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Does it make sense to compare Africa and Afghanistan?
After 20 years of deep stagnation, since 2000 Africa has taken off
and entered a new age.
Its growth rates have been impressive. Social indicators, as well as
democracy, have significantly improved.
Civil societies are organizing. A middle class is developing.
Its raw materials seem inexhaustible. Incomes and populations are
growing.
Africa has become the “New Frontier”and an El Dorado for investors.

However, two troubling issues have appeared on the
African horizon.



Growth rates have recently gone down due to a collapse in commodity
prices.



This highlights the fragility of the African growth model, a lack of
economic diversification, and huge associated employment problems.



The second issue is growing insecurity, with horrific terrorists attacks
in Bamako, Ouagadougou, and Grand Bassam.



But Paris, Nice, Berlin, and Brussels have also suffered recently from
such attacks.
What’s special about insecurity in Africa?

Insecurity in West Africa
has become a regional
issue.
The French Ministry of Foreign
Affairs warns about traveling in
most of the region—just as it was
warning visitors in Afghanistan
10 years ago.
Even the north of peaceful
Burkina has become a risky area.
Last November in Niamey, I was
not allowed to get out of the city
without an armed escort,
just as in Kabul 10 years ago.
If we want to stop or even just try
to control such evolution, we had
better make an accurate
diagnosis of this problem and
its causes.

Growing insecurity in Africa had not been on our
« radar screen » before Mali’s collapse in 2012/2013.
In Mali, the dream country for donors—with sustained 7% growth
rates and a “model” democracy—
a few hundred jihadists where enough to break down the Malian
army.
French intervention was needed to stop an assault on Bamako, avoid
the kidnaping of about 6,000 foreigners, and help Malian authorities
restore some control over most of the country.
How did that happen?

Expansion of insecurity in West Africa is a symptom of
deep and serious problems.
It usually starts from dilapidated rural areas “forgotten” by local
governments and consigned to abysmal poverty.
There is indeed a “winning Africa”—and another that does not “win.”
And even in “winning Africa,” everyone does not win.
The northern part of the Sahel and northeast of Nigeria are particularly
hard-hit.
Have we moved from excessive Afro-pessimism to excessive Afrooptimism?
External threats, particularly from various jihadist groups, are indeed
adding to local problems.

A typical case is the “Boko
Haram land” northeast of
Nigeria, which has developed over
a 15-year period in the wealthiest
and supposedly most powerful
country on the continent.
This is not an exceptional case: Look
at the “Sheebab land” developing in
the northeast of Kenya!
These regions behave as a bush fire
or even a cancer, sending
metastases around that tend to
proliferate in fragile states.
These metastases are weapons,
drug-trafficking, kidnappings,
terrorism, economic breakdown,
massive migrations.
In fact, only countries with strong
“immune systems” can resist.

Where does Mali stand
in 2017?
Jihadists groups have been pushed back to remote desert areas and to
Libya.
Fair elections took place and a new government has taken over.
But governance is still poor.The peace process has bogged down.
Security deteriorates not only in the north but also in the densely
populated central and southern parts of the country.
UN peacekeeping forces are unable to restore security.

The Malian army has brand new uniforms but limited fighting capacity.
Police, justice, and local administration are almost inexistent out of main
towns.
Wahabism has become a political force.

The Sahel is certainly far away from Afghanistan, but …
Despite huge cultural,
historical, and geographic
differences, the Sahel is
confronted by many similar
issues.
The first problem is the
demographic impasse.
In the Sahel, the population
is doubling every 18 to 20
years.
Niger had a population of 3
million at independence
and in 20 years will have 42
to 46 million.
In 2050 its population will
be 60 to 90 million—that’s
in a country twice the size
of France but where only
8% of the area can be
cultivated.

The Sahel is certainly different from Afghanistan.
However, the agricultural
impasse is very similar.
Rural population growth has
become a problem.
Beyond densities of 40 people
per square kilometer,
traditional agricultural
systems based on long fallows
begin to destroy soil fertility.
Rural density in many areas
is beyond 150.
Droughts, demographic
growth, and deforestation
lead to serious land-fertility
loss and overexploitation of
pastures.
Intensification lags due to
lack of public investment and
poor policies.
Global warming will soon
make the situation worse.

The Sahel is certainly different from Afghanistan.
However, rural poverty is similar and dramatic.
In Niger, 0.2% of the rural population has access to electricity.
There is no significant industrial development except the large
mining schemes, which provide little employment.
These are indeed landlocked countries with a poor business
environment.

Underemployment is a critical issue.
In Niger, 240,000 young men are supposed to join the labor market
each year.
In Afghanistan the number is 400,000.
In 20 years in Niger, the number will reach 570,000.
Where will the jobs be ?

The Sahel is certainly different from Afghanistan.
However, ethnic and religious fault lines tend to deepen instead of
disappearing, due in particular to more acute competition for land,
pastures, and water (cf. the movie Timbuktu)
Circulation of weapons leads to much-increased violence as the
Kalashnikov replaces sticks and arrows.
Public institutions, particularly sovereign institutions, are
extremely weak.

The state is in fact invisible once one leaves the cities.
Salafism is replacing the traditional tolerant Sufi Islam.

The Sahel is not yet
Afghanistan. However . . .

In the state’s absence, mafia-type organizations develop.

They rely on a parallel economy based on illicit trafficking in
cigarettes, gas and oil, stolen cars,
and now cocaine and migrants.
They are quite similar to the opium mafias in Afghanistan.

For years Chad has been
subjected to many attacks
coming from neighboring
countries.

But today threats come
simultaneously from all
sides!



The situation is Niger is
even more worrisome.



The two battalions that
constitute the main striking
force of the Niger army
are worn out by constant
skirmishes with jihadists
coming from Libya and moving
to Mali,
by insecurity in the west spilling
over from the Gao and Kidal
regions in Mali,
and in the southeast by Boko
Haram, which remains a serious
threat despite combined military
offensives from the G5
countries.
Security expenditures now reach
6% of GDP, funded by cuts in
economic and social
expenditures and leading to a
budget and security impasse.









The whole Sahel region is now entering a time of
deep turbulence, and Libya is adding to the mess.
The most serious issue that
justifies comparing the Sahel with
Afghanistan
is the job problem for young
men of rural or urban origin.
They are unable to find social and
economic positions—they cannot
make money to earn a living, they
cannot marry, and they remain
dependent.
The best option for them is to
enter the networks associated with
illicit trafficking linked to jihadist
groups.
Some join jihadist groups,
while Libyan militias are now
recruiting mercenaries in the
Sahel.

France has essentially mobilized its military
resources.
The “Barkhane” operation covers the whole region from Dakar to Djibouti.
But France cannot be the “gendarme” of such a huge region (6 to 7 times the
area of France).
Its 4,000 soldiers are a negligible force in a region involving at least 5
countries and a population of 70 million (about 150 million in 20 years).
Now what other instruments are available in the West’s tool kit to try to
influence events in such a context?
Foreign aid is likely to be the only other available instrument.

Of course, one now tends to consider aid as a negligible tool when compared
to private financial flows (investments and remittances).

Development aid is still playing a critical role in the
Sahel.
It usually represents between 50% and 90% of investment budgets of
Sahelian countries and 8 to 12% of their GDP.

If well-managed, such resources can fund basic infrastructure, rural
economy, and social services, and help foster private investment.
But one should also consider that Afghanistan has been by far the
leading beneficiary of ODA in the world.
ODA has sometimes reached an amount close to 50% of the Afghan
GDP . . .
. . . for what result?

What indeed is the situation in Afghanistan?
True, the Taliban does not control Kabul.

But despite US military expenditures that reached more than $1
trillion and ODA larger some years than overall World Bank
disbursements for all of sub-Saharan Africa, the coalition has been
unable to reach any of its three main objectives.
Insecurity has never been as bad since the early 1990s.
Democracy has been made ridiculous.
The economy has collapsed with the allies’ departure.
Daesh is settling in; the régime survives thanks to US transfers.
One-thousand passports are delivered every day to young people
dreaming of a better life.

Two main lessons can be drawn from the Afghan drama.
First, in crisis countries, a key priority for the local
population is security
But lasting security cannot be provided only by foreign forces.
They are quickly perceived as occupying forces and cannot provide
the needed security and administrative services.
Security requires a reconstruction of sovereign institutions: army,
police, and gendarmerie, but also the justice system and local
administration.
But these areas of activity are beyond the standard multilateral
agencies’ mandates.
The UE tries timidly to involve itself in security issues but has a
restricted mandate.

France has strong expertise in this area but has given its available
financial resources to multilateral and EU institutions.

In such contexts, reforming and strengthening the
security sector should be a key priority.
In Afghanistan, until 2010, the army remained way too small, since
no one was willing to fund it properly, and the police remained a
mafia.
In the Sahel, a priority should be reconstructing armies and sovereign
institutions.
But present support is based upon the provision of some equipment
by France and some training funded by the EU.

This is the approach that failed to build the Afghan police.
In fact, Europe will have to fund part of local security expenditures,
which are beyond the capacity of local budgets.
This would also provide the needed “leverage” to “clean up” these
institutions.

Now why should European taxpayers fund Sahelian
armies and associated institutions?
In fact, for three main reasons:
1) They are supposed to maintain a regional public good, which is
security in an area the size of Western Europe.
This justifies a cost-sharing approach, since the size of local
economies and tax bases is way too small to fund the required
expenditures.
2) This is politically and financially much cheaper than sending in
our own armies.
3) Because there is no other realistic solution.

Lesson 2: Aid agencies do a poor job in fragile, conflictaffected countries. Reasons are systemic.
They make 7 major mistakes.
1) Focusing on good performers, they come too late in fragile conflict
countries.
2) Their priorities are ill-suited.
3) Aid coordination does not work in such countries.
4) The ongoing mess prohibits rational resource allocations based on
a common clear strategy.
5) The standard PIU system destroys local institutional capacity.
6) TA is managed in an inefficient and costly way.
7) At the military’s request, aid is focused in areas of high insecurity,
where it is inefficient.

Example: Donor priorities are ill-suited in such countries

Donor action has been determined by the OMD and is now driven by
ODD.
However, ODD do not clearly target the most urgent needs of fragile
countries:

State building and state public-institution reconstruction, including
sovereign institutions.
Urgent job creation (hence the importance of rural development).
Basic technical training.
Demographic transition.
In the 2015 Paris donor conference for Mali, 3.4 billion Euros have
been promised. But only 3.7% will go to agriculture development,
which still has huge employment and production potential,
and nothing has been provided for institutional reconstruction or
demographic issues.

« Sahélistan », okay—but why « Africanistan »?

The ongoing destabilization of the core of the Sahel, with its 70million inhabitants (about 150 million in 10 years’ time), cannot
continue without deep consequences to the fragile political
equilibrium of coastal countries.
Political turmoil that affected Cote d’Ivoire from 1997 to 2012 has
shown how fragile such countries are due to ethnic and political
conflicts, land issues, etc., all linked to excessive demographic growth.

Because Africa is no longer the empty continent it once was—only 40
years ago!

Even Africa on a fast development track is confronted
with serious job problems.
Côte d’Ivoire’ s population has increased to 7.5 times its size in 1960.
Applying such a ratio to France means that France would now have
a larger population than the US.
In 2050 Nigeria will have a population between 350 and 400 million.
Serious tensions are already developing towards immigrants in
country where only Chinese-type growth could provide the jobs
needed to meet local and migrant demand.
In fact, the development model for these countries is not adapted to
ongoing demographic constraints.

The Sahel and West Africa are now confronted with a
major geopolitical risk. France
As long as safe drinking water and electricity are missing in the most
remote villages,
as long as state institutions remain weak and nonexistent in rural
areas,
as long as ODA to the Sahel remains disorganized and without clear
strategy,
cancers, particularly those developed from Boko Haram, even if
significantly weakened, will circulate in the sub-region.

Such metastases would certainly develop in neighboring countries that
are still fragile.
Europe would, in such a case, be confronted by new migrations of a
magnitude likely to dwarf ongoing migrations from Syria.

In such a context, I wish good
luck to the French and UN
soldiers of the Barkhane
operation searching for weapons
in remote villages and so few in
such an ocean of sand and
poverty.

