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In recent years, jihadist groups
have gradually shifted from
northern Mali toward the
centre of the country and then
Burkina Faso. An acceleration
occurred in 2018, with an
increase in incidents in the
south-west and flares of
violence east of Burkina Faso,
raising fears of spreading to
Cote d'lvoire, Ghana, Togo and
Benin. Contrary to the
discourse on an external threat
and the resilience of the
brotherhoods, while dozens of
nationals of the Gulf Guinea
countries have joined jihadist
groups in recent years, West
Africa's coastal States have
their backs against the wall in
the attempt to develop and
implement responses to stem
the spread of jihadism, starting
by learning from the
experiences of their Sahelian
neighbours.

On 8 November, the former Malian Touareg rebel leader
lyad Ag Ghali, the Algerian Djamel Okacha and the radical
preacher Fulani Amadou Kufa appeared in a video calling
for a “continuing jihad”. Unlike the previous videos in
which the jihadist leaders are filmed, Amadou Koufa is in
the centre and delivers the message. After accusing
France of being at the origin of the violence in Macina, he
addresses Muslims in Fulani to encourage them “to make
jihad”, starting with the members of his ethnic group. “My
Fulani brothers, wherever you are, remember these
words: come and support your religion, because Islam
and Muslims are fought, devastated and burned.” Several
African countries are particularly mentioned: Senegal,
Mali, Niger, Benin, Céte d’'Ivoire, Burkina Faso, Nigeria,
Ghana and Cameroon.

By directly and explicitly addressing the Fulani, the
leaders of Jama'at Nusrat ul-Islam wal-Muslimeen (JNIM)
seek to reinforce the message that combines Fulani and
terrorists in theirimage as defenders of this community in
a context where Fulani fighters occupy a growing place in
the jihadist groups. But, beyond the “spectre of a Fulani
jihad” and its politicisation, the essentialisation of religion
at the expense of local dynamics and the multiple
motivations behind the rallying calls, or even the ethnic
heterogeneity of the jihadist groups active in



Burkina Faso, this video echoes their extension to new spaces, the growing threat they pose to the
countries of the Gulf of Guinea and the challenges this poses.
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Burkina Faso
in turmoil

Originally centred in northern Mali, the violence of the jihadist groups has gradually crept south, to
the point that the centre of the country has become the main focus of the attacks. In 2017, the United
Nations identified more than 1,000 incidents in the Mopti region alone, and during 2018, the region
recorded the largest number of actions attributed to jihadist groups against armed forces, Malian
Defence Forces, MINUSMA, signatory armed groups and Operation Barkhane (7).

(1) See reports to the United Nations Security Council on the situation in Mali, including those of 29 March, 6 June, and 25 September
2018.



Along with this expansion to central Mali, jihadist groups have settled in Burkina, to the extent that,
on 1 January 2019, a state of emergency was declared in 14 border provinces of Mali and Niger. This
expansion was prepared in the early 2010s (1), but the first attacks did not take place until 2015. On
25 October, a group of about 10 fighters led by Boubacar Sawadogo - linked to Ansar Eddine Sud -
attacked Samoroguan gendarmerie, in the west of the country. But it is mainly the north that has
been hit, with several attacks against state officials and members of civil society. In December 2016,
Ansaroul Islam was created by Ibrahim Dicko. Made up mainly of Rimaibés and Fulani, this
organisation maintains links with other groups in Mali. In 2018, the attacks increased in the north
without declining in the west, including actions against state officials in Galgouli (Poni province) and
Batié (Noumbiel province) in August. Meanwhile, the security situation has deteriorated
considerably in the east of the country with about fifteen attacks (explosive devices or skirmishes)
between January and August. The likely perpetrators are elements of the Islamic State in the Great
Sahara and Ansarul Islam, in alliances formed with influential members of the local communities
who have studied the Koran in Mali

Attacks in Burkina: a plot hatched by the old regime?

The attacks in Burkina are often presented as a consequence of Blaise Compaoré’s policies and his forced exit
from power. “If we are attacked today, it is because the truce, which was a form of collusion between Blaise
Compaoré's regime and these movements, is over,” declared President Roch Kaboré on 31 January 2016, in
Ethiopia, on the side-lines of an African Union summit. This type of discourse stems from the involvement of
the former regime in the release of hostages held by AQIM in northern Mali, the organisation of the 2012
peace negotiations in Ouagadougou between the rebels and the government, the freedom of movement
granted to members of jihadist groups throughout Burkina Faso, as well as the 2015 coup attempt by soldiers
of the Regiment of Presidential Security led by General Diendéré (2). According to this interpretation, the
attacks are the fruit of a conspiracy in which armed jihadist groups and supporters of the former president
remain in alliance against the new power. If the 2014 revolution generated a disruption of the security and
intelligence services while the Compaoré regime adopted ambiguous policies, simply stating that the
attacks result from the new regime’s courageous stance and manoeuvres by Compaoré’s followers would be
to overlook the expansionist ambitions of the armed jihadist groups in Burkina, the evolution of Burkinabe
politics between 2012 and 2013 (5), the rigidity of the chain of command, and the multiple factors at the
origin of the violence that feeds on local tensions and impacts the mobilisation of State agencies.
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Several reasons can be put forward to explain this spread to Burkina Faso. First, as stated by lyad Ag
Ghali, in an interview dated 2017, the fight must be expanded to new theatres (1). While this
approach responds to the military pressure on jihadist groups in northern Mali, where the French
have achieved several tactical successes in 2018 and where the Operational Coordination
Mechanism (MOC - Mécanisme opérationnel de coordination) is progressing (2), it also echoes the
transnational character of jihadist ideology and the circulation of ideas and people. Next, the jihadist
groups were able to find refuge among the local population to set up operations and carry out their
attacks. Finally, they benefited from the disruption of the security apparatus and intelligence
services in the aftermath of the 2014 revolution.

Recent attacks in Burkina just near the borders of Cote d’'Ivoire, Ghana, Togo, and Benin, as well as
the arrest in December 2018 of people preparing operations in Bamako, Ouagadougou and Abidjan
during the New Year (3), put under pressure Gulf of Guinea countries. However, the first signs of
action by jihadist groups in these countries date back to the mid-2010s. In the W Regional Park,
fighters from Mali reportedly conducted a reconnaissance operation in 2014-2015 reaching as far as
Benin (4). Similarly, in 2015, several members of an active JNIM cell in the Sama forest, on the border
between Céte d'lvoire and Mali, were detained (5), while the remaining combatants continue their
activities. In fact, members of this unit allegedly kidnapped a Colombian nun in the Sikasso region
in February 2017 before being arrested near Koutiala on 6 December 2018

Jihadist armed groups have also recruited members in coastal countries. The Movement for Unity
and Jihad in West Africa (MUJAQ) featured members from several countries including Guineans,
Ghanaians and Beninese. After the departure of the Nigerian Bilal Hicham from the Ousmane Dan
Fodio combat unit, it was even a native of Benin from the south of the country and a Yoruba, alias
Abdullah, who became head of the unit (7). And the MUJAO is not isolated: according to Libyan
authorities, dozens of nationals from Ghana, Senegal and Gambia have joined the Islamic State
organisation in Libya
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The first major shock was the Grand-Bassam attack, backed by the Arab Ould Nouini and perpetrated
by a suicide commando in March 2016. According to the authors of an internal report by the
Secretariat of Ghana’s National Security Council, “After the attacks in Burkina Faso and Céte d'Ivoire,
Ghana and Togo are the next targets” (7). Two months later, a memo addressed to the Beninese
armed forces was made public, in which units were asked to “boost security in the various areas
threatened with terrorist attacks” and to be “more vigilant during border searches”

With the increase in attacks east of Burkina Faso, 2018 was marked by several measures to
strengthen border security. In particular, Togo and Benin deployed additional units in the north of
their territories to boost the coverage of their networks. In parallel, joint operations were organised.
In May 2018, Benin, Burkina Faso, Ghana and Togo deployed nearly 2,000 members of the defence
and security forces as part of Operation Koudalgou, resulting in 200 arrests, including two people
suspected of links with jihadist groups (). On 25 October, the Chiefs of Staff of the armed forces of
Benin, Burkina Faso, Niger and Togo met in Cotonou to ratify strategies and actions to pool efforts
and effectively combat extremist violence and terrorism. A few weeks later, a cross-border security
exercise was held between Burkina Faso, Céte d'Ivoire and Ghana.

Although this mobilisation shows certain awareness and the willingness to publicise it, it is not
without raising several questions. First, cooperation remains difficult between the different players
in the sub-region (4). Admittedly, the operation against a cell in Ouagadougou, in May 2018, is the
result of the collaboration between Burkinabe and Malian armed forces with French technical

support. In the ;||



