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The Call of the Sahel: A global response
Conference series on counter-terrorism

Investment in development and education
to rebuild the future of the Sahel

27 September 2023, from 10:00 to 12:00
28 September 2023, from 13:30 to 16:00
Virtual meeting

Concept note

1. Background

Despite global efforts to counter terrorism and prevent violent extremism conducive to terrorism, the
Sahel region continues to face a deteriorating security, developmental and humanitarian situation
that has reached unprecedented levels in recent years. It threatens not only the people of the Sahel,
but also the statehood of the region’s countries. The Sahel is increasingly becoming a safe heaven?
for networks of terrorist groups and organized crime. This, along with other social, political,
economic, developmental and environmental challenges, impedes the region and neighbouring
countries from achieving sustainable peace and security. The challenges facing the Sahel today
require effective strategies to prevent and counter terrorism that encompass a whole-of-government
and whole-of society approach , with an enhanced focus on preventive measures.

For the past 20 years, the global parliamentary community has paid special attention to terrorism
and, since 1996, the IPU has adopted 12 resolutions related to that topic. They have all highlighted
the need for cooperation with relevant United Nations (UN) agencies to support the implementation
of UN resolutions and strategies, including the UN Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy resolution and
its reviews. IPU Member Parliaments unanimously adopted a resolution that promoted this Strategy
and committed to providing the legislative support required for the implementation of relevant UN
resolutions.

Since 2016, the IPU has increased its efforts to raise global awareness about the victims of terrorism.
At the 137th IPU Assembly (St. Petersburg, Russian Federation, October 2017), Member
Parliaments endorsed the establishment of the parliamentary High-Level Advisory Group on
Countering Terrorism and Violent Extremism (HLAG). This body was designed to be the global focal
point for parliamentary counter-terrorism efforts. The HLAG comprises members of parliament with
relevant knowledge and experience. The HLAG’s establishment led to the creation of the IPU
Programme on Countering Terrorism and Preventing Violent Extremism. HLAG members identified
the Sahel as an important area of focus.

In September 2021, at the First Global Parliamentary Summit on Counter-Terrorism in Vienna,
Austria, parliamentarians discussed how to build pathways to peace, and a better future for all
people, including the victims of terrorism, with a special focus on the Sahel. The Summit’s
deliberations resulted in the Call of the Sahel, a joint declaration in which parliamentarians called for
peace and sustainable development in the Sahel to be supported. A joint parliamentary bloc (the
IPU, the Arab Parliament, the Inter-Parliamentary Committee of the G5 Sahel, and the Parliamentary
Assembly of the Mediterranean) was established to coordinate the work of the Call. It also
cooperates closely with the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. The bloc’s aim is to achieve
concrete results by assisting and supporting the Sahel countries through a holistic approach in five
key areas: environment, community, security, education and development.
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The ultimate goal of the five key areas, which is being discussed at five thematic meetings, is to
produce recommendations to be presented at a global summit in 2023 — the Global Response to the
Call of the Sahel. The recommendations endorsed at the Summit will be translated into activities with
the aim to contribute to an increase in the human development of the people of the Sahel, and a
decrease in the prevalence of terrorism and organized crime in the Sahel region.

In 2021, the IPU developed a new Strategy to guide its activities for the period 2022-2026. The
Strategy’s ultimate goal is to develop parliamentary ecosystems for democracy. The Call of the Sahel
was drafted in the spirit of the new Strategy. It prioritizes all the key policy areas identified by the
Strategy, namely peace and security; democracy, human rights, gender equality and youth
participation; climate change; and sustainable development for all. This comprehensive approach
will ensure that the IPU will focus on engaging with a wide array of stakeholders who influence
parliaments, parliamentarians and the broad societies. It remains a priority to ensure that activities
are driven by the needs of the Sahel and by voices from the region.

2. Thematic focus, objectives and methodology

The Sahel region is an extensive territory currently experiencing a serious security crisis, worsened
by environmental degradation, food insecurity and limited State presence in rural areas. The region
is affected by political instability, which weakens household livelihoods, jeopardizes the sovereignty
and stability of States, and undermines social peace.

The proliferation of terrorism in the Sahel has a multitude of underlying causes. While they may not
be causes for terrorism on their own, the lack of employment and of substantial gains in the SDGs
and education have had a direct effect on the well-being of the people, their stability and the security
of the region.

In this meeting, we will focus our discussion on the subject of development and education in the
Sahel, and how improving these two areas would help with preventing violent extremism and
terrorism as well as enhancing well-being and peace in the region.

Development

The Sahel has the highest fertility rate in the world, averaging 6 to 7 children per woman. It is also
the fastest growing region globally, with a population of approximately 112 million people residing in
Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, Niger and Senegal. This population is expected to increase
to 240 million by 2050. Importantly, 60% of the population is under 25 years old.

For a long time, the Sahel has been one of the most vulnerable regions in Africa and continues to
be affected by recurring conflicts and the threat of terrorist groups. Despite these persistent
vulnerabilities, there are undeniably positive dynamics in economic development and social factors.
It is important to evaluate these favourable trends to have a better understanding of the evolution of
development in the region and identify the challenges ahead.

The United Nations Human Development Index (HDI) for countries in the region has increased
considerably, averaging 1.9% per year since the 1990s — three times higher than the global average.
Life expectancy has also risen from 49 years in 1990 to 61 years in 2018, and there has been a clear
increase in the GDP per capita (by around 67% compared to 1990), while the extreme poverty rate
decreased from 75% in the 1990s to 41% in 2018. Although there have been some advances in the
region, most of the countries are still classified as being in the lowest HDI classification and are
categorized as least developed countries. Therefore, it is crucial to continue providing support and
strengthening the region to aid in its development.

Many factors contribute to the situation of instability in the Sahel, including the lack of economic
opportunities, the poor reach of State services, and a series of conditions impeding economic
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development. As well as continuing to be highly dependent on outside sources, with a poorly
developed export base and high import needs, the Sahelian countries have a high current account
deficit (around 8% of GDP between 2017 and 2019).

The Sahel is an economically dynamic region, its GDP having quadrupled between 1990 and 2020.
However, the structural transformation of its economies is slow'. Most of the foreign direct investment
entering the Sahel is focused on primary industries, notably resource extraction?. These are often
capital-intensive sectors that do not offer many employment opportunities, and the rest of the
population is mostly employed in subsistence farming and livestock raising®. Another issue is that
the growth of GDP is only slightly higher than the growth of the population of the Sahel. Additionally,
economic opportunities and government services are rarely found outside of cities, leaving much of
the rural population without access to these resources.

It is essential to have stronger international cooperation that targets the urgent needs of local
populations, such as reducing the cost of food and energy, as well as on long-term investments that
can create positive structural changes in the economy. International development cooperation
should identify key sectors that can shape the future of the people of the Sahel in positive ways and
provide long-term economic opportunities and stability. Finally, international cooperation should aim
to provide access to emergency financial assistance and focus on scaling up financing for SDGs.

Education

Many Sahel countries have rightfully designated education as a high priority, in line with SDG goal
4 and as stated in the Nouakchott Declaration on Education in the G5 Sahel Countries. Education
spending is generally an effective investment for governments, especially in developing countries. It
creates a more productive labour force, builds stronger civil engagement, strengthens institutions,
and prepares the next generation for a more competitive future. Education also helps keep children
in schools and off the streets, which prevents them from being pulled into criminal activities from a
young age. The results of additional schooling are tangible: according to the World Bank’s Sahel
Education White Paper, every year of schooling raises the income that a student might have in the
future by 10% on average. For girls, this can be much higher?.

Armed conflicts and escalating military confrontations have become a major threat to the lives and
livelihoods of children in the central Sahel. In addition to impeding their access to schools, by the
end of 2019, more than 3,300 schools had been closed, affecting almost 650,000 children and more
than 16,000 teachers.

The situation in the region has generated many internal displacements. The violence in Burkina Faso
has resulted in over a million people being internally displaced, as reported by the National Council
for Emergency Relief and Rehabilitation (CONASUR). Most of these displaced people are living
without basic services, including schools. The international community should take “bold action and
spare no effort” to support these countries.

Furthermore, UNICEF has reported that terrorist groups, operating in large swathes of Mali and
Burkina Faso, and increasingly in Niger, have targeted children, resulting in hundreds of kidnappings.
Many of these victims are young girls®. In addition, terrorist groups in the Sahel systematically recruit
and use children to perpetrate terrorist attacks.

1 https://www.equaltimes.org/the-sahel-beyond-the-conflict-real?lang=en

2 https://www.lloydsbanktrade.com/en/market-potential/mali/investing

3 https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/burkinafaso/overview

4 https://www.worldbank.org/en/region/afr/publication/sahel-education-white-paper-the-state-of-education-in-the-
sahel

5 https://www.unhcr.org/news/briefing-notes/decade-sahel-conflict-leaves-25-million-people-displaced

5 https://www.unicef.org/child-alert/central-sahel-extreme-jeopardy
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The Sahel region is currently experiencing an increase in terrorist activities, and several underlying
factors contribute to this trend. While these factors may not directly lead to terrorism, they can affect
people's well-being and stability. For instance, the lack of employment opportunities, insufficient
progress in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and inadequate education can
contribute to this trend. Consequently, extremist groups can attract followers for three main reasons:
absence of employment opportunities, familial ties (following spouses and friends), and religious
beliefs. To ensure Africa's prosperity, it is vital to leverage the "demographic bonus” by empowering
young people as the driving force of development and providing them with growth opportunities.
Moreover, there must be a focus on empowering women, especially young girls.’

Here are some ways that a lack of development and education can become a destabilizing factor for
Sahelian communities:

- The protracted political, security and humanitarian crisis in the Sahel region has created
many challenges for its people, such as access to basic services, including food, water,
sanitation, health and education, especially for the most vulnerable.

- Natural disasters cause food security crises that lead people to turn towards armed groups
and illegal activities to sustain themselves and their families.

- With 60% of its population under 25 years of age and suffering from a lack of education,
unemployment, poverty and social exclusion are rife.

- Lack of economic prospects can lead to an increase in banditry and contraband.

- Around 40% of the population lives below the poverty line, and every year the national budget
allocated to basic social services is cut.

- The endemic conflict and security crisis of the Sahel prevents access to schooling and
disrupts education.

- The presence of more than 5 million internally displaced persons and refugees in the Sahel
region poses significant challenges to the accessibility of education for children, particularly
girls.

The panel discussion, addressing shortcomings in development and education and their effects on
the proliferation of terrorism, will bring together parliamentarians, as well as experts on security,
development and education. Specialists from think tanks and relevant UN organizations will be
invited to present their ideas on how to tackle the region’s development and education issues,
including through the empowerment of youth and women. Participants will then formulate
recommendations to be presented at the Summit on the Global Response to the Call of the Sahel.

The panel discussion will address two of the strategic objectives in the 2022—-2026 IPU Strategy:
Building effective and empowered parliaments and Catalysing collective parliamentary action.
Discussions will focus on supporting the parliaments of the Sahel, as they have been identified as
key actors in representing and protecting citizens’ rights. By strengthening their role, parliaments will
be able to carry out their mandate more effectively. Collective parliamentary action also lies at the
core of the Call of the Sahel. The Call is guided by a joint secretariat composed of the IPU and
various regional parliamentary organizations.

3. Date and venue

The thematic meeting will take place in virtual format, on two days, 27 September 2023, from 10:00
to 12:00 and 28 September 2023 from 13:30 to 16:00. Interpretation will be provided.

7 https://www.unfpa.org/news/empowering-girls-key-africas-success-leaders-affirm
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4. Qutcomes

The recommendations from the panel discussion will be presented at the upcoming Global Summit.
The questions they aim to address include:

- What are the main reasons for the lack of progress in the Sahel region?

- What steps can be taken to help the Sahel countries overcome development
obstacles while dealing with the ongoing threat of terrorism?

- What are the ways in which countries can benefit from the natural resources present
in the Sahel’s subsoil, including water, gas and minerals like gold, uranium and iron,
etc., while also ensuring economic growth in other sectors.

- What is the best way to utilize natural resources in a safe and beneficial manner for
both countries and their citizens? Additionally, what ongoing initiatives are currently
underway in this field?

- How can we promote investment in the Sahel region to improve agricultural
productivity, increase infrastructure, build resilience to climate change, and
strengthen livelihoods while also creating employment opportunities?

- What are the current projects being developed by the international community to
address the issues of underdevelopment and unemployment in the Sahel? In
addition, what further actions can be taken?

- How are we utilizing the significant youth population in the Sahel to promote
development?

- What measures are international organizations and other partners taking to tackle
the issue of limited educational opportunities for girls due to social stigma or gender
bias? Also, what are some ongoing projects in this regard?

- What types of projects or measures have been taken to improve access to
education and technical specialities? How can these efforts reinforce individuals'
livelihoods and their ability to endure challenges?

- How are women empowered to support development and education?

- How can we assess the impact of the different activities being implemented?

- Are there any established mechanisms for coordinating between different
stakeholders?

- How can the international community address the lack of development and
education in the Sahel in order to achieve the SDGs and prevent violent extremism?

5. Contact details

For any general or specific enquiries, please contact the Countering Terrorism and Violent
Extremism Programme at counter-terrorism@ipu.org.
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