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Foreword

CONFLICT NETWORKS IN NORTH AND WEST AFRICA @ OECD 2021

In 2020, the Sahel and West Africa Club (SWAC/
OECD) Secretariat published a landmark book 

in security studies, The Geography of Conflict 
in North and West Africa. Launched during the 
Munich Security Conference in February 2020, 
the study developed a new indicator to show the 
intensity and spatial distribution of political vio-
lence in three areas: Central Sahel, Lake Chad 
and Libya. 

By leveraging data on all politically violent 
events that have taken place in Africa since 1997, 
the indicator shows which areas have experi-
enced the highest rates of violence, how conflicts 
change geographically over time, and how mili-
tary interventions influence the diffusion of con-
flicts and their intensity. This work also shows 
that the reality of violence in North and West 
Africa — one which involves multiple actors and 

extremely volatile interactions – is insufficiently 
integrated within stabilisation strategies. 

This follow-up report, Conflict Networks in 
North and West Africa, aims to go further and 
provide a better understanding of this reality 
through an approach known as Dynamic Social 
Network Analysis (DSNA). Policymakers are –
and rightly so – more interested in the results of 
analyses rather than in the methodology itself. 
However, it remains crucial to draw their atten-
tion to the need for methodological innovation. 
Going beyond statistics, which are often weak if 
not absent in Africa, DSNA allows for the assess-
ment of the social capital of individuals or groups 
by observing their relationships with other actors 
in the network, and how this affects the formation 
of violence. 
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In the last decade, more than 100 000 people 
have been killed as a result of clashes between 
government forces, local militias, rebel groups 
and other violent extremist organisations. 
Furthermore, many conflicts have spilled over 
national borders, creating instability and insecu-
rity in multiple countries, also prompting a rise in 
the number of violent organisations. The plurality 
of the interests involved, the changing patterns 
of relationships between groups – shifting from 
alliances to rivalries – and the complex nature of 
local motivations constitute important barriers to 
sustainable peace. The best possible understand-
ing of these complex dynamics is needed to better 
adapt policy responses to each unique context. 

There is no universal solution; no one-size-
fits-all. For instance, in the central Sahel, the 
multiplicity of armed groups, and the instability 
of their relations, are much more marked than in 
the Lake Chad region. Nevertheless, it is possible 
to draw a number of lessons from the compara-
tive analysis of violent networks. This may help 
inform a more efficient design of stabilisation 
strategies, both in the military and development 
fields, tailored to the specific circumstances 
of each conflict zone. This is precisely why this 
report is an invaluable contribution, providing 
food for thought and evidence-based knowledge 
for action. 
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Olivier J. Walther, PhD, provided scien-
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analysis and drafting of the report. Dr Walther 
is an Assistant Professor in Geography 
at the University of Florida, an associate 
professor of political science at the University 
of Southern Denmark and a consultant for 
SWAC/OECD. His current research focuses 
on cross-border trade and transnational polit-
ical violence in West Africa. Dr Walther is the 
Africa Editor of the Journal of Borderlands 
Studies, a “chief” of the African Borderlands 
Research Network and on the advisory board 
of the African Governance and Space project. 

Over the last ten years, he has served as a lead 
investigator or partner on externally funded 
research projects from the OECD, the National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), 
the World Food Programme, the European 
Commission, the European Spatial Planning 
Observatory, the governments of Luxembourg 
and Denmark, and the Carlsberg Foundation.  
E-mail: owalther@ufl.eduowalther@ufl.edu

Steven M. Radil, PhD, is an Assistant 
Professor of Geosciences at the US Air Force 
Academy. Dr Radil is a political geographer and 
primarily researches the spatial dimensions of 
political violence in the international system, 
including civil war, insurgency and terrorism. 
In Africa, he has previously published on the 
diffusion of the internationalised civil war in 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo and on 
the territorial ambitions of Islamist-inspired 
insurgencies. He has methodological exper-
tise in spatial analysis, social network analysis, 
and geographic information science (GIS) 
and routinely uses these tools in his work.  
E-mail: steven.radil@afacademy.af.edusteven.radil@afacademy.af.edu 

Disclaimer. The views expressed are those of 
the author and do not reflect the official policy 
or position of the US Air Force, Department of 
Defense or the US Government.
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Alexander Thurston is Assistant Professor of 
Political Science at the University of Cincinnati. 
His research focuses on Islam and politics in 
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and Nigeria. He has held fellowships with the 
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and the American Council of Learned Societies. 
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