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Recent political developments in West Africa signal a transformative
period for the subregion, particularly following the establishment of the
"Alliance of Sahel States" (AES) by Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso. This
move represents a departure from the Economic Community of West
African States (ECOWAS), fueled by anti-French sentiment, a push for
sovereignty, and a reshuffling of geopolitical allies. The region has
experienced a series of coups, reflecting political instability and
insecurity, particularly in Niger, Mali, Guinea, Gabon, and Burkina Faso.
This instability poses significant risks for foreign mining companies, as
military juntas increasingly prioritize national interests and demand
greater stakes in mining projects. The dissolution of ECOWAS and the
formation of AES underline the shifting dynamics, with countries like
Niger, Mali, and Burkina Faso aligning with new global partners such as
Russia, Turkey, and lIran. This political volatility underscores the
importance of comprehensive risk assessments and community
engagement for foreign investors. The intricate relationship between
political stability and resource control highlights the need for mining
companies to adapt to the evolving landscape, where nationalistic
policies and security concerns are paramount.
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The West African bloc is no more. In February, Guinea’s military junta, which took power in 2021,
dissolved the government. Earlier in July, junta leaders of Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso signed the
"Alliance of Sahel States” (AES), effectively turning their backs on the Economic Community of West
African States (ECOWAS). That exit was mostly driven by the growing anti-French sentiment in the
above countries, with Niger's General Abdourahamane Tiani calling the new bloc a “community far
removed from the stranglehold of foreign powers" and instead turned towards their “sincere
partners”, Russia, Turkey, and Iran. The trio of strongmen - leading 72 million Sahelians - have made
sovereignty a guiding principle of their governance. Overall, the sustained wave of coups in West
Africa in recent years contributes to a growing risk of resource nationalism for foreign mining
companies.

Coup d'états are symptomatic of political fragility. The geopolitical term “"Coup Belt” recently
emerged to describe West Africa, a region that has seen six successful coups and two attempted ones
since 2020. While each successful coup in Niger, Mali, Guinea, Gabon, and Burkina Faso has their
anatomy, they share several common factors: military juntas denounced the chronic insecurity, the
social and economic situation of the country, the lack of government support to the military (in the
fight against jihadists notably), hostility towards the former colonial power, and a frauded political
power.

This shift from regional cooperation to nationalist-driven alignment is a timely reminder that political
factors remain the leading risk when investing in resource-rich West Africa (in 2022, Mali and Burkina
Faso accounted for over 4% of global gold production, Gabon to 23% of global manganese
production, Niger produced 4.1% of the world's uranium, while Guinea accounted for 22.6% of the
world's bauxite). With juntas demanding more from operators after taking power; the mining industry
is at the heart of such political shifts. In 2021, Guinea’'s military junta halted the progress of the
Simandou iron ore project to determine how the mine would preserve Guinea's national interests,
before allowing operations to resume after ensuring a solid stake in the project. Eramet suspended
its manganese operation in Gabon for several days following the 2023 coup. More recently, such
nationalistic concerns were highlighted by Mali's Assimi Goita's “making gold shine for Malians”
approach.

Measuring political risk is an exercise that demands qualitative and quantitative measures, but
ultimately boils down to a country’s political stability. The “Stability of democratic institutions index”
(widely regarded as the leading index to measure political stability) awarded Gabon, Mali, Niger, and
Burkina Faso a "Poor” stability score, and a "Flawed” one to Guinea. Through comprehensive risk
assessments, and engagement with communities and authorities, foreign operators and investors
alike ought to incorporate the political risk factor from the onset of their investment strategy in West
Africa.



The access to resources - whether natural, human, or financial - continues to be a main driver behind
coups. In Niger, Mali, and Burkina Faso, coups were led by military officials that had been fighting
jihadism for years. Against jihadists from Al-Qaeda or Islamic State’s regional factions, whose
presence in the Sahel has grown in the past decade, particularly in Mali, Niger, Burkina Faso, and even
attacks recorded in Cote d'lvoire or Togo, armies have been left poorly funded, under-resourced, and
lacking proper combat readiness. They felt that France's military presence did not contribute enough
to protecting local populations, but more to the former colonial power’s grip over the countries’
resources. Another grievance was not letting the army punish those they thought were accomplices
of the jihadists. In 2022, following requests from local authorities, France withdrew its Barkhane
military force in Mali (with the junta reportedly tapping Wagner for security efforts in exchange for
access to minerals). In 2023, the last French soldiers left Niger and Burkina Faso. This year, the last US
forces were booted out of Niger.

How political factions approach security is key to investors and mining operators. In February, three
B2Gold employees were killed in an attack on their convoy between Bamako and the Fekola Mine.
The company said activities at the Fekola Mine were not impacted by the attack. Artisanal mines in
north-central Burkina Faso have long been pillaged by jihadists, using gold as a key source of revenue.
A Reuters analysis showed that: “Nearly half of the possible mining sites identified by the government
are within 25 km of documented jihadist activities, such as clashes with security forces, abductions
and roadside bombing.”

Recent events have shown that it is no longer possible to separate political risk from capital allocation.
In Niger, not only has government support for major mining ventures dwindled since 2023, it waned.
Since May, French giant Orano lost its license at its Imouraren uranium mine, and GoviEx Uranium
saw its license revoked at the Madaouela project. Orano and GoviEx's operations were thus halted in
the country, with severe financial repercussions for the firms (Orano shared that its Niger subsidiary
was in “great financial difficulty”, while GoviEx's shares dropped 41% to a 52-week low of C$0.50 on
the day it announced its license withdrawal). While revoking Orano’s license could have been
interpreted as part of broader anti-French policies, the political decision to withdraw a Canadian
exploration’s mining rights shows that the government’s strategy goes beyond targeting former
colonial powers; therefore, extending the risk to all foreign actors. Further reinforcing this approach,
recent signs have shown that Niger's military junta would be open to Western operators with Chinese
and Russian ones, with Rosatom notably entering the scene to take over Orano's assets. Importantly,
demanding more from foreign miners is an opportunity for junta leaders to reinforce their domestic
legitimacy.

Following that political stance of “reappropriation” of resources, juntas are increasingly likely to use
their newly forged alliances to put pressure on foreign operators. In September, the Burkina Faso
government withdrew Sarama Resources’ right to the Tankoro 2 gold exploration permit; in April,
several reports emerged detailing that Mali's military regime may be planning to seize control of
Barrick Gold's Loulo-Gounkoto complex. While this is unlikely to materialize (such an action against
the biggest miner in the region would indefinitely deter any type of foreign investment in the mining
space), this further emphasizes that the frontier between the military, the political, and the industrial
realms is becoming blurrier, with juntas not hesitating to overrule past provisions in mining codes and
regional treaties for present and future gains, to the detriment of the rule of law, and at times foreign
mining firms. Beyond backtracking on already granted permits, Burkina Faso and Mali also took the
political route of increasing royalty stakes in gold-producing assets in the country. In October 2023,
the military government announced it would increase the minimum royalty rate for spot prices above
$1,500 an ounce to 6% from 5%. In Mali, a new Mining Code was proposed in 2023 that could see
the state and local businesses claim up to 35% of any new project.



While coups do not imply the infinite disruption of a foreign mining activity, they at least temporarily
affect business operations. And while they do not imply an anti-mining stance, they do lead to new
power entities “cherry-picking” investors more selectively, or muscling out operators (through
contract renewal, permitting obstacles, or site takeovers) often in alignment with their own political
and security interests. The next few months will likely be punctuated by political crises and decisions
guaranteeing, if not the takeover, at least an increase in state control over mining activities. Regionally,
tensions among AES and ECOWAS states are at their highest point, with Burkina Faso's leader,
lbrahim Traoré, accusing on 11 July its Ivorian and Beninese neighbors of trying to destabilize the
country, claiming that Abidjan was hosting "a center of operations to destabilize" Burkina Faso.

The investment and mining world, which has traditionally relied on mathematicians to create trading
strategies, is now increasingly turning to political analysts to mitigate a world where geopolitics matter
more than ever. In that sense, there are several strategies that mining companies and investors can
adopt to mitigate political risks throughout the subregion.

Comprehensive Risk Assessment: Conducting thorough due diligence and risk assessments is crucial
before entering the West African mining market. Companies should analyze the political, regulatory,
and security environment of the target country, including the history of government changes,
regulatory practices, and the presence of insurgent groups.

Engagement with Local Communities: Building strong relationships with local communities can help
mitigate risks. Companies should engage in transparent and ongoing dialogue with stakeholders,
including communities, NGOs, and civil society.

Comprehensive government relations management (national and local): Ensuring the building of
alliances with stakeholders across the political spectrum and demonstrating a dedication to territorial
development around the mining site. These alliances with local, regional, and national political actors
together with a proven track record of commitment to diversified economic development and value
creation in the area of influence of the mine can serve as powerful protection against license
revocation and/or expropriation.

Adherence to Best Practices and Standards: Following best practices, such as those outlined by the
Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI), the World Gold Council (WGC), and the
International Council on Mining and Metals (ICMM), enhances the credibility of mining companies.

In West Africa, an investment destination with different political, economic, and security traits, the
highest markers of political instability are coups. Although these are driven by domestic
circumstances, the ones seen in recent years all bore the marks of governance failures and ongoing
insecurity, two underlying factors that seem to persist in Niger, Mali, and Burkina Faso, thus sustaining
the high political risk in these countries. Despite these challenges, our extensive on-the-ground
experience in the subregion suggests that significant opportunities exist for investors and operators
who are committed to understanding political risk, and willing to invest in necessary political, security,
and governance efforts.

Political instability and security concerns will continue to overshadow mining investments in Niger,
Mali and Burkina Faso. All countries remain under military-led transitional governments that, in their
ambitions to put their nations’ interest “first”, will likely continue to increase their stake (and grip) in
foreigners’ activities. All three West African nations will also likely be intent to put their military faction
first, as the jihadist threat remains high.
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