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The Sahel region is important due to its substantial 
landmass, population, cultural diversity, and the 
region’s economic potential to the global economy. 
For the Gulf, particularly the UAE, a shared cultural 
connection with the region has meant a long history 
of rich interaction on a wide range of issues. This 
connection continues presently and is highlighted 
by how the UAE works bilaterally and unilaterally to 
further the development, security and stability of the 
Sahel. 
 
The geography of both regions best explains the 
historical link between the Gulf and the Sahel. The 
Sahel currently is and has been a shoreline between 
the Middle East and sub-Saharan Africa. The word 
Sahel is derived from ‘Sahil’ in Arabic, which means 
coast or shore. Across the Sahel, there are interactions 
between Arabic, Islamic and nomadic cultures mixed 
with indigenous and traditional cultures from the 
south. 
 
As a result, the links between the Sahel in general and 
the Gulf region are not only important but familiar. 
The potential of a stable and secure Sahel goes 
beyond economic benefits for the region as it provides 
an opportunity to create a model for international 
collaboration to solve unique problems that are likely 
to arise in other parts of the world. Challenges include 
climate change, conflicts over rapidly depleting 
natural resources and transnational terrorism. 

Three-pronged approach
 
Presently, the UAE’s engagement with the Sahel is 
centred on three major initiatives. These are working 

with a wide range of multilateral partners to ensure 
that efforts towards the security and development 
of the Sahel are unified, supporting the fight against 
terrorism and extremism, and continued support for 
developmental and humanitarian programmes. 
 
The Sahel does not lack international partners or 
strategies. According to the United Nations, at least 
19 different strategies exist on the security and 
development of the Sahel. Many of these efforts have 
shown some progress, but there must be greater 
coordination among all actors to achieve greater 
efficiency. While the UAE has actively participated 
and donated to the G5 Sahel as a primary political, 
economic and security stakeholder, it is clear that 
there is a need for more cooperation among other 
stakeholders that work within the region towards 
similar goals. 
 
For the UAE, unifying efforts will be achieved by 
ensuring that all partners work towards the same aims 
and objectives while utilizing sustainable methods 
that meet the region’s needs. To achieve, this there 
must be dialogue among international stakeholders 
in the region, and the UAE has actively pursued this at 
the highest levels. At the UN Security Council Briefing 
on the Situation in Mali on 11 January 2022, the UAE 
called for a comprehensive approach to tackling 
armed extremists in Mali and the wider Sahel region. 

Counterterrorism engagement
 
The second position that guides UAE engagement in 
the Sahel is fighting terrorism and ending extremism. 
In 2018, the International High-Level Conference 
on the Sahel in Brussels provided an opportunity 
to emphasize commitment and support to the G5 
Sahel Joint Force to promote development, stability 
and combat terrorism and extremism. One of those 
commitments is an allocation of 10 million euros to the 
secretariat of the G5 Joint Force of the Sahel countries. 
In addition, $106.3 million was provided between 2017 
and 2022 to Government Forces of Sahel countries to 
support their efforts to curb terrorism and support 
Sahel stabilization efforts. In addition, there has been 
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a concerted drive at partnerships with governments 
at various levels on UAE-designed deradicalization 
programmes such as Hedayah and Sawab in the 
region. 
 
However, within the Sahel today, anti-interventionist 
movements against foreign governments have 
become pronounced. These movements reinforce the 
need to focus on convincing stronger Sahel neighbours 
to assist in military interventions and state-building 
approaches. The UAE works with several African 
partners, who have many similarities with the G5 Sahel 
countries in the region. More needs to be done by the 
international community and other stakeholders in 
the region to form closer working relationships with 
African countries as allies to combat terrorism and 
extremism.
 
Development Assistance

On the developmental objective of the UAE engagement 
with the Sahel, there has been a concerted focus on 
economic investments and partnerships. In Mauritania 
alone, the UAE has pledged to inject $2 billion, which is 
over a third of the country’s current GDP, into strategic 
investments. A focus on the economic development 
of the Sahel area is critical because, without inclusive 
and sustainable economies that work for all, it is 
impossible to achieve inclusive development that 
citizens are incentivized to maintain.
 
Paradoxically, economic development cannot occur 
without political stability, which is a significant issue 
that the Sahel faces. In the last 18 months, three coups 
have occurred within the G5 Sahel, and the most recent 
in Burkina Faso occurred at the beginning of 2022. 
Political stability is a critical area where the focus must 
be on encouraging regional multilateral organizations 
to ensure that internal political affairs do not derail 
international efforts towards security and stability. 
The Economic Community of West African States 
(ECOWAS) has been active in ensuring constitutional 
transfers of power in the region, but it requires the 
international community’s support to succeed. 
 
The humanitarian aspect of the UAE’s engagement in 
the Sahel conforms to the foreign policy position that 
we adopt around the world, based on our principle-
driven foreign diplomacy efforts. The fundamental 
purpose of our foreign assistance is to reduce 
poverty and help countries and communities in need. 
The UAE works to provide humanitarian aid to the 
Sahel region, which during the period 2018-2020 
amounted to $467 million. Most of those funds were 
targetted at programmes designed to support women 
empowerment, vocational training, education, and 
health. As non-resident ambassador to Burkina Faso, 
I visited Burkina Faso in November 2021 to launch our 
women empowerment scheme that targetted 15,000 
beneficiaries. 
 

Furthermore, the UAE provided 69 tonnes of medical 
aid to mitigate the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic 
in the region. In April 2021, we delivered logistical 
support flights to security and stabilization operations 
led by France due to our expertise in delivering 
logistics globally.
 
Regional Intervention

Despite these steps, there are more opportunities 
to achieve the desired results sought in the Sahel, 
but many will be driven on a wider but structured 
multilateral level. In particular, with organizations 
that the G5 Sahel are members of, some have 
garnered considerable level of authority with local 
political leaders that allows them to withstand various 
transitions and, most critically, have a direct interest in 
the stability and security of the Sahel. 
 
The ECOWAS and African Union bodies are suited for 
the role of direct mediators and have begun to play a 
more active role within the region. Most of the wider 
Sahel region countries belong to the ECOWAS regional 
bloc. Of the G5 Sahel, 3 countries are in ECOWAS. The 
body was instrumental in the political solution to the 
Mali war in 2013 and has begun to show a concerted 
interest in the Sahel crisis and seeking a solution to it. 
It is well placed because it possesses close diplomatic 
relations with the Sahel countries.

Furthermore, most ECOWAS states, because of their 
shared borders, know how easily these problems can 
spread and are incentivized to solve them. The ECOWAS 
body has recently taken steps in Mali, Guinea and 
Burkina Faso to create a stable political environment. 
The African Union has also played a significant part in 
ensuring coherence, especially among international 
partners on ensuring political stability within states.
 
In conclusion, the current focus of the UAE on 
economic partnership and humanitarian assistance 
has been welcome in the region. A bottleneck to 
further engagement is the fluid local political situation 
in some G5 Sahel states; nevertheless, it remains 
critical to maintain the cohesion of developmental 
objectives between all actors in the region. While the 
issues faced in securing and stablizing the Sahel are 
complex, the UAE will continue to contribute to the 
stability of the Sahel through long-term development-
oriented engagements. 


