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Abstract 
This article examines France’s peacebuilding 

measures in West Africa, analyzing their historical 

foundations, key strategies, and outcomes. France’s 

efforts have included military interventions, 

economic assistance, and diplomatic engagement, 

aimed at stabilizing the region and fostering 

development. While these measures have yielded 

successes such as conflict stabilization and 

enhanced regional cooperation, they have also faced 

criticism for perpetuating neo-colonial dynamics, 

prioritizing military approaches, and fostering 

dependency. The analysis highlights the need for 

France to adopt a holistic, partnership-driven 

approach that addresses the structural causes of 

instability and promotes local ownership of 

peacebuilding initiatives. By recalibrating its 

strategy, France can contribute to a more equitable 

and sustainable peace in West Africa. 

  

Keywords: 
(Peacebuilding,WestAfrica,Militaryinterventions,Ne

o-colonial dynamics) 

 

I. Introduction 
West Africa has historically been a region 

of geopolitical significance, characterized by 

complex socio-political dynamics, economic 

challenges, and persistent security threats. In the 

post-colonial era, France has maintained a profound 

influence in the region, primarily through its 

military, economic, and political engagements. 

French peacebuilding measures in West Africa, 

though extensive, have been the subject of both 

commendation and criticism. This article aims to 

critically assess France’s peacebuilding strategies, 

highlighting their successes, limitations, and 

implications for the region’s future stability and 

development. 

 

Historical Context 
France’s relationship with West Africa is 

deeply rooted in its colonial past. The legacy of 

French colonial rule has shaped the region’s political 

and economic structures, fostering a dependency 

that continues to influence contemporary relations. 

The establishment of the CFA franc, military 

agreements, and cultural ties have reinforced 

France’s presence in its former colonies. This 

historical backdrop has set the stage for France’s 

modern peacebuilding interventions. 

 

Key French Peacebuilding Measures in West 

Africa 

France has played an influential role in West 

Africa’s peacebuilding efforts, often through 

military interventions, economic assistance, and 

diplomatic engagement. These initiatives are 

primarily aimed at maintaining regional stability, 

promoting development, and addressing security 

challenges. Below is a more detailed exploration of 

each of these measures. 

 

1. Military Interventions 

French military involvement in West Africa has been 

one of the most visible components of its 

peacebuilding efforts. While these interventions are 

often justified as efforts to stabilize the region, 

particularly in the wake of insurgencies, they have 

also sparked significant debate about their long-term 

effectiveness and impact on local sovereignty. 

 

a. Operation Serval (2013) 

Operation Serval was launched in response to the 

2012 Mali crisis, where Islamist militants had 

gained control of northern Mali. The operation 

aimed to halt the advance of these insurgents and 

recapture territory. France’s intervention was hailed 

for its rapid success, with French forces pushing 

back jihadist groups and restoring control to the 

Malian government. However, the operation’s focus 

was largely on short-term military objectives, which 

did not address the root causes of the conflict, 

including poverty, political instability, and weak 

governance structures in Mali. Critics argue that 

while Serval achieved immediate tactical success, it 

did not foster long-term peace and stability. 
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b. Operation Barkhane (2014) 

Building on the success of Operation Serval, France 

launched Operation Barkhane in 2014 as a broader 

counterterrorism initiative in the Sahel region. This 

operation sought to dismantle jihadist networks 

across the Sahel and prevent the spread of terrorism 

from Mali to neighboring countries like Burkina 

Faso, Niger, and Chad. With a focus on 

counterterrorism and military support for local 

governments, Barkhane involved approximately 

5,100 French troops deployed across the region. 

While France’s efforts in the Sahel have been 

effective in combating immediate threats, the 

persistence of extremist groups and instability raises 

concerns about the sustainability of these operations. 

The military interventions have been criticized for 

failing to address the deeper socio-economic and 

political issues fueling insurgencies, such as poor 

governance, ethnic tensions, and economic 

deprivation. Furthermore, these interventions have 

often resulted in civilian casualties and human rights 

abuses, damaging France’s reputation as a 

peacebuilder. 

 

2. Economic Assistance and Development Aid 

Beyond military interventions, France has invested 

heavily in economic aid and development projects in 

West Africa. These programs have focused on 

infrastructure development, healthcare, education, 

and promoting economic growth—efforts that are 

framed as addressing the root causes of instability, 

such as poverty and lack of opportunity. 

 

a. Agence Française de Développement (AFD) 

 

The Agence Française de Développement (AFD), 

France’s development agency, has been instrumental 

in financing projects across West Africa. The AFD’s 

objectives have included promoting regional 

economic growth, reducing poverty, and improving 

living conditions. Projects have ranged from 

building infrastructure—such as roads, bridges, and 

ports—to supporting education systems and 

providing healthcare services. For example, AFD 

has funded energy projects to improve electricity 

access and supported agricultural programs to boost 

food security. 

 

However, these development projects have faced 

criticism for often aligning more closely with 

French economic interests than the genuine needs of 

local populations. Critics argue that many of the 

development initiatives prioritize French firms and 

industries, benefiting them at the expense of local 

economies. Additionally, some of the projects have 

been seen as contributing to a dependency on 

French aid rather than empowering African nations 

to become self-sufficient. There is a growing 

demand for African-led development initiatives that 

better reflect local priorities and are not tied to 

external economic and political agendas. 

 

3. Diplomatic Engagement and Mediation 

 

France has also played a significant diplomatic role 

in West Africa, attempting to mediate conflicts and 

foster regional cooperation to address shared 

security concerns. This engagement has included 

both direct involvement in peace negotiations and 

support for regional initiatives aimed at addressing 

transnational threats like terrorism, organized crime, 

and trafficking. 

 

a. The Nouakchott Process 

France has been a key player in the Nouakchott 

Process, an African-led initiative aimed at 

promoting regional cooperation and addressing 

security issues in the Sahel. The process, which 

involves countries like Mauritania, Mali, and 

Algeria, seeks to develop a comprehensive strategy 

for tackling terrorism, violent extremism, and 

organized crime in the region. Through this 

initiative, France has encouraged collaborative 

efforts between West African nations to address 

transnational threats, facilitating dialogue and 

cooperation between governments and military 

forces. 

 

b. Mediation in Regional Conflicts 

France has also acted as a mediator in various 

regional conflicts, such as the civil war in Ivory 

Coast (2002-2007) and the Central African 

Republic’s ongoing instability. In Ivory Coast, 

French diplomacy helped broker the 2007 peace 

agreement between the government and rebels, 

facilitating the end of a civil war that had divided 

the country. In the Central African Republic, 

France’s role in peace negotiations, along with its 

military presence, helped to prevent the country 

from sliding into total collapse during periods of 

intense violence. France’s diplomatic initiatives in 

these instances underscore its desire to maintain 

influence and promote stability in its former 

colonies, though these efforts have not always been 

successful in achieving lasting peace. 

 

Achievements of French Peacebuilding Efforts 
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Despite the criticisms levied against its approach, 

France has had a number of notable successes in its 

peacebuilding efforts in West Africa. 

 

1. Stabilization of Conflict Zones 

French military operations have been credited with 

preventing the total collapse of states in the region. 

For instance, Operation Serval in Mali halted the 

advance of Islamist militants and stabilized the 

country, at least temporarily. Similarly, French 

involvement in the Central African Republic and 

Ivory Coast prevented these countries from 

descending into further chaos. 

 

2. Strengthened Regional Alliances 

France’s support for the G5 Sahel, a regional 

security alliance comprising Mali, Burkina Faso, 

Niger, Mauritania, and Chad, has helped to promote 

cooperation in addressing common security 

challenges. France’s military support, alongside its 

diplomatic efforts, has helped strengthen this 

regional framework, although its future viability 

remains uncertain as countries in the region 

increasingly express frustration with French 

involvement. 

 

3. Infrastructure Development 

French investments in infrastructure have 

significantly improved connectivity across West 

Africa, facilitating trade, economic integration, and 

mobility. For example,  

improved road networks, ports, and energy access 

have contributed to regional economic growth and 

helped to integrate isolated communities into 

broader national and regional economies. 

Criticisms and Challenges of French Peacebuilding 

Efforts 

Despite these achievements, French peacebuilding 

efforts in West Africa have faced significant 

criticisms, which highlight the complexities and 

challenges of their approach. 

 

1. Neo-Colonial Overtones 

One of the most prominent criticisms of French 

interventions in Africa is that they perpetuate a neo-

colonial relationship. Many African leaders, 

intellectuals, and activists argue that France’s 

military and economic involvement continues to 

undermine the sovereignty of West African states. 

The term "Françafrique" has come to symbolize this 

perceived exploitative and paternalistic relationship, 

wherein France’s involvement is seen as a means of 

maintaining political and economic control over its 

former colonies. This perception has fueled growing 

anti-French sentiments in the region. 

 

2. Security-First Approach 

France’s focus on military interventions to address 

security challenges has often overshadowed the 

need for comprehensive peacebuilding strategies. A 

"security-first" approach, while necessary in some 

contexts, fails to address the underlying political and 

socio-economic issues that fuel instability, such as 

corruption, inequality, and weak state institutions. 

Critics argue that France’s emphasis on military 

solutions has hindered efforts to build long-term, 

sustainable peace by neglecting necessary reforms 

in governance, education, and economic 

development. 

 

3. Dependency Syndrome 

The persistent reliance on French military support 

and development aid has created a "dependency 

syndrome" in many West African countries. This 

reliance undermines efforts to build self-sufficient 

governance structures and security mechanisms. 

Countries that continually depend on foreign 

interventions may struggle to develop robust, 

independent institutions capable of addressing their 

own security and development needs. 

 


