): neighboring countries can be infected by the virus of
military takeover which can lead to regional political instability.
c. Risk to the effectiveness and legitimacy of regional institutions: in this case, the G-5 Sahel, ECOWAS, and
AU.

Why do people dance on streets when there is a coup d'état? Some of the roots causes of
instability.
• Demography

Serge Michailof, in his book, Africanistan: Development or Jihad (2018) pointed out the case of
Niger, a landlocked Sahelian country. At the time of independence in 1960, Niger had 3 million
people. Now it has about 20 million. By 2035, it will have more than 40 million. The forecast for

the period between 2035 and 2050 varies between 76 million (at the fertility rate of 5.1) and
89 million (at the fertility rate of 7.2). It remains to be seen where foods and employments will
come from to meet the demands of a rapidly growing population. And Niger is just one

example in the region.

Economic Issues

According to a 2018 report by OECD, “Illicit Financial Flows: The economy of Illicit Trade In West
Africa,”
Informal enterprise accounts for anywhere between 40% and 75% of gross domestic product (GDP)
and employs anywhere between 50% and 80% of the available workforce in different West African
countries. By one estimate, the informal sector currently accounts for around 60% of all urban
employment and provided 90% of all new employment created in the 1990s (Fortune et al., 2015).
Consequently, economic growth has translated into increasing inequalities, and a highly visible gap
between the “haves” and the “have nots”. This, in turn, has caused young people to become
disillusioned with their governments and has entrenched intergenerational differences (Reitman and
Shaw, 2014; Marc et al., 2015). Arguably, these schisms have exacerbated social fractures and
weakened the rule of law, with implications for the recruitment of youth into criminal industries.

This report shows how little control governments have over their economies and, at the
same time, how ineffective economic sanctions can be against Mali, for example.

• Climate change
The Sahel is one of the regions most affected by climate change. Therefore, natural resources are
getting scarce, contributing to food insecurity, and mass displacement. Competition for resources is also
causing inter-communal violence, particularly between farmers and herders.
These are some of the problems governments, civilian or military, must solve, hence development and
security must be simultaneous, not sequential, as the title of Michailof’s book implies: development or
jihad. A coup d'état is not a magic wand that can, per se, solve these problems; nor is an abstract idea of
democracy. Political reforms, innovative governance, and moral imagination are needed.
The downfall of Kabore in Burkina Faso was due mainly to the perceived failure to deal with security
issues, while in the other countries of the region the issues are those of corruption, electoral
irregularities, and governance issues.

External players
In geopolitics and geostrategy, the Sahel occupies an important place: military forces
positioned in the Sahel can easily reach southern Africa, northern Africa, the Mideast, the
Indian Ocean, and the Atlantic. Therefore, the interests of global power players overlap
there, including jihadist groups with global agenda, China, Russia, the United States and
France.
➢ The Jihadists: their presence is felt throughout the region, from Mauritania to Somalia
and, in between, countries at various degrees of instability.
➢ Great powers’ rivalries
✓ China is involved in security operations in the region, mainly through peace keeping
operations, which have the advantage of combining military presence and apparent
neutrality.
✓ Russia is indirectly involved through a private security entity known as the Wagner
Group, most notably in Central African Republic and Mali.
The zones of activities of these players overlap in West Africa and Western Sahel. The two
major players, however, are the United States and France.
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The US anti-terrorist coalition in Africa
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The US military presence, through the Africa Command, operational since 2008, has a
drone headquarters based in Zinder, northern Niger, and has had annual joint military
exercises with African countries including one this February 2022.

France: Continuity and Change
The French strategy has been to maintain control over the African Plateau de Pratzen, in comparison to
the dominant Pratzen Heights that Napoleon used to achieve victory at the battle of Austerlitz in 1805
(Christine Ockrent and Comte Alexandre de Marenches, Dans le Secret des Princes. Paris: Stock, 1986,
pp. 161-162).
This space that represents France’s “Pre Carre” (literally private preserve) is a mixture of Western,
Arabic, and African civilizations, and a combination of Christian, Muslim, and traditional African
religions. That “African Plateau” with geostrategic dimensions, can be used as a launching pad for
operations in the Gulf of Guinea (West Africa), across the Atlantic, the Horn of Africa (East Africa and
the Indian Ocean), MENA and the Red Sea, and in the direction of southern Africa. This was
demonstrated in the 1982 Falklands war when the French hallowed the United Kingdom to use their
military facilities in Dakar, Senegal. Another illustration can be found in the rationale (not public
justification) of France’s intervention in 1979 to remove Emperor Bokassa from power in Bangui,
Central Africa. The official reason was presented as a humanitarian mission.

However, Christine Ockrent (journalist) and Comte Alexandre de Marenches (former director of France’s contre-espionnage
service) have a different explantation:
“The Central African operation, Opération Barracuda [1979],was an operation implemented by France to free this unfortunate
country from its ‘Emperor’ [Bokassa] and to prevent Libyans from taking over a position at the center of Africa. The strategic
thinking of Gadhafi was to occupy Chad, then the Central African Empire situated just below. Thus, he would be in a strategic
area, the equivalent of the Plateau du Pratzen on the basis of which Napoleon conceived of the maneuver of the battle of
Austerlitz. Such a victory would be exploited in the direction of either the Gulf of Guinea or the Horn of Africa and the Red
Sea, hence helping communist Ethiopia and achieving control over a large part of Africa.” 1

As Violet Firth pointed out in her book, The Machinery of the Mind, “There is an old story concerning the advice that was
given to a judge newly raised to the bench. ‘Give your decision, it is probably right; but do not give your reasons, they are very
likely to be wrong.” 2

In the end, Opération Barracuda may have saved Central African school boys and girls from the cruelty of Emperor Bokassa.
But it was designed primarily to prevent the ongoing rapprochement between the Emperor and Gadhafi’s Libya.
1. Christine Ockrent and Comte Alexandre de Marenches, Dans le Secret des Princes. Paris: Stock, 1986: 161-162. My translation.
2. Violet Firth, The Machinery of the Mind. York Beach: Samel Deish Inc., 1985: 37.

In 1959, France created the “Strategic Zone of Central Africa” (covering all the then
French colonies in sub-Saharan Africa). One could say that the rationale of France’s
military presence in Africa goes well beyond Africa. It is about asserting global
importance and avoiding diplomatic obscurity.
• Of Western countries, France has the most significant military presence in Africa, spread throughout Francophone
Africa. France has intervened to fight the Jihadists in Mali and the Sahel since 2013, first as Operation Serval then
as Operation Barkhane since 2014. On February 17, 2022, France announced withdrawal of Barkhane forces from
Mali to be relocated in Niamey, Niger, where the headquarters of the operation Takuba (‘sabre’ in Tuareg) are also
located. The following day, the government of Assimi Goita, in an official communique, complained that France’s
decision was made unilaterally, criticized France for lack of result in the fight against Jihadists, accused France for
having caused the insecurity in Mali as a result of the 2011 NATO’s intervention in Libya, and asked France to
withdraw its forces without delay under Malian command.
• Malian army should demonstrate ability to degrade and defeat jihadist forces, lest it becomes a haven for violent
extremists. In my view, however, it is about France. Not about Mali. Withdrawing from Mali does not mean
withdrawing from the region.

France has not clearly decided whether it wants to be a maritime power or a continental power. If it
wants to be a maritime power, it must compete with the United Kingdom. If it wants to be a continental
power, it must compete with Germany. The alternative is to assert vigorous presence in Africa and
within the “Plateau de Pratzen.” You certainly remember the AUKUS (Australia, UK, US submarine) saga
in 2021. Since WWII, there have been a secret organization between the US, UK, Canada, Australia, and
New Zealand. They exchange intelligence not shared with other NATO members. The group is known as
Five Eyes with, however, no physical headquarters. Each member covers specific geographical regions.
After a wave of terrorist attacks in France in 2014 and 2015, France began to exchange more intelligence
with the US. Then in 2016, there was a France-Australia contract to build conventional submarines for
Australia. France’s ambition was to join the Five Eyes, using its Africa’s expertise as credential. The US
was already covering Africa for the group. The substitution of the 2016 contract with AUKUS replacing
the conventional submarines with nuclear submarines in 2021 signified a rejection of France’s ambition
to join the Five Eyes.
(cf. Philippe Leymarie, “Le club des “cinq” face a la Chine,” Le Monde Diplomatique, Mars 2022, p. 11.

Structural constraints of France’s diplomatic apparatus and the need to clarify US/France military
cooperation in Africa.
France’s African policy is experiencing serious structural changes. For the diplomatic staff, serving in Africa is
not a career enhancer. For the military staff, serving in Africa is a career builder. According to Remi Carayol
(Sahel, les militaires evincent le Quai d’Orset, Le Monde Diplomatique, Juillet, 2019, p. 13), in three decades,
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs lost 53% of its staff mostly in Africa. The last 10 years, the African and Indian
Ocean desk lost 40% of its staff. France’s African policy has been militarized because the policy tends to be
made at the Ministry of Defense rather than at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. And the military, preferring the
strongman as partner, are more concerned about winning the war than winning the peace, the short-term vs.
long the term. Negotiation is no longer part of the equation. Doctrines of past professionals in colonial
pacification, such as Marechal Joseph Gallieni (who colonized Madagascar) and Marechal Thomas Bugeaud
(instrumental in the conquest of Algeria), are re-emerging according to Remi Carayol (2019).

Here, one should remember the warning of FDR to Churchill and to de Gaulle during WWII: “I have tried to
make clear to Winston—and others [including Charles de Gaulle]– that while we are their allies and in it to
victory by their side, they must never get the idea that we’re in it just to help them hang on to the archaic,
medieval empire ideas,” he told his son Elliott (Nigel Hamilton, Commander in Chief, p. 120, 2016).

Between the local and the global

There is a regional force. Under France’s initiative and encouragement,
the G5 Sahel Joint Force was created in 2017 comprising Burkina Faso,
Chad, Mali, Mauritania, and Niger. Given that three of the G-5 Sahel just
experienced a coup (Burkina Faso, Chad which just withdrew half of its
participating forces) and Mali, the G5 Sahel is weakened.

Source: CSIS https://www.csis.org/analysis/understanding-g5-sahel-joint-forcefighting-terror-building-regional-security Retrieved on 2-25-22

Political Instability and Security Risks in the Region
The recent coups, as they create political instability, also create new security risks.
• Three key members of the G5 Joint Force are involved: Burkina Faso, Chad, and Mali. A
fourth country, Niger, with a failed coup in 2021, is at risk for reasons mentioned earlier. An
adjacent country, not a member of the G-5 Sahel, Guinea, also experienced a coup.
• Amid opposition, repression, and facing increasing armed rebellions at home, Chad decided
to withdraw half of its troops from Operation Barkhane.
• The unpopularity of France in the region is increasing. It is fueled by lack of success against
the Jihadists, frustration of local populations, and anti-colonialism/anti-French propaganda
of the Russian-backed Wagner Group.
• The acrimony between France and the new rulers of Mali led to France’s troops withdrawal
from Mali and relocation of the Barkhane Operation headquarters to Niamey, capital of
Niger.
• In these circumstances, there might be need to revisit the division of labor between France
(degrading the Jihadists’ infrastructure) and the U.S. (containing the violent extremist
groups).

Concluding thoughts
Contrary to the 1970s, when Africa experienced a wave of military coups, the 2020s coups are not due to
Cold War competition between the East and the West, but mainly because of unmet needs of local
populations. Because the perception of threats comes from the West, and security policies are designed,
decided, and implemented by Western powers, local needs are overlooked, and a new reality has emerged.
. Interstitial spaces

West Africa/Western Sahel is crisscrossed by “interstitial spaces” (non-state violent actors, US Africa
Command, Operation Barkhane, Operation Takuba, MINUSMA), each with its space and mission. There are
too many doctors. They delegitimate local authorities and limit state sovereignty by thus creating
“interstitial spaces.”
. Heterarchy
The spaces controlled by those forces not only delegitimate but also limit national sovereignty. They create
alternative legitimacies in their endeavors to provide security and/or build economic capacity. They, de
facto, create “heterarchies” (i.e., spaces governed by foreign entities).

In this regard, the request of the Malian government that France’s troops withdrawal be done under
Malian command takes a particular meaning and implies a veiled criticism of France’s behavior as a
de facto “etat dans l'état” (state within the state).1
For true cooperation to take place, it is urgent that the mindset of the former colonizers be
decolonized.
1. Daniel Meier, Le Monde Diplomatique, February 2022).

