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lgeria’s absence from a 
regional African military 
force combating terror 
and crime in the Sahel 
raised concerns about its 

loss of influence in the region.
The G5 Sahel, a counterterror coa-

lition that includes Burkina Faso, 
Chad, Mali, Mauritania and Niger is 
operational in strategic areas of the 
Sahel.

A brainchild of France, the 
5,000-troop force had been in the 
works for two years and began pa-
trols in September. With additional 
funding from the United Nations 
and the United States, it is expect-
ed to increase its operations in the 
coming months.

Algeria was the first country to 
form a military coalition in the Sa-
hel, setting up the Joint Operational 
Committee of Chief of Staffs with re-
sources from Mauritania, Niger and 
Mali in 2010. However, the planned 
7,000-troop force failed to material-
ise, leaving a vacuum that is being 
filled by France, the United States 
and the United Nations.

Jihadist groups gained traction in 
the Maghreb as early as 2011, when 
former Libyan dictator Muammar 
Qaddafi was toppled in a NATO-
backed insurgency. The ensuing 
conflict in Libya allowed al-Qaeda 
and the Islamic State (ISIS) to gain a 
foothold in the country.

This influence spread to Tunisia. 
In 2015, Seifallah Ben Hassine, who 
heads the Tunisian branch of Ansar 
al-Sharia, an Islamist militia group, 
is believed to have helped plan ter-
ror attacks in the country, including 
the massacre of dozens of British 
tourists at a beach resort in Sousse.

Algeria has an even more trou-
bled history with extremism, hav-
ing fought a brutal civil war with 
Islamic rebel groups in the 1990s. 
Two leading suspected terror-
ists affiliated with al-Qaeda — Ab-
delmalek Droukdel and Mokhtar  
Belmokhtar — started in Algeria. 
That made Algeria’s absence from 

the regional fighting force even 
more surprising.

“Algeria is the first military pow-
er in the region but it is excluded 
from the new military alliance even 
though it has 2,786 sq.km of border 
area with G5 member countries,” 
said Algerian security analyst Bra-
him Takheroubt. “Algeria has been 
praised by Western powers and ex-
perts for its experience in fighting 
terrorism but on the ground Algeria 
is neither consulted nor asked to 
participate.”

Takheroubt questioned wheth-
er the foreign military presence, 
which includes thousands of US 
and French forces across the Sahel, 
could threaten the country’s stabil-
ity.

“The build-up of foreign mili-
tary forces appears exaggerated 
when compared to the nature of the 

threat,” argued Takheroubt. “Most 
experts and observers agree that 
the jihadist groups together number 
some hundreds.”

Takheroubt echoed concerns by 
Algerian officials that the aims of 
United States, France and their Eu-
ropean allies could be to counter 
the resurgent influence of China in 
Africa and spark regime change in 
certain countries.

After watching the downfall of 
Qaddafi in 2011, Algeria has been 
particularly concerned about po-
tential Western interference and has 
had annual military drills focused 
on repelling air attacks from foreign 
bases every year since.

“Algeria is in the cross hairs of 
foreign powers and we have been 
aware of this for a long time now,” 
a senior government official was 
quoted by the Algerian daily Le 

Quotidien d’Oran as saying. “Algeria 
is part of the Arab Islamic world that 
must be disintegrated according to 
the plans of these powers.”

The unidentified official, whose 
comments were unusual given the 
government’s strict privacy poli-
cies, was said to be in charge of mili-
tary and political issues in the top 
echelon of government.

“These powers eye Algeria in 
their broader strategies to punish 
it for its stance in support of the  
Palestinians and other good  
causes,” said the official, adding that 
“what is happening in Libya and the  
African Sahel strip is not fortuitous 
and could disturb Algeria’s stabil-
ity.”

However, the official acknowl-
edged that the principal reasons Al-
geria was not involved in the Sahel 
were its fragile domestic situation 
and disunity within the Maghreb.

“Our influence is declining be-
cause of the physical weakness of 
the president, Abdelaziz Bouteflika, 
and the fall of oil prices,” the official 
said, adding that the mission “to 
build the Great Maghreb” had failed.

“We have to reach out to Morocco 
and Tunisia very soon to build alli-
ances. Our future, our stability and 
the stability of our region depend 
on that alliance,” added the official.

He downplayed remarks by Alge-
rian Foreign Minister Abdelkader 
Messahel accusing Morocco of drug 
laundering as a “mere drop in the 
sea which has been already troubled 
by hurtful comments made by some 
Moroccan circles against Algeria.”

Messahel angered Rabat when he 
accused its banks of “being used in 
laundering the revenues from the 
sales of hashish.”

Niger has said it would allow US 
forces stationed in the country to 
use armed drones to track jihadists. 
It previously only allowed the use of 
surveillance drones.

The move comes a month after 
jihadists ambushed a joint US-Niger 
patrol near the Mali border, killing 
four American soldiers and four Ni-
gerien soldiers.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.
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Regional military force begins operations 
in Sahel region amid Maghreb disunity

Subsaharan strategies. A soldier of the Malian Forces talks with a soldier of France’s Barkhane 
mission (L) during the ‘Hawbi’ joint tactical coordination operation in the Malian desert, on 
November 4.                                                                                                                                                                 (ECPAD)
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ATO-backed Islamist 
rebels ushered in a ma-
cabre pattern of killing 
in Libya seven years 
ago. After dumping the 

bloodied, half-naked body of for-
mer dictator Muammar Qaddafi on 
a cheap mattress as a trophy of bat-
tle, they helped plunge the country 
into a brutal civil war that it has yet 
to recover from.

Libya is a toxic scene of chaos and 
dead bodies. There have been Liby-
ans killed in vendettas between 
rival militias, Christian Egyptian 
migrant workers slain by terror-
ists and African migrants have 
drowned in the Mediterranean.

The gruesome discovery Octo-
ber 27 by Libyan authorities drove 
home the country’s hellish reality: 
36 bodies were found in a mass 
grave outside the town of Al-Abyar, 
south-east of Benghazi, authorities 
said.

Pictures on social media showed 
victims of different ages and back-
grounds. Some wore business suits; 
others were in sportswear. Some 
male victims appeared to have 
been shot in the head with their 
hands tied behind their backs.

Some Libyans, calling the victims 
“kharijits” — a reference to radical 

Islamists battling Field Marshal 
Khalifa Haftar’s Libyan National 
Army (LNA) in eastern Libya — ex-
pressed joy at the news of the Al-
Abyar mass grave but it is unclear 
who the victims were

Unfortunately, the grisly scene 
is far from unique in Libya, which 
plunged into chaos after the death 
of Qaddafi in 2011. Mass graves have 
been reported over the past three 
years in Benghazi and Sirte and no 
one has been held to account.

Violence in the country has been 
exacerbated by political meddling 
and military intervention by Arab 
and European powers.

At least 15 people were killed 
October 31 in an air strike in the 
besieged eastern city of Derna, the 
UN-backed government in Tripoli 
said in a statement during a three-
day mourning period for the vic-
tims. The UN Support Mission in 
Libya said at least 12 women and 
children were among the dead.

Derna is controlled by a coali-
tion of Islamist militants and ji-
hadists known as the Derna Mu-
jahedeen Shura Council and has 
long been under siege by Haftar’s 
LNA. The LNA and Egypt have car-
ried out air strikes against it but 
both denied responsibility for the  

October 31 attack.
An Egyptian military source said 

Egypt was not responsible for the 
air strike. An Egyptian television 
station said Libyan planes con-
ducted it. LNA military spokesman 
Ahmed Mismari called the strikes 
a “terrorist attack” and expressed 
sympathy to the victims and their 
families.

Asked why the strikes went un-
claimed several days after the 
killings in Derna, Maghrebi intel-
ligence sources argued that the at-
tacks targeted a former Egyptian 
special forces operative who joined 
jihadists in Libya. Two intelligence 
sources identified the former op-
erative as Ahmawi Hisham, whom 
Cairo authorities blame for master-
minding sophisticated car bomb-
ings and other  attacks in Egypt.

The sources said the outrage 
caused by the killing of civilians, 
including children, made it difficult 
for any side to take responsibility 
for the attack.

On November 1, Libyan military 
officials said Mustafa al-Imam, who 
is wanted regarding the 2012 at-
tack on US diplomatic compounds 
in Benghazi, was captured by US 
special forces and was taken to the 
United States.

Imam, who is believed to be a 
Syrian national, lived in the Laithi 
district of Benghazi, where he 
frequented the same Al-Awza’i 
mosque as suspected ringleader 

Ahmed Abu Khatallah. Khatal-
lah was captured by US forces  
in 2014.

Imam was charged with “killing 
a person in the course of an attack 
on a federal facility” and providing 
“material support to terrorists re-
sulting in death.”

Laithi was an Islamist stronghold 
in which some of the heaviest fight-
ing in the battle for control of Beng-
hazi, which began in 2014, took 
place. In July, Haftar announced 
victory in his war against “the Is-
lamist terrorists” in Benghazi and 
vowed to free the rest of Libya from 
Islamists.

Despite efforts by international 
powers to mediate a solution to 
the conflict and decide on a plan 
for reconciliation and national 
elections, little progress has been 
made.

The United Nations’ Joint Draft-
ing Committee for Libya has 
wrapped up a second round of 
meetings, during which it made 
slight amendments to the Libyan 
Political Agreement but did not 
schedule future talks.

Libyan political analyst Ezzed-
dine Aguil said rival factions were 
unlikely to reach an agreement un-
til powerful international players 
agree upon a resolution.

“Big powers have yet to give their 
green light for an accord while the 
Libyan people continue to pay the 
price,” Aguil said.
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Seven years into Libya’s civil war, the chaos continues

Gruesome discoveries. Members of the Libyan Red Crescent 
exhume unidentified bodies from a mass grave in Libya’s second 
city of Benghazi.                                                                                         (AFP)
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