
SAHEL: A CALL TO ACTION
WORSENING VIOLENCE AND 
INSECURITY
Escalating armed violence is causing an 
unprecedented humanitarian emergency in the 
Sahel1. The impact on affected children, women 
and men is dramatic. Needs are rising fast as 
conflict and insecurity devastate hundreds of 
thousands more lives. 

Over the past six months, armed groups have 
intensified attacks in Burkina Faso and parts 
of Mali and Niger. Regions around the three 
countries’ borders are new hotspots of violence. 
In the first five months of 2019, more than 
1,200 civilians were directly targeted and killed. 
Exacerbated by conflict, tensions in communities 
with deep-rooted grievances are growing.

Operating in sparsely populated, impoverished 
regions with little Government presence, armed 
groups are roving across borders and expanding 

areas of influence. Neighbouring Côte d’Ivoire, 
Benin, Ghana and Togo are at risk. Attacks have 
already spilled over into Benin. 

In the Lake Chad Basin, the conflict continues 
unabated into its tenth year. More than 27,000 
people have been killed. Millions of civilians are 
grappling with extreme hardship and deprivation. 
Many have suffered violence and abuse and are 
deeply traumatised. Armed groups have recently 
intensified attacks against civilians, with a marked 
increase in murders, kidnappings and lootings, 
leading to renewed population displacements.

Conflict and its devastating humanitarian impact 
have plagued the Sahel for many years. The current 
levels, however, are unprecedented. Insecurity 
has never spread so fast. Women and children 
are bearing the brunt of the violence. Renewed, 
increased and concerted efforts are needed to curb 
the ongoing violence from spreading further in the 
Sahel, and beyond.
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MILLIONS FLEEING THEIR HOMES
The mounting violence has forced millions of people to flee. Around 4.2 
million2 people are currently displaced in the Sahel, up from 3.2 million 
a year ago. In Burkina Faso, Mali and western Niger, five times as many 
people are now displaced compared to last year. In the Lake Chad Basin, 
a new upsurge in violence has uprooted tens of thousands of people, 
driving forced displacement to new peaks in 2019.

The majority of the displaced are staying in communities who often 
are themselves deprived and extremely vulnerable. Hundreds of 
thousands are living in displacement sites and refugee camps, often for 

years, struggling to survive in dire conditions. Persistent attacks and insecurity make it 
extremely difficult for families to return home.

RISING HUMANITARIAN NEEDS 
The escalating violence is deepening the impact of chronic vulnerability and seasonal 
emergencies such as food insecurity, malnutrition and epidemics, and heightening 
protection risks. 

The maps and graph focus on Burkina 
Faso, Chad, Mali, Niger, and parts 
of Cameroon (Far North region) and 
Nigeria (Adamawa, Borno and Yobe 
states). Security incidents include 
battles, explosions/remote violence, 
riots, violence against civilians and 
strategic developments (looting/property 
destruction). 
 
Source: ACLED
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SECURITY SITUATION TREND

SECURITY INCIDENTS

276 school girls kidnapped 
in Chibok in Borno state
APR 2014

MAR 2012
Mali Government 
overthrown. Thousands 
of people displaced

UN mission 
deployed to Mali
JUL 2013

20 killed in Bamako 
hotel raid
NOV 2015

DEC 2014
Over 1 million people 
displaced in the four 
LCB countries

SEPT 2015
Burkina Faso president 
ousted in coup

Armed groups expand raids into 
Cameroon, Chad and Niger
FEB 2015

JAN 2016
Gunmen kill 30 in 
Ouagadougou hotel, 
restaurant attack

Timeline of key events (2012-2019) Central Sahel Lake Chad Basin
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22m
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assistance

Around 22 million people across the Sahel need humanitarian assistance 
in 2019. Communities still recovering from last year’s acute food and 
nutrition crisis are struggling to survive as conflict compounds their 
suffering. More than 7 million of them are facing food insecurity at 
crisis and emergency level as the June – August lean season progresses3. 
Acute malnutrition remains at alarming levels across the region. More 
than 5 million under 5 children face acute malnutrition, among whom 
1.5 million are suffering from the severe form. In the conflict-affected 
north-east Nigeria and Cameroon’s Far North region alone, more than 
400,000 children suffer from severe malnutrition. 

Insecurity is also severely disrupting basic social services. Armed groups have repeatedly 
directly targeted schools and teachers. In Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger, school closures 
due to violence have doubled over the last two years, with some 3,000 schools not 
functioning. More than 80 health centres are closed or can only provide minimum 
service leaving hundreds of thousands without adequate health care. In the Lake Chad 
region, education is at risk for more than 3.5 million children.
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Over 7 million people facing hunger, 
of whom 5.1 million in Nigeria
JAN 2017

NOV 2017
First G5 Sahel Joint 
Force operation in 
border areas

New peak in armed attacks, 2.7 
million people displaced 
FEB 2019

JUN 2016
2.4 million people displaced, 
a three-fold increase in less 
than two years

JUL 2017
Number of children used 
as “suicide bombers” rises 
four-fold over 2016

Three UN aid workers killed 
in attack in Rann, Nigeria
MAR 2018

MAY 2019 
The number of displaced 
people in Burkina has 
quadrupled in 6 months

18 killed in Ouagadougou 
café gun attack
AUG 2017

Timeline of key events (2012-2019)



RESPONSE
Aid organizations continue delivering emergency assistance to people 
affected by the Sahel crisis. Needs however, are often surpassing 
resources and recurrent budget shortfalls hamper adequate response. 
In 2019, humanitarian partners have sought US$2.4 billion to assist 
15 million people in Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Chad, Mali, Niger and 
Nigeria. As of June, only 22 per cent of the funds had been received. 

Humanitarian response alone, while saving and protecting lives, cannot 
address the root causes of Sahel’s worsening crises. To reverse chronically high needs, 
stronger efforts must tackle poverty, social exclusion, food insecurity, migration, 
urbanization, rapid population growth, climate change, violent extremism and conflict.  
Economic and development investments to improve basic services, especially education 
and health, must be reinforced and sustained. Government ownership of the response 
is crucial, and the international community must do all it can to lend its support to 
Governments and national leadership, where possible. 

In a region at the bottom of global development indices, with extremely high levels 
of vulnerability and risks, the future of millions of people is at stake. UN agencies are 
working with NGOs, communities in support of Governments, and other partners on 
common approaches, increasingly linking humanitarian and development action to 
address the causes of vulnerability. 

Only a coordinated approach will curb the trend of deteriorating insecurity and 

increasing needs, and lead to meaningful improvement in the lives of millions 

of people.

22%
funded as of 

June 2019

477

299

100

113.0

52.0

38.0

364

247

62

UNMETREQUIRED FUNDED

Nigeria

Niger

Mali

Chad

Cameroon

Burkina Faso

24%

17%

38%

22%

19%

28%

296 65.6 231

383 73.5 310

848 235.1 613

(in millions USD)

0

500

1,000

1,500

2,000

2,500

3,000

'2019'2018'2017'2016'2015'2014

Funding gap

Funded

Required

Funding

Source: Financial Tracking Service (FTS)

1 For figures and information in this document, unless otherwise stated, Sahel refers to Burkina Faso, Cameroon (Far North Region), Chad, Mali, Niger, Nigeria (Adamawa, Borno and Yobe states).  

2 Total displacement figure for Burkina Faso, Cameroon (Far North, North West and South West regions), Chad, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria (Adamawa, Borno and Yobe states), Senegal.

3 Burkina Faso, Cameroon (Far North Region), Chad, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria (Adamawa, Borno and Yobe states), Senegal.

This document is produced by OCHA on behalf of humanitarian partners. June 2019


