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Working together to address humanitarian crises and fragility in the Sahel and Lake Chad regions
Senior Officials’ Meeting - Co-chairs summary

The European Union (represented by DG ECHO Director, A. Koulaimah) and Denmark (represented by
the Danish Special Representative for the Great Lakes and the Sahel, B. Markussen) co-chaired a Senior
Officials Meeting on the Sahel and Lake Chad, held in hybrid format from Dakar, on 6 October 2025.
Participants included representatives from the countries from the region (Burkina Faso, Cameroon,
Chad, Céte d’Ivoire, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria), from EU Member States (AT, BE, BG, DE, DK, EE,
ES, FI, FR, GR, HU, HR, IE, IT, LT, LU, SE, NL, PL, PT, RO, SI, SK), from other donor countries (Canada,
Norway, Qatar, Switzerland, UK) as well as multi-lateral donors and regional organisations (African
Union, Organization for Islamic Cooperation, OECD-Sahel and West Africa Club, World Bank) from
NGOs (ICG) and from humanitarian actors (representatives from regional office, national and
international NGO fora: ACF, ALIMA, CIVIC, DRC, FONGA, IRC, MSF, NRC; from the ICRC and National
Red Cross Societies of affected countries, and from UN agencies — FAO, IOM, OCHA, OHCHR, UN DCO,
UNDP, UNHCR, Unicef, WHO, WFP).

The objective of the meeting, which was held in hybrid format and hosted 164 participants (49 in person
and 115 online), was 1) to validate a shared diagnosis of issues at stake in the region (Benin, Burkina
Faso, Cameroon, Chad, Céte d’lvoire, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Togo) and 2) to formulate
recommendations for a Ministerial Roundtable, that will take place on 19 November 2025.

The SOM was opened by Commissioner Hadja Lahbib via a pre-recorded video message. The
participants then discussed in four separate groups covering the following topics: 1. Humanitarian
space; 2. Fragility and Nexus; 3. Protection and IHL; 4. Effectiveness of humanitarian aid. In each group,
the panellists were a mixture of representatives from national authorities and institutions (Burkina
Faso, Danish Institute for Human Rights, Mauritania); donors (Ireland, Spain, World Bank, EU-FPI, EU-
INTPA), key interlocutors (International Crisis Group, former director of OECD - Sahel & West Africa
Club), humanitarian partners (NRC, FONGA, WFP, DRC, IRC, UNHCR, ICRC, TinTua, OCHA). Each
discussion started with a presentation of the results of field stakeholders consultations in the region,
which took place during summer 2025.

In the final plenary session of the SOM, closing remarks were delivered by the co-chairs Ms Andrea
Koulaimah and Ms Birgitte Markusen, by the EU Special Representative, Mr. Joao Cravinho, and by the
African Union Commission Director of the Health, Humanitarian Affairs and Social Development, Mr.
Julio Rakotonirina. EUSR Cravinho used the opportunity to present the work on the EU Renewed
Approach to Sahel, underlining the relevance of the clear humanitarian considerations presented as a
result of the discussions. Mr. Rakotonirina reiterated the importance of ensuring continuous
international focus on all crises within the Sahel and Lake Chad region and encouraged further
mobilisation of support.
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The SOM concluded with the announcement that the recommendations from the thematic discussions
will feed in as a basis to formulate for policy commitment during the Ministerial Round Table on
solutions proposed.

The co-chairs noted the following (based on results from consultation of field stakeholders and
discussions during the SOM):

On humanitarian space:

e National authorities are the first responders to crises occurring in their territories. They have
also a leading role in ensuring conducive environment for assistance to be carried out.

e Humanitarian actors can complement and are committed to support efforts from national
authorities as required, in close coordination and in compliance with national standards and
protocols, while ensuring also compliance with International Humanitarian Law.

e Continuity of the humanitarian assistance should be ensured to build trust with communities.
It implies a degree of continuity in the funding for the humanitarian response as well as in the
humanitarian coordination, including technical working groups and Civil-Military Coordination.

e When existing coordination mechanisms are no longer efficient or recognised, it is essential to
search and support innovative solutions to ensure the continuity of the dialogue.

e To enhance the dialogue on specific issues such as access, a mechanism of interface with the
diplomatic community could be envisaged/put in place for access-related issues, in order to
encourage concerted and rapid solutions.

On Fragility and Nexus:

o Implementation of the triple nexus in fragile contexts in the region is the only way to guarantee
an emergency response to the most acute needs for lifesaving assistance, while addressing the
root causes of the humanitarian crisis and seeking durable solutions. This approach will be
most effective and sustainable if national capacities are integrated and if it ensures
government ownership in the transition between emergency and more structural assistance.

e Continuity in the implementation of the triple nexus is key and may require adjustments to the
previous way of working, such as more involvement of local communities and authorities, or
the establishment of more flexible funding mechanisms. The operational coordination of the
nexus should be strengthened, evolving from fragmented projects towards multi-actor
coordination by area.

e Humanitarian actors have the opportunity and responsibility to actively engage in
implementing the triple nexus, provided that the space for principled humanitarian action is
preserved, the 'do no harm' principle is upheld, and the protection objective is consistently
applied.
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On protection and IHL:

The primacy of International Humanitarian Law (IHL) and International Human Rights Law
(IHRL) should be upheld in all decisions affecting civilians and through enhanced capacity-
building initiatives for security forces and national authorities.

Governments and authorities are encouraged to invest in protection systems and strengthen
legal frameworks on IHL/IHRL also with the establishment and strengthening of national
committees like the National Committee on IHL.

Protection issues should be systematically and inclusively integrated across all humanitarian
programming (community-based protection — community led interventions; local actors —
inclusion of people with disability); protection should be embedded from the emergency to
peacebuilding efforts; data collection is relevant, but data protection is essential.

While context-specific approaches are essential to respond to unique local dynamics, they
must be complemented by a comprehensive regional strategic vision to ensure coherence,
sustainability, and a more coordinated response across borders. Donor protection strategies
should be designed and implemented or should contribute to such a strong regional
perspective.

On the effectiveness of humanitarian aid:

Participants stressed the imperative to strengthen localisation: national and local actors are
key contributors to the response, well positioned to ensure relevance, accountability, and
continuity of action before, during, and after international interventions.

The involvement of local actors should be strengthened so as to empower them in action
design and decision-making. Increases direct funding (or resources allocation) to local and
national actors, if combined with the right capacity building support and a true co-design with
the international partner, will certainly accelerate localisation.

Predictable and flexible financing that sustain humanitarian operations, as well as resilience
efforts, in the Sahel and Lake Chad regions is essential. In the context of the humanitarian
reset, mechanisms that are capable of effectively delivering timely and integrated assistance,
that are directly accessible to local partners and that also reinforce coordination and
coherence at local (area-based approach) and country level, within the humanitarian system
and with development actors should be promoted and brought to scale.

Enhanced coordination towards donors and humanitarian partners is crucial to preserve
efficiency and accountability. Greater complementarity through joint financing and
harmonised due diligence as well as reporting processes among donors, are recommended to
help reduce administrative burdens and accelerate partnerships.

Please find in the following pages, summaries of key messages from technical briefs and

recommendations from the discussions held. Please note that their content does not necessarily
reflect the position of the co-chairs of the Senior Officials Meeting on the Sahel and Lake Chad.
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Summary of key messages and recommendations from the discussion on humanitarian
space:

> National authorities are the first responders to crises occurring in their territories. They have
also a leading role in ensuring conducive environment for assistance to be carried out.

» Humanitarian actors can complement and support efforts from national authorities as
required, in close coordination and in compliance with national standards and protocols, while
ensuring also compliance with International Humanitarian Law.

» Recognising that the operational environment for humanitarian action has become more
complex due to combined effects of several dynamics, it is important to understand them and
revise the political, diplomatic and humanitarian approaches; to remain engaged and re-
establish, strengthen confidence when required. Humanitarian actors have developed various
adaptation strategies to continue responding to essential needs.

» All humanitarian actors remain firmly committed to continue providing the needed support to
the population affected by humanitarian crisis in the countries of Sahel and Lake Chad regions,
in accordance with the humanitarian principles of humanity, impartiality, neutrality and
independence.

> Preserving principled humanitarian space is a precondition so that humanitarian actors could
continue delivering assistance to the most vulnerable population in the regions affected by the
humanitarian crisis. The respect of humanitarian principles is not in contradiction with
sovereignty.

Complementary to the recommendations coming out from the technical briefs shared ahead of the
Senior Officials Meeting, the following recommendations emerged from the discussions:

» The dialogue among the different stakeholders delivering assistance on access should be
enhanced, and trust with local communities needs to be build further / regained.

» Existing coordination platforms should be considered as a mechanism for an enhanced
dialogue on access. There are positive examples in the region about regular and inclusive
dialogue at all levels (local, subregional and national), allowing open dialogue and mutual
understanding. Humanitarian Country Teams shall play a clear role to define and ensure
common positions.

» Continuity of the humanitarian assistance should be ensured to build trust with communities.
It implies a degree of continuity in the funding for the humanitarian response as well as in the
humanitarian coordination, including technical working groups and Civil-Military Coordination.

» When existing coordination mechanisms are no longer efficient or recognised, it is essential to
search and support innovative solutions to ensure the continuity of the dialogue.
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» To enhance the dialogue on specific issues such as access, a mechanism of interface with the
diplomatic community could be envisaged/put in place for access-related issues, in order to
encourage concerted and rapid solutions.

» The need to preserve humanitarian space should be systematically considered in political
decisions and in the design and implementation of administrative and security rules. This
includes ensuring humanitarian exemptions in establishing regimes of sanctions and anti-
terror laws. There are existing models such as the African Model Anti-Terrorism Law.
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Summary of key messages from technical briefs and recommendations from the discussion
on Fragility and Nexus:

» The Sahel is experiencing prolonged instability, fuelled by the convergence of humanitarian,
security, and institutional crises. While emergency interventions save lives, they do not
address the structural causes of vulnerability, which calls for increased mobilisation of
development actors to sustainably strengthen resilience.

» Crises are structural as well as conjectural: people are affected by poverty and the destruction
of productive assets.

» Implementing a nexus approach requires synergies and complementarities between
humanitarian, development and peace activities, as each component requires different
competencies. In the face of a crisis, adaptation becomes a requirement, designing and using
tools to better anticipate needs and responses.

> Nexus is an opportunity to connect all aspects of a strategy to maximise the impact. However,
the implementation of a Nexus approach in fragile contexts should preserve the space for
humanitarian response and principles.

> Lessons can be learnt from numerous projects and programmes in the Sahel and Lake Chad
region, implemented by a high variety of donors: examples in Chad and Burkina Faso by the
EU (DG INTPA and FPI), Sahel Response Fund funded by UK and DK, Nexus Funding Facility by
Germany, example in Mali and Chad by the World Bank. The example of Mauritania underlined
the added value, role and capacities of national authorities in the implementation of a Nexus
approach. These can inform also the reflection on how to address fragility issues.

Complementary to the recommendations coming out from the technical briefs shared ahead of the
Senior Officials Meeting, the following recommendations emerged from the discussions:

» The response to the crises must be multifaceted and cross-sectoral, territorial and local. There
is a need to also “rethink” the approach and the models used until now, including in terms of
financing instruments (more flexibility for instance).

» State leadership capacities are key and must be better used:

o Strengthening state ownership in the articulation between humanitarian and
development interventions; for example, by relying on national, and local frameworks
—such as strategies on durable solutions accompanied by budgeted action plans or
Nexus coordination bodies.

o Investing in local authorities’ technical and institutional capacities and decentralised
services would enable these actors to play a sustainable leadership role in local
coordination, while respecting the space for humanitarian action and principles.

» The operational coordination of the nexus should be strengthened. Consistency of responses
with national priorities should be promoted and a strengthened coordination should
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contribute to moving beyond the logic of fragmented projects through multi-actor
coordination by area, supported by technical and financial partners.

In response to the food crisis, a combination of social protection and emergency targeted
response, including within national response plans, is to be encouraged.

There is an urgent need to improve access to essential basic and social services (including
protection), developing further community-based approaches, decentralisation, and
contextualised policies that integrate vulnerability criteria. Humanitarian actors can also have
a role to play in system strengthening

Geographical alignment, strengthening social cohesion in intervention areas; but also the
integration of humanitarian data into development planning, developing operational
flexibility, are all crucial.

The role of local partners in implementing nexus approaches, should be increased to
strengthen local ownership, relevance, effectiveness and sustainability of interventions. It is
crucial that the capacity of these local partners is strengthened at the same time as their
implementing role increases, in order to enable their role in the management of security and
financial risks.

Strengthening localisation and the capacity of local actors, implementing an area-based
approach with multi-sectoral responses anchored in targeted territories, cross-border
approaches, and the use of conflict monitoring and social cohesion tools to strengthen the
peace pillar, are promising practices which have also demonstrated positive contribution to
the implementation of a nexus approach.

Donors supporting HDP Nexus shall ensure that the implementation of the Nexus approach in
fragile contexts preserves the space for humanitarian response and humanitarian principles.
The preservation of a humanitarian space in line with humanitarian principles, respect for the
do-no-harm principle and the generalisation of the protection objective have been highlighted
as criteria for the involvement of humanitarian actors in a nexus approach.

Co-chairs summary of Senior Officials’ Meeting on Sahel & Lake Chad 7



Summary of key messages from technical briefs and recommendations from the discussion
on Protection and IHL:

» Civilians are facing displacement, abductions, and repeated attacks on schools, health
facilities, and other essential infrastructure, while hundreds of localities have been cut off
under blockades, restricting access to markets and services. There has been a rising trend in
attacks on health facilities compared to previous years. Women, children, and other at-risk
groups continue to bear the heaviest burden, with widespread gender-based violence, child
recruitment, early marriage, and exclusion from education and health care.

» Protection systems and services are under mounting pressure. Community-based structures
remain the primary responders response, playing a vital role in early warning and resilience
efforts. They are increasingly overstretched and lack predictable support. Civil documentation
is essential for accessing rights and basic services. Existing gaps — affecting up to 40% of some
populations — further deepen exclusion from education, healthcare, and justice.

> Despite challenges due to the multiple elements of crises, working on IHL and humanitarian
space / human rights remains possible and necessary.

» Promoting and ensuring respect for IHL should be placed at the forefront of all efforts. IHL
requires strong political support. The Global IHL Initiative presented by the ICRC to the UN
General Assembly, has been endorsed by several countries. It is crucial to follow up on this
initiative to advance respect for and implementation of IHL. Additionally, it is important to
remember that signatory States of the Geneva Conventions are not only committed to
respecting IHL themselves but also to ensuring its enforcement by other parties in their
territory.

Complementary to the recommendations coming out from the technical briefs shared ahead of the
Senior Officials Meeting, the following recommendations emerged from the discussions:

» Uphold the primacy of IHL and IHRL in all decisions affecting civilians and through enhanced
capacity-building initiatives for security forces and national authorities.

» Protection should be systematically and inclusively integrated across all humanitarian
programming, including community-based protection, community-led interventions,
engagement with local actors, and the inclusion of people with disabilities. It must be
embedded throughout the entire process, from emergency response, peacebuilding efforts,
and development. Sustained, predictable and flexible funding for protection intervention is
key for an efficient and sustainable action.

» Maintain strong, independent monitoring and sustained confidential dialogue as essential
components to uphold protection principles and IHL. Continuous engagement with all parties
to conflicts must be preserved and prioritised, as dialogue is crucial for promoting IHL. While
such dialogue can be complex, it remains necessary and should be adapted to local conditions
to ensure its continuity.
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Governments and authorities are encouraged to invest in protection systems and strengthen
legal frameworks related to IHL and IHRL, including the establishment and reinforcement of
national structures such as national committees on human rights and IHL.

Uphold and reinforce respect for the protection of the medical mission, recognising its critical
role in providing impartial and life-saving care during conflicts. Stakeholders and donors should
actively support initiatives led by the ICRC and other relevant actors that raise awareness and
promote adherence to IHL and international norms safeguarding medical personnel, facilities,
and transports.

While context-specific approaches are essential to respond to unique local dynamics, they
must be complemented by a comprehensive regional strategic vision to ensure coherence,
sustainability, and a more coordinated response across borders.

Donor protection strategies should therefore be designed and implemented, or should
contribute to a strong regional perspective, drawing on lessons learned and best practices
from neighbouring countries. By fostering cross-border collaboration and knowledge sharing,
these strategies can be more adaptive and effective in addressing common challenges.
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Summary of key messages from technical briefs and recommendations from the discussion

on Effectiveness of Humanitarian Aid:

» The reduction in funding makes it necessary to rethink how to work and to make a ‘reset’

>

compared to previous practices. The cuts announced for 2025 weigh heavily on all
humanitarian operations, both globally and regionally, with already significant consequences
for affected populations and organisations on the ground.

The emergency is particularly acute in the Sahel, where almost 30 million people are in critical
need of humanitarian assistance and protection services.

o Aggravation factors: Humanitarian needs stem from a complex network of interrelated

crises (instability, violence, conflicts, growing insecurity and the effects of climate
change), concentrated mainly in the Central Sahel and the Lake Chad Basin.

Financial deficit: USD 4.3 billion is needed to respond to the urgent needs of
18.4 million people in the six countries covered by humanitarian response plans. The
funding required by the humanitarian system has increased by 38 % since 2020 (from
USD 3.5 billion to USD 4.3 billion).

Operational consequences: Humanitarian organisations face increasing access
challenges (the ability of workers to reach populations and the ability of populations
to access aid). As a result, humanitarian country teams are forced to prioritise in all
sectors.

» A number of resolutions have been put in place to continue emergency aid despite limited

Coordination: Reduce the number of global clusters to 8 instead of 15 to foster more
efficient coordination structures.

Localisation: The involvement of local actors should be strengthened so as to empower
them in action design and decision-making. Increases direct funding (or resources
allocation) to local and national actors, if combined with the right capacity building
support and a true co-design with the international partner, will certainly accelerate
localisation.

Anticipatory action: Foster anticipatory action to mitigate the impact of climate shocks
and insecurity. Anticipating risks significantly reduces suffering and is more efficient.

Advocate for multi-purpose financial assistance: This timely and adaptable approach
is essential to invest in community resilience and support populations living in hard-
to-reach areas.

» All humanitarian actors reiterated their determination to pursue a rethinking of the

humanitarian system with a view to achieving a sustainable reduction in vulnerability in the
Sahel and Lake Chad regions.
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Complementary to the recommendations coming out from the technical briefs shared ahead of the

Senior Officials Meeting, the following recommendations emerged from the discussions:

>

In a context of shrinking resources and increasing needs, it remains essential to maintain an
effective and principled response that upholds the core humanitarian values and recognises
the central role of national and local partners in reaching those most in need.

All participants stressed the imperative to strengthen localisation: national and local actors are
key contributors to the response, well positioned to ensure relevance, accountability, and
continuity of action before, during, and after international interventions.

Localisation must go beyond financial flows to include risk sharing, equitable partnerships,
governance participation, and access to multi-year, flexible, and un-earmarked funding.

Predictable and flexible financing that sustain humanitarian operations, as well as resilience
efforts, in the Sahel and Lake Chad regions is essential. In the context of the humanitarian
reset, mechanisms that are capable of effectively delivering timely and integrated assistance,
that are directly accessible to local partners and that also reinforce coordination and
coherence at local (area-based approach) and country level, within the humanitarian system
and with development actors should be promoted and brought to scale.

Enhanced coordination towards donors and humanitarian partners is crucial to preserve
efficiency and accountability. Greater complementarity through joint financing and
harmonised due diligence as well as reporting processes among donors, are recommended to
help reduce administrative burdens and accelerate partnerships.

Humanitarian Country Teams should play a stronger role in guiding the collective strategies
presented above and ensure that prioritisation should reflect the views of affected
communities, remain needs-based and principled and be conducive to increased effectiveness
and efficiency.
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