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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report was prepared upon the request of Volga-Dnepr Airlines, and details the results of a thorough 
investigation and analysis process conducted by Solar Age Security professionals about Mali and Gao International 
Airport.  

The terror threat in Mali is critical, due to an ongoing conflict with ethnic and Islamist groups. Particularly in the 
north, there are ongoing attacks by several militant groups with high capabilities. These attacks may be targeted 
against the airport, departing and landing aircrafts and those on the ground.  

UN soldiers now guard the airport, patrol the perimeter, search vehicles and use UAVs to detect terrorists. However, 
there is no record of security procedures or measures, including technology used to secure flights at the airport. 
The airport also remains under a critical terror threat of missile and VBIED attacks.  

To avoid tragedies, our central recommendations are:  

1. Flying above FL260 over Gao.  
2. Taking off after sunset, when it is harder to identify and target aircrafts.  
3. To avoid kidnapping, it is highly advised to maintain low profile and minimize the stay in Gao.  
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INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND  

Mali is located in west Africa.  

The country received its independence in 1960, followed by a rule of 
dictatorship which led to a military coup in 1991, and democratic 
elections. In 2011, Malian returnees from Libya exacerbated the tension 
in the north, along with Tuareg ethnic group militias, who rebelled 
against the government in 2012.  

The post-coup chaos led to rebels expelling the Malian military from the 
country's three northern regions and allowed Islamic militants to set up 
strongholds. Hundreds of thousands of northern Malians fled the 
violence to southern Mali and neighboring countries, exacerbating 
regional food shortages in host communities. An international military 
intervention to retake the three northern regions began in January 2013 
and within a month most of the north had been retaken.  

The Malian Government and northern armed groups signed an 
internationally-mediated peace accord in June 2015. By 2018, however, 
the parties to the peace accord had made very little progress in the 
accord’s implementation, despite a June 2017 target for its completion. 
Furthermore, extremist groups outside the peace process made steady 
inroads into rural areas of central Mali following the consolidation of 
three major terrorist organizations in March 2017.  
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ANALYSIS OF THE THREAT 

Gao Airport, also referred as Korogoussou Airport, is located in the city of Gao, Mali, a developing sub-Saharan 
country in west Africa. It borders Algeria in the north, Niger to the east, Burkina Faso and Côte d'Ivoire to the South, 
Guinea to the south-west, and Senegal and Mauritania to the west.  

Due to a continuous underdevelopment, Mali’s major problems are unemployment and food insecurity. These 
impact other realms and result in a highly severe crime rate in the country.  

CRIME  

The majority of crimes in Mali are non-violent. However, criminals can act violently and use firearms and physical 
assault.  

Many crimes are related to property theft and carjacking. Also, in the last two years, there has been an increase in 
attacking foreigners, formal missions and diplomatic staff in the country. Among these are arms theft near 
embassies and residencies, robberies near embassies, and attacks near unaccompanied individuals. These include 
knife, gun and other physical assaults. Additional attacks include extortion of money by criminals who pose as police 
officers who pull cars over.  

Mali’s institutional weakness and geographic location have created a fertile ground for the expansion of illicit 
trafficking and organized criminal activities. Popular and public places are gathering places for criminals.  

TRANSNATIONAL ISSUES 

International crime  

Trafficking is closely embedded in Mali’s social and economic structure. High poverty rate in the country led people 
to take part of informal trade; this constituted, and still does, a rare source of revenue in poor regions.  

a. Human trafficking - Mali is a source, transit and destination for human trafficking. Men, women and 
children are subjected to forced labor and domestic servitude such as in goldmines. Sex trafficking is also a 
major problem in the country, especially women and girls. Finally, recruitment of child soldiers by armed 
groups in northern Mali has decreased but is still prevalent.  

b. Illicit trade trafficking – takes place in the north and the border areas, including smuggled goods, as well as 
drug and arms trafficking.  
 
Mali’s trafficking is accepted as a resilience strategy, and thus enjoys social legitimacy. Yet, trafficking 
serves as significant security risk, despite the fact is provides economic existentialism in the poor country.  

CORRUPTION 

Weak governance and lack of accountability and transparency were among the top reasons that erupted the national 
coup in 2012. These grievances are not being adequately addressed, due to the government’s dealing with the 
security situation in the country, as well as lack of measures to institute a fair rule of law. 

According to Transparency International, Mali is ranked 122 of 180 countries, and scored 31 of 100 in the 
corruption index – a low score which demonstrates that the spread of corruption in the country is wide.  

Anti-corruption measures in the country are limited, and this issue is closely related with the county’s poverty, as 
well as political and security instability. Another reason to the lack of anti-corruption measures is the fact that the 
government is busy with dealing with militant groups, thus lacks sufficient resources to cope with other serious 
issues in the country.  
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Mali’s institutional weakness also affects the judiciary system, which is highly involved with the political system. In 
other words, the Malian judicial system is not independent and thus can be defined as dysfunctional. Even when the 
legal framework puts into place, the establishment and operations of formal anticorruption institutions are 
unavailable, due to lack of funds and governmental weakness.  

Malian police can also be referred as highly corrupted. Oftentimes, there are reports of bribery among high-rank 
police officers who turn a blind eye on crimes and criminal for a certain amount of money. This is directly related 
to the crime in the country.  

POLITICAL UNREST  

Insecurity in Mali worsened as Islamist groups allied with Al Qaeda (AQ) increased attacks on government forces 
and UN peacekeepers. The political crisis, which began in 2012, resulted in the loss of more than two thirds of the 
country’s territory to Islamic rebel groups who fight against the government and demand to institute Sharia Law 
across the country. The conflict worsened in 2017, with government forces conducting counterterrorism measures 
that result in arrests, executions, and more.  

As such, there is a high threat of political violence and unrest in the country. These affect not only citizens, but also 
foreigners. Protests are common in the country and can quickly deteriorate into violence. Since 2016, there has 
been an increase of demonstrations that involved violent responses by the country’s security forces. In 2018, there 
have been multiple demonstrates held by the opposition forces, especially located in Bamako.   

Specifically, in the North, the government made a very limited progress in restoring state authority. In central Mali, 
the presence of Islamist groups led to intimidation of the population by the national security forces who are trying 
to deal with the security issues. Also, in central Mali, Islamist groups have imposed Islamist (Sharia) Law, which 
does not adhere to a democratic justice system.  

 

TERRORISM 

Terror threat in Mali is critical. The country is highly threatened by Islamist terror groups, oftentimes directed 
against foreigners, specifically what is seen as an opposition of Islam – westerners.  

OPERATING TERRORIST GROUPS IN THE COUNTRY 

Terror groups operate and have a strong hold in the country. Among these groups are:  

a. ISIS 
The extremist group which strives to institute Islamic (Sharia) law across the world.  

b. Harakat Ansar al-Dine 
A militant Islamic group which is linked to Al-Qaeda (AQ) in the Islamic Maghreb. The group aspires to 
impose a strict Sharia law in Mali.  

c. Movement for Unity and Jihad in West Africa (Mujao) 
This group is an AQIM splinter group whose aim is to spread jihad to the whole of West Africa. It 
Advocates Islamic law and has waged a campaign of violence against Ansar al-Dine separatists.  

d. Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) 
The north African wing of al-Qaeda. It has roots in the Algerian civil war of the early 1990s but has 
since evolved to take on a more international Islamist agenda. It emerged in early 2007, after the feared 
Algerian Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat (GSPC) aligned itself with Osama Bin Laden's 
international network. The group has since attracted members from Mauritania and Morocco, as well 
as from within Mali and its neighbors, such as Niger and Senegal. 

e. Signed-in-Blood Battalion 
A recent AQIM offshoot committed to a global jihad. Made up mostly of foreign fighters. It Has vowed 
to uphold Sharia in northern Mali and was responsible for January 2013 siege of Algerian gas facility, 
taking and killing foreign hostages.  
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f. Islamic Movement for Azawad (IMA) 
The group split from Ansar Dine in late January 2013. It claims to oppose terrorism and extremism.  

g. The National Movement Liberation of Azawad (MNLA) 
A secular group which seeks independence for a homeland they call Azawad. Many of MNLA's 
combatants fought alongside Gaddafi's troops. The group is a former ally of Ansar Dine and Mujao, but 
now opposed to Islamist groups. The group is ethnically driven, fighting mostly for the rights of Mali's 
minority Tuareg community. 

Since 2013, there has been a significant increase in rocket attacks and Improvised Explosive Device (IED) incidents 
in the Gao, Timbuktu, and Kidal regions. The attacks mostly target foreigners, especially westerners, with an 
emphasis on the UN mission to Mali, which suffers deadly attacks since it was established in the country.  

Moreover, terror groups showed high ability to carry out different attacks in Northern Mali, including against 
soldiers and formal figures and institutions.  

The UN Multidimensional Integrated Stabilization Mission 
(MINUSMA) was established in the Mali in 2013 and came under 
direct assault by terrorist elements and engaged militarily 
against aggressive action by combatants in the north in 2015. 
The clearest example is the attack against the MINUSMA camp 
in Kidal in February 2016, when a coordinated VBIED (truck 
bomb) and simultaneous indirect fire killed seven peacekeepers 
and wounded over 30 others. In the UN peacekeeping mission 
with the highest number of casualties in the world, this attack 
underscores that the security situation in northern Mali remains 
tenuous.  

The armed conflict continues in the north, and there is an active local insurgency in the Mopti region, where in 2015 
over 30 reported attacks were carried out. Malian Armed Forces (FAMA) and other security services are heavily 
targeted by terrorist attacks and are usually the main target. The frequency of IED detonations in northern regions 
increased significantly in 2015, targeting both MINUSMA and Malian military convoys. Violent extremist elements 
have demonstrated their persistent ability to carry out a variety of operations in northern Mali, including vehicle-
borne and person-borne improvised explosive devices (VBIED and PBIED); convoy ambushes; targeted IED 
operations; and coordinated assaults on military installations. Training camps and weapons caches continue to be 
discovered. 

In 2018, violent extremist groups were responsible for the arbitrary killing of at least 32 civilians in the Gao, Ménaka 
and Timbuktu regions. Islamic State in the Greater Sahara continued to target civilians in the Niger border area of 
the Gao and Ménaka regions and allegedly killed at least 22 civilians in that area. The Groupe d’autodéfense des 
Touaregs Imghad et leurs alliés and the Mouvement pour le salut de l’Azawad were involved in the arbitrary killing 
of at least five civilians, in the Gao, Ménaka and Timbuktu regions. 

These incidents demonstrate that there is a substantial threat in the country against westerners, foreigners, and 
governmental institutions and officials. As such, the airport is at high risk for terrorist attacks, especially considering 
AQ’s solid hold in the country. The terrorist organization is known in its sympathy to target aviation, and therefore, 
flight operation is under a critical terrorist threat. This is highlighted by the specific warning given by the USA's 
State Department’s warning when it warns about the risks to civil aircraft operating into, out of, within, or over 
Mali due to hazards associated with ongoing fighting involving military forces and extremist/militant groups.  

 

 

The attack on the Radisson Hotel in Bamako, 2015 
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THREAT SUMMARY 

The terrorist threat in Mali is critical.   

Many terror groups operate and have a strong hold in the country. Among these are religious, secular, ethnic, and 
criminal organizations, some of which are international. The past few years have seen a deterioration of the national 
security situation in Mali. When combined with general underdevelopment and inefficient official institutions, Mali 
is a very fertile ground for violence, terrorism and criminal activity. Therefore, this should be regarded as a credible, 
imminent threat. 
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THE THREAT TO AVIATION  

The ongoing fighting involving military forces and extremist/militant groups, the overall unstable security situation 
in Mali results in a critical risk to airlines operating into, out of, within and over Mali.  

In late 2017, the U.S. FAA warned air carriers that only necessary flights will operate in the area. According to the 
instructions given, flights must not go below FL260 to avoid missiles shot from the ground. Additionally, militant 
groups in the country and particularly in the north have demonstrated capabilities to attack airports and military 
camps in the past. Southern Mali has also suffered attacks, but on a lesser extent.  

Moreover, some militant groups in Mali have anti-aircraft systems capabilities who can reach to a maximum of 
25,000 feet. Hence, note that attacks against aircrafts and airports may occur with no warnings.  

GENERAL RISKS  

Air routes that transit Mali’s airspace, as well as aircrafts operating to and from the country – particularly in the 
north – are at risk from:  

a. Risk of small arms; 
b. Indirect fire weapons such as mortars and rockets; 
c. Anti-aircraft capable weapons, including MANPADS (Man Portable Air Defense Systems) 

Note that these weapons can target aircrafts at low altitudes, including during arrival and departure, as well as 
on the ground.  
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GAQ AIRPORT  

INTRODUCTION  

The airport is in the city of Gao. It is a small airport, which mainly uses the 
UN Peacekeeping forces and the French, Dutch and the German Military.  

The airport’s location southeast of GAO by the Niger river constitutes a 
high threat, as it is adjacent to the UN mission to Mali’s base (MINUSMA), 
which hosts many foreign officials, including 1400 UN soldiers in the 
“Castor” compound as well as jet fighters, helicopters and military 
aircrafts (both cargo and fighters).  

 

 

Currently, the UN invests many resources in protecting the airport, including using UAV, as seen in the picture 
below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With the 2012 political crisis, the city was captured by the National Movement for the Liberation of Azawad (MNLA) 
and Ansar Dine rebels and was declared as an independent autonomy from Mali. Several months after, the city was 
captured by Islamist groups and again by French military forces.  

In November 2016, the airport was attacked with truck bomb explosion. The target was the U.N. Peacekeeping 
Mission next to the airport terminal. The attackers used vehicles with a U.N. label.  

Geographical location of GAO Airport Satellite map of Gao Airport. The blue mark shows the UN-
controlled area in Gao. 

UN soldier holding a UAV used to detect attacks at Gao Airport 
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In January 2017, the city suffered a suicide attack at a military camp, in which roughly 80 were killed and dozens 
more were wounded.  The reason why this area was lucrative for terror figures was because it housed government 
soldiers and armed groups who patrolled the area.  The suicide bomber used a vehicle with logo of the joint UN-
Mali unit coordinating the joint patrols. Apparently, the attacker had penetrated the camp and used the unit’s car 
for disguise. That is how he managed to be unnoticed by the security forces, and to attack in the camp.  

The organization who took responsibility for this attack was AQUIM – Al Qaeda’s affiliate in North Africa, to revenge 
for the cooperation with France, allegedly against Islam.  

AIRPORT  

ID CARD 

Coordinates  16°14′54″N 000°00′20″E 

16.24833°N 0.00556°E 

Latitude  16.248433 

16° 14' 54.36" N 

Airport Type Public/military 

Elevation AMSL 870 ft / 265 m 

Runway direction 07/25 

Runway length 2500m*45m (8202 ft) 

Runway surface Asphalt  

ICAO ID GAGO 

Communications  TWR 118.1 

RDO 8894 

Fuel  Jet B, Wide cut turbine fuel, 
Without icing inhibitor 

Jet A1, without icing inhibitor. 

100/130 octane gasoline, 
leaded, MIL-L-5572F (GREEN) 

 

 The most popular routes at the airport connect Mali to Conakry (Guinea) and Dakar (Senegal).  
 The two destinations are provided by Nordwind Airlines, a charter Russian airline which was founded in 

2008 and headquartered in Moscow.  
 Currently, there is no commercial activity at the airport. The last aircraft arrival was registered on 

September 21st, 2018.  

GAQ Airport after the attack on November 30, 2016 
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 Post the attack on the airport in 2016, the UN Peacekeeping Mission to Mali contributed $USD 14 million 
for renovation.  

AIRPORT EXTERIOR  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 UN cars and military tanks are visible by the entrance of the airport. The entrance to the airport is fully 
protected by the UN soldiers. Cars and passengers are searched, to protect from suicide bombers and 
VBIED.  

 Yet, there are no built bollards or blocks are apparent across the airport, to protect from VBIED. Note that 
due to the overall guards by the UN, the need to physical bollards has decreased.  
 

HEDGING  

 There is a simple hedging across some offices at the airport.  
 No CCTV is visible across the hedging.  
 Although there is a visible hedging across certain areas the 

airport, it should be noted that the hedging is unsophisticated; 
yet, there are no electronic measures related to hedging that can 
alert of intruders at the airport. Yet again, the airport is protected 
by UN Peacekeeping forces who protect the hedging well. In 2018, 
there were reports of UN Chinese soldiers who guard the airport, 
including patrols.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

GAQ Airport’s Exterior 

Office area at the airport is protected by a simple 
hedging 

The hedging across the airport as seen in the background 
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MANPADS 

Man-portable air defense systems (MANPADS) are short-range surface-to-air missile (SAMs) systems that are 
carried and operated by either a single individual or a crew of individuals. MANPADS pose a specific threat to peace 
and security in this region, as terrorist groups and non-state actors, among them ISIS, have acquired thousands of 
these shoulder missiles, especially from failed states such as Libya. They can be used to target and destroy 
commercial or freight aircrafts, as we have seen in past incidents. 

MANPADS pose a specific threat to peace and security in this region, as terrorist groups and non-state actors, among 
them ISIS, have acquired thousands of these shoulder missiles, especially from failed states such as Libya. They can 
be used to target and destroy commercial or freight aircrafts, as we have seen in past incidents. 

Since 1975, 40 civilian aircrafts have been hit by MANPADS, causing approximately 28 crashes and more than 800 
deaths around the world. They possess a serious threat to passenger air travel, the commercial aviation industry, 
and military aircraft around the world. It should be stressed that aircrafts are more vulnerable to MANPAD 
shootings during takeoff, rather than during landing.  

At Gao Airport’s topography is a relatively flat desert land with minimal vegetation and an open space around the 
area. This means that aircrafts are vulnerable to missile shooting at in the airports during taxi, departing or landing. 
In other words, while the threat of VBIED has decreased, the threat of MANPADS increased. We did not locate any 
anti-missile system stationed at the airport, despite other measures across the perimeter fence.  

Additionally, the distance from the runway to the external area is very close, thus allowing missile firing on aircrafts, 
such as short-range anti-tank missile or RPGs. The takeoff position is the most vulnerable spot to this type of missile 
firing, also due to the proximity of the road from the runway. It could be generally stated that this type of terrain 
and the conditions on the ground provide optimal shooting/firing conditions for belligerents. For these reasons, 
aircrafts at the airport are highly vulnerable to missile firing modus operandi.  

At GAQ Airport, the threat of MANPADS is high, since aircrafts can be shot from several angles across the airport. 
The main one is seen in the picture below, from RN17 to the runway.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The threat of MANPADS is high, if shot from RN17 on the 
runway 
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AIRPORT REPAIR PROJECT  

Post the attack on the airport, UN Peacekeeping forces guard the airport.  

 During the summer (2018), the runway’s refurbishment project was finalized. It was rebuilt with the help 
of the French military operation for counterterrorism in the region, and the UN Multidimensional 
Integrated Stabilization Mission in Mali (MINUSMA).  

 In August 2018, post the runway repair, also jet fighters were allowed to land at the airport. This means 
that the airport is now back to operate after the last attack at the airport.   

 Other refurbishments at the airport were finalized.  

SECURITY MEASURES DEDICTED TO AVIATION 

Since Gao Airport is located at the heart of the armed conflict in Northern Mali, UN Peacekeeping forces are now 
responsible for its overall security, including patrols. Among these are Canadian, French and most recently Chinese 
UN soldiers who he local security forces in the attempt to mitigate the threat at the airport.  

As mentioned earlier, the entrance to the main (civilian) terminal is blocked by the UN forces. As seen in the picture 
below, the entrance is physically blocked by a truck to protect from VBIED. Additionally, parking area is nonexistent; 
this means that civilian cars do not park adjacent to the terminal – again – to protect from VBIED. These constitute 
high security measures across the perimeter and the airport’s exterior. Having said that, despite the high security 
measures on the ground, the aircrafts’ aerial activity is at critical risk of missile shooting during landing & departure, 
and mainly on the ground.  

Moreover, when it comes to safety and security of the flights, there is no evidence of such. It is currently unknown 
if measures are taken, if any, to secure departing flights.  

 CC-177 Globemaster lands at Camp Castor delivering the Canadian Helicopter Detachment's second CH-147F Chinook in Gao, Mali on July 17, 2018 
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VULNERABILITY SUMMARY  

Gao airport is vulnerable to attacks of militant groups who constantly attempt to target the facility, its offices and 
adjacent military camps and bases. There is also high vulnerability of indirect fire caused by the military operations 
in the area. The presence of military forces, air force (and fighter jets) leads to further vulnerability; these are 
targeted by militant groups, and further military activity constitutes more risk to operating aircrafts in the area.  

Incoming and outgoing aircrews are also vulnerable at the airport. Indeed, UN Peacekeeping missions guard the 
airport; among them are Chinese, Canadian, French and local soldiers, however militant groups have demonstrated 
high capabilities to successfully attack the airport and its adjacent facilities. Moreover, the aircrafts are vulnerable 
to the threat of MANPADS. Missiles can easily be shot on aircrafts on the runway during departure.  

In the past, there have been publications about using anti-missile systems provided by Russia to Mali, however it is 
unknown what is used at the airport to protect aircrafts. Current overall ground operations by the UN soldiers 
demonstrate high protection capabilities; the threat of VBIED has significantly decreased; yet, the threat of 
MANPADS remains relevant despite the perimeter patrols and the use of UAV to locate terrorists around the airport.  

The entrance to the civilian terminal is physically blocked by a UN truck to protect from VBIED. 
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SUMMARY 

GAO airport is targeted by militant groups who seek to harm official institutions and representatives, as well as 
foreigners, such as aircrews. Not only civilian aircrafts are targeted, but also freight aircrafts. Although there are 
military and Air Force bases at the airport, it is highly targeted by missile firing, especially due to the topography at 
the airport, which serves easy access to the runway and departing/landing spots. In these locations, aircrafts can 
be easily reached by terrorists to hit the aircrafts on the runway.  

The UN mission to Mali, MINUSMA, is highly targeted by the terrorist groups that operate in the country. It has 
suffered many attacks since its establishment in 2013, and its members still serve as an attractive target for 
terrorism.  

Regarding security measures and procedures, information on the terminal or cargo sections was very limited. The 
airport had gone renovation after the November 2016 attack; yet, it is currently unknown what technology is used 
for flight inspection, if any. As for cargo flights, it is also unknown what type of machinery/technology is used for 
inspection. 

UN soldiers patrol the airport perimeter, search vehicles and protect the entrance to the airport from VBIED. Other 
measures to protect from VBIED are also used.   
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RISK MANAGEMENT 

When operating at Gap Airport, the following are recommended:  

RISK TO AIRCRAFT 

 Taking off and landing after sunset - to minimize the threat of MANPADs against the aircrafts. This is since 
firing the missiles is more challenging in the dark. 

 Tactical response against MANPADS – constantly switching and changing takeoff positions, to confuse 
hostile elements. 

 On-ground security, particularly to protect during takeoff position and during taxi. 
 We recommend a thorough examination of aerial control, in order to determine the situation on the ground 

and around the SAM system, before entering its aerial space. 
 Additional security on the aircraft, including scanning the cargo with a mobile device which will be 

mounted on the aircraft. 
 Flying over FL260, to protect against MANPADS.  

Risk to Crew 

 Low profile use of the accommodating hotel. 
 Adding air marshals or professional security personnel to all flights. 
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DISCLAIMER OF WARRANTIES 

The information contained in the Product has been obtained from sources believed to be reliable and are provided 
by Solar Age on an "as is" basis. To the full extent permissible by applicable law, Solar Age disclaims all warranties, 
express or implied, of whatsoever nature including, but not limited to any warranties as to the accuracy, 
completeness, quality or adequacy of any such information, any conclusions set out in the Product and any 
translations in the Product. The reader assumes sole responsibility for the selection of the Product to achieve its 
intended results. The opinions expressed in the Product are subject to change at any time without notice. 

LIMITATION OF LIABILITY 

To the extent permitted under applicable law, in no event will Solar Age be liable in any way for actions taken or 
not taken by any person or entity as a result of the review by such person or entity of the Product or information 
contained therein or as a result of the interpretation of the Product or information contained therein by such person 
or entity. 
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