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T 

he Maghreb has largely 
succeeded in deterring 
home-grown jihadists 
from returning to the re-
gion but it must prepare 

for a wave of fighters as the Islamic 
State loses territory and key leaders 
in Syria and Iraq, a report by the In-
ternational Crisis Group said.

“The Islamic State (ISIS) is in 
sharp decline but in its rout lie 
important lessons and lingering 
threats. This is true for… Algeria, 
Libya, Morocco and Tunisia, which 
constitute a microcosm of ISIS’s 
identity, trajectory and shifting 
fortunes to date,” said the report 
titled “How the Islamic State Rose, 
Fell and Could Rise Again in the 
Maghreb.”

The report noted that the four 
Maghreb countries “possess two 
unwanted claims to fame: As a sig-
nificant pool of ISIS foreign fighters 
and, in the case of Libya, as the site 
of ISIS’s first successful territorial 
conquest outside of Iraq and Syria.”

“The pool is drying up, to a point, 
and the caliphate’s Libyan prov-
ince is no more but many factors 
that enabled ISIS’s ascent persist,” 
the report added.

Despite being pushed out of ter-
ritory they once held in Libya, ji-
hadists have been resilient. Libyan 
Defence Ministry spokesman Brig-
adier-General Mohammed al-Gho-
sari, who led the charge to defeat 
ISIS from Sirte stronghold in De-
cember, said that ISIS fighters were 
preparing to storm Sirte again.

“Al-Bunyan al-Marsous forces 
have been put on high alert in an-
ticipation of an imminent ISIS at-
tack on Sirte,” said Ghosari, who 
added that an armed convoy of 20 

vehicles in Sabah district, west of 
Sirte had been deployed and that 
checkpoints were set up at the en-
trances to the city. Ghosari noted 
that forces were expecting attacks 
on Sirte from the south and east 
side of the city.

Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef 
Chahed, in an interview July 20, 
voiced his concerns that ISIS was 
looking to regain a foothold in 
Libya. “It looks like (ISIS) is setting 
up a new base in Libya to direct ter-
ror in North Africa and in Europe,” 
Chahed said. “I think this is the 
main threat in the region. I’ve also 
heard from a commander in Africa 
who said instability in North Africa 
and ISIS in Libya are probably the 
nearest-term threats to the United 
States and US-interests in the re-
gion.”

The Algerian Defence Minis-
try, on July 31, said that its troops 
had killed six suspected terrorists 
described as “dangerous” in the 
Gouraya forest in the coastal Ti-
paza area, west of Algiers.

Jihadists in Algeria have split into 
factions, including Takfir wal Hijra, 
the Islamic Salvation Army, the 
armed wing of the banned Islamic 
Salvation Front and al-Qaeda in the 
Islamic Maghreb, which is compet-
ing with ISIS-affiliate Jund al Khali-
fa for recruits and resources.

Officials from governments in 
the Maghreb had yet to comment 
on the report but security forces 
were put on alert because of threat 
of  jihadist returnees. Intelligence 
sources said Morocco set a “war 
room” with Spain and France to 
watch for renewed jihadist threats.

Algerian security expert Omar 
bin Jana, who has access to the se-
curity apparatus said: “The danger 
of the return of ISIS fighters to the 
Maghreb is real and  Algeria has 
deployed the required intelligence 
and military forces to face this 
menace but the problem lies on the 
belt of instability and insecurity on 
its borders with Libya, Niger and 
Mali. He added that those countries 
were fragile and returning jihadists 
could establish support systems 
and be able to strike Algeria.

While the four Maghreb coun-

tries face varying degrees of risk 
from jihadist movements, they 
each have conditions that can fa-
cilitate the groups’ rise.

Paradoxically, the countries that 
have allowed self-described “mod-
erate Islamists” to participate in 
elections have seen jihadists use 
their presence as a recruitment 
tool. In Tunisia, “moderate Islam-
ists” failed to introduce a societal 
model that appealed to marginal-
ised youth and were seen by radi-
cals as straying from their goal of 
bringing religion and state togeth-
er.

The International Crisis Group 
report said: “(ISIS)’s ability to re-
cruit in these countries suggests a 
series of factors that gave rise to a 
more conducive environment: A 
demand for a quasi-revolutionary, 
anti-establishment discourse and 
practice, especially among young 
people who blame their relative 
deprivation on structural injustice 
(chiefly Tunisia).”

Their report noted that “a secu-
rity apparatus in disarray (Libya 
and Tunisia); the ascent and subse-
quent reining in of a more political, 
pragmatic form of Islamism (Tuni-
sia); the presence of pre-existing 
networks of a jihadist or militant 
variety (Libya, Tunisia and Mo-
rocco); and either lack of regional 
or international coordination or, 
worse, regional actors backing rival 
groups (Libya),” contributed to the 
region’s predicament.

Since last year when Libyan forc-
es defeated ISIS in Sirte and Tuni-
sian security services repelled hun-
dreds of ISIS fighters attempting to 
establish a caliphate in the south-
ern border town of Ben Guerdane, 
the Maghreb has staved off ISIS and 

improved security, particularly be-
tween Algiers and Tunis.

The Algerian Army played a lead-
ing role in anti-terror operations, 
deploying thousands of troops and 
significant military resources to the 
Libyan border.

While the International Crisis 
Group acknowledged that “pro-
gress has been made to address 
several of these matters,” it said 
considerable efforts were needed 
to resolve the issue in a sustainable 
manner.

“Ending Libya’s anarchy and 
fragmentation” and “improving 
states’ capacities to channel anger 
at elites’ predatory behaviour and 
provide responsive governance” 
were key steps, the report said.

“Treading carefully when seek-
ing to regiment religious discourse 
and improving regional and inter-
national counterterrorism coopera-
tion would go a long way towards 

ensuring that success against ISIS 
is more than a fleeting moment.”

As the region makes headway 
in countering terrorism, “the in-
centives for extremists to conduct 
‘shock-and-awe’ attacks in the 
West and guerrilla pinpoint attacks 
in Libya are likely to grow as a way 
to maintain momentum and drive 
recruitment,” the report said.

“The Maghreb has shown that 
it has, for the most part, resilient 
state capacity but also persistent 
tensions within societies and their 
elites, as well as between them,” 
the report said. “It is also surround-
ed by fragile states to the south. 
Vigilance about avoiding a next 
wave requires more focus on ap-
peasing and channelling these ten-
sions away from violence, not just 
post facto security approaches.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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Tough terrain. Tunisian Army special forces near the Libyan 
border.                                                                                                            (AFP)

Despite being pushed 
out of territory they 
once held in Libya, 
jihadists have been 
resilient.

While Maghreb 
countries face 
varying degrees of 
risk from jihadist 
movements, they 
each have conditions 
that can facilitate the 
groups’ rise.

News & Analysis Maghreb

A
lmost two weeks 
after French Presi-
dent Emmanuel 
Macron hosted the 
two major players in 
Libya’s conflict, the 

situation in the country indicates 
that its crisis is no closer to a 
resolution.

During the meeting outside 
Paris, Prime Minister of Libya’s 
UN-backed government Fayez 
al-Sarraj and Field Marshal 
Khalifa Haftar agreed to a 
ceasefire and to work through a 
political process to have presi-
dential and parliamentary 
elections as soon as possible.

However, it quickly became 
clear that the plan outlined in the 
agreement is unlikely to come to 
fruition. Haftar appeared dis-
missive of elections and, given 
that the ceasefire does not apply 
to counterterrorism operations, 
Haftar, who views his enemies as 
terrorists, is unlikely to cease his 
military campaign to take the 
country by force.

The recent approval of a new 
draft constitution by the Consti-
tutional Drafting Assembly (CDA) 
further complicates the situation. 
The CDA was formed in 2014 with 
an 18-month mandate and tasked 
with drafting a constitution for 
Libya. However, the assembly 
faced difficulties due to political 

unrest and security threats. The 
recently approved constitution is 
therefore long overdue and its 
path forward is anything but 
clear.

The approval of a new constitu-
tion faces challenges that are tied 
not just to technical and capacity 
problems but to the struggle for 
power in Libya. The first chal-
lenge is its legitimacy given the 
way it was passed by the CDA. 
Only 44 of the 60 members in the 
assembly attended the session to 
vote on the constitution, indicat-
ing little consensus within the 
drafting body itself.

The United Nations praised the 
CDA for the vote, calling it “the 
first milestone” on the path 
towards a national referendum to 
approve the constitution. In 
reality, acclaim for the 43-1 vote 
in favour of the draft ignores a 
worrying lack of consensus 
among the drafting body.

The vote was not seamless. 
Armed protesters stormed the 
committee’s session in Bayda and 
forced the CDA to issue a revised 
draft constitution, reportedly to 
remove any stipulations that 
would prevent Haftar from 
running for president in future 
elections.

Yet before any election, the 
constitutional draft must be put 
to a referendum, which cannot 
happen without approval from 
the eastern-based House of 
Representatives (HoR). The High 
National Election Commission 
(HNEC) needs the HoR to pass a 
law to organise a referendum, 

which, in theory, should happen 
within 30 days of the CDA’s 
approval of a new draft constitu-
tion.

However, the HoR has little 
incentive to approve the draft and 
issue a law allowing for the organ-
isation of a referendum. HoR 
President Aguila Saleh supports 
Haftar and his forces in the east 
and would rather buy time for 
Haftar to continue his push 
towards Tripoli.

After emerging victorious in the 
long fight to take the city of 
Benghazi, Haftar is setting his 
sights on Derna as he works to 
solidify control over eastern 
Libya. Haftar’s Libyan National 
Army has also begun pushing into 
the western town of Sabratha.

By refusing to vote on the CDA’s 
draft and not passing a law that 
would allow the referendum, the 
HoR can give Haftar time to 
expand his military operations 
and consolidate authority by 
force rather than hold himself to a 
political process.

The HNEC is plagued by 
technical barriers. In interviews 
after the CDA vote, HNEC indi-
cated eagerness to move forward 
with a referendum, although the 
head of the electoral body noted 
that it lacks the funds to do so.

HNEC Chairman Emad al-Sayeh 
said HNEC does not have the 
budget to evaluate polling 
stations across Libya, provide 
necessary materials in voting 
locations, fully register all 
Libyans or ensure security in 
unstable areas. HNEC also said 

Libya’s draft constitution and the stalled political process
that it required more than the 
prescribed 30 days to organise a 
referendum.

Sayeh said HNEC would need at 
least four months to organise 
elections and conduct the 
necessary voter education to 
ensure a nominal level of partici-
pation. HNEC cannot begin these 
steps until the HoR passes a law 
allowing the referendum to move 
forward.

It remains to be seen whether 
the meeting in France will have 
positive effects in Libya and how 
the CDA’s approval of a new draft 
constitution will affect the 
political process as it barely 
inches forward.

Haftar and his camp have little 
reason to get behind the CDA and 
the HNEC. He has garnered 
significant international legiti-
macy because of the meeting in 
France without making any real 
concessions to Sarraj or the 
UN-backed negotiation process.

Should Haftar decide he wants 
to participate in elections, he will 
likely do so outside of a constitu-
tional framework, preferring to 
emerge victorious in elections 
before putting a revised draft 
preferable to his interests to vote.

The fragmented political 
process in Libya will continue to 
limp on but it is unlikely, at least 
in the near term, to deliver any 
consensus or progress.

Elissa Miller is a non-resident 
fellow at the Atlantic Council’s 
Rafik Hariri Centre for the 
Middle East.
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