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Casablanca

P 

olisario Front fighters re-
main in the buffer zone of 
the Guerguerat region, in-
timidating Moroccan truck 
drivers despite the United 

Nations’ call for unconditional 
withdrawal.

The Algerian-backed fighters 
posted videos, one of which depicts 
a soldier from the so-called Polisa-
rio army threatening to “shred” the 
bodies of Moroccan drivers cross-
ing the buffer zone that separates 
the border crossing of Guerguerat, 
which is under Moroccan adminis-
tration, from the first border cross-
ing in northern Mauritania.

“The bodies of the Berbers will 
be shredded if they insist again on 
crossing the region,” threatened the 
Polisario fighter.

Another video posted on social 
media showed separatists forcing 
trucks to return to Morocco if their 
vehicles displayed a Moroccan map 
that included the disputed Western 
Sahara.

Morocco said it would withdraw 
its security forces from the border 
strip after UN Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres spoke to Moroc-
can King Mohammed VI.

“The Kingdom of Morocco will 
proceed from today with a unilater-
al withdrawal from the (Guerguer-
at) zone,” the Moroccan Foreign 
Ministry said in a statement.

During a telephone call with Gu-
terres, King Mohammed VI urged 
the United Nations to take urgent 
measures to end “provocation” by 
the Polisario Front and condemned 
“repeated incursions by armed 
Polisario men” in Guerguerat dis-
trict that threaten UN-brokered 
ceasefire.

“These acts took place prema-
turely a month before Morocco’s 
return to the African Union, in or-
der to sow discord and try, in vain, 
to torpedo this process,” the royal 
cabinet said in a statement.

France, Spain and the United 
States welcomed Rabat’s an-
nouncement of the pullback.

Morocco annexed Western Saha-
ra, a former Spanish colony, in 1975 
and maintains that it is an in tegral 
part of the kingdom. The Al geria-
backed Polisario Front started an 
armed conflict with Morocco for an 
independent state that lasted un til 
a UN-brokered ceasefire in 1991.

Guterres called on both parties 
to unconditionally withdraw all 
armed elements from the border 
strip and exercise maximum re-
straint. While Morocco recalled its 
forces, Polisario fighters have not 
pulled back from the buffer zone.

The Polisario Front dismissed 
Morocco’s decision as “window 
dressing”, accusing Rabat of block-
ing a settlement, rejecting negotia-
tions and UN mediation efforts.

Mauritanian President Mohamed 
Ould Abdel Aziz described the situ-
ation at Guerguerat as “dangerous 

and explosive” in an interview 
broadcast by French satellite news 
channel France 24.

“The Sahrawis are in the region 
with their armed forces, which can 
be dangerous in the presence of sol-
diers on both sides of the region. 
This could lead to problems, which 
we do not wish for the region,” said 
Ould Abdel Aziz.

Tensions flared between Rabat 
and the Sahrawi separatists last Au-
gust after Morocco started building 
a 3.8km road beyond the 2,500km 
sand wall that surrounds the 90% 
of the territory that it controls.

Rabat said then that the road, 
which could not be completed be-
cause of Polisario incursions since 
December, was aimed at easing the 
flow of traffic and ending smug-
gling and illegal trade.

The summer operation resulted 
in the dismantlement of three as-
sembly points of second-hand bod-
ies of cars and trucks, including 
more than 600 vehicles, officials in 
Dakhla-Oued Eddahab prefecture 
said.

The General Directorate for Na-
tional Security (DGSN) has an-
nounced that more than 3 tonnes 

of hashish were seized at the Guer-
guerat border on a semi-trailer reg-
istered in Morocco.

The Moroccan driver was arrest-
ed after allegedly trying to conceal 
the drug in bottles of cosmetics 
destined for export to an African 
country, said the DGSN.

Morocco’s Royal Gendarmerie 
has summoned retired soldiers 
and other reservists to update their 
information. The timing of the 
move raised questions, including 
whether it was connected to the 
Sahrawi separatists’ actions in the 
buffer zone, although the informa-
tion is generally updated every six 
months.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly 
on Maghreb issues.

Tunis

T 

he Algerian military 
has stepped up efforts 
against the Islamic State 
(ISIS), deploying thou-
sands of troops to besiege 

the group’s hideouts and killing at 
least 16 suspected members of the 
militant group in recent clashes.

The military assault is part of Al-
geria’s strategy to prevent ISIS from 
gaining ground in areas where 
Islamist insurgents targeted the 
country’s military in a civil war in 
the 1990s.

Known as Jund al-Khilafah (Sol-
diers of the Caliphate), ISIS in Alge-
ria has pledged allegiance to ISIS in 
Iraq and Syria and is mostly com-
prised of converts from al-Qaeda’s 
North Africa affiliate. The group 
released a video in 2014 that ap-
peared to show its members be-
heading a French tourist but then 
laid low after a fierce backlash from 
the Algerian military.

In December 2015, Algerian forc-
es killed local ISIS leader Abdel-
malek Gouri. His successor, Mou-
loud Baal, was killed a few months 
later.

The group resurfaced in Febru-
ary with an attack in the eastern 
city of Constantine. Police said an 
ISIS suicide bomber targeted the 
city’s main police station but failed 
to reach his destination when offic-

ers fired at him outside the facility, 
setting off his explosives. Two of-
ficers were wounded in the attack.

Constantine police had been 
targeted by ISIS in October when 
three ISIS members killed an officer 
inside one of the city’s restaurants, 
the first such attack in 16 years.

Security analysts in Algeria said 
the assailants in both attacks could 
be part of a group of ISIS fighters 
that infiltrated the city in Novem-
ber after they were forced out of 
the mountains in north-eastern Al-
geria by military assaults.

“The failure of the bombing at-
tempt targeting the police station 
in Constantine is further evidence 
that the fight against terrorism has 
been conducted effectively,” said 
Algerian security analyst Kamel 
Moulfi, “but the terrorists’ actions 
also prove that elements left be-
hind from eradicated terror groups 
have a harmful capacity.

“The goal of the attack was to 
devastate local public opinion and 
give credence to the fear that ter-
rorism is returning to Algeria.”

Algerian Chief of Staff General 

Ahmed Gaid Salah was visiting 
troops in the city when the attack 
occurred.

Algeria has been battling jihadist 
factions, including Takfir wal-Hi-
jra, the Islamic Salvation Army, the 
Armed Islamic Group, the Salafist 
Group for Preaching and Combat 
— which became al-Qaeda in the 
Islamic Maghreb — and ISIS and 
its local offshoot Jund al-Khilafah 
since 1991.

This war against jihadism has 
turned Algeria into one of Africa’s 
top military powerhouses. In the 
past 20 years, Algeria has spent 
more on its military than all three 
of its immediate neighbours — Mo-
rocco, Libya and Tunisia — com-
bined.

The struggle has come with enor-
mous social and financial costs but 
has appeared to have contained 
domestic jihadists to the coun-
try’s periphery in Algeria’s rugged 
mountainous areas in the north 
and east, and south in the Sahara.

Recently, however, the military 
shifted to a more aggressive ap-
proach towards jihadism and is 
increasingly taking the fight to the 
groups’ hideouts in the country’s 
forests and mountains.

Security analysts said the tactical 
change is due to pressure from the 
deteriorating security situation in 
Libya, Mali and Niger and the need 
to weed out domestic terrorism 
in Algeria before jihadists receive 
help from potential reinforcements 
in those countries.

Nine suspected jihadists were 
captured February 28th after 500 
troops encircled their hideout in 
a forest, 70km east of Algiers. Pic-
tures of the captured suspects were 
broadcast on social media, ham-
mering home the message that Al-
geria’s military has the upper hand 
in the fight against terrorism.

Three days earlier, two jihadists 
were killed in a gun battle with sol-
diers in the Tizi Ouzou region east 
of Algiers.

The incidents brought the num-
ber of suspected jihadists killed in 
2017 to at least 27, including 14 sus-
pected ISIS fighters who were shot 
dead in al Ajiba area in the province 
of Bouira on February 17th. Gouri 
and 23 of his men were killed in the 
province in 2015.

“More vigilance and caution is 
necessary,” Algerian media quoted 
Gaid Salah as saying to soldiers a 
day after the ISIS suicide bombing 
attempt in Constantine. “More ef-
forts are needed to free our coun-
try from the evil of the remnants of 
terrorists.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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Mouting tension. Moroccan soldiers guarding the wall that separates areas controlled by Morocco and the Polisario Front in February.                                                                     (AFP)

Vigilance. Algerian soldiers are seen standing guard south of the 
capital Algiers.                        (Reuters)

The Moroccan king 
condemned 
“repeated incursions 
by armed Polisario 
men” in Guerguerat 
district.

The decades-long 
struggle against 
jihadists has come 
with enormous social 
and financial costs.

The Sahrawis are in 
the region with 
their armed forces, 
which can be 
dangerous.”Mauritanian President 

Mohamed Ould Abdel Aziz


