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Security situation. Focus on Mopti, Koulikoro 
and Sikasso regions 

Preliminary remarks 

These notes are based on an online presentation held by the SEM for the Commissione Na-
zionale per il Diritto di Asilo, on 17 April 2021. The second part of the presentation deals with 
slavery among the Soninké and the related notes are in a separate document (Speaking
Notes Mali 2/2).  

Introduction 

Before concentrating on the three regions I was asked to focus on, I would like to recall briefly 
how the conflict started and how it has developed.

Major phases of the armed conflict that started in 2012 

The current conflict started in 2012, as a Tuareg rebellion. There is a feeling of marginalisation 
among the Tuareg minority, who had already launched at least three rebellions before. In 2012, 
the insurgents could benefit from an inflow of fighters formerly employed in the Libyan armed 
forces and who returned to Northern Mali with some weapons, after the overthrown of Muham-
mar Kadhafi. At that time, some jihadist cells dotted Northern Mali. Some Al Qaeda leaders 
had been chased from Algeria, then they entered Mali and were able to recruit there, creating 
jihadist cells that were practising kidnapping for ransom. For example, the Kidal region was 
known as a stronghold of both Jihadists of Al Qaeda au Maghreb islamique (AQIM) and Tuareg 
rebels of the Mouvement national pour la libération de l’Azawad (MNLA). MNLA started attack-
ing the Malian army in January 2012, and within the next months took over the major towns of 
the north. In these battles, many Malian soldiers fled, and MNLA apparently operated jointly 
with jihadist fighters. 1 

Afterwards, those jihadists succeeded in chasing the Tuareg rebels from at least Timbuktu and 
Gao by June, and occupied these towns until January 2013, when the French army started her 

1 Stephen A. Harmon, Terror and insurgency in the Sahara-Sahel region. Corruption, contraband, jihad and the 
Mali war of 2012-2013, New York, Routledge, 2016, pp. 173-206. 
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intervention.2 As a result, the jihadists withdrew to rural areas, from where they have launched 
attacks until today.3 

In 2015, a peace agreement was signed in Algier. Main signatories were the Malian govern-
ment, Tuareg rebel militias members of the Coordination des mouvements de l’Azawad (CMA), 
and other militias members of a coalition called Plateforme, known to be loyal to the govern-
ment of Mali. This agreement was generally criticised for reflecting the interests of the media-
tors, who prioritised the restauration of order and stability and did not consider the aspirations 
for change. Beyond the ceasefire, the agreement foresaw some common crisis recovery 
measures, like the creation of a commission for truth and reconciliation, as well as a mecha-
nism of demobilisation, disarmament and reintegration of fighters. 4  

Six years later, the Algier agreement of 2015 has not been properly applied. For example, it 
was observed that many people joined armed groups after the agreement; with the sole inten-
tion of being enrolled in the national army or getting any kind of job. The numbers of combat-
ants were therefore suddenly inflated and created difficulties for the commission in charge of 
reintegration. For militia leaders, this same process foresaw positions in the civil service and 
decision bodies, then several armed groups split, mostly along ethnic lines. Most of these 
armed groups created after the Algier agreement and claiming participation in the peace pro-
cess, gathered in the Coordination des mouvements de l’entente (CME).5 In the meanwhile, 
state authorities could not increase their presence in the north as much as expected. The most 
blatant example is the Kidal region that until today practically remains under control of former 
Tuareg rebels.6  

Current actors, victims and tendencies 

Some Tuareg and Arab militias who signed the Algier agreement and others who want to be 
part of the peace process clashed several times in the course of 2019 in the regions of Gao 
and Timbuktu, leaving about 30 fighters and 6 civilians dead. Since then, however, the main 
actors of the conflict have been jihadist groups, ethnic militias, as well as national and foreign 
armies.7  

Concerning jihadist groups, none of them was invited to Algier for any peace process. They 
actually got stronger and attacked more frequently. Scores of their fighters and several leaders 
were killed, mostly by the French army, but jihadist groups were generally able to relocate and 
resume recruitment. Hence, the armed conflict gradually developed around two epicentres. 
One epicentre is the Liptako area, south of Gao, where Mali shares borders with Burkina Faso 
and Niger. It has become a stronghold of the Islamic State in the Great Sahara (ISGS). 8 

Many attacks of this group target civilians, as well as the other main jihadist group of the Sahel, 
that is the Groupe de soutien à l’islam et aux musulmans (GSIM, JNIM), which is affiliated to 

                                                
2  Stephen A. Harmon, Terror and insurgency in the Sahara-Sahel region. Corruption, contraband, jihad and the 

Mali war of 2012-2013, New York, Routledge, 2016, pp. 173-206. 
3  International Crisis Group, Bruxelles. Forced out of Towns in the Sahel, Africa’s Jihadists Go Rural, 

11.01.2017. www.crisisgroup.org/africa/west-africa/mali/forced-out-towns-sahel-africas-jihadists-go-rural 
(21.04.2021). 

4  International Crisis Group, Bruxelles. Mali : la paix à marche forcée ?, 22.05.2015. www.crisis-
group.org/fr/africa/west-africa/mali/mali-imposed-peace (21.04.2021). 

5  SEM, Berne. Note Mali. Situation sécuritaire, 08.11.2018. www.sem.admin.ch/dam/sem/fr/data/internatio-
nales/herkunftslaender/afrika/mli/MLI-sicherheitslage-2018-f.pdf.download.pdf/MLI-sicherheitslage-2018-f.pdf 
(21.04.2021). 

6  Falaye Keïta. Mali : Kidal, un Etat dans un Etat !, 11.02.2021. https://maliactu.net/mali-mali-kidal-un-etat-dans-
un-etat/ (21.04.2021). / Le Monde, Paris. Paul Lorgerie. Mali : à Kidal, la paix en suspens, 12.02.2021. 
www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2021/02/12/mali-a-kidal-la-paix-en-suspens_6069764_3212.html (21.04.2021). 

7  ACLED, Maddison. https://acleddata.com/data-export-tool/ (11.05.2021) 
8  Jeune Afrique, Paris. Marie Toulemonde. [Infographie] Niger, Mali, Burkina : la stratégie de Barkhane a-t-elle 

atteint ses limites ?, 25.03.2021. www.jeuneafrique.com/1143167/politique/infographie-niger-mali-burkina-la-
strategie-de-barkhane-a-t-elle-atteint-ses-limites/ (20.04.2021). 

https://acleddata.com/data-export-tool/
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Al Qaeda. Previously, these two jihadist conglomerates were known to cohabit or even collab-
orate, but since 2020, the situation has changed and they are now regularly fighting for influ-
ence.9 

A map representing the attacks in February 2021 clearly shows that the other epicenter of the 
conflict is the Mopti region, and that it spills over in the Ségou region. There are clashes be-
tween armed groups, with the regular armed forces, as well as attacks against civilians. The 
attackers were mainly jihadists, but other types of militias were also frequently involved.10 

If we now look at fatalities, as the blue colour shows on figure 2 (p. 6), it confirms that civilians 
are considerably affected; indeed, civilians accounted for 36% of all fatalities on the 27 last 
months. It also shows that the global security situation is not getting better yet, and the peak 
of violence in 2020 made that year the most murderous one since 2012.11 

In terms of displacements, the deterioration is even more striking: as the number of internally 
displaced persons (IDPs) was for long around 50,000, it suddenly doubled in 2018, then dou-
bled again in 2020, and now exceeds 300,000.12 

Mopti region 

In the Mopti region, the most prominent jihadist leader is Ahmadou Koufa, whose armed group 
is called Katiba Macina by the analysts and “those of the Tabligh” locally. Tabligh is the Muslim 
movement to which Ahmadou Koufa was known to belong before he took up arms. Katiba 
Macina is affiliated to the GSIM, that is the rival of ISGS which is based in the Liptako area. In 
its zone of influence, Katiba Macina notably abolished some taxes that Fulani herders had to 
pay to land owners and that they perceived as abusive. Ahmadou Koufa could also gather 
popularity by being vocal against forest guards, also commonly perceived by villagers as abu-
sive and accused of extortion.13 

As most jihadists in the Sahel, Katiba Macina fighters mostly operate by motorcycles and are 
armed with automatic rifles. As a recent example of operation, we can mention Farabougou, a 
village in the Ségou region. There, jihadists succeeded in maintaining a blockade from at least 
October 2020 until March 2021. The Malian army had taken position around the village and 
was able to meet some local officials, but it did not attack. At last, tensions eased through 
mediation, and a peace agreement concluded between, on one side, a hunters’ militia and 
village officials, and Katiba Macina on the other side. Indeed, religious ideology might not have 
been the main motive for the blockade, while tensions between communities of pastoralists 
and hunters were already present.14 

                                                
9  ISPI, Milan. Héni Nsaiba. The Conflict Between Al-Qaeda and the Islamic State in the Sahel, A Year On, 

03.03.2021. www.ispionline.it/en/pubblicazione/conflict-between-al-qaeda-and-islamic-state-sahel-year-29305 
(11.05.2021). 

10  Jules Duhamel, Security incidents in Mali, February 2021. https://julesduhamel.files.word-
press.com/2021/03/report_mali_february2021.pdf (20.04.2021). 

11  ACLED, Maddison. Héni Nsaiba. Mali: Any End to the Storm?, 17.12.2020. 
https://acleddata.com/2020/12/17/mali-any-end-to-the-storm/ (24.04.2021). 

12  UNHCR, Geneva. Operational Portal. https://data2.unhcr.org/en/country/mli (11.05.2021). 
13  Tor A. Benjaminsen, Boubacar Ba, « Why do pastoralists in Mali join jihadist groups? A political ecological ex-

planation », The Journal of Peasant Studies, 46 (1), 2019. https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2018.1474457 
(11.05.2021). / Modibo G. Cisse, « Hamadoun Koufa, fer de lance du radicalisme dans le Mali central », Mir-
jam de Bruijn (dir.), Biographies de la radicalisation. Des messages cachés du changement social, Bamenda, 
Langaa, 2018, pp. 181-202. 

14  RFI, Paris. Mali: le calvaire des villageois de Farabougou sous le joug des jihadistes, 10.12.2020. 
www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20201012-mali-le-calvaire-villageois-farabougou-sous-le-joug-jihadistes (24.04.2021). / 
Libération, Paris. Justine Daniel. L’armée malienne arrive à Farabougou, village assiégé par des jihadistes, 
23.10.2020. www.liberation.fr/planete/2020/10/23/l-armee-malienne-arrive-a-farabougou-village-assiege-par-
des-jihadistes_1803257/ (24.04.2021). / RFI, Paris. Mali: l’armée reste à Farabougou mais le cessez-le-feu 
est maintenu pour les populations, 16.04.2021. www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20210416-mali-l-arm%C3%A9e-reste-
%C3%A0-farabougou-mais-le-cessez-le-feu-est-maintenu-pour-les-populations (24.04.2021). 

https://julesduhamel.files.wordpress.com/2021/03/report_mali_february2021.pdf
https://julesduhamel.files.wordpress.com/2021/03/report_mali_february2021.pdf
https://julesduhamel.files.wordpress.com/2021/03/report_mali_february2021.pdf
https://data2.unhcr.org/en/country/mli
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Ahmadou Koufa drew support from Fulani herders and in general, Fulani tend to be associated 
with jihadists, or accused of supporting them.15 Such bias has been worsening conflicts for 
access to resources, mostly between Fulani herders, Dogon hunters and Bambara cultivators. 
Self-defence militias of these ethnic groups regularly attacked villages of other communities; 
typically, Dogon militias attack Fulani villages and vice-versa.16 The worst attack to date took 
place in March 2019, in the Fulani village of Ogossagou, where at least 130 residents were 
killed overnight.17 

As we saw, civilians are also killed. Aside of jihadist groups and ethnic militias, regular military 
forces also committed a large number of extrajudicial killings of civilians. Focusing on the Mopti 
region since 2019, we see that ethnic militias were the most murderous, and also that jihadists 
killed much less than regular military forces (figure 3, p. 6). A human rights organization gath-
ered testimonies and documented in details 34 cases of civilians killed by soldiers in the Mopti 
region between October 2020 and March 2021. Some villagers reported that the Malian sol-
diers came since they noticed a presence of jihadists in the zone, but that instead of looking 
for them in the bush, where they were actually hiding, the soldiers entered the village, arrested 
people and killed some of them. Indeed, several testimonies reported that security forces do 
not distinguish between fighters and civilians.18 

Koulikoro and Bamako regions 

In the Koulikoro region, jihadists of the GSIM carried out some attacks, mostly against military 
camps and convoys in Guire; one took place in April 2019, and another one in September 
2020, during each, about ten Malian soldiers were killed. Few other attacks in Koulikoro were 
attributed to “presumed jihadists”, but they did not target civilians and most of them did not 
claim lives.19 

In spite of this, media reported nine beheadings of civilians in the town of Fana between 2018 
and 2020. Investigations were opened, but could not identify any particular suspect. The vic-
tims had different profiles, although all of them were living in a suburb considered as poor.20 

Concerning Bamako, protests have taken place every month and most of them remain peace-
ful, even though in July 2020, crowds demanding the government of Ibrahim Boubacar Keita 
to step down grew bigger than usual, some buildings were vandalised, police shot and killed 
more than ten demonstrators. 21 Shortly thereafter, in August 2020, a bloodless military coup 
d’Etat took place; the military junta that was behind it took the top positions at the government, 
although it appointed some leaders of the civil society and civilian politicians, and announced 
elections for 2022.22 

                                                
15  Jeune Afrique, Paris. Benjamin Roger, Aïssatou Diallo. Peuls. Le grand malentendu, 06.07.2020. www.jeu-

neafrique.com/mag/1007217/politique/sahel-peuls-le-grand-malentendu/ (08.09.2020). 
16  Jeune Afrique, Paris. Marc-Antoine Pérouse de Montclos. [Tribune] Au Mali, un jihadisme transethnique, 

02.01.2020. www.jeuneafrique.com/mag/871283/societe/tribune-au-mali-un-jihadisme-transethnique/ 
(03.02.2020). / Human Rights Watch, London. Human Rights Watch. “How Much More Blood Must Be 
Spilled?”. Atrocities against civilians in central Mali, 2019, January 2020. www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/re-
port_pdf/mali0220_web.pdf (05.03.2020). 

17  Jeune Afrique, Paris. Massacre de plus de 130 civils peuls à Ogossagou : le Mali sous le choc, 24.03.2019. 
www.jeuneafrique.com/753518/politique/massacre-de-civils-peuls-a-ogossagou-le-mali-sous-le-choc/ 
(11.05.2021). 

18  Human Rights Watch, New York. Mali: Killings, ‘Disappearances’ in Military Operations, 20.04.2021. 
www.hrw.org/news/2021/04/20/mali-killings-disappearances-military-operations (25.04.2021). 

19  ACLED, Maddison. https://acleddata.com/data-export-tool/ (11.05.2021) 
20  RTBF, Bruxelles. AFP. Mali: une neuvième décapitation mystérieuse dans la ville de Fana, 05.11.2020. 

www.rtbf.be/info/monde/detail_mali-une-neuvieme-decapitation-mysterieuse-dans-la-ville-de-
fana?id=10625811 (22.04.2021). 

21  ACLED, Maddison. https://acleddata.com/data-export-tool/ (11.05.2021) 
22  Jeune Afrique, Paris. Aïssatou Diallo. Au cœur de la junte au pouvoir au Mali, 05.09.2020. www.jeu-

neafrique.com/1039969/politique/au-coeur-du-dispositif-de-la-junte-au-pouvoir-au-mali (07.09.2020). / Jeune 
Afrique, Paris. Aïssatou Diallo. Mali : qui sont les membres du Conseil national de transition ?, 12.04.2020. 
www.jeuneafrique.com/1085990/politique/mali-qui-sont-les-membres-du-conseil-national-de-transition/ 
(11.05.2021). / ACLED, Maddison. Héni Nsaiba. Mali: Any End to the Storm?, 17.12.2020. 
https://acleddata.com/2020/12/17/mali-any-end-to-the-storm/ (24.04.2021). / RFI, Paris. Mali: des élections 

https://acleddata.com/data-export-tool/
https://acleddata.com/data-export-tool/
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Sikasso region 

In the Sikasso region, similarly as in Koulikoro, jihadists of the GSIM carried out sporadic at-
tacks. All of them were in the Yorosso circle, close to the border with Burkina Faso. For exam-
ple in 2020, presumed jihadists abducted and killed two forest guards, and also killed the 
brother of a village’s chief. In September of that same year, GSIM was also suspected to have 
planted an explosive device, which killed six civilians. 23 Some analysts argue that jihadist 
groups may try to set foot in border areas, even far from their areas of influence, in order to 
penetrate other countries.24 Indeed, jihadists attacked in Côte d’Ivoire in 2015, and once again 
in 2020.25 

Kayes region 

On its side, the Kayes region was not spared sporadic attacks by presumed jihadists targeting 
security forces, but what concerns analysts and some politicians more was the unrest in sev-
eral villages caused by social inequalities. Because in the rest of the Sahel, social inequalities 
are known to be among the strongest drivers of enrolment in jihadist groups.26 In spite of this, 
at the moment, there is no evidence that jihadists are setting foot in Kayes, and this region will 
be at the center of the second part of the presentation. 

Conclusion 

We could emphasize that in terms of security, two parts of Mali should be distinguished. In the 
northern and the central regions (Timbuktu, Gao, Kidal, Mopti, Ségou), armed groups are pre-
sent, influent, occupy some areas, and their frequent attacks displaced many people. In the 
southern regions (Koulikoro, Bamako, Sikasso, Kayes), the situation is quite different; even 
though it was not spared attacks, there is no evidence that everyday life has been significantly 
impacted by the conflict. In Bamako, furthermore, social and economic activities do not seem 
to be affected like in the north and center of the country. 

  

                                                
présidentielle et législatives prévues pour février 2022, 16.04.2021. www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20210416-mali-des-
élections-présidentielle-et-législatives-prévues-pour-février-2022 (11.05.2021). 

23  ACLED, Maddison. https://acleddata.com/data-export-tool/ (11.05.2021) 
24  Héni Nsaiba. Insecurity in Southwestern Burkina Faso in the context of an expanding insurgency, 17.01.2019. 

https://acleddata.com/2019/01/17/insecurity-in-southwestern-burkina-faso-in-the-context-of-an-expanding-in-
surgency/ (11.05.2021). 

25  RFI, Paris. Côte d’Ivoire: une attaque attribuée à des jihadistes vise des militaires dans le Nord, 11.06.2020. 
www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20200611-c%C3%B4te-divoire-une-attaque-attribu%C3%A9e-%C3%A0-jihadistes-vise-
militaires-le-nord (11.05.2021). 

26  Renouveau TV, Bamako. Maliki Diallo. Esclavage dans la région de Kayes - Mali : une bombe à retardement, 
16.10.2019, 30'45-33'. www.youtube.com/watch?v=KMAiwL1ELHU (07.04.2021). 

https://acleddata.com/data-export-tool/
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2019 2020 2021  

(January-March) 

Total 

Mopti 1,271 1,582 348 3,201 

Gao 383 676 191 1,250 

Segou 82 253 25 360 

Tombouctou 68 251 35 354 

Kidal 31 13 47 91 

Koulikoro 25 17 2 44 

Bamako 5 25 2 32 

Sikasso 9 17 3 29 

Kayes 1 15 5 21 

Total 1,875 2,849 658 5,382 

Figure 1. Fatalities, by regions. Source: ACLED, Maddison. 

Figure 2. Number of fatalities in Mali, civilians or armed. Civilians represent 36% of all fatalities on 

this period. Source: ACLED, Maddison. 

Figure 3. Number of civilians killed in the Mopti region between January 2019 and March 2021, by 
actors. Source: ACLED, Maddison. 
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