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Analysing (In)formal Relations and Networks in Security Force
Assistance: The Case of Niger
Nina Wilén

ABSTRACT
Studies on Security Force Assistance (SFA) have hitherto been
dominated by different iterations of the principal-agent
perspective to explain relations between provider and recipient.
Yet, while such frameworks aptly illustrate these dynamics from a
macro perspective, they are inadequate when analysing the
complexity of practices on the ground. To mitigate this short-
coming, the present article uses a Social Network Analysis
framework to provide an in-depth micro analysis of relations
between different SFA providers and the recipient state: Niger,
focusing on the Belgian Special Forces. Drawing on field
observations and more than 40 interviews in Niger, the present
study increases our understanding of how dynamic (in)formal
social networks impact the development of SFA. It points to the
importance of timing, contingency and individual encounters as
central in the understanding of how SFA develops and at times
strays from strategies.

KEYWORDS
Special Forces; military;
practices; Social Network
Analysis; Sahel

Introduction

In February 2018 a Nigerien presidential order issued the Nigerien Special Operations
Command to set up 12 special intervention battalions of 550 troops per battalion over
the coming five years (White Paper 2018). The order came in the context of a rapidly dete-
riorating security situation with increasing threat levels on all borders of the country.
Various bilateral partners had over the years provided training, equipment and assistance
to different units and in different settings, yet while several Special Operation Forces (SOF)
companies and battalions had been trained through multinational exercises like Flintlock,
the new Force Generation Project became a coordinated structure and an objective for
the various Security Force Assistance (SFA) efforts, including the Belgian SOF.

The aim of this article is to give a detailed analysis of SFA by the Belgian SOF’s engage-
ment in Niger and illustrate how the use of Social Network Analysis (SNA) can increase our
understanding of how (in)formal networks, individual connections and encounters,
influence SFA. A second aim is to map provider states’ SFA projects in Niger to get an
overall understanding of the context in which these activities are taking place. The
article therefore contributes to the SFA literature empirically, methodologically and
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theoretically. Empirically, it provides a rare micro-level analysis of how SFA evolves and
expands in practice. Methodologically it employs participant observation of SFA with
the author embedded in a Special Forces unit in the field. Theoretically, the article is inno-
vative as the first attempt to use SNA to complement principal-agent theory to explain
SFA from a micro-level perspective.

Different types of SFA have become increasingly popular since 9/11 to fight terrorism
and achieve stability in fragile regions without the provider having to deploy a consider-
able number of troops on the ground (Guido 2019). Training, equipping, advising and pro-
fessionalising local forces to maintain or achieve stability have become seen as a cost- and
resource efficient method to curb turbulence in areas which are prone to the proliferation
of armed groups (Knowles & Watson 2018), but also to advance democracy in post-
conflict states (Harkness 2015) and to maintain connections and a ‘footprint’ in former
colonies (Wilén 2013). Often however, these efforts have resulted in unintended conse-
quences and observers have lamented the lack of a clear strategy on the part of both pro-
viders and recipients (Reno & Matsiek 2019; Guido 2019).

To increase understanding of the relations between SFA providers and recipients a
dominating trend in the literature has been to adopt different iterations of the princi-
pal-agent perspective (Biddle et al. 2018; Burchard & Burgess 2019; Rittinger 2017). This
research is useful to get an overarching idea of the bilateral relations between a provider
and a recipient, yet it does not suffice to explain the complexity of relations that charac-
terises SFA on an every-day basis, relations which often are key to the development and
operationalisation of SFA. In addition, a principal-agent perspective only provides a partial
explanation to why SFA efforts often fail to follow a coherent and linear strategy: interest
misalignment and shirking (Biddle et al. 2018). This is in part because the principal-agent
perspective usually focuses on a macro level, thereby ignoring micro practices which can
contribute to an empirically richer and more detailed explanation. Additionally, the prin-
cipal-agent approach often only focus on relations between one principal and an agent,
while in reality, there are often several different principals providing assistance to the
same agent, thereby suggesting a more complex relationship. To complement the prin-
cipal-agent theory the present article adopts a SNA perspective to provide an in-depth
analysis of the relations, networks and (in)formal connections between providers them-
selves, and between providers and the recipient state.

This perspective enables us to see how power relations during SFA is partly related to
an actor’s position in a broader network of connections between providers and recipients.
Central positions of actors with limited financial and material contributions in such net-
works may grant them a disproportionate amount of influence, while a remote position-
ing with few connections undermine such possibilities. The network position is of lesser
importance for states with a large financial capacity, such as the US, since it can influence
relations even outside any network due to its material and financial capabilities. Neverthe-
less, connections and ties with key nodes remain essential even for such major actors, as
they also benefit from projecting an image of being a team player.1

For the recipient state, the more ties it develops with different providers, the more
opportunities it has to ‘pick and choose’ from what still remains a largely supply-driven
field of SFA. Adopting an SNA perspective on SFA implementation allows for a richer under-
standing of the complexity of relations, while underlining the dynamic interplay between
individual actors and the broader context. It also provides us with an additional answer
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to why SFA efforts often fail to follow a clear, overarching strategy, as ad hoc meetings,
informal networks and relations are difficult to predict and plan. These unintended net-
works andmeetings at times result in ‘spill-over’ activities, understood as ad-hoc SFA activi-
ties that are not planned in relation to an overarching strategy or in the framework of the
key SFA activity under way. It is important to understand how these spill-over activities are
created, not only because they, too, form part of what SFA on the ground is, but also
because they, in turn, trigger new partnerships and additional activities.

In terms of method and material, this article is based on extensive fieldwork, including
participant observation of security force training, interviews and discussions with various
military and civilian actors. The majority of the interviews have been conducted in Niger,
during three field trips of two weeks each. During two of these trips I was embedded with
the Belgian SOF and observed their everyday duties, trainings, meetings and encounters
with both military and civilian actors. I also attended some formal meetings and social
events. At the time of the study Belgium organised coordination meetings between
several of the states which were involved in the Nigerien Force Generation Project
which gave me opportunities to interview and discuss with militaries from other
countries, including the host nation, Niger. This material has been supplemented with
several interviews in Belgium, primarily with Belgian military officers and soldiers.

All of those formally interviewed were given a consent form to read, which I also
explained verbally. Most of the interviews were conducted under the promise of anonymity.
To protect the interviewees’ identities while maintaining an acceptable level of analytical
precision, I have sorted the anonymised interviewees into the categories of civilian or mili-
tary, Nigerien or ‘foreign’ (i.e. a non-Nigerien actor operating in Niger), while exact dates and
places are omitted. Niamey is a central hub for many international NGOs and a number of
military members from different states. When interviewees are stated as ‘foreign’, this multi-
cultural environment should be taken into account. While this article relies heavily on these
primary sources, the aim is not to attribute specific statements to a specific person, but rather
to get an understanding of the perceptions, practices and relations that together construct
SFA in the framework of the SOF Force Generation Project and beyond.

The article begins by introducing SFA through the perspective of SNA, explaining how
it could complement the principal-agent framework. In the second part, the case study
and the main SFA providers in the Force Generation Project illustrate the context and
the actors of the social network created around SFA. An analysis of the social practices,
ties, and encounters in informal meetings and the development of course material and
spill-over SFA activities is the focus for the third part, before a conclusion draws out
the main findings of the article.

Security force assistance from a social network analytical perspective

As the introduction to this Special Issue highlights, SFA has many, and often overlapping,
definitions. In this article, SFA is understood as a set of activities performed by an external
actor (provider) equipping and training an armed unit (recipient) with a stated aim to
strengthen the recipients’ operational capacity and professionalism (Rolandsen, Dwyer
and Reno 2021). It is thus not seen as synonymous to ‘remote warfare’ (Knowles and
Matisek 2019, 11) or ‘light footprint warfare’ (Karlshoej-Pedersen, 2018). SFA is under-
stood as not only aimed at (preparing for) warfighting or achieving security objectives
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(see for example Knowles and Matisek 2019), but also as practices and activities which
intend to improve the capacity of a recipient state’s armed forces for other purposes.
Such purposes include maintaining or developing diplomatic relations and cooperation
between provider and recipient states; providing training and field experience for the
partner nation’s forces (Wilén, 2013, 2019) or fostering democratisation efforts by
helping to develop merits-based institutions (Harkness 2015, 219).

Proponents of the principal-agent approach have highlighted important aspects of the
relationship between providers and recipients of SFA (Biddle et al. 2018; Burchard and
Burgess 2019; Rittinger 2017). For instance, Biddle et al. have pointed to the fact that
SFA only attracts ‘flawed agents’ to the market for assistance, since stable and institution-
ally strong governments rarely suffer from the kind of domestic unrest that draws interest
from foreign predation threats. This often implies large interest misalignments between
providers and recipients, resulting in difficult monitoring challenges and conditions of
enforcements (Biddle et al. 2018, 97; see also Watts 2015, xi). Furthermore, a principal-
agent perspective allows understanding how multiple principals increase the options
and power of the agent to ‘pick and choose’, a tendency that can be mitigated
through coordination between providers if they are willing to impose joint conditional-
ities upon the recipient (Biddle et al. 2018, 103).

Yet, the principal-agent conceptualisation does not allow for an in-depth analysis of
the micro-relations between several principals, or between principals and the agent. It
also fails to explain why SFA often evolves in ad hoc directions, through contingency,
encounters and networks. In addition, most SFA analyses have focused on the US
(Larsdotter 2015; Harkness 2015; Karlin 2017; Reno and Matsiek 2019; Guido 2019) or
the UK (Knowles and Watson 2018; Knowles and Matsiek 2019) as singular, unified and
monolithic principals, overlooking both small state providers and the relationships that
exist between, and within, different providers, in the same recipient country.2 Precisely
because of its focus on the intricate relationships between different actors, SNA can
provide a useful complement to the principal-agent approach when researching SFA.

There are a number of different perspectives and studies which subscribe to the SNA
approach (Scott 1987). Yet, all approaches share the assumption that the patterning of
social ties in which actors are embedded has important implications for those actors
(Freeman, 2004, 2). A core theoretical problem in SNA is therefore to explain the occur-
rence of different structures and account for variations in linkages between actors
(Knoke and Yang 2011, 8). I draw three postulates from the broader understanding of
SNA for the analysis here:

1) the position a node has in a network determines in part the opportunities and con-
straints that it encounters and is therefore of importance for a node’s performance
(Borgatti et al. 2009, 894).

2) The ties that connect nodes can be divided into four different types: similarities, social
relations, interactions and flows. Understanding what they are and how they influence
each other is useful when deciphering and explaining outcomes of social networks
(Borgatti et al. 2009, 894). The density and content of ties will also affect the position-
ing and type of interactions between nodes.

3) Informal associations of people among whom there is a degree of group feeling and in
which a certain group norm of behaviour has been established can be understood as
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Cliques. As such the concept describes a particular configuration of informal interper-
sonal relations (Scott 1987, 9).

These three postulates all build on the core assumptions of SNA and together they
enable us to elucidate the relationships that characterise SFA on a micro-level.

Exemplifying these postulates in this case, a central node position, such as a coordinat-
ing role for a provider of SFA, would hence yield important social capital (Scott 1987, 23).
Translating the ties connecting nodes to the present study, similarities can include
location, temporal space, and attributes such as gender and occupation. Social relations
contain the roles of the nodes - for example providers are all sharing ties with the
same recipient nation - while interactions can take multiple forms, from brief encounters
to working alongside each other. Finally, flows take the shape of information or material
that is transmitted from one node to another, such as a training course by a provider,
which thereby includes the transmission of information (Borgatti et al. 2009, 894).

SNA can also analyse relations when there are several providers to one recipient.
Understanding each actor (provider/recipient) as a node, a central node is called an
‘ego’ which is placed in an ‘ego network’ with the different SFA providers surrounding
the ego. Deciding which node is to be the central point, the ego, will affect the results
of the analysis (Furman 2016, 7). Here, the Nigerien Special Forces are positioned as
the ego node. There are typically lots of structural holes in the ego network (the
absence of a tie among a pair of nodes). Because of these holes, the ego performs
better than the rest of the network in certain competitive settings, because it can play
unconnected nodes against each other (Borgatti, et al. 2009, 894). Conversely, if the
node’s contacts are ‘bound’ together and can communicate and coordinate to act as
one, they are creating a strong ‘other’ for the ego to negotiate with (Borgatti, et al.
2009, 894). Thus, when the recipient state is the central node, i.e. the ego, it may
pursue multiple bilateral relations with providers rather than to coordinate them –
thereby increasing assistance opportunities. In contrast, if the providers manage to coor-
dinate their efforts and align interests, the chances that they are able to affect the recipi-
ent state in the desired way increase. A node may also change its position in a network,
depending on the density of ties with other nodes, in particular an ego node. In the fol-
lowing sections I use this ego-network conceptualisation when analysing the relationship
between the different provider states, and between recipient and providers in order to
understand how SFA is evolving and functioning in cases where a host nation has
many different partners.

Niger – A privileged security partner

Niger is a state which consistently is found at the bottom of the UN Human Development
Index, with one of the highest population growth rates in the world and chronic food
insecurity and recurrent natural crises (UN HDI 2020). As a fragile state, it has nevertheless
been a long-standing ally in the US fight against terrorism, benefitting from several
different types of security assistance. The Pan-Sahel Initiative, initiated in 2003 in the after-
math of the 9/11 attacks, was for example followed by two new partnerships in 2005 and
2015. The larger US-initiated Trans-Sahara Counterterrorism Partnership replaced the Pan-
Sahel Initiative in 2005 and started the annual multi-national Flintlock Exercise in the West
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African region, the US Africa Command’s SOF Exercise, which gathers over 2000 person-
nel from more than 30 states on an annual basis (AFRICOM). Niger’s central role in two of
the more recent regional security collaborations, the Multinational Joint Task Force3 and
the G5 Sahel Joint Force4, as well as its contribution of troops to multilateral peace oper-
ations, has reinforced its central role for SFA efforts in the region. Between 2011 and 2015
for example, Niger was one of three states taking part in the EU’s Counter Terrorism Sahel
Project, an initiative which aimed to improve the capacity of internal security forces and
judiciary to prevent and deter organised crime and terrorism (EU Commission 2015), while
EUCAP Sahel Niger has provided advice and training to Niger’s security forces to increase
capacity and interoperability since 2012 (EUCAP Sahel).

In spite of these efforts, the security situation has rapidly deteriorated in recent years
due to an increase in IED attacks, particularly against the security forces in the West of the
country (ACLED 2019), as well as a swift spill-over of terrorist groups and refugee flows
from neighbouring states on all borders, but especially from Mali and Burkina Faso. As
a result of this, direct attacks on civilians in Niger have also risen steeply, with a 500
percent increase between November 2018 and March 2019 compared to the same
period the year before (ACLED 2019). In 2021 attacks on two villages left 105 dead,
while attacks on three villages in the Tahoua region close to the Malian border killed
137 people in March the same year. These attacks come from both non-state militias
and Nigerien armed forces. The Nigerien forces have themselves suffered a large
number of casualties during the past two years. Rebels killed 71 soldiers in an attack in
December 2019, yet the deadliest incident to date was the battle of Chinagodrar in
January 2020 when armed militias attacked a military base in the Tillabéri region resulted
in 89 soldiers’ deaths.

At the same time the Nigerien armed forces have, just as the neighbouring armies,
been accused of an increasing number of abuses and extrajudicial killings in the past
two years, most recently in September 2020 when a Human Rights report accused the
army of the disappearance of 102 civilians after the discovery of a mass grave in the
Tillabéri region (Mamane 2020). A major corruption scandal also shook the Nigerien
Defence Ministry in 2020, when it was discovered that over $137 million had been lost
in rigged bidding processes, fake competition, and inflated pricing in international arm
deals (Anderson et al. 2020). These recent developments have been overshadowed by
Niger’s geostrategic location, regional involvement in security collaborations and the Pre-
sident’s willingness to host foreign troops for SFA providers. Niger is thus currently host to
hundreds of troops from several different Western provider states. The recent Force
Generation Project in Niger should be seen against this backdrop of a fragile state in a
deteriorating security situation.

I. With a Little Help from My Friends: Niger SOF Force Generation Project

In an interview about the new Force Generation Project, a Nigerien high officer explained:
‘the idea was to go from 4 to 12 Special Intervention Battalions before 2022, so I called our
partners to help and assist us’ (Interview Nigerien Military, March 2019). Traditional part-
ners, such as the US and France were approached, but relatively soon the project attracted
new providers. Niger’s geostrategic location, deteriorating security, relative success in the
progress of the project, and the possibility to be seen as a relevant security actor in the
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region are among the reasons for this. Below, only the main states currently involved in
the Force Generation Project are presented,5 yet it is noteworthy that both Italy and
France recently joined the Force Generation Project - while Norway and Czech Republic
have expressed interest in offering courses as well.

Belgium – A coordinating role

Belgium’s Memorandum of Understanding with Niger from 2005 was in a ‘sleeping
mode’ until Niger became Belgium’s partner nation in the Flintlock Exercise in 2015.
After only two years, Belgium decided to expand its military collaboration with Niger
and establish a long-term partnership in an operation called Operation New Nero
(ONN) (Wilén 2019). In early 2018, a unit of approximately 10 people from the Belgian
Special Forces started exploring various opportunities in Niamey to contribute to SFA.
They met with both the Nigerien Military and other Western Partner Nations (WPN) to
discuss possibilities. The Belgian unit rapidly seised the opportunity to develop a
common curriculum: Programme Of Instruction (POI) together with Nigerien authorities
and other WPNs, to standardise the training of the Niger SOF (Interviews with Belgian Mili-
tary, Brussels, November 2018; Interview with Nigerien Military, Niamey, March 2019). Bel-
gium’s initiative in the POIs gave it an unofficial role as a coordinating element between
the different WPNs taking part in the Project and the Nigerien Special Operations
Command early on (SOFLE’s 3D Network). As such, it has been able to establish sustained
relations with several other actors, including civilian organisations, and develop dense ties
with the Nigerien Special Forces node, as we will see below.

US – A long-term, heavy footprint

The US has been training and equipping Nigerien security forces since 2002 under various
military programmes, however, it was not until four American Green Berets and four
Nigerien soldiers were killed in an ambush outside of Tongo Tongo in 2017 that the US
presence in the country attracted wide-spread scrutiny from the media (Lebovich 2017;
Baillie, 2018; Penney 2018; Morgan 2018; Turse 2018). Since then, US forces in the
country have faced increased attention, but according to media, the military continues
to ‘obscure the nature of its actions through ambiguous language and outright
secrecy’ (Penney 2018). The US has a substantive presence in the state, with five military
sites in places like Arlit and Ouallam, including two cooperative security locations in
Niamey and Agadez (Turse 2018). In Agadez, the US has also constructed a $110-
million drone base which will permanently house US troops and Nigerien special forces
(Ajala 2018, 24). At the time of the attack in October 2017, the US had approximately
800 troops in the country which constituted the state hosting the second most US military
personnel in Africa (Watson 2017).

In addition to these initiatives, the US is also playing an active part in the SOF Force
Generation Project. As noted above, US SOF have trained several Nigerien companies,
constituting battalions, even before 2018 yet since 2018, this training is inscribed in the
larger Force Generation Project. Between April 2018 and July 2019, the US has trained
at least six special intervention companies in various locations in Niger (Interview WPN
Military, Niamey, March 2019). In addition to these companies, the US has also trained
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and equipped two other Special Forces Companies called FEN (Forces Expeditionaires du
Niger) of about 130 troops each, which are deployed to two different regions in Niger
(Niger Internal Document; Interview with WPN military, Niamey, March 2019). Thus, as a
long-standing SFA provider, the US has strong bilateral ties with Niger buttressed by con-
siderable flows of equipment, training and financial assistance. The connection between
the US and Niger node is crucial to the Force Generation Project overall, yet the US has
chosen to avoid playing a coordinating role in the larger network of providers.

Germany – training and infrastructure

Military engineers from Niger have been trained in Germany since 1993, but the German
SOF operation Gazelle Niger is relatively recent (Interview with WPN military, Niamey,
March 2019). Since early 2018, Germany has reinforced its presence in the country,
closely linked to its engagement in neighbouring Mali, where Germany has 190 personnel
working for EU Training Mission in Mali (EUTM Mali) and approximately 400 troops for
MINUSMA, located in Camp Castor in Gao (Kelly, 2019). Discussions about how Operation
Gazelle can integrate into the expanded EUTM Mali mandate in Niger were underway in
2021. Germany’s engagement in MINUSMA was also the background for the decision to
build a military base in Niger. Finished in November of 2018, it serves as a logistical base
for hostage missions and to assist the UN mission in Mali (Interview WPNmilitary, Niamey,
March 2019). Yet, presently Germany is most visible in the building of military infrastruc-
ture in Niger, including a Military Academy in Agadez for Non-Commissioned Officers and
another Military Academy for the Special Operations Forces in Tillia.

The Special Operations Academy is key to the Force Generation Project as it will host
technical and tactical qualification courses as well as certification for the units, meaning
that they will receive a certificate proving that they have passed the courses required
for the Special Operations Forces. The aim is that Niger will be able to run the
academy after two years of WPN assistance in training and doctrine writing (Interview
WPN, Niamey, March 2019). Germany is financing the building of the Special Operations
Academy, yet when it comes to the doctrine development and the actual conduct, Niger
and Germany are collaborating with other WPNs (internal document). In terms of for-
mation of the Special Intervention Companies, the German unit arrived in May 2018,
and decided to move into a house opposite the Belgian unit after a meeting to facilitate
conditions for collaboration (Interview with WPN Military, Niamey, March 2019). Germany
started training the first company in October 2018 with an additional two companies
being trained during 2019 with the new POIs. Germany has chosen to only use Special
Forces units for the training, given the high security risks in the regions where the training
takes place (Interview WPN Military, Niamey, March 2019).

Canada – A growing engagement

Canada’s involvement in Niger takes place within Operation Naberius, which since 2013
has been Canada’s contribution to Exercise Flintlock (Raffey 2017). Canadian troops have
also conducted bilateral training of Nigerien troops since 2016, with two training courses
per year, lasting 8 weeks (Interview WPN Military, Niamey, March 2019). Since the fall of
2018, when the POI was approved by Niger, the Canadians have taught the new 14-

8 N. WILÉN



week POI with the support of Belgian soldiers so that the Belgians could notice first-hand
the effect in practice and later adapt it accordingly to better serve the Nigeriens. The plan
is to continue to teach a 14 weeks training course in spring-summer and an 8 weeks train-
ing in the fall of each year (Email correspondence WPN, Military May 2019). This training
falls under the current Force Generation Project, which is supposed to be completed by
the end of 2022, yet, so far there is no official end-date for Canada’s involvement in the
training.

Practices, labour division, social networks

Since the beginning of 2018 the Belgian Special Forces have somewhat unexpectedly
taken on an unofficial coordinating role for the providers involved in the Force Generation
Project. It is surprising, given Belgium’s relatively recent presence in Niger, its limited
capacity to provide equipment, and the fact that prior to 2018 it had not trained any com-
plete battalion, contrary to the US. Drawing on the SNA postulates introduced earlier
however, allows explaining Belgium’s central position in the SFA networks. Partly, it
can be explained by the similarities in relations between Niger and Belgium. A first simi-
larity is the language. The Belgian unit’s language capacities in French greatly facilitate
communication with the Nigerien French-speaking colleagues. Contrary to France,
Belgium also benefits from not having any colonial history in the country. France, also
sharing a common language with Niger, has been a latecomer to the Force Generation
Project, thereby having to adapt to the (in)formal structures already in place.

Another similarity is the fact that Belgian and Nigerien armies are roughly the same
size. This strengthens Belgium’s cognitive social relations, in the sense that it ‘under-
stands’ the context and what is has to work with, while preventing it from becoming per-
ceived as an imposing or threatening power – both to the Nigeriens and to the other
WPNs. Drawing on its central role, Belgium has also been keen to set up coordinating
meetings and social practices between WPNs, Nigerien key actors and actors from civil
society which have generated new opportunities for expanding and multiplying SFA
activities outside of the Force Generation Project. Belgium’s informal coordinator role
has benefitted from structural attributes such as language and army size, but also contin-
gencies such as timing, proactive team members on the ground, and important personal
connections with Nigerien key actors and other Western providers. The fact that no other
state involved seem to have sought this coordinating role is clearly also facilitating Bel-
gium’s position. This role is nevertheless not fixed: networks are dynamic and change
continuously. Particular structural relations exist only at specific time-and-place locales
and either disappear or are suspended when participants are elsewhere (Knoke and
Yang 2011, 5), making the sustainability of the current configuration dependent on
how the context and the actors evolve over time.

The Belgian Special Forces in Niamey started what they called ‘SOF Fusion Cell’ meet-
ings between the providers involved in the Force Generation Project as well as a Nigerien
representative during 2018. The ‘Fusion Cell’ meetings gather representatives from the
different WPNs involved in the project, usually the national coordinator– technically
referred to as Special Operations Force Liaison Element (SOFLE) – and another team
member. The meetings take place in the Belgian team house every two weeks
(Dehaene 2019). The Belgian SOFLE starts off the meeting by summarising the different
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SFA activities that have taken place since the last meeting, or that are scheduled to take
place, and also takes up a few issues for discussion. Each representative then takes his
turn, summarising the main activities since last meeting and identifying issues at stake
that needs to be discussed. Topics range between lessons learned from the actual teach-
ing of the new POIs in practice, the building of the military academy, to more day-to-day
coordination concerning when and where training courses will take place (Interview with
WPN Military, Niamey, October 2020).

The establishment of the ‘Fusion Cell’ meetings can be described as a ‘sub-group’, a
clique of the broader social network that the Force Generation Project constitutes. The
meetings are informal, and they take place between a group of people where there is
a degree of group feeling and in which a certain group norm of behaviour have been
established (Scott 1987, 9). In the case of the ‘Fusion Cell’, the group feeling is established
through several ties. The similarities are evident: they are all in Niamey (location), of the
same gender6 (attribute), working in similar organisations (membership), and importantly,
they all identify as Special Forces, a strong identity marker not only outside the military,
but also within the different military divisions and departments. In terms of social
relations, they are all working together as providers to the Niger military. They are inter-
acting and collaborating through the meetings, and thereby also contributing to flows
of information, and at times of resources. While there is a certain ad-hoc aspect to its exist-
ence due to its informality, there are also aspects which can be manipulated. Each
‘national node’ can for example choose to deploy a representative that fits into the
‘clique’, in terms of similar attributes, like gender, age, and membership.

The creation of this sub-group is clearly part of the larger social network that is consti-
tuting and shaping SFA in Niger. A clear group norm among the SFA providers is to avoid
duplicating other actors’ efforts and respect each other’s sovereignty – each actor has the
choice to collaborate or not. Its existence facilitates communication and coordination
between the providers to the extent that the members are willing to share their bilateral
projects. It also makes it possible to identify common problems and solutions by building
on each others’ experiences and resources, both human and material. While the relations
within the clique appear to flow relatively smoothly, the fact that this is an informal, volun-
tary and horizontal group also makes its existence delicate.

A natural division of labour takes place, due to the fact that each WPN has its ‘own’
battalions to train and equip. New demands for training and equipment for additional
battalions from different units in the Nigerien army are also discussed during the
‘Fusion Cell’ meetings: there are several actors outside of the Nigerien Special Forces
who are interested in formations and equipment. One participant explains that his con-
tingent will get a visit from national expert trainers in a particular domain which interests
another team. The opportunity to collaborate is seised and they decide to discuss specific
modalities closer to the date (Interview WPN military, Niamey, March 2019).

Discussions also evolve around the type of weapons training that each contingent will
give, making sure that they are talking about the same weapon and the same techniques
and thereby ensuring standardisation of training and material. Here, the asymmetry
between the WPN becomes evident as Belgium is not contributing any equipment
apart from a locally produced first aid kit while the US, Canada and Germany are all pro-
viding considerable amounts of military equipment (Interview with WPN Military, Niamey,
March 2019). One team leader explains that he would like to identify methods of planning
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and milestones with the Nigerien counterparts to better coordinate training between the
different units, which others agree is important. The Belgian SOFLE takes notes through-
out the meeting, while asking clarifying questions at times and summarising discussions
for a minute report that is sent to everyone after the meeting (Interview with WPN Mili-
tary, Niamey, March 2019).

Every other week, the Belgian contingent organises a social event, with drinks and
snacks for a wide range of civilian and military actors in Niamey. The ‘Fusion Cell’
meeting often takes place immediately before the social event, which facilitates the par-
ticipation of the different unit members. Apart from the Special Forces members, advisors
and trainers from multilateral missions like the EU mission (EUCAP) are invited. Expat staff
from NGOs and civilian personnel from embassies of the different WPNs are also regular
invitees at these social encounters, just as Nigerien commanders and at times Nigerien
academics (Author Observation, Niamey, March, October 2019, November 2020).

A military officer explains why he finds these social encounters very useful:

‘Yesterday for example, I talked to a girl that worked for an NGO that is present in the region
where we will do the training for our companies. I could get information about the security
situation in the region without having to go there, and I now also have a contact which can
help us establish contacts with local population in the area, once we are in place’ (informal
discussion, WPN Military, Brussels, May 2019).

These social events thus contribute to the development of the SFA by facilitating connec-
tion between nodes, which in turn create new opportunities of collaboration across national
and civil–military boundaries. Informal gatherings like the ones described above are not
unique in fragile states where there is a large number of foreign workers concentrated in
a limited space (see for example Smirl 2016). Members of other expats organisations, includ-
ing Embassy staff and other military units are for example also organising get-togethers for
expats from time to time in the city. Yet the fact that this institutionalised ‘apéro’ is part of
an explicit strategy from the Belgian unit to improve connections and develop relationships
between various actors in the region makes it an important aspect to take into account
when analysing how SFA evolves on a day-to-day basis.

These regularised social gatherings are complemented by smaller meetings between
provider SOFLEs to discuss specific aspects, while the Nigerien SOF Commander maintains
contact with the respective SOFLEs through continuous meetings. As I was on my way
into the interview with the Commander for example, a SOFLE from one of the provider
states was on the way out of the office, while another is scheduled for a meeting later
during the same day. The Commander, who has been trained both in the US, and by
the US in Niger, speaks an impeccable English and is particularly appreciated by providers
because he has an understanding of both how Western and the Nigerien armed forces’
function.

Belgium’s central role in the field of social networking is not coincidental, but part of
their strategy to build trust among key contacts, both WPN and Nigerien actors (SOFLE 3D
Networking internal document). The understanding is that building social networks will
open up new opportunities for collaboration and gradually diminish obstacles. The
Belgian unit in place has therefore reached out to both civil and military actors in
Niamey, through formal and informal events and presentations of the presence and
purpose of the Belgian SOF in Niamey (BEL SOFLE COS FGP). Underpinning their
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presentation is the Localization Strategy which is the current guiding document for Bel-
gium’s presence in Niger and which advocates for a non-intrusive, self-sustainable resili-
ence enhancement approach (Dehaene 2019). It is also this approach which has been the
basis for the development of the new POIs.

I. The Development of a Standardised Program of Instruction (POI)

The Belgian unit in Niamey has been central in the development of the new, standardised
POI for the Nigerien Special Forces Command. Discussing how to avoid duplication and
offer standardisation, the decision to write a new, common POI was initiated by the
WPNs in the ‘Fusion Cell’ meetings and its extent and content was developed in collab-
oration with the Nigerien director of the Special Operations Command and the Director of
Nigerien equivalent to Training & Doctrine Command during 2018 (Dehaene 2019, p.31).
Nigerien commanders were asked to identify the five most important tactics courses
among a list of over 20 courses, and these then became the basis for the new POI, reflect-
ing a desire to facilitate Nigerien ownership of the process (Interview WPN & Niger Mili-
tary, Niamey, March 2019).

The complete POI consists of more than 11 modules that constitute the technical
phase of an initial qualification course for special intervention battalion soldiers and
cadres, including subjects such as marksmanship, navigation, counter IED (improvised
explosive devices), small unit tactics and combat first aid (Dehane 2019, 38). The
writing of the new POIs was mostly done by the Belgian unit in place, but other providers
also assisted, while communication and exchanges with Nigerien commanders took place
continuously to ensure that the content was adapted to the local context (Interviews WPN
& Niger Militaries, March 2019). The influence of the civil–military encounters is also
reflected in the new POI. Representatives of humanitarian organisations have been
invited to presentations of Belgian Special Forces’ presence in Niamey and its involve-
ment in the Force Generation Project, including the development of the new POI
modules. These meetings have facilitated a civil–military collaboration which have
resulted in both the UNHCR and ICRC writing modules for the new POIs, and ICRC
giving a module in the Asymmetric Warfare course (SOFLE’s 3D Networking).

The development of the new POIs clearly shows the importance of networks and an
understanding of, and guidance from local realities. Yet, it also demonstrates inconsisten-
cies in the standardisation process and asymmetry between the WPNs. While most WPNs
have now agreed to use the new POIs, there are still states which are not using them in
their training, making it difficult to talk about a complete standardisation. One military
bluntly stated that: ‘they [a WPN] continue to do their thing, and in any case, the Niger-
iens do their own POIs after our training’ (Interview WPN Military, Niamey, March 2019).7

II. ‘Spill-Over SFA activities’ as Consequences of Social Networks

The social networks established between the different WPNs and the Nigerien counter-
parts in the framework of the SOF Force Generation Project have resulted in a number
of what is here called ‘spill-over SFA’ activities. In the Belgian case, the meetings and pre-
sentations to civil–military actors outside of the Nigerien Special Forces have established
new ties, characterised by flows of information, which has given the Belgian unit/node a
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locally centred point (see Figure 1), understood as the node having a large number of con-
nections with the other nodes in its immediate environment (Scott 1987, 23). The
examples of ‘spill-over SFA’ activities are many. A personal meeting between the
Belgian SOFLE with EUCAP Niger’s director, also Belgian, during 2018, led for example
to an arrangement whereby the Belgian troops delivered 7 weeks of tactical training
drawn from the new POIs to the mobile border control companies, that are trained by
EUCAP (Interview WPN, Brussels, November 2018). Because of the hostile environment
in the border regions, these police units are required to have both military tactics training
and more conventional police training, which is given by EUCAP instructors during a
period of 6 weeks.

Several other ‘spill-over SFA activities’ are also a result of the Belgian unit’s local cen-
trality in the POI network and the fact that one of the key Nigerien contact persons
involved in the development of the POI was on loan from the Nigerien Special Forces
to the national officer academy EFFOFAN (Interview with Nigerien Military, Niamey,
March 2019). This means a strengthened connection between the Belgian unit, the
Special Operation Command and the officer academy. In the development of the SOF
POI for the module on Military Operations in Urban Terrain for example, a two-week
train-the-trainer course is given to approximately 50 Nigerien officer candidates at
Officer Academy by the Belgians.

These ‘spill-over activities’ can be considered added value resulting from the social
network established in the framework of the Force Generation Project and more specifi-
cally, the development of the POIs. The example above allowed both for the national
officer academy to have students trained in urban warfare and the Belgians to test the
course and the Train-The-Trainer philosophy (Van der Spiegel 2018, p. 30). Training
both the border police and the Special Interventions Battalions with the same POIs is
also beneficial for the interoperability of the Nigerien security forces. Given that many
of the forces will be deployed in the same zones, these spill-over activities can also be
seen as chosen opportunities that maximise the added value of the standardised
approach.

Figure 1. Illustration of an ‘Ego’ social network within special forces SFA in Niger.
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While there are thus many positive aspects from the existence of spill-over activities,
including the fact that training additional units may reduce internal friction between
units, there is also the possibility that they will draw attention and resources away
from the core activities in a resources constraint context, and thereby also undermine
its effectiveness. The identification of spill-over activities is important to our understand-
ing of the difficulties in planning, implementing and evaluating coherent strategies in SFA
– something that is often pointed out as missing in the literature (Guido 2019; Brown and
Karlin, 2018; Reno and Matsiek 2019). While overarching strategies may be useful to
provide clear objectives and a sense of direction, in practice, actors from both the recipi-
ent and the provider nation often stray from the initial plan to seise additional
opportunities.

Conclusion

In this article I have uncovered the importance of informal networks, ad hoc encounters
and personal relations in the development and functioning of SFA through a micro-level
Social Network Analysis in the framework of a SOF Force Generation Project in Niger. I
have focused on Belgium’s informal role as a coordinator in the development of a stan-
dardised curriculum for Niger SOF and highlighted the opportunities that present itself to
locally centralised nodes/actors, both in terms of contacts and networks outside of the
military sphere and with regard to, what I have called here ‘spill-over SFA activities’.

The micro-analysis has allowed for a better understanding of how SFA often evolves in
a non-linear fashion strongly influenced by connections, contingency and timing. This is
evident in how social networks and ties open up new opportunities in the shape of spill-
over activities outside of the main focus for the Force Generation Project, like training for
the gendarmerie, the border police, or the military academy. These spill-over activities are
often initiated precisely because of ties and connections between key actors.

In the case of the unit commander who asked for training for his battalions even
though the unit was no longer part of SOF, his demand can be explained by ties charac-
terised by flows of equipment and information. Yet, the collaboration between the
Belgian Special Forces and EUCAP in the framework of training the above-mentioned
border police units may be traced back to ties of similarity between the EUCAP director
and the SOFLE who share the same nationality. Similarities such as language and army
size, between Niger and Belgium also help to explain Belgium’s central role in SFA, in
spite of the fact that Belgium is not providing any equipment (flow). This is important
for our understanding of SFA in Niger because it helps explain why some states, such
as Belgium, can ‘punch above their weight’ in terms of having a seat at the table with
the other providers.

Theoretically, the SNA perspective elucidates the complexity and the social dimensions
that characterise cases where there are several providers in a recipient state, organised
along bilateral formal structures and informal multilateral networks. Such a perspective
is able to complement the overarching principal-agent analysis and give a thicker descrip-
tion of how relations between actors influence SFA and makes it evolve in different direc-
tions. The SNA perspective makes space for the importance of individual connections
through its emphasis on interactions and similarities while taking into account the
broader structure which ties into and constitute these connections. The different social

14 N. WILÉN



connections and practices between WPNs also makes it possible to explain why providers
in some cases are able to exercise a coordinated pressure on the receiver, while in other
cases, when purely bilateral relations are privileged, it allows more space and flexibility for
the receiver.

This micro-analysis of SFA in Niger has shown the importance of (in)formal networks,
ad hoc encounters and personal relations in the planning, development and implemen-
tation of SFA. It has also underlined the bonding effect that similarities between actors
can have when creating ties and developing interactions. Nevertheless, the absence of
a common multilateral structure and hierarchy also make these networks fragile,
meaning that they depend primarily on the chemistry and mutual understanding
between individuals. Changing the personnel can thus have larger implications than
expected in cases where collaboration networks are horizontal without an overarching
command structure. These findings are likely to apply to other SFA cases as well.
Avenues for further research thus include micro-level analysis of other case studies to
establish the extent that (in)formal networks and contingency impact the development
of SFA on an every-day level.

Notes

1. A node is understood as the point/an actor in a network at which lines or pathways intersect
or branch.

2. New exceptions include studies by Kjetil Enstad (2020).
3. MNJTF includes Cameroon, Chad, Niger, Benin and Nigeria and was reinvigorated in early

2015 to fight Islamic State West Africa Province, previously known as Boko Haram (Military
Balance 2018, 430).

4. The G5 Sahel Joint Force was set up in 2017 and is composed by Burkina Faso, Mali, Mauri-
tania, Chad and Niger.

5. Exact information about dates, figures and locations are difficult to obtain, yet even when
such information does exist, I have deliberately avoided mentioning it because of the security
risks it could imply for the different forces involved.

6. As of late 2020, female members of the Special Forces also participated in said meetings.
7. This is a simplified illustration of the main nodes in the current Force Generation Project with

a focus on the Belgian Special Forces’ position and connections. It is thus highly possible that
other nodes/units have similar ties that are not included in this depiction.
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