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Summary

Increased competition between insurgent and state-backed forces in the Sahel has intensified civilian targeting across the Mali—Burkina

Faso—Niger tri-border and the Mali-Mauritania border. As clashes escalate, civilians face reprisal attacks, while foreign workers are
increasingly targeted in kidnap-for-ransom operations. Weak state presence, reduced regional cooperation, and ongoing human rights
abuses have created a vacuum that is increasingly exploited by insurgent groups across borders.

Recent events and developments

On April 2, fighters from Islamic State Sahel Province (ISSP),
attacked a position held by Jama’a Nusrat ul-Islam wa al-
Muslimin (JNIM) in the Tillabéri region of Niger, killing 35. The
hostilities represent the first direct confrontation between the
groups on Nigerien territory, indicating an expansion of inter-
jihadist conflict. The clash followed a JNIM attack on a village in
early April in Tillabéri, Western Niger. The events are occurring
amid weak security cooperation between Nigeria and Niger,
creating a security gap that JNIM is exploiting through vantage
points and rear bases in southern Niger and Northwest Nigeria.
Across the Sahel, border regions continue to present a
heightened area of threat. By March 31, instability in Mali has
resulted in 13,000 civilians fleeing into neighbouring Mauritania
in recent months. JNIM has been involved in fighting with the
Malian Armed Forces (FAMs) and the Russian Africa Corps,
formerly Wagner Group. In late March, Malian soldiers crossed
the border into Mauritania’s Hodeh el-Gharbi region, arresting
and killing five civilians near the township of Yélimané. In early
March, at least 11 people, including three Russian Africa Crops
mercenaries, were killed in a JNIM ambush near the city of
Nampala near Mali’s border with Mauritania. The attack came in
response to the March 6 deaths of seven Malian ethnic Fulani
civilians killed by the FAM and Russian mercenaries as they were
driving from Fassala, Mauritania, to a weekly fair in Tenenkou,
Mali. JNIM has sought to present themselves as protectors of the
Fulani ethnic community across the Sahel, however the
community have also been victims of their attacks. Across Mali
and Niger in particular, JNIM have increasingly financed their
conflicts through kidnapping and extortion. Workers in the
mining sector were targeted most at 30% of total kidnappings,
with 13% in transport, 8% in humanitarian roles and an equal 7%
in both cement and energy industries. Ransoms account for up to
40% of JNIM’s revenue, with Mali’s gold-rich southwestern
regions of Kayes, Skiasso, and Koulikoro most heavily affected. As
insurgent groups continue to expand the scope of violent activity,
the instances targeting non-combatants have also risen.

Impact assessment

The increasing frequency of conflict between insurgent group
and state-backed forces reveals a deterioration in the security
environment across the Sahel. Border regions are often areas of
low state control and offer escape routes and smuggling
opportunities for illegal activities as insurgents finance ongoing
operations. Splintering of jihadist groups into Islamic State
affiliated organisations and al-Qaeda affiliated groups such as
JNIM have increased competition for resources. While Chinese
foreign workers have been predominantly targeted, representing
40% of all kidnappings in 2025, the threat to Western-affiliated
organisations remains high. The Central Sahel, specifically the
border areas linking Mali, Burkina Faso and Niger, as well as
Mauritania, are particularly experiencing a deterioration in
stability as JNIM and insurgent groups expand attacks. Specific
high-risk routes include between Téra and Bankilaré in Niger, Dori
and Téra across Burkina Faso and Niger, and between Mopti and
Gao in Mali. Greater jihadist presence poses increased threat of
extortion, abductions and retaliatory violence, as well as
improvised explosive devices (IEDs) on roads. Intensified military
operations in response has heightened instances of extrajudicial
killings, arbitrary arrests and enforced disappearances, where
groups have been targeted along ethnic grounds. These events
produce rapidly changing frontlines and areas of control, with
illegal checkpoints along highways posing increased risk to
commuters. Highways frequently used by military convoys also
pose greater threat of attacks and are often subject to road
closures due to blockades. This has increased the unpredictability
of threats, where risks escalate without warning. Changes in
factional control also facilitate differing governance structures,
including taxation, movement restrictions and in the case of
insurgent control, imposition of Sharia law. As these groups
expand their operations, necessity for revenue increases are
likely to foster additional violence. Russian and Chinese influence
replaces Western political influence, it is likely that humanitarian
protections will decrease and repressive force will continue to
affect civilians and workers in the region.

Advice from Forth Global

Use air travel where possible when transiting border regions, particularly across the Mali — Burkina Faso — Niger tri-border
and the Mali — Mauritania border.
Avoid proximity to military compounds or convoys as they are frequent targets of attack and often retaliate indiscriminately.

Maintain strict neutrality messaging in all engagements and avoid formal affiliation with factions.
Reduce visibility and perceived affiliation to foreign organisations, particularly for local staff who are most commonly
targeted. Plan all overland travel in advance, remain informed through local and state radio and allow time for delays.

Customized advice
Please contact us for specific advice:

+31 (0) 35 543 04 37
christiaan@forthglobal.com

We provide a wide range of services to prepare your
organization and employees for situations like these.
More information on our website: www.forthglobal.com



