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lgeria is maintaining 
strong ties with North 
Korea despite US pres-
sure to isolate Pyong-
yang.

Washington has pressured Algeria 
for nearly two years to end its 59-
year relationship with North Korea, 
Algerian officials said. While other 
Arab countries — such as Egypt — 
succumbed to similar pressures, 
Algeria defended its historic rela-
tionship with Pyongyang, which 
dates to before the founding of the 
republic.

Checking North Korea’s nuclear 
ambitions has become a top prior-
ity for the US administration, which 
has seen Pyongyang’s threats and 
military drills become increas-
ingly hostile. During a speech 
at the UN General Assembly, US 
President Donald Trump warned 
that the United States would “de-
stroy” North Korea if Pyongyang  
threatened his country and urged 
the global community to join  

the fight against the North Koreans.
Some intellectuals defended 

Algeria’s loyalty to North Korea, 
arguing the East Asian country’s 
pursuit of nuclear weapons is stra-
tegic. They pointed out that multi-
ple regimes, such as that of Saddam 
Hussein in Iraq and Muammar 
Qaddafi in Libya, were wiped out 
by Western powers after giving up 
their nuclear programmes. North 
Korea, which was lumped into for-
mer US President George W. Bush’s  
“axis of evil” with Iraq, fears a simi-
lar fate.

North Korea has provided cru-
cial assistance to Algeria, analysts 
noted. It was the first country to 
recognise Algeria’s nationalist gov-
ernment in 1958, when the North 
African state was in the midst of its 
most trying period of seeking inde-
pendence.

The North Koreans supplied Alge-
ria with critical military aid during 
its fight with jihadists in the 1990s, 
helping Algeria ward off a danger-
ous offensive when other interna-
tional and Arab powers had aban-
doned it.

“It is part of Algeria’s diplomacy 
to remain loyal to friends and allies 

even when there is a shift in the bal-
ance of international relations,” a 
senior Arab diplomat in Algiers said. 
“That is true for Asian friends of Al-
geria or elsewhere in Africa and the 
Americas.”

This policy was evidenced by 
“rolling out the red carpet this 
month for (Venezuelan President 
Nicolas) Maduro despite his isola-
tion at home and abroad,” added 
the diplomat, who confirmed that 
Algerian President Abdelaziz Boutef-
lika has met with North Korean 
Ambassador to Algeria Park  
Sang-jin multiple times since early 
2016.

Algerian security analyst Akram 
Kharief said: “Algeria has been 
put in a difficult position and  
does not want to break ties with 
North Korea. Instead, Algiers offered 
to mediate between the two Korean 

capitals: Pyongyang and Seoul.”
Analysts noted that Algeria could 

afford to resist the United States’ 
demands since Algiers is not be-
holden to Washington as are other 
Arab countries. While Algiers re-
ceives no military aid from the 
United States, it has succeeded 
in building “one of the strongest  
military powers in the world,” Al-
gerian Army Chief Ahmed Gaid 
Salah said.

Egypt has enjoyed close ties with 
North Korea for four decades. Be-
fore the 1973 Yom Kippur War be-
tween Israel and a coalition of Arab 
states, North Korea trained Egyp-
tian fighter pilots. Cairo was later 
accused of supplying Scud missiles 
to Pyongyang, said Daniel Leone 
from the Project on Middle East 
Democracy.

In 2015, a UN investigation stated 
that North Korea was using compa-
nies and shipping agents as a front 
to smuggle weapons out of Egypt’s 
Port Said.

In September, Egypt announced 
it was severing military ties with 
North Korea after Washington cut 
military aid to Cairo. This was fol-
lowed by Kuwait’s decision to ex-

pel the North Korean ambassador 
and four other diplomats, poten-
tially crippling Pyongyang’s ability 
to collect money from workers it 
sends to the Gulf region.

A 2015 UN report suggested that 
the more than 50,000 North Kore-
ans working overseas earned $1.2 
billion-$2.3 billion a year.

The civil war in Syria has made 
Damascus immune to pressure to 
sever ties with Pyongyang, which 
has strong military links with the 
country. In Yemen, the Houthis 
appear undeterred by diplomatic 
pressure to cut ties, even though 
the conflict has nearly halted the 
usual exchange between Sana’a 
and Pyongyang.

Despite the conflict in Libya, 
North Korea has retained ties with 
Tripoli as well. Defence ministry 
officials in the UN-backed Libyan 
government announced they had 
begun talks with the North Korean 
Ambassador to Libya Ju Jin-hyuk 
in February.

Libya’s ties with North Korea 
date to the first months of Qaddafi’s 
rule, when hundreds of North Ko-
rean soldiers deployed to support 
and train his fledgling army.
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he Islamic State (ISIS) is 
regrouping in Libya after 
being uprooted from the 
coastal town of Sirte last 
year, renewing fears that 

the extremist group could gather 
strength in the conflict-ridden coun-
try.

At the same time, infighting 
among jihadists has grown fiercer, 
with rival groups battling for leader-
ship in the Maghreb and neighbour-
ing Sahel, analysts and intelligence 
sources said.

Last December marked the end 
of a four-month battle to wipe ISIS 
out of deceased dictator Muam-
mar Qaddafi`s hometown of Sirte, 
160km south-east of Tripoli. The in-
ternational coalition killed as many 
as 1,200 of ISIS fighters, mostly 
through hundreds of US precision 
strikes and aerial bombings.

However, there is concern that 
the conflict between political fac-
tions and militias within Libya has 
allowed ISIS to gain a new foothold 
and expand.

ISIS claimed responsibility for 
a suicide bombing October 4 on a 
court complex in Misrata. The at-
tack, which killed at least four peo-
ple and injured more than 40, took 
place in an area controlled by a 
Libyan militia aligned with the in-
ternationally backed government in 
Tripoli, which was central in oust-
ing extremist fighters from Sirte last 
year.

Military spokesman Brigadier-
General Mohammed al-Ghosari 
called the bombing “a revenge at-
tack.”

Ghosari warned in July that ISIS 
was regrouping for an assault on 
Sirte. Some of the fighters eventu-
ally moved towards the city but US 
air strikes appeared to ward off the 
assault.

The US military’s Africa Com-
mand said it had launched eight air 
strikes against ISIS in Libya since 
September 26, killing “several” of 
the extremist group’s fighters south-
east of Sirte; 17 of them killed after 
precision strikes destroyed vehicles 
in a desert camp.

Despite the onslaught, ISIS has 
maintained safe havens and de-
sert camps, analysts said, adding 
that that situation was unlikely to 
change soon even as UN plans for 
reconciliation and reconstruction 
go into effect.

Lydia Sizer, a Libya expert at the 
Washington-based Middle East 

Institute, said divisions in Libya 
allowed jihadist groups to gain 
strength and develop bases, threat-
ening the stability of neighbouring 
countries. Fighters are also said to 
be trained at the bases to carry out 
attacks in Europe.

“This infighting (between rival 
factions in Libya) has allowed ISIS 
and other Salafi-jihadi groups to 
evolve and grow in late 2016 and 
2017,” Sizer said in an October report 
titled “Libya’s Terrorism Challenge: 
Assessing the Salafi-Jihadi Threat.”

Sizer said she expected addi-
tional violence from ISIS militants  
in Libya.

“In Libya itself, hotels popular 
with foreign diplomats and busi-
nessmen are particularly vulnera-
ble, as are oil and gas facilities, gov-
ernment and security institutions 
and foreign missions,” she added.

As ISIS gains momentum in Libya, 
friction with al-Qaeda and other ji-
hadist groups is on the rise, experts 
noted. Infighting among jihadists 
has also taken place in Mali and 

Niger, where a recent attack tar-
geted US military personnel and UN 
peacekeepers.

US officials told the Associated 
Press that ISIS-linked militants may 
have been responsible for an am-
bush October 4 in south-western Ni-
ger that killed three US Army special 
operations commandos and several 
local Niger forces.

The attack occurred after US and 
Niger forces met with local tribe 
members about 200km north of Nia-
mey, near Niger’s border with Mali.

An October 3 report by the United 
Nations noted that assaults by jihad-
ists against UN peacekeepers, Mali-
an troops and French forces in Mali 
surged since June, with local forces 
suffering the most.

ISIS is also competing with its ri-
vals in Algeria. The group’s affiliate, 
Jund al-Khilafa (Soldiers of the Cali-
phate), recently appointed a veteran 
jihadist as its chief after raids by 
security forces decimated its lead-
ership and many foot soldiers last 
year.

Maghrebi intelligence sources said 
Jund al-Khilafa’s new commander 
in Algeria is Mohamed Fawzi, 47, 
known as Abu-Jaffar al-Afghani. A 
former senior figure in Katibat al 
Ahwal (Brigade of Horror), Fawzi 
has been accused of gruesome at-
tacks against civilians during the Al-
gerian civil war between 1992-2003.

Katibat al Ahwal is specifically 
blamed by the Algerian government 
for massacring up to 200 civilians in 
the village of Bentalha outside Al-
giers in September 1997. Islamist as-
sailants slit victims’ throats, cut off 
limbs and raped the women during 

the five-hour massacre. Many of the 
victims were children.

Intelligence sources said the Al-
gerian military has a list of 11 Jund 
al-Khilafa members who have been 
trained to carry out suicide attacks.

In a bid to counter Jund al-Khilafa 
in the region, al-Qaeda in the Islam-
ic Maghreb, which has a presence in 
Algeria’s mountainous areas. It is led 
by Algerian Abdelmalek Droukdel 
and has forged an alliance with the 
Signatories of Blood group, found-
ed by former Algerian paratrooper 
Mokhtar Belmokhtar, also known as 
Katibat al-Mourabitoune.

Tunisian Mokhtar ben Omor Ak-
ouri was selected to head the alli-
ance, the sources said. Akouri, 32, is 
from the central region of Sidi Bouz-
id, where Jund al-Khilafa also has a 
presence. Another al-Qaeda branch, 
known as Okba ibn Nafaa, is in Kas-
serine and El Kef in north-western 
Tunisia.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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Hanging threat. A 2016 picture shows a Libyan man checking a building used by the Islamic State (ISIS) fighters after it was captured by 
Libyan forces allied with the UN-backed government in Sirte.                (Reuters)
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