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T 

he Algerian Army and Air 
Force have been put on 
high alert after top mili-
tary officials warned that 
a fresh build-up of jihad-

ist fighters threatened to infiltrate 
the country through Libya and 
Mali, Algeria’s main newspaper re-
ported.

Most of Algeria’s 6,385km land 
frontier has been under military 
control since 2014 when Algerian 
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika 
transferred border control opera-
tions from the Ministry of the Inte-
rior to the army.

“Facing a great challenge, Alge-
ria has not only increased the num-
ber of troops on its borders but put 
its military troops stationed on the 
Libyan and Mali borders on alert 
number one,” Salima Tlemçani 
wrote in El Watan newspaper.

“An order has been given to 
maintain the highest level of vigi-
lance and anticipate the suspicious 
movement of persons towards the 

Algerian border.”
A veteran Algerian journalist, 

who spoke on condition of ano-
nymity, said he had learned from 
a military source there had been 
“increased sorties from jet fighters 
and helicopters scanning the sky 
over the border” and that troops 
had been put on “the maximum 
alert”.

El Watan reported the alert no-
tice was given by Algeria’s top 
military authority, although it was 
unclear whether the reference was 
to Bouteflika, who is commander-
in-chief of the armed forces, or 
General Ahmed Gaid Salah, the 
country’s top-ranking military 
commander.

El Watan said the alert was de-
livered after military intelligence 
gave indication of an increasingly 
deteriorating situation in Libya, 
“the likely return of 2,000-2,500 
Tunisian jihadists to their home 
country and violence between Tu-
areg and Toubou tribes in southern 
Libya”.

Algerian authorities were report-
ed to be concerned that thousands 
of foreign militants, including up 
to 3,500 Islamic State (ISIS) fight-
ers fleeing fighting in Iraq and Syr-
ia and “hundreds” of Boko Haram 
members from Nigeria, could be 
making their way to Libya.

Authorities were also said to be 
worried about the resurgence of 
al-Qaeda factions in Mali and other 
sub-Saharan African states, El Wa-
tan said.

Libyan authorities in Tripoli had 

seemed optimistic about driving 
ISIS from the country when local 
militias claimed to have uprooted 
the extremist group from its main 
stronghold of Sirte in December 
but a recent US attack indicates the 
terror group is still active.

On January 19th, the United 
States announced that at least 80 
ISIS fighters were killed during air 
strikes on camps near Sirte. Some 
of those killed were believed to 
have been plotting attacks in Eu-
rope, the Pentagon said.

“All this makes Algeria fear the 
worst,” El Watan wrote. “That is 
why it is mobilising… troops along 
its borders in the south and north-
east.”

To protect its standing as a main 

gas exporter to Europe and secure 
its place as a regional military pow-
er, Algeria is likely to do everything 
in its power to prevent a major at-
tack, analysts said.

“The military deployed on the 
borders of Libya and Mali was bol-
stered by significant technical air 
capabilities, while the deployment 
of… forces on the border with Tu-

nisia was part of a new strategy 
to better control the movement 
of people between the two coun-
tries,” said El Watan.

Asked about the El Watan report, 
a senior diplomat in the region 
told The Arab Weekly: “It is clear 
from how the article is organised 
that it contains leaks from the De-
fence Ministry but how much of it 
is aimed at the domestic front is 
the guess of many in Algiers. The 
threat from the borders is clear 
but reminding people here of that 
helps underpin stability inside the 
country ahead of elections in the 
coming few months.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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A 2013 file picture shows Algerian soldiers standing guard 1,600km south-east of Algiers.  (Reuters)
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The stakes of Morocco’s diplomatic offensive

M
oroccan King 
Mohammed VI, 
who toured 
several African 
countries last 
year, is pursuing 

a bold diplomatic offensive to 
reintegrate the North African 
kingdom in the African Union 
(AU).

The king is to travel to Addis 
Ababa to further press for 
Morocco’s return to the African 
Union. Morocco, which was a 
founding member of the Organi-
sation of African Unity (OAU) 
— which morphed into the 
African Union — quit the pan-
African bloc after it recognised 
the Sahrawi Arab Democratic 
Republic (RASD) in Western 
Sahara and Algeria backed it for a 
seat in the African Union.

Morocco annexed Western 
Sahara in 1975 and maintains it is 
an integral part of the kingdom. 
The Algerian-backed Polisario 
Front separatists fought Morocco 
for an independent state until the 
United Nations brokered a 
ceasefire in 1991.

Rabat has proposed a form of 
autonomy under Moroccan 
sovereignty for the vast territory, 
which has fewer than 1 million 
inhabitants. The proposal was 
rejected by the Polisario Front, 
which insists on the right of the 
Sahrawi people to self-determi-
nation in a UN-monitored vote.

Since officially requesting to 
rejoin the African Union last 
September, Morocco has set out 

on a diplomatic offensive backed 
with a raft of trade agreements, 
investments and memoranda, 
even with countries that back 
RASD, such as Nigeria, Rwanda 
and Ethiopia.

Unlike his late father, King 
Hassan II, whose diplomacy 
targeted mainly Europe, King 
Mohammed VI is eyeing Africa as 
part of Morocco’s south-south 
cooperation strategy aimed at 
both the medium and long terms.

He appointed new ambassadors 
to 19 African countries, reflecting 
Morocco’s determination to take 
its ties with them to further levels 
that will be beneficial for all.

This diplomacy should con-
tinue if Morocco wants to win 
hearts and minds of African 
leaders to support its return to 
the African Union. which requires 
the support of at least 36 of the 
bloc’s members.

King Mohammed VI recently 
led a ministerial council in 
Marrakech during which the 
Constitutive Act of the African 
Union and its additional protocol 
were adopted.

The Moroccan parliament 
elected a new speaker three 
months after legislative elections 
that had left the country without 
a government. The Moroccan 
monarch has called on parlia-
ment to ratify laws quickly to 
clear the way for Morocco’s 
return to the African Union.

However, Morocco’s bid to 
return to the African Union faces 
obstacles from Algeria and South 
Africa.

Algeria, which claims neutral-
ity in the Western Sahara conflict, 
has been engaged in a frenzied 
diplomatic counteroffensive 
against Morocco since Rabat’s 

announcement of its desire to 
rejoin the African Union.

The Algerian government is 
trying to save RASD’s place in the 
African Union for fears of seeing 
it ejected from the bloc once 
Morocco’s accession is formalised 
after many African countries 
expressed support for Rabat.

South Africa’s Nkosazana 
Dlamini-Zuma, chairwoman of 
the AU Commission, sought to 
delay the sending of Morocco’s 
request for AU membership to the 
members. Rabat denounced 
Zuma’s manoeuvre on December 
30th for “unjustifiably delaying” 
the dissemination of its request.

Algerian media said Dlamini-
Zuma demanded a written 
commitment by which Morocco 
explicitly accepts AU values and 
principles, including respect of 
the borders inherited from 
colonialism and the ratification 
of the Constitutive Act.

Dlamini-Zuma, the ex-wife of 
South African President Jacob 
Zuma, is aware that she will not 
get a reply from Morocco, as such 
a message would amount to 
acknowledging that Western 
Sahara is not an integral part of 
the North African kingdom.

Pretoria officially recognised 
RASD in 2003 when Dlamini-
Zuma was South African Foreign 
minister. However, Dlamini-
Zuma seems to have forgotten 
that Morocco was among South 
Africa’s supporters — both 
financially and militarily — in its 
struggle against apartheid. South 
African leader Nelson Mandela 
travelled to Morocco in March 
1962 and met Abdelkrim al-
Khatib, Moroccan minister of 
State for African Affairs and a 
former guerrilla leader, to seek 

help from Rabat.
In April 1995, Mandela thanked 

King Hassan II and Khatib for 
supporting his battle both 
financially and militarily in a 
speech celebrating the anniver-
sary of South Africa’s first 
non-racial democratic elections.

Whatever the aims of the 
Algerian and South African 
governments are, Morocco is 
more determined than ever to 
defend its territorial integrity by 
all political and diplomatic 
means.

With Morocco pouring money 
into Africa, the stakes to rejoin 
the African Union are high. Rabat 
is seeking to be a major player in 
the African continent through 
investments in various sectors, 
its expertise in renewable 
energies and fighting terror along 
with its military presence among 
UN peacekeepers in the conti-
nent.

A return to the African Union 
would give Morocco momentum 
to expand its south-south 
cooperation strategy, which 
would boost its economy through 
new trade agreements and would 
help it gain support for its 
autonomy plan for Western 
Sahara.

It would be a major setback for 
Morocco if it fails to gather 
enough support to win a return to 
the African Union in Addis Ababa. 
Rabat, however, would still 
continue its fight to rejoin the 
pan-African bloc because Moroc-
co’s interests are mainly in Africa 
and it aspires to become the 
largest investor in the continent.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly 
on Maghreb issues.
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With Morocco pouring money 
into Africa, the stakes to rejoin 
the African Union are high.

To protect its standing 
as a regional military 
power, Algeria is likely 
to do everything in its 
power to prevent a 
major attack. Algerian authorities 

were reported to be 
concerned that 
thousands of foreign 
militants could be 
making their way to 
Libya.


