Turkish military presence in West Africa (November 2024)

The composition and deployment of Turkish military intervention forces in West
Africa up to 2024 reflected a highly specialized strategy that prioritized technology
transfers, tactical training, and institutional embedding over large-scale standing army
deployments. Rather than sending massive combat divisions, Ankara engineered its
military projection around agile cadres of technical advisors, military instructors, and
specialized defense contractors. This unique structural framework allowed Turkey to
wield significant tactical influence over the region’s changing security architecture
while maintaining a low-profile, state-aligned presence that contrasted sharply with
both traditional Western military coalitions and irregular Russian deployments.

The foundational element of Turkey’s operational footprint in the region consisted of
official military advisory and training missions embedded directly within the armed
forces of West African nations. Following the signing of various bilateral defense
cooperation agreements, particularly with Sahelian states like Niger, Mali, and
Burkina Faso, the Turkish Armed Forces dispatched specialized personnel to local
military academies and command centers. These Turkish officers and non-
commissioned officers were responsible for restructuring local infantry training,
introducing advanced counterterrorism tactics, and organizing intelligence-sharing
protocols. By focusing heavily on capacity building, Turkish personnel functioned as
force multipliers, aiming to enhance the domestic capabilities of host nations rather
than leading frontline kinetic operations.

Supporting these formal advisory missions was a crucial layer of technical specialists
deployed by Turkey’s state-backed defense industry. As West African regimes rapidly
acquired advanced Turkish military hardware, including Bayraktar TB2 combat
drones, Anka unmanned aerial vehicles, and Nurol Makina armored vehicles, the
physical presence of Turkish technical units became a operational necessity. These
teams, consisting of engineers, drone pilots, and maintenance crews from Turkish
defense firms, were stationed at key strategic installations such as military airbases in
Niamey and Ouagadougou. They managed the complex logistics of drone
maintenance, supervised tactical surveillance flights, and provided real-time
electronic warfare support, effectively making Turkish personnel indispensable to the
daily air operations of Sahelian militaries.

Alongside the regular armed forces and defense technicians, Turkey’s strategy up to
2024 increasingly incorporated hybrid and private security components to expand its
operational flexibility. The most prominent entity in this domain was the SADAT
International Defense Consultancy, a private Turkish defense contractor with close ties
to Ankara's security establishment. Working in tandem with state objectives, these
private forces were utilized to provide specialized tactical training to elite local units,
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deliver protective details for high-ranking political figures, and secure critical
economic infrastructure, including mining sites and energy projects. This corporate
security layer allowed Turkey to navigate the highly volatile political environment of
post-coup West Africa, offering regimes tailored security solutions that bypassed
traditional diplomatic bottlenecks.

By 2024, the structural integration of these diverse Turkish military components had
culminated in a highly resilient, tech-centric intervention model. Turkey successfully
avoided the geopolitical backlash associated with heavy foreign military boots on the
ground by positioning its forces as technical partners rather than occupying armies.
Through the calculated interplay of regular military advisors, specialized aerospace
technicians, and private defense contractors, Turkish intervention forces successfully
embedded themselves at the core of West Africa's counterinsurgency frameworks,
securing a lasting strategic and commercial foothold for Ankara in a deeply contested
region.
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Despite the strategic expansion of its defense diplomacy and technological footprint in
West Africa up to 2024, the Turkish military intervention faced a series of distinct
operational, geopolitical, and structural weaknesses. Ankara’s unique model of
security projection—built around technology transfers, private defense contractors,
and specialized training cadres —successfully opened new markets and diplomatic
avenues, yet it was ultimately constrained by its own design. By shunning a large-scale
physical combat presence and prioritizing a highly commercialized defense export
strategy, Turkey struggled to translate its tactical sales into comprehensive regional
stability, exposing the limitations of a tech-centric intervention model when applied to
a deeply complex, multi-layered security crisis.



The primary operational weakness of the Turkish intervention stemmed from its over-
reliance on unmanned aerial systems as a panacea for the Sahel's entrenched
insurgencies. While the deployment of Turkish-made Bayraktar TB2 and Anka drones
provided regional militaries with much-needed aerial reconnaissance and precision-
strike capabilities, these technologies were inherently limited by the weak ground
capabilities of the host nations. The military regimes in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger
frequently lacked the highly trained infantry, mobile artillery, and logistical depth
required to capture and hold the vast desert territories cleared by Turkish drone
strikes. Consequently, insurgent groups like Jama'at Nusrat al-Islam wal-Muslimin
(JNIM) quickly adapted to the aerial threat by dispersing their forces, blending into
local civilian populations, and executing swift, decentralized night ambushes. This
tactical disconnect meant that while Turkish hardware won lucrative commercial
praise, it could not stop the steady territorial expansion of Islamist militancies on the
ground.

This technological dependency highlighted a critical structural vulnerability: the acute
shortage of domestic technical expertise within West African militaries. The
sophisticated nature of Turkish electronic warfare suites, drone communication relays,
and armored combat vehicles required long-term, specialized maintenance that host
nations were entirely unequipped to provide. This technical gap created a major
operational bottleneck, making West African forces heavily dependent on a small pool
of Turkish engineers, contractors, and instructors stationed at regional hubs like
Niamey and Ouagadougou. Any disruption to the supply chain of spare parts, or any
sudden decision by Ankara to limit its technical footprint due to shifting geopolitical
priorities, threatened to immediately ground entire fleets of aircraft, revealing the
fragility of an intervention model that relied on host nations managing weapons
systems beyond their organic capabilities.

Geopolitically, the Turkish military strategy suffered from intense overcrowding and
friction with competing external powers operating in the same theater. By trying to
position itself as an alternative to both Western coalitions and irregular Russian forces,
Turkey often found itself caught in a delicate diplomatic tightrope. In the wake of
consecutive coups in the Sahel, Russia's Africa Corps rapidly consolidated its grip on
the region's senior military commands and intelligence apparatus. The overbearing
presence of Russian mercenaries created an inherently competitive and sometimes
hostile operating environment for Turkish advisors and contractors. This friction
hindered deep intelligence sharing and operational coordination, as the ruling juntas
increasingly aligned their grand strategies with Moscow, relegating Turkey to a
secondary, purely transactional hardware provider rather than a primary geopolitical
decision-maker.



Furthermore, the hybrid nature of Turkey's security deployment— particularly its
reliance on private defense consultancy firms like SADAT —introduced significant
reputational and political risks. The use of private contractors to train elite local units
and secure strategic infrastructure lacked the transparency and institutional
accountability of traditional state-to-state military missions. This ambiguity raised
concerns among regional bodies like the Economic Community of West African States
(ECOWAS) and neighboring coastal nations, who viewed the influx of unaccountable
private security actors into the volatile Sahel with deep suspicion. The potential for
these private entities to become entangled in internal political repression or coup
dynamics created a volatile environment, where a single operational misstep could
severely damage Turkey's carefully cultivated image as a benign, non-colonial partner.

By 2024, the cumulative weaknesses of the Turkish military intervention in West Africa
demonstrated that an export-driven defense policy cannot replace a holistic security
architecture. While Ankara succeeded in establishing a highly profitable niche and
expanding its geopolitical influence, its reluctance to commit significant combat
troops, the tactical limitations of its drone-centric approach, and the structural
dependency of its local partners prevented it from delivering a decisive blow to
regional instability. Trapped between a devastatingly agile insurgency on the ground
and an aggressive Russian state presence at the command level, the Turkish
intervention remained a highly transactional and brittle enterprise, capable of
supplying the tools of war but unable to engineer a lasting peace.



