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lgeria closed its lengthy 
borders with Libya and 
Mali after the terror-
ist attack in Bamako in 
which at least 19 peo-

ple died as jihadists widened their 
challenge to France’s interests a 
week after the Paris attacks.

The massacre at Bamako’s Radis-
son Blu Hotel underscored securi-
ty frailty of Mali and the struggle of 
10,000 French and UN peacekeep-
ers to bolster stability of the former 
French colony.

The Arabic-language daily El 
Khabar quoted an Algerian secu-
rity source as saying a military 
intelligence report triggered the 
decision to close the borders and 
stage a “wide military operation to 
search suspected areas”.

Algerian soldiers reportedly ar-
rested five fighters and 30 smug-
glers with links to jihadist groups 
who gave details about a coalition 
between Tuareg rebels, al-Murabi-
tun, the Movement for Unity and 
Jihad in West Africa. The jihadist 
formations have ties to both al-
Qaeda in Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) 
and the Islamic State (ISIS)

“The armed forces chief of staff 
office and the minister of defence 
took seriously that information 
into account,” said El Khabar.

The border move, which locked 
down most of Algeria’s 6,734-
mile desert borders, aims to hold 
off ISIS and other jihadist groups 
throughout Libya, Egypt, Tunisia 
and the Sahel region.

In Nigeria and the Sahel region, 
the Boko Haram terror group is 
competing with ISIS in savagery 
and expansionist ambitions. Boko 
Haram has reportedly killed 3,500 
people this year in an area stretch-
ing from north-eastern Nigeria to 
Niger and Chad and Cameroon.

Experts say Algeria could play 
the role of a “bastion of last re-
sort” with its powerful military 
and experience in fighting Islamist 
violence for more than ten years. 
But it still has to meet several 
challenges, including ensuring a 
smooth transition towards a more 
open political system after nearly 
two decades of rule by President 
Abdelaziz Bouteflika and shrink-
ing oil revenues that constitute its 
economic lifeline.

Algeria had already broken a ta-
boo. In 2013, it allowed French jet 
fighters to fly over its territory to 
intervene against Islamist fighters 
in neighbouring Mali — sealing a de 
facto alliance with France against 
jihadists since then.

AQIM was born in Algeria and 
maintains a presence east of Al-
giers in the Kabylie mountains. It 
killed at least nine Algerian sol-
diers in an ambush not far from 
the capital in July. Smaller groups, 
including al-Murabitun, an al-
Qaeda breakaway faction led by 
former Algerian army paratrooper 
Mokhtar Belmokhtar and which 
claimed the Bamako hotel assault, 
al-Qaeda-linked Uqba ibn Nafi and 
ISIS-linked Jund al-Khilafa con-
tinue to operate across and within 
Algeria’s borders.

El Khabar, apparently basing its 
article on a recent intelligence re-

port, talked of an unprecedented 
alliance between ISIS and other 
jihadist factions for the purpose 
of opening a new front against 
France’s presence in Mali.

The new threat could create a 
problem for Paris as it fears spread-
ing too thin, between facing off 
to the jihadist challenge at home, 
ensuring the defence of its huge 
interests in Africa and pursuing 
a second war front against ISIS in 
Syria.

Despite a UN-backed deal in 
June 2014, the Malian army and 
thousands of peacekeepers are 
struggling to impose order amid 
deep inter-communal tensions 
and frequent attacks by jihadists. 
The West African country is seek-
ing to put an end to successive Tu-
areg uprisings dating back to inde-
pendence from France in 1960.

French newspaper Le Monde 
quoted unnamed Defence Minis-
try sources as saying Paris could be 
forced to trim its military presence 
in Africa to meet military require-
ments stemming from French 
President François Hollande’s de-
mand to intensify the fight against 
ISIS in Syria.

Algerian Prime Minister Abdel-
malek Sellal said a global front by 
the “civilised world” is needed to 
crush the “barbaric group”. Former 
Defence minister Khaled Nezzar, 
lionised by Algerian anti-Islamists 
for spearheading the fight against 
Islamist insurgents to “safeguard 
Algeria’s republican order”, said 

only troops on the ground can de-
feat ISIS. Air strikes, according to 
him, will have no decisive effect in 
the global war on ISIS.

Local analysts privy to the think-
ing of security and military leaders 
say Algerian authorities fear jihad-
ists outside its borders could boost 
the ranks of remaining jihadists 
on its soil as weary Algerian youth 
have lost enthusiasm for jihad.

They cite estimates by Algerian 

security services putting the num-
ber of Algerians fighting with ISIS 
in Syria and Iraq at about 250 for 
a population of around 40 million 
compared to 4,000 Tunisians from 
a population of 11 million. They 
also note that most of the assail-
ants in the raid by an al-Qaeda affil-
iate against the Amenas gas field in 
southern Algeria early in 2013 were 
foreign jihadists who crossed into 
Algeria from Libya.

Algeria sees security challenges after Mali attack
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oroccan security ser-
vices raised the coun-
try’s terror alert to its 
highest level follow-
ing the terror attacks 

in Paris and the arrest in Turkey of 
Moroccans suspected of joining the 
Islamic State (ISIS) has drawn at-
tention to the North African coun-
try’s jihadist problem.

“The security services have been 
mobilised in sensitive areas of the 
kingdom to control the situation 
calmly. We always prepare for the 
worst scenarios,” a security official 
told Alyaoum24.

Socialist MP Ahmed Reda Chami 
confirmed on Twitter the elevation 

of the alert a few minutes after the 
Paris attacks on November 13th, 
posting: “Morocco: Alert status 
raised to the highest level after the 
attacks in France to deal with any 
eventuality. No panic, it’s a normal 
procedure.”

Morocco was part of the US-led 
coalition fighting ISIS jihadists in 
Syria and Iraq but Jordan’s King 
Abdullah II told Fox News in April 
that Morocco withdrew from the al-
liance.

Morocco had been a target of ter-
rorist organisations well before the 
January attack on the headquarters 
of the Charlie Hebdo magazine in 
Paris.

“Morocco has always been a tar-
get of terrorist networks. Rabat has 
announced today (November 16th) 
that a jihadist cell was dismantled 

in Beni Mellal… We now hear such 
news almost every week,” analyst 
Mountacir Zian said.

Morocco’s Interior Ministry said 
the four suspects arrested in Beni 
Mellal were at an advanced stage of 
preparing terrorist acts in the king-
dom. “The alleged leader of this 
criminal gang had established con-
tacts with the Islamic State leaders 
to get logistical support for terrorist 
acts,” it added.

“ISIS jihadists consider all those 
who ally with ‘the crusaders’ as 
their enemies. So Morocco falls in 
that line,” said Zian, director-gener-
al of the Mediterranean Company of 
Analysis and Strategic Intelligence.

ISIS has expanded its operations 
to North Africa, taking advantage 
of a deteriorating security situation 
in the region since 2011. Libya has 

become a haven for ISIS and other 
jihadist formations. Hundreds of 
jihadists from North Africa have 
trained there before heading to 
Iraq, Syria and other hotspots.

The Tunisian government says 
3,000 Tunisians have joined the 
conflicts in Syria and Iraq. It also 
claimed it prevented 12,490 people 
from joining the wars.

There are more than 3,000 jihad-
ists of Moroccan origin who are 
fighting in Syria and Iraq, according 
to Interior Minister Mohamed Has-
sad, However, the figure could be 
much higher.

Turkey has begun deporting Mo-
roccans detained at Istanbul’s main 
airport over suspected links to ISIS. 
The eight, who said they went to 
Istanbul on holiday, were detained 
by border police and questioned by 

profiling experts who flagged them 
as suspected militants, a govern-
ment official said.

Some of the suspects have been 
deported. The others are being 
questioned but will be sent to Mo-
rocco soon, a second official said.

The deportations came just two 
weeks after Ankara expelled 41 Mo-
roccans, also detained at Ataturk 
airport on suspicion of going to join 
ISIS.

“We should ask ourselves why 
these people joined the ISIS group,” 
said Zian, citing poverty and exclu-
sion as reasons behind their radi-
calisation.

“Some of those who are fight-
ing for ISIS will certainly flee the 
Russian bombardments in Syria 
and come back to Morocco, which 
will present the biggest risk to the 
country,” warned Zian, who called 
on the government to take serious 
measures to de-radicalise jihadists 
in prisons and reintegrate them into 
society in an efficient manner.

Morocco’s Higher Council of Ul-
emas issued a fatwa on November 
14th explaining the concept of jihad 
and rejecting violence and terror-
ism.

In response to the Paris attacks, 
the council said “jihad with weap-
ons” is a remedy in cases of “ex-
treme necessity” when Muslims are 
“attacked by their enemies and that 
all peaceful means fail”.

The minister of Religious Affairs 
issued a statement urging preach-
ers to “light up” citizens by dem-
onstrating that all forms of violence 
and coercion have nothing to do 
with Islam.

Concerns in Morocco over home-grown jihadists
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Candlelight vigil outside the parliament in Rabat, Morocco, on November 15th, in solidarity with the victims of attacks in Paris.

There are more than 
3,000 jihadists of 
Moroccan origin 
who are fighting in 
Syria and Iraq.

The border move  
aims to hold off ISIS 
and other jihadist 
groups throughout 
Libya, Egypt, 
Tunisia and the 
Sahel region.
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