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Welcome to France's New War on
Terror in Africa: Operation Barkhane

"France is starting a lengthy and risky military endeavor in a vast region, with no
apparent end in sight."
Maxime H.A. Larivé
August 7, 2014
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The French are back in Africa, and apparently ready to stay. During a presidential
speech at the military base of Niamey, Niger on July 19, 2014, François Hollande
announced a new phase in the fight against radical Islamic terrorism in Africa:
Operation Barkhane. Coincidentally, the launch of Operation Barkhane took place
three days before the U.S.-Africa Leaders Summit began in Washington D.C. on
August 4, 2014.
Africa is very much in the minds of the members of the Euro-Atlantic community and
is now perceived as an important security dilemma for the West. France has
implemented a development-security nexus approach to addressing Africa’s
challenges, which is closely connected to the European Union’s strategy. However,
Operation Barkhane is a direct illustration of the use of “hard” power in Africa in order
to solve a security crisis caused by a regional power vacuum.
Backbone of Operation Barkhane
Operation Barkhane began on August 1, 2014
and took over the precedent French mission
in Mali, Operation Serval. Operation
Barkhane, “named after a crescent-shaped
dune in the Sahara desert,” is to become the
French pillar of counterterrorism in the Sahel
region. The French will use and deploy a
3,000-strong counterterrorism force over five
countries: Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania and Niger, also known as the ‘G5
Sahel.’ The purpose of Operation Barkhane is to “regionalize” the counterterrorism
efforts in the Sahel, as well as bolster “cross-border and region-wide securitization
efforts.” According to the Ministry of Defense of France, Barkhane’s objectives are
two-fold: first, assist the G5 Sahel armed forces in fighting terrorist networks in the
Sahel-Sahara region; second, contribute to the prevention of terrorist safe-havens in
the region.

http://nationalinterest.org/feature/welcome-frances-new-war-terror-africa-operation-barkhane-11029

Page 2 of 15

Welcome to France's New War on Terror in Africa: Operation Barkhane | The National Interest

29/04/16 11:21

In order to fight jihadists in this vast region, Operation Barkhane shall be seen as a
reorganization of the forces already present in the region. It will be composed in terms
of military and human capabilities of 3,000 military personnel, six fighter jets (Rafale
Mirage 2000), twenty helicopters, 200 armored vehicles, ten transport aircrafts, and
three drones (as described by AllAfrica.com, RFI, and African Defense Review). In
terms of division of labor between France and the G5 Sahel, four permanent military
bases have been established:
- headquarters and air force in the Chadian capital of N'Djamena under the leadership
of French Général Palasset;
- a regional base in Gao, north Mali, with at least 1,000 men;
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- a special-forces base in Burkina Faso's capital, Ouagadougou;
- an intelligence base in Niger’s capital, Niamey, with over 300 men; the air base of
Niamey, is important as it hosts drones in charge of gathering intelligence across the
entire Sahel-Saharan region;
- aside from the four permanent bases, several temporary bases will be created with an
average of thirty to fifty men, where and when required.
The Strategic Arc of Instability
Paris attempted to shift its strategy towards Africa under President Nicolas Sarkozy,
which has been followed by his predecessor. Historically, France has been a powerful
http://nationalinterest.org/feature/welcome-frances-new-war-terror-africa-operation-barkhane-11029

Page 3 of 15

Welcome to France's New War on Terror in Africa: Operation Barkhane | The National Interest

29/04/16 11:21

colonial power in Africa. Paris has, since the end of colonization, sought to maintain
its influence and deepen its interests in the region. French Africa policy has been
known under the term of Françafrique, which embodies neocolonialism and
clientelism between Paris and “black” Africa. Once elected, Sarkozy announced he
would do away with Francafrique by refusing to do business as usual with Africa.
However, as argued by Gordon Cumming in French Politics, Sarkozy’s “Africa policy
was marked more by continuity than change.”
With the Arab Spring along with a changing international order, Africa has become a
new ground of activity for diverse international criminal and terrorist networks. For
instance, countries in West Africa are utilized by Latin American drug cartels in order
to sell cocaine onto the European markets. Aside from criminal networks, radical
Islamic networks, like Al Qaeda in Islamic Maghreb (AQIM), Boko Haram and Al
Qaeda, among others, have flourished in Northern Africa and throughout the Sahel
region. The reasons for their rise are various: socio-politico-economic climates in most
African countries, porousness of borders, failed states and ethnoreligious tensions.
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France is now one of two allies which is performing like a frontline state, and its the height of
embarrassment that the US barely notices and is penny-pinching our support. Poland is the
other major front-line state on NATO's eastern frontier (and we're penny-pinching them too),
but that's a separate issue, and Britain is a great ally but for other reasons.
France has been a frontline state for some time on this issue, yet the US response is baffllng in
its incoherence. Here, we FINALLY have an ally stepping up, and we instead provide lukewarm
and relatively low levels of material support. How can we expect to criticize weak allied
support for our worldwide initiatives, when we treat an important ally like this so poorly. Don't
we want our allies to step up? If we don't fix this, they may not be around next time we seek
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we want our allies to step up? If we don't fix this, they may not be around next time we seek
their support. Here is what US support should look like:
1) Provide greater material support without the onus or appearance of taking over the
operation (unless necessary, but that's not likely). What could be greater for our reputation as
an ally, if we could provide serious support while letting allies take the lead? (the Libya
example). And what could be better and developing allied capabilities. The US should stop
penny-pinching air, tanker and material support, and put US capabilities under their
command as necessary (this isn't true with every ally, but with capable ones, for sure). Of
course the French will not express their disappointment (at current levels of support), but it's
see more
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People wonder how France will be able to foot the bill: they'll get around that through the good
ol' Francafrique system.
How? The new clans/families holding the power will pay back the war through cheaper natural
resources and exclusive access to rare resources. If China ends up benefiting from the stability
and dodged a bullet regarding its massive investments in Africa, they'll pay it back through
business deals being done with France/Europe (rather than the US or Russia).
It will all be done through subtle deals and long-term strategies. The chinese are far far from
dumb, they see the resources in Africa, they perfectly know what is the Francafrique and how
the french still got a strong savoir faire in terms of neo-colonialism in these regions. If they let
France go down and withdraw from Africa, it means someone/something will have to restabilize the region.
Unless China is confident in the new system (that might show up) or its own strategy, they
won't let it happen because they need all these natural resources now and immediately, to feed
their economy. If Africa ends up being ruled by jihadism and it interferes too much with their
plans, China will have to do something - but it's gonna be costly for them or the superpower
they'll lure into doing that work for them.
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France is now one of two allies which is performing like a frontline state, and it’s
the height of embarrassment that the US barely notices and is penny-pinching
our support. Poland is the other major front-line state on NATO's eastern
frontier (and we're penny-pinching them too), but that's a separate issue, and
Britain is a great ally but for other reasons.
France has been a frontline state for some time on this issue, yet the US response is baffllng in
its incoherence. Here, we FINALLY have an ally stepping up, and
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its incoherence. Here, we FINALLY have an ally stepping up, and
we instead provide lukewarm and relatively low levels of material support. How
can we expect to criticize weak allied support for our worldwide initiatives,
when we treat an important ally like this so poorly. Don't we want our allies
to step up? If we don't fix this, they may not be around next time we seek
their support. Here is what US support should look like:
1) Provide greater material support without the onus or appearance of taking over
the operation (unless necessary, but that's not likely). What could be greater
for our reputation as an ally, if we could provide serious support while
letting allies take the lead? (the Libya examples). And what could be better
and developing allied capabilities. The US should stop penny-pinching air,
see more
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One should not be fooled by this new "Barkhane" name. Hollande had promised that Serval
would be a short term operation and that he would pull out his troops quickly. As he is not able
to do that, he changes the name but keeps the troops deployed.
The 2011 Libyan intervention changed everything.
This is a very shy assessment. The Libyan operation should be viewed as the root cause of
increased instability in Northern Africa today. Yes it changed everything, but for the worse, not
for the better.
The country is now a violent mess. Its oil exports have dwindled and its deserts have become
training grounds for extremists. And “the intervention has had a destabilizing effect on
Libya’s immediate neighbors,” with arms flowing from Libya into Tunisia, Egypt, and Syria.
It “significantly contribut[ed] to a jihadist takeover of north Mali that would prompt another
intervention, this time by France.” (1)
NATO’s intervention in Libya was thus executed nearly flawlessly, yet despite this
superb tactical execution the decision to go to war appears to be a strategic mistake (2)
(1) John Allen Gay, Did We Bomb Libya to Keep the Arab Spring Going?, The National
Interest, May 6, 2014 : http://nationalinterest.org/fe...
(2) Daveed Gartenstein-Ross, Successes and Failures of the U.S.
and NATO Intervention in Libya, 1 May 2014, House of Representatives testimony :
http://oversight.house.gov/wp-...
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... and one more thing. This also explains why opposition to selling the Mistral to Russia is so
inane. I mean, why worry about a ship that is a single cruise missile strike from irrelevancy,
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when NATO allies are only willing to talk, and not act, on compensating and purchasing the
vehicle instead. I mean, in the long-run, what makes sense - support for the diminishing
number of western shipyards which will not be around if you don't support them, or denying a
potential enemy a ship, which their air defense capabilities can't protect anyways (unlike US or
NATO naval battlegroups).
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I agree, that the Mistral should be sold to Russia. After all, its not like France is
providing it with cutting edge electronics and radar systems.
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For anyone wanting to do some real soldiering, the French Foreign Legion is the place to be.
France, specifically French soldiers, managed to hold down vast swathes of the Sahara during
the colonial period, so there is no reason why they shouldn't be able to get a grip on things,
taking a long view, that is. Just so long as they don't hold any romantic notions about bringing
democracy and happiness to the region, they might do just fine.
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