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TERRORISM 
TECHNOLOGICAL 
ASYMMETRY

 MIGUEL MARÍA ALGRANTI 
This article contributes to our understanding of how technologies redefine our ex-
perience of terrorism, articulating the collective technological imagination from an 
anthropological perspective. It also introduces the concept of technological asym-
metry as defined by the fusion of real and digital sensibilities, combined through 
images and narratives into physical, technical, and symbolic dimensions, and whose 
relevance is to give cohesion to contemporary terrorist groupings.

 Professor of Social Sciences and Anthropology, with a Special Interest in Extremism Issues, 
   University of Buenos Aires, Argentina.
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TECHNOLOGICAL IMAGINATION 
AND TERRORISM 
The increasing use of information and communica-
tion technologies in everyday life creates new bodily 
and spatial arrangements existing between offline 
and online borderlands. This configuration is insepa-
rable from socioeconomic and political asymmetries 
that make these technological industries possible 
across the globe. Indeed, it can be said that if there 
is anything characteristic of modern technology, it 
is that its immense capacity to transform the world 
has non-technological foundations and implications. 
Technology not only makes it possible to solve prac-
tical issues and automate a variety of vital process-
es to reduce human intervention but also produces 
shifts in the horizon of what is thinkable, possible, 
desirable, and feared in the world. 

Technological transformations are seen as defining 
modernity since it is the technology itself that re-
flects a rational understanding of the modern world, 
problems, and aspirations. In other words, technolo-
gy embodies a way of observing, justifying, and orga-
nizing social life according to a technological imag-
ination. Even more, communication technologies 
brought new forms to produce and convey safety and 
danger within civilian populations redefining, among 
other things, how terrorism is coped with, imagined, 
and countered.

The word [terror] refers to the feeling of dread and 
bodily apprehension at the possibility of something 
frightening happening and is usually followed by 
horror, shock, and repulsion of seeing the frighten-
ing thing come to be realized. As an instinctual be-
havior, terror is socialized at an amazingly fast rate 
by means of its biological-mimetic dispositions. The 
common behavioral answer to terror is to flee and 
run away from fear. By this token, the viral speed 
in which terror spreads among human populations 
is the key factor that makes terror such a semantic 
prodigy, fueling much of the press and media content 
generation nowadays and, simultaneously, making 
terrorism the standard method for asymmetrical 
warfare. Terrorism, as a notion almost exclusively 
defined by counter-terrorism agencies, is the unlaw-
ful use of force or violence against persons or prop-
erty to intimidate or coerce a government, civilian 
population, or any segment thereof, in furtherance of 
political or social objectives. 
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Globalized by mass media outlets, the general perception 
of terrorism was informed by the local confrontations of 
jihadist wars. As a social fact, terrorism is not a univocal 
phenomenon but must be understood in light of the context 
in which terrorist activities appear. Looking closer at the 
region’s history, state terrorism is the systematic use of 
terror tactics on the civilian population by a government or 
a regime to fight a political threat. 

The goals of terrorism include causing catastrophic and 
deadly damage to civilians and spreading terror to achieve 
political or ideological goals alongside attacking the prin-
ciples of law and order, and human rights, and undermin-
ing peaceful solutions to conflicts that the civilized world 
aspired to achieve, whether it was secular terrorism, or 
religiously motivated terrorism, state-driven terrorism, or 
revolutionary terrorism.

SURVEILLANCE AND TECHNOLOGICAL 
ASYMMETRY 
Throughout the 20-year global WAR ON TERROR, experts 
have identified political and socioeconomic asymmetries 
as root causes of terrorism. But from homemade bombs to 
DDOS cyber-attacks, from firewalls to encryptions tactics 
these asymmetries are express and fully realized in tech-
nological terms which are at the center of this dispute not 
only countering terrorism but also reproducing and propa-
gating the social conditions of its emergence. 

After the 9/11 Attacks, the U.S. government declared that 
the law had not caught up with technology, so the terror-
ist surveillance program was created, initially to intercept 
communications linked to Al-Qaeda. The FBI used immigra-
tion records to identify Arab and Muslim foreign nationals 
naturalized in the United States. In this way, 80,000 people 
were registered, another 8,000 were interviewed by the 
FBI, and more than 5,000 ended up in jail on bail. No terror-
ists were found, in the so-called ethnic profiling campaign, 
which was the mostaggressive ethnic profiling campaign 
since World War II.

This is a milestone in how asymmetries in the use of technol-
ogies and the media, which can give an enormous advantage 

in shaping certain perceptions in public opinion, are one of 
the main conditions of possibility for terrorism to spread. 
The documents leaked by Snowden in 2013 made evident 
how it had become a routine for government agencies to col-
lect and store the personal information of citizens. 

They showed how the NSA can request information about 
users from companies like Microsoft or Google in addition 
to its daily collection of information from civilian internet 
traffic such as email content and contact lists. So, instead 
of focusing on criminals, governments are progressively 
turning their attention to everyone deepening the asym-
metries perceived in the political field. Despite high hopes, 
the NSA surveillance program has not stopped any major 
terrorist attacks. So, what we need is not more random in-
formation, but better ways to understand and use the infor-
mation we already have. 

Simultaneously, it has become increasingly common for 
civil liberties to be curtailed and for media corporations 
and government agencies alike to spy on citizens to collect 
and store their data. A new era of surveillance and statis-
tics has dawned from the use of BIG-DATA and artificial in-
telligence enhanced monitoring transforming the scale and 
pace of social control and engineering. The use of informa-
tion technologies for the perpetration of terrorist attacks 
and its technological countermeasures brings a new para-
digm for thinking of terrorism as a systemic phenomenon. 

INFRINGEMENT OF PRIVACY
In early 2016, the FBI asked Apple to develop a secret pro-
gram to disable encryption on a terrorist’s iPhone. Apple 
publicly declined, not only because this tool could be used 
to weaken the worldwide privacy of law-abiding citizens, 
but also fearing to open the floodgates to governments re-
questing access to a technology used by millions of people, 
a fear shared by security experts and cryptographers. 

A few weeks later, the FBI revealed that they had hacked 
the phone themselves, essentially admitting that they had 
lied to the public about the need for a plan B. This was one 
important milestone in shaping technological imagina-
tion towards state-terrorism. The fight against terrorism 
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brought curtailing rights, coupled with mass surveillance, 
and has not led to significant success, so far but it has 
changed the nature of how our society thinks of terrorism. 
The fear for technologically driven state terrorism, espe-
cially considering that the NSA, for example, can turn on 
your phone’s microphone or activate your laptop’s camera 
without you noticing is widespread among populations with 
no history in terrorist activities. Concerns like these are of-
ten met with the argument: «If you have nothing to hide, 
you have nothing to worry about.” But this reasoning is only 
conducive to oppression. 

Anti-terrorism laws allow authorities to investigate and 
punish non-terrorist crimes more aggressively. That is 
why democratic monitoring is so important: even if those 
technological tools and laws are not used against you to-
day, they may be tomorrow. For example, after the Novem-
ber 2015 attacks in Paris France expanded its already nu-
merous anti-terror laws by giving security forces greater 
power to raid and put people under house arrest. Just a 
few weeks later, it became clear that these powers were 
being used for purposes for which they were not created, 
such as suppressing climate change protests. The govern-
ments of Spain, Hungary, and Poland have introduced more 
restrictive laws in the area of freedom of assembly and ex-
pression. if we are not careful, we may be moving slowly 
toward a surveillance state.  

What the technological imagination brings into play are a 
series of social conditions that end up shaping from an ear-
ly age the belonging to ideological patterns that make it 
easier to opt for the violent way, in which sometimes the 
idea of persecution of the same enemy is the unique 
cohesion factor in the definition of the group. The en-
vironment then comes to play an important role in 
the decision of a given individual to opt for terror-
ism. Some psychological aspects that must also 
be considered to analyze the decision 
of an individual to join a terrorist 
organization: on the one hand, 

there is the conviction of his right to fight against an ex-
ternal order, secondly, the messianic one of saving society 
from an order that endangers society to achieve a better 
world.

FINAL REMARKS
Terrorism, as an expression of an asymmetry, must there-
fore be seen as a collective act, even if it is the act of a 
small group, immersed in the framework of the relations 
of a social system and not outside it. Contrary to the idea 
that terrorist acts respond to the behavior of deranged and 
antisocial individuals. Terrorism is the expression of a re-
pudiation of an asymmetric system in which the executors 
of the system are not questioned through angry protests, 
but the system itself through isolated acts of violence by 
groups that do not have sufficient strength to organize a 
broad guerrilla campaign. 

Therefore, if terrorist actions are not the result of individ-
ual behaviors but of collectives that organize themselves 
to make violent actions as the main mechanism to inform 
about their disagreement with a certain political, social or 
economic order, and if at the same time this type of ter-
rorist actions, rather than a deliberate intention, respond 
to the structural technological weakness of the adversary 
who is forced to resort to such forms in the face of the 

superiority of his enemy. In short, the mo-
nopolization of advanced technologies 

by states and corporations renders 
every other political aspiration weak 

and, as the old Russian anarchist 
Kropotkin once warned, «terror-

ism is the weapon of the week”. 
Therefore, the democratization 
and regulation of information 
technologies and their uses by 

government and corporations 
must be understood as a neces-

sary step in the fight against ter-
rorism. 
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RUSSIAN IMPERIAL MOVEMENT

 Dr. HICHAM TIFLATI 
The Russian Imperial Movement (RIM) is an Aryan far-right white 
supremacist organization. It was established by Stanislav Vorob-
yev in Saint Petersburg, Russia, in 2002. RIM promotes Russian 
ethno-nationalism, calls for the restoration of the tsarist regime in 
Russia, and seeks to inflame the extremism of Aryan supremacism 
in the West. It maintains links with neo-Nazi groups and white Ary-
ans in Europe and the United States.

 Quebec Regional Director. Center for Civic Religious Literacy, Canada.

EVOLUTION, IDEOLOGY, GOALS & ACTIVITIES
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BACKGROUND 
Deeply ingrained in ultranationalism, RIM is markedly 
notorious for its anti-Semitic stances, minorities, and im-
migrants. Since inception, it has provided military train-
ing to the RIM member Russian citizens and members of 
like-minded organizations from other countries; the train-
ing exercises have been taking place at its facilities in Saint 
Petersburg. The RIM members of the military wing, known 
as the Imperial Legion, fought alongside pro-Russian sepa-
ratists in eastern Ukraine, and participated in military con-
flicts in Syria and Libya.

In the infancy years, RIM did not receive much attention 
from the international community; the RIM operations back 
then focused on the Russian domestic politics. It only rose 
to the international arena in 2014, when it began to sup-
port, develop, and train the separatists in Ukraine to fight 
the Ukrainian government forces, and made its armed wing 
Imperial Legion available in the service of Russian fighters. 
Later, it attracted more attention in 2015, when it began to 
drum up for its leadership activity by influencing other Ary-
an groups in Europe and America.

In April of 2020, the US State Department included RIM 
among the global terrorist organizations; this step was the 
first designation of a far-right group as a terrorist entity. 
This shows the growing concern about violence from such 
groups in the West.

This designation is likely to impede the RIM activity in es-
tablishing relations with far-right groups in the US and Eu-
rope and play down its efforts to persuade foreign extrem-
ists to travel to Russia for combat training, and to engage 
in other activities.

IDEOLOGY AND GOALS
RIM describes itself as a Russian Orthodox monarchical 
movement, and its ideology is based on an extremist Aryan 
racist, white supremacist anti-Semitic, pro-Russian ultra-
nationalist movement It espouses anti-gay, bisexual, and 
transgender slogans.

RIM also glorifies the institutions of the monarchy and the 
Russian Orthodox Church, and considers that the monarchy 
has all political power, and the Church has spiritual power.

RIM opposes the current regime of Russian President Vlad-
imir Putin, calls for the revival of the great Russian Empire 
that existed before 1917, and calls for the Russian state 
to occupy all the territories inhabited by the Russian race. 
To this end, RIM sent its armed groups to join pro-Russian 
separatists in fighting across eastern Ukraine.

RIM OPERATIONS 
Between 2014 and 2016, RIM expanded its influence across 
Ukraine, and instrumentalized its resources to support the 
Russian side in the conflict. 2014 was the turning point for 
RIM since the outbreak of the conflict in eastern Ukraine, 
between government forces and pro-Russian separatists. 
These developments destabilized the relations between the 
groups on the far-right of Russia and prompted the imperi-
alist movement to switch its attention beyond the Russian 
domestic politics. The RIM leader, Vorobyev, stated that the 
greatest threat to the Russian nation is the stability of the 
regimes seen hostile to RIM in all the territories inhabited 
by the Russian race.

While interfering in Ukraine, RIM seized the opportunity 
to destabilize the Kiev government and further its goal of 
protecting ethnic Russians. After Russia annexed Crimea in 
February of 2014, the RIM leader traveled with three other 
members to Crimea on a plane carrying members of the 
Russian army and trained the members there.

RIM joined a nationalist bloc of far-right Russian political 
parties, including the ultranationalist Rodina Party, and 
held a large demonstration in Moscow, supporting Russians 
residing in Ukraine. Developments in early 2014 breathed 
new life into the RIM Moscow branch, which had previously 
had no visible impact.

COMBAT TRAINING
It was reported that RIM began fighting alongside the 
pro-Russian separatists in eastern Ukraine in 2014 and had 
sent at least 300 fighters to fight there. Some subject-mat-
ter experts spelled out that Russian intelligence was aware 
of the RIM activities but allowed it to operate to achieve 
short-term benefits.

A report issued by the Soufan Center concluded that the 
RIM military wing, the Imperial Legion, sent its fighters to 
other conflict areas, including Syria, Libya, and the Central 
African Republic.

With the RIM activity snowballing into the immediate vi-
cinity, white supremacist fanatics had their own theater to 
learn to fight in Ukraine, and to receive training. Recent in-
formation indicates that about 17,000 foreigners from more 
than 50 countries, including the US, went to fight in Ukraine. 
RIM had a decisive effect on supporting the pro-secession-
ist side; over the years, it successfully convinced white su-
premacist Aryan foreigners from different countries to visit 
their camps in Saint Petersburg for combat training. The 
RIM capabilities and intent to carry out terrorist activities 
made it a very real threat.
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POLITICAL ACTIVITIES
In April 2012, RIM participated in the creation of a party 
called the NATIONALISTS PARTY linked to the All-Russian 
Ethnic Political Association (REPA), which is a rival to the 
Russian Platform. This party chose the Russian imperial 
flag as its symbol. In contrast to the new force, the NA-
TIONALIST PARTY was seen as a big house for appealing 
to the ideologies of the organizations that make up REPA, 
including neo-Nazis, moderate nationalists, the RIM audi-
ence of monarchists and orthodox nationalists. When it first 
attempted to influence local electoral politics in 2012, RIM 
joined the Russian far-right nationalist organizations, after 
Dmitry Medvedev, former Russian President, licensed the 
registration of new political parties. RIM and many mem-
ber organizations under the Russian program immediately 
established the New Force, a bloc of far-right nationalist 
movements headed by the Rodina Party. Although the Par-
ty’s manifesto proclaims respect for equality, liberal and 
democratic values, at the same time it proposes extrem-
ist supremacist arrangements, such as restricting immi-
gration to people of Russian descent only and detaining 
illegal immigrants in camps before deportation. Unlike the 
neo-Nazis, the Party attempted to win the approval and 
support of the moderate nationalists.

EXTERNAL EXPANSION
RIM sought to be at the forefront of movements that in 
white supremacy in the years following its activities in 
Ukraine; however, with the Russian government intensify-
ing pressure on far-right nationalist organizations between 
2014 and 2015, some movements began to seek safe ref-
uge abroad, while only a few have escaped, particularly 
those linked to the far-right Rodina party. In an initiative 
known as the Last Crusade, RIM expanded its communica-
tions with white supremacist groups in the US and Europe. 
For instance, In March 2015, RIM participated in the Rus-
sian International Forum of Conservatives, an Aryan racist 
conference on white supremacy, held in Saint Petersburg, 
and organized by the far-right Russian political party Rodi-
na. Among the attendance were well-known leaders in the 
US, such as Jared Taylor, and European far-right organiza-
tions, including Golden Dawn (Greece), the National Dem-
ocratic Party (Germany), and Forza Nuova (Italy). In Sep-
tember 2015, the RIM leader traveled to Sweden to meet 
with the Northern Resistance Movement (NRM), a neo-Nazi 
group active in all Scandinavian countries.

RIM TRAJECTORY
• From June 2014 to January 2016: RIM trained and de-

veloped foreign fighters for war in eastern Ukraine, 

where members of the group’s Imperial Legion fought 
alongside pro-Russian separatists.

• November 2016: Viktor Milen, a member of the Nordic 
Resistance Movement (NRM) who was trained by RIM 
in the Partizan paramilitary course in August 2016, 
bombed a bookstore in Gothenburg, Sweden. The at-
tack was cited by the US State Department as an addi-
tional reason for blacklisting RIM as a terrorist group.

• January 5, 2017: Viktor Milen attacked a refugee shel-
ter in Gothenburg, Sweden.

• January 25, 2017: Viktor Milen and Anton Thulin, both 
of whom had military training by RIM, attempted to 
bomb a general camp for asylum seekers in Gothen-
burg, Sweden.

• April 2019: Researchers confirmed the presence of 
RIM fighters in Syria since April 2019. Although the 
exact dates are not known, RIM announces that the 
goal of its campaign and presence in Syria is to protect 
Christians in the country.

• January 2020: RIM claimed responsibility for the kill-
ing of two of its soldiers participating in the war in Lib-
ya. Analysts believe that the Imperial Legion soldiers 
are fighting alongside the Russian-backed Libyan Na-
tional Army. 

RUSSIAN OVERLOOK
Analysts observe that the RIM activities enhance Moscow’s 
goals in two key areas: supporting Russian-backed sepa-
ratists in Ukraine and seeking to fuel white supremacist 
extremism in Europe and the US. The latter undoubtedly 
undermines Western liberal democracy, which is a key goal 
of the Kremlin.

Russia has supported many far-right groups in Europe, in-
cluding the ultranationalists in Slovakia, Hungary, Monte-
negro, and Bosnia. This is an indirect policy of the Kremlin’s 
strategy to sow discord and instability in Europe. RIM also 
helped support neo-Nazi organizations in Scandinavia that 
go in perfect harmony with the general trend and foreign 
policy of the Russian government to stoke internal divisions 
along ethnic lines and sow chaos in Western democracies.

The Kremlin has shown RIM much leniency, especially since 
the RIM activities are consistent with Russia’s interests at 
home and abroad. However, we have no physical evidence 
that the Kremlin officially supports RIM. Michael Carpenter, 
former official at US Defense Department, described Mos-
cow’s relationship with RIM as hostile coexistence.

Although RIM had opposed the regime of Russian President 
Vladimir Putin before the war in Ukraine, which led to the 
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intelligence services raiding their centers in the country. 
Such raids disappeared when RIM increased its activities 
abroad, especially when it directed its attention to Ukraine 
and other countries of interest to Russia. When the rudder 
was switched, some members of the Imperial Legion stated 
that Moscow, despite not directly supporting RIM, does not 
restrict or prevent its activities.

Russia has classified RIM as an extremist group, and the 
Russian Ministry of Justice has classified its website and 
many associated publications as extremist material since 
2012. Moreover, Moscow later protested to the US State 
Department when it added RIM to the list of global terrorist 
movements, and the Russian Prosecutor General’s Office 
insisted that the RIM activities are limited to Russian Ortho-
dox religious holidays.

RIM sought to take advantage of its previous reputation 
for recruitment, although social media platforms, such as 
Facebook, Twitter and Instagram had their pages closed 
after the US designated it a terrorist group. Although Rus-
sia’s monitoring and censorship agency has blocked the 
RIM official website, the RIM accounts are still active on the 
VKONTAKTE and Telegram platforms.

In 2017, the Imperial Russian Movement appeared at a trial 
in Sweden of three men accused of planning bomb attacks 
targeting asylum seekers. Two of the accused men traveled 
to St. Petersburg, Russia, for eleven days of military train-
ing at a camp run by RIM, prosecutors spelled out.

Recognizing the threat imposed by the Aryan movements is 
an unprecedented political step in US efforts to combat the 
violent supremacy of whites across borders. Now that RIM 

is blacklisted, US law enforcement, intelligence, and finan-
cial agencies can rely on a wide range of legal measures to 
combat the threat from such groups, including monitoring 
interpersonal communications. The recent designation en-
ables law enforcement agencies to share intelligence with 
US allies abroad, thus facilitating the task of the war on in-
ternational terrorism.

Given the said information, it is reported that national se-
curity officials were looking for a neo-Nazi-style group that 
the US government could designate as a foreign terrorist 
organization. Fears have been mounting for years about 
the existence of a transnational Aryan supremacy move-
ment, or an alternative far-right movement, as evidenced 
by a live broadcast on Facebook of an Australian man who 
opened fire in 2019 at two mosques in Christchurch, New 
Zealand, and killed 51 civilian worshippers.

Fighting domestic terrorism, including violent white ultra-
nationalist activism, became a priority for the FBI. Of good 
note, federal and local authorities have made a wave of ar-
rests in recent months, targeting members of two neo-Na-
zi groups called the ATOMWAFFEN Division and The Base. 
The FBI is still looking for any connection of the RIM leader 
to the Russian government’s security or official intelligence 
services.

Twenty years ago, the US underestimated the increased 
threat of religious terrorism, and successive US govern-
ments saw warning signs piling up in the 1990s about the 
threat from Al-Qaeda. That is why governments are now 
rushing to confront the Aryan groups before their situation 
gets worse, whether they are local or multinational.  
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The conflicts fueled following the Cold War were explicitly 
contagious; the outbreak of violence in one area triggered 
wider crises. The domino effect of conflicts was highlighted 
by the former UN Secretary-General, Kofi Annan: [No single 
war can cordon off and prevent its impact from slipping into 
the neighboring countries within the immediate vicinity; an 
internal conflict can snowball into an entire region].

West Africa is almost a telling example for such a conflict. 
Once a conflict is sparked off in one country, it balloons into 
the neighboring countries. By the same token, as soon as 
terrorist organizations sprout up in one country, they slith-
er into other countries. 

For instance, Boko Haram, which first rose to prominence 
in northern Nigeria, is currently ubiquitous in the entire 
Lake Chad region. The turmoil stoked up in Libya after 
2011 has produced many militants who continue to fuel vi-
olence in Niger and Mali. The battles of the separatist rebel-
lion of the Tuareg in Mali were moved to other territories. 
Terrorist organizations seized the opportunity in the Sahel 
vulnerability to sow conflicts, so they established regional 
branches, operating in more than one country.

RIPPLE EFFECT
Regrettably enough, such contagion is rapidly spreading, 
which increases the speed of change in the situation in the 
region. The staff in the regional offices of the United Na-
tions in the region complained that the assessment of local 

reality while keeping a record of the changes implemented 
by the United Nations is a four-year action, which renders 
it unhelpful because the situation in the Sahel is rapidly 
changing. Therefore, it is critically necessary to speed up 
the assessment of local risks in partnership with actors 
and the government.

Terrorist groups, such as ISIS, Al-Qaeda, and Boko Haram 
expanded their terrorist activities in the region, and pursued 
various methods of cooperation and competition, while ben-
efiting from the conflicts between tribal and ethnic groups 
in the region to further push them into more divisions and 
conflicts, which generates more power to wield control.

The threats of terrorism in the region have produced 
large-scale regional migrations, and an estimated 2.4 mil-
lion people have been displaced, including more than 1.9 
million IDPs in northeastern Nigeria, more than 471,000 
IDPs, and more than 228,000 refugees in Cameroon, Chad, 
and Niger. Repeated armed attacks in Burkina Faso have 
led to a 590% increase in the death toll in the past year, 
the displacement of more than 170,000 people, and the 
need for more than 95 villages for shelter, food, water, 
and health services.

REASONS 
The ubiquity of terrorism in the region cannot be attributed 
to one factor. Subject-matter experts often refer to several 
factors, such as political grievances and relative depriva-

CONTAGIOUS TERRORISM
IN WEST AFRICA

12 Eighth Issue | August 2021

Feature



tion that terrorist groups exploit to justify violent change. 
Researchers explain that the geography of the region is a 
breeding ground for rebellion, due to the heated rivalry and 
historical conflict between the people of different faiths 
and races, and the disputes of the nomadic herders with 
the farmers.

The Sahel is the largest young region in the world given 
the high youth population. Research studies indicate that 
about 90% of young people are between the ages of 15 and 
29, making up about 1.8 billion people living in developing 
countries, including 140 million young people in 36 coun-
tries classified as fragile and affected by conflict, including 
the countries of the region.

The West and Central Africa Office of the United Nations 
Population Fund conducted a research study on the demo-
graphic characteristics in Africa, peace and security, and 
the relationship between the age structure of the popu-
lation and violent conflict. It revealed a clear relationship 
between the inflated age group of youth and the risk of 
political violence. Political and economic conditions make 
countries more vulnerable to armed conflict and terrorism.

HOLISTIC APPROACH
Literature abounds in numerous research studies that 
highlight the importance of counterterrorism in the region, 
with a holistic approach that is not only concerned with mil-
itary and security operations but also promotes poor areas 
in which terrorist groups are active; building schools, hos-
pitals, roads, and markets to restore relations with the lo-

cal population. Does this approach make it implementable 
and put everything into action?

Research studies are almost unanimous in highlighting this 
holistic approach; it draws on the synergy of various for-
mal and informal tools, addressing the economic, political, 
ideological, social, cultural and environmental conditions 
that drive individuals to terrorist groups, and strengthening 
the operational capabilities of counterterrorism agencies 
and bodies through the necessary resources and raising 
the level of cooperation between different parties in col-
lecting intelligence information.

Emphasizing the importance of non-military counterterror-
ism aspects in the region, a research study revealed that 
the underdevelopment in the region needs to be addressed 
quickly and seriously because it is one of the main reasons 
for the expansion of terrorism in the areas where terrorist 
organizations spread. In such areas, goods and services, 
schools, and hospitals are hardly made available. Terrorist 
groups present themselves to the local population in these 
areas as an alternative to government authorities in pro-
viding services, solving problems, and achieving security. 
Their suffering is exploited to incite them against these au-
thorities. To add insult to injury, priority has been given to 
military operations in counterterrorism. It is often flawed 
and riddled with disorganization, and the civilians are ex-
pected to sustain damage and harm, leading up to counter-
productive results as the government legitimacy becomes 
more vulnerable in such areas.  
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 EXTREMISM AND TERRORISM BEHIND
BARS IN WEST AFRICA

SUCCESS OR TICKING TIME BOMB?

Since the 9/11 attacks of 2001 in the USA, extrem-
ism leading to violence has received great atten-
tion by the media, public policies, and researchers, 
who have commented on the types and patterns of 
violent action instead of further investigation into 
the causes leading to terrorist action.

Important questions rose to prominence in the dis-
cussions related to developing public policies to ad-
dress this phenomenon and enhance the resilience 
of societies, the ideological and practical develop-
ment of extremism, the causes leading to violence, 
and the motivation behind adoption. There is a sta-
ble unanimity on the dynamic nature of this phe-
nomenon. Whatever the standard by which it is in-

vestigated, such as determinants or mechanisms, 
or the individual and interactions with others, 

or the political, social, and economic space, 
the consensus labels the phenomenon as a 
gradual stage. The individual may gradual-

ly adopt beliefs that promote extremism 
and violence, relying on political, social, 
or cultural references, without prior in-
volvement in extremist actions.
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Prison Environment
Extremism leading to violence is a global social phenomenon 
not limited to areas without others; it grows exponentially in 
some environments, regions, or institutions, the most import-
ant of which are prisons. Prison is a fragile institution in which 
several individuals sentenced or awaiting trial cohabit forcibly; 
they often have troubled relations with society, and experience 
social frustration, economic exclusion, or cultural categoriza-
tion. Many cases of extremism arise there, under the direct 
influence of convicted individuals, or by personal acquisition 
from one’s own experiences, or because of the conditions of 
detention and imprisonment.

Although research studies on extremism leading to violence 
have been conducted in Europe, North America and the Mid-
dle East, West Africa is not immune from extremism leading to 
violence; this is because of the increasing growing attacks by 
armed extremist groups in recent years and arrests of terror-
ists and suspects.

The emergence of armed extremist groups in West Africa and 
the spread of their attacks and operations led to an increase in 
the arrest and imprisonment of anyone suspected of or proven 
to be involved in joining extremist groups and involvement in 
affiliated activities. In 2016, more than a thousand people ac-
cused of belonging to Boko Haram, or of supporting the Boko 
Haram operations, were imprisoned in Niamey Prison. 

Many Sahel countries also hold convicted or suspected terror-
ists. In Côte d’Ivoire, an investigation was conducted into the 
attack on the Grand Bassam Resort, in March 2016; a trial was 
held in Senegal in 2018 to prosecute the Senegalese individ-
uals who were arrested on their way back from Nigeria after 
joining Boko Haram.

The presence of those accused or convicted of involvement in 
terrorist attacks, advocacy of terrorism, joining armed groups, 
or attempting to join a terrorist group is only the most visible 
part of radicalization in prisons. The issue may have three oth-
er aspects:

• The case of detainees who were known to be involved in 
violent extremism before entering prison, but who were 
imprisoned for other non-terrorist related acts.

• The case of detainees arrested for crimes that are not se-
rious, and detainees who do not belong to extremist sects, 
but agree to belong to a guide or one’s group to gain pro-
tection, and to get rid of the pressure of leaders or other 
individuals who seek to take advantage of their weakness.

• The case of frustrated prisoners easily discouraged from 
accepting violent speeches.
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Formidable Challenges
Prison administrations face formidable challenges, includ-
ing but not limited to the following:

1. The necessity of enhancing security in prisons, as many 
detainees arrested on charges of terrorism have escaped 
in recent years. In Mauritania, for instance, Sheikh Ould 

Salek, who was sentenced to death in 2011 on charges of 
committing a terrorist act, escaped in December 2015 from 
Dar Al-Naim Prison in Nouakchott, before being arrested a 
few weeks later in Guinea-Bissau.

Prison escapes are not new. The detention of fighters and 
sympathizers with armed groups in prisons in the Sahel 
and Lake Chad has made them docile targets in various 
incidents, including the incidents in Kotokali prison in Ni-
ger in October 2016 and in Nyono prison in Mali. In Nigeria, 
Boko Haram has attacked several prisons since violence 

spread in the country in 2009 to free its members, 
and to recruit other prisoners who cannot return 
home after escaping.

2. The activity of prisoners who adopt extremism, who 
see prison as a stage on the road, look forward to their 

release to complete their combat journey, and strive to 
deliver extremist speeches to prisoners of public rights to 
influence and attract them. What is the method to identify 
those who embrace extremism and those who have been 
imprisoned for non-terrorist acts? How can the risk that 
may arise from their detention in prison be estimated? 
What is their real impact on other prisoners? How is this 
effect measured?

3. The release of prisoners; programs have been launched 
to push prisoners accused of extremism, belonging to 
terrorist groups, or those convicted of terrorism to sever their 
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association with organizations that call for violence. Some of 
these programs in Mauritania, Nigeria, and Senegal, aided by 
teams in different specializations, have yielded good results, 
but they remain experiences with limited impact, confined to 
their regions, and the results are not definite.

4. The density of prisoners; it increases the risk of over-
crowding in prisons, and the density of the prison popu-
lation has reached 200% due to the scarcity of resources 
allocated to prisons, the slow pace of legal procedures, 
and the lack of alternatives to prison. For instance, by the 
end of 2019, Senegal had 11,547 prisoners in 37 prisons, 
with a total capacity of 4,224 prisoners in detention. Con-
akry maximum security prison accommodated more than 
1,500 prisoners in 30 units and the number of non-convict-
ed prisoners is often more than half of the total number of 
prisoners, with arrests exceeding preventive measures. In 
Burkina Faso, the number of detainees in prisons in 2020 
was estimated to be about 900 people; none of them was 
tried or issued any rulings against them.

5. The decrease in the number of guards, the loss of real 
human resource policies for the staff of prison administra-
tions and warders, and the inability to provide specialized 
and trained bodies to monitor prisons in many countries. 
When the prison intelligence system is put into official ca-
pacity, it does not eliminate the challenges associated with 
extremism that require the adoption of appropriate stan-
dards for assessment and classification, alongside the 

training of all staff according to those standards.

For these and other challenges, West African prisons 
are very fragile. In a report published in 2020, a Nigerian 
non-governmental organization indicated that prison does 
not serve its intended purpose; it is about to turn into an 
incubator for extremism.

Conclusion
The fragility of prison systems is not limited to West Africa. 
Overcrowding, radicalization by prisoners of terrorism, and 
the inability of prison administrations to ensure the care 
of extremist prisoners are prevalent in other parts of the 
world. It is important to beware of hasty generalizations 
about linking the conditions of detention to the prisoners’ 
adoption of extremism and violence.

The situation in African prisons requires two procedures. 
First, adapting prison spaces and administrations to tackle 
and grapple with extremist prisoners; second, reducing the 
period of pre-trial detention to legal date, providing more 
alternative sentences, and releasing detainees without 
maturity, which are among the core activity tasks in com-
bating extremism leading to violence in prisons. Prison is a 
link in the punitive chain; the correctional approach should 
not be limited to rehabilitating prisoners only, building new 
prisons, or improving the care of notorious prisoners. More 
importantly, there must be a firm belief that it is impossible 
to separate combating extremism in prison from strength-
ening the rule of law. 
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VIOLENT EXTREMISM IN WEST AFRICA
THE REALITY OF CÔTE D’IVOIRE

 LASSINA DIARRA  
This article aims to provide warnings of the threats facing the CÔTE 
D’IVOIRE region, support public policy development processes from the 
point of view of prevention and security response, and draw inspiration 
from the theory of cultural hegemony, based on the local reality literature, 
alongside a set of interviews with several security agencies. The CÔTE 
D’IVOIRE region represents a chain of territories connected to the Sahel 
and Sahara region. This makes up weakness, especially since the country 
has more than once suffered attacks from other regions.

 Researcher on Islamism and terrorism in West Africa, Côte d’Ivoire.
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THE SAHEL AND INSECURITY
For about 25 years, the Sahel has sustained insecurity 
spearheaded by parties from outside the region who dis-
guised in religion, seeking hegemony. They have their own 
interpretations, leading up to terrorism. This has been 
entrenched through this phenomenon regionally and men-
tally. The trajectory of extremism gradually shifted towards 
the Gulf of Guinea after being deeply ingrained in the north 
of the continent. Since CÔTE D’IVOIRE is geographically a 
country bordered by Ghana to the east, Guinea and Liberia 
to the west, and Mali and Burkina Faso to the north, and it 
overlooks the Gulf of Guinea from the south, one may ask 
Is CÔTE D’IVOIRE facing violent extremism? What are the 
challenges and the state’s response to terrorism?

CÔTE D’IVOIRE has not yet reached the intensity of violence 
in the Sahel region. The attacks that took place on March 11, 
2016, on the Grand Bassam resort in CÔTE D’IVOIRE, and on 
the army’s advanced observation point in the town of KAVO-
LO on June 11 of 2020 reveal the nature of the terrorist 

threat in the country and its external structure. Tensions 
over the presidential elections of the same year overlook 
the tendency of some imams and young men and women 
to display sectarian sympathy alongside many signs of 
conflict with the secular state.

Until recently, the literature on Islam in CÔTE D’IVOIRE 
with a tolerant outlook hardly considered the development 
of religious intolerance and discourse because of the es-
calation of terrorism around the world. Since about 2005, 
the country has been slowly moving towards a manifesta-
tion of fragmentation, societal isolation, and heretical reli-
gious practices, influenced by the ambition to re-calibrate 
the country. Although the fanatics in CÔTE D’IVOIRE do not 
currently commit any kind of violence, it should not obs-
cure the marked increase in hate activity expressed in the 
broad and hardline proselytizing. From now on it seems 
useful to assess the effects of this situation in the short 
and long term, regarding the emergence of many extremist 
networks, from the Sahara to the Gulf of Guinea.
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In the cities of CÔTE D’IVOIRE, the spirit of coexistence and 
hospitality inherited from Houphouet in relation to former 
President Felix Houphouet-Boigny fades because of seve-
ral factors, including the excommunication rhetoric, against 
the background of accusations of heresy of other religious 
sects, which not only attack the minority with a deviant 
tendency but also on the traditional sheikhdom, culture, 
and values.

In the town of Wangolodougou, north of CÔTE D’IVOIRE, 
and on the border with Burkina, the process of refuting the 
delusion coincided with the appearance of a small group 
of armed motorcyclists in 2019; their envoys threatened 
to attack the city if the customary leaders did not cancel 
the celebration known as the KARUBI festival, organized on 
the night of 27 Ramadan, with young girls dancing in the 
streets. The accounts of many of the people we interviewed 
to find out the causes of violent extremism in San Pedro in 
2017 showed the reality of the division experienced by the 
population from one neighborhood to another, and the ideo-
logical and methodological difference is expressed in the 
new terms that distinguish between infidelity and Islam.

In the Man region in 2017, on behalf of rival terrorist 
groups, fanatical youth stole or took over mosques. The 
caning, bloodshed, and harassment of imams accused of 
apostasy revealed to the shocked public opinion the extent 
of the terrorists’ incursion in Labe, in neighboring Guinea, 

into CÔTE D’IVOIRE due to the activity of a small minority.

There is no Muslim figure who calls for violence under the 
guise of worshipping, while others develop discourses that 
contradict the values of the state that call for coexistence, 
and demand the right to religious fanaticism, defend and 
practice it, on the pretext of freedom of expression and 
conscience. Accordingly, the exploitation of some metaphy-
sical concepts leads to a call for a reformulation of norms, 
and then some actors inject the social body with feelings 
of resentment and rebellion, when they use the structural 
shortcomings of the government. In this case, the goal is 
psychological preparation, laying the groundwork for the 
upcoming rebellion.

REALITY CHALLENGES AND RESPONSE
In fact, there is nothing that distinguishes CÔTE D’IVOIRE 
from the Sahel countries in the register of social ills, and 
the overlapping between politics, religion, and sectarian 
fanaticism; all of which are indicators of the upcoming mo-
vement. The bankruptcy of politics reveals the weakness 
of the environment, fragmentation, and dissolution, as the 
social contract now only survives through repeated nego-
tiation or confrontation processes. Despite the political, se-
curity and economic efforts since 2011, the country suffers 
from conflicts that it is striving to overcome. The failure to 
build a Max Weber state on the principles of force, law, and 

20

Feature

Eighth Issue | August 2021



rationality in some components of society led to 
the birth of an aspiration to renew identity based 
on excluding the other by elimination.

The AMANKAMAN group in the BOUAKÉ region 
in central CÔTE D’IVOIRE represents an ideal re-
cruitment opportunity for international terrorists 
because it is an association whose members re-
sort to compulsive and showy ritual; many of them 
use weapons of war skillfully given their past as 
former rebels. It is a group that is the product of 
unemployment, injustice, and disillusionment; 
these destitute individuals represent an informal 
association.

CÔTE D’IVOIRE deals with the doctrine of ter-
rorism from the point of view of crime, and it is 
dominated by the approach towards military es-
calation, except for a few methods of prevention, 
including the educational portfolio. Significant in-
vestments in war equipment and training, intelli-
gence resources, and the establishment of areas 
of operations in the north see a better ability to 
respond to any aggression. Action to influence the 
source and the original cause is still missing.

CONCLUSION
Terrorism in West Africa is snowballing.  Balloo-
ning with camouflaging tactics, diversity of mo-
des of operation, and the hybridization of factors 
and actors, terrorism poses challenges to tradi-
tional security. Beyond a shadow of doubt, CÔTE 
D’IVOIRE does not yet suffer confronting terrorist 
movements as a threat to its territorial integrity, 
but there are weaknesses and strengths that give 
cause for fear. Terrorist actors rely on time to 
test their opponent with repeated provocations, 
network building, and proliferation in environ-
ments of low education, poverty, and cultural ex-
tirpation. It becomes clear here that the commit-
ment of advocates of violent extremism, far from 
material interests, is the result of conviction and 
a strong and unshakable faith, which has lost all 
connection and hope in life.

The nature of the current threat in the country 
requires multidisciplinary expertise, not just the 
security system; rather, it must consider the geo-
political aspects, the relationship to economics 
and geography, the high birth rate and population 
friction, and effective ideological indoctrination 
strategies.  
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COUNTERTERRORISM IN 
WEST AFRICA  

INADEQUACY OF MILITARY TOOLS

 Maher Farghali
The West Africa countries switched gear to adopt a military confrontation 
approach given the exacerbation of international cross-border terrorism, 
drawing on globalization and information technology and communications, 
which reduced the borders between countries. The said approach failed to 
repel terrorist attacks and prevent terrorist operations from snowballing 
into the region that extends over vast swathes of areas. This triggers the 
dilemmas of military solutions in this region.

 Researcher in terrorist groups, Egypt.
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DILEMMAS OF MILITARY 
SOLUTION FAILURE
counterterrorism in West Africa militarily was not a cinch. 
However, the confrontation has always been hemmed by 
many challenges that obstructed the path of the military 
solution, for a set of reasons including but not limited to 
the following:

1. OVERLAPPING CONFLICTS
Conflicts in the West Africa countries overlap in most 
cases. We find ongoing conflicts between different ethnic 
groups and organizations, and between terrorist groups 
and governments. A such, the defining lines between ter-
rorists have become blurred, which greatly complicates 
counterterrorism, rendering observers fail to identify a 
clear map of what is happening based on the reality of ge-
ography and local conditions. This caused major problems, 
especially with the continuous shifts in the security and 
political situation in the region, and the failure to appoint 
the large numbers of such rival groups to control the ter-
ritory. The conflict in the region is often marked by ancient 
tough rivalries, trafficking, and self-defence activities and 
violent terrorism. While the confusion between non-state 
actors - supposedly separate groups - acquires additional 
importance, especially with the aid that France provided to 
the MNLA to help fight terrorist groups.

2. TERRORIST COMPLEX MAP
The complex map of terrorism increases the dilemmas 
across the region. The activity of terrorist organizations is 
focused in the border areas between Mali, Niger, and Burki-
na Faso, or in the middle of the region, which is called the 
LIPTAKO-GOURMA TRIANGLE, in an area that has become 
the center of cross-border activity of extremist groups to-
day. In March 2017, the main groups in the region, ANSAR 

DINE, the MACINA LIBERATION FRONT, the AL-MOURABI-
TOUN, and the SAHARA WING of AL-QAEDA in the Islamic 
Maghreb announced that they had formed an alliance un-
der the banner of the new entity JAMA’A NUSRAT AL-ISLAM 
WA AL-MUSLIMIN, which declared itself the official wing of 
Al-Qaeda in Mali.

The Boko Haram was established in northern Nigeria in 
2002, and ballooned into a violent rebellion in 2009, which 
led to the death of at least 25,000 people and the displace-
ment of spates of people; it is active in Nigeria, northern 
Cameroon, Niger, and Chad.

ISIS in the Greater Sahara was established in 2015, and the 
TAWHEED WA JIHAD in West Africa, which was recognized 
the following year by an official branch in the region, joined it.

Ansar Al-Islam has emerged in Burkina Faso since Decem-
ber 2016, when it claimed responsibility for an attack on a 
military base in the north-eastern region of Somme, which 
killed 12 members of the anti-terrorism unit.

The operations of Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb also 
overlap in this region, and the Macina Liberation Front, 
which includes the various components of the ethnic Aza-
wad, is active.

As for the ALTAWHEED AND JIHAD in West Africa led by 
Ahmed Ould Al-Amer, and The Signers of Blood led by 
Mokhtar Belmokhtar, they merged in August 2013 un-
der the name AL-MOURABITOUN, and after the killing of 
the group’s leader Ahmed Al-Amer, his successor – Abu 
Al-Walid Al-Sahrawi – pledged allegiance to in May 2015. 
ISIS. This prompted Mokhtar Belmokhtar to issue a coun-
terstatement denying joining ISIS and renewing the pledge 
of allegiance to al-Qaeda and its leader Ayman Al-Zawahi-
ri. This fuelled the conflict between the two parties, which 
overthrew Abu Al-Walid Al-Sahrawi and Belmokhtar as-
sumed the leadership.
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3. NON-STATE ACTORS
The military solutions are also further complicated by the 
presence of many non-state actors, as is the case for exam-
ple the Council for the Coordination of Azawad Movements, 
a loose alliance of former rebel movements with common 
interests, and the Coalition of Armed Groups. It includes 
the Imghad Tuareg Group and their allies, a branch of the 
Arab Movement of Azawad, the Council for Coordination of 
Movements, and the National Resistance Front. These en-
tities also include the Avogas Alliance of Tuareg clans, the 
Conference for Justice in Azawad in the Timbuktu region, 
the Movement to Save the Azawad in the Menaka region, 
and the dissident wing of the Coordination Council of Move-
ments and the National Resistance Front.

With the establishment of Vigilante self-protection groups in 
Nigeria, Cameroon, Niger and Chad, concerns were raised 
about their impact in complicating the situation, according to 
a report by the International Crisis Group issued in February 
2017, on this phenomenon in the Lake Chad region.

4. FRAGILITY OF STRUCTURES OF SOCIETIES
The threats of the spread of terrorism in West Africa cause 
military solutions to fail, and this happens because large 
areas of those countries are not practically subject to the 
authority of the state. Especially those areas that are con-
sidered one of the poorest in the world, with tribal and re-
ligious differences that have affected the extension of state 
authority over most of its parts.

5. HIGH RATES OF POVERTY
Poverty contributed to a great deal of political and social 
problems and conflicts in that region; it weakened military 
solutions and created a breeding ground for the expansion 
of terrorism in the West Africa countries, while widening 

the knowledge gap between the outputs of the educational 
systems and the labour markets, and the deterioration of 
human rights and the values of justice, as well as dwindling 
opportunities for political, social and economic participa-
tion, the deterioration of the environmental situation, po-
litical instability, and the abundance of wars and conflicts, 
and military coups.

The high rates of poverty considering the population in-
crease in the West Africa countries have led to the spread 
of terrorism on a large scale, according to United Nations 
statistics, Niger is the second poorest country in the world 
at 63%, while the poverty rate in Chad is more than 80%, 
and in Mali 64%. In Mauritania 40%. This is due to the na-
ture of the region, which is dominated by desertification 
and drought resulting from spasmodic and poor rain. More 
than 13 million people in the countries of the region need 
emergency humanitarian assistance, five million more than 
the number recorded at the beginning of the year.

6. ETHNIC AND TRIBAL OVERLAP
West Africa is characterized by a multitude of extremist 
trends among dozens of tribes, and this is what made it an 
overlap between tribal, ethnic, and ideological aspects, and 
made the region an active and diverse center for various 
criminal groups and terrorist organizations that differed in 
ideologies, visions, goals, and objectives, which contributed 
to the failure Military confrontations.

For instance, in the past, the Tuareg in Mali were seen as a 
protective shield against Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 
and terrorist extremism in the north, but the Ansar Al-Din 
group, founded in 2012, initially raised the banner of the Tu-
areg rebellion, then returned to adopt Extremist ideologies 
in 2017. The researcher remarks in extremist movements 

Organization Leader Region

SUDAN LIBERATION FRONT MOHAMED KOFA Mali and Burkina Faso

AL-MOURABITOUN MOKHTAR BELMOKHTAR Southern Libya, Northern Mali

EMIRATE OF THE DESERT YAHYA ABU AL-HAMAM (KILLED) Southern Algeria, Northern Mali

BOKO HARAM ABU BAKR SHEKAU Northern Nigeria

SARMA BRIGADE ABU JALIL FULANI Northern Mali

ANSAR AL-ISLAM IBRAHIM DEKO (KILLED) Burkina Faso

ISIS IN THE SAHARA ABU AL-WALID AL-SAHRAWI
Mali, Burkina Faso, and southern 

Libya
AL-QAEDA IN THE MAGHREB ALI MICHO Morocco, Algeria

ANSAR AL-DIN IYAD AGH GHALI Northern Mali

KEY TERRORIST ORGANIZATIONS IN THE WEST AFRICA COUNTRIES

24

Feature

Eighth Issue | August 2021



in Africa Julie Coleman many citizens of these countries 
believe that Al-Qaeda and ISIS are two opposition forces or 
parties that compensate for the absence of democracy, and 
that joining either of them may be a message towards sup-
pressing legal opposition in the country.

7. IMPACT OF INCREASING ORGANIZED CRIME
The extended areas outside the state’s authority in West 
Africa enabled criminal activity to mushroom and snowball 
in the region, especially with the complicity of some offi-
cials, and the willingness of Western governments to pay 
ransoms, which contributed to the expansion of kidnapping 
and smuggling and trafficking crimes since 2003, including 
the smuggling of Moroccan hashish gum and cocaine.

Some leaders in Mali took advantage of the turmoil to ex-
ercise their influence. When European tourists were kid-
napped in 2003, the Malian and European governments 
relied on two men: Iyad Agh Ghali, the Tuareg leader and 
former rebel and head of the Al-Qaeda-linked Ansar Dine 
group, and the mayor of Tarkint Baba Ould Cheikh, to be 
mediators in negotiations over the ransom payment.

At the beginning of 2008, this trade flourished more when 
terrorist figures appeared as mediators in the hostage 
cases, with compelling evidence that these intermediar-
ies seized a large part of the ransom sums and shared it 
with the politicians who provided them with protection. The 
overlap between ideological terrorism, organized crime 
and corrupt politicians increased in search of money and 
financing, which also contributed to the weakness and fail-
ure of military confrontations.

BEYOND MILITARY SOLUTIONS 
The counterterrorism solutions in West Africa were based 
on military efforts, the most important of which was an 
agreement concluded by the Sahel group in February 2014, 
in the Mauritanian capital, Nouakchott. The agreement in-
cluded the formation of a force of 3,000 soldiers to con-
front terrorist organizations. Then came the creation of 
the TAKOBA, a new task force created by France and some 
European and African allies, and the Blue Helmets, the 
UN peacekeeping force. It becomes clear that West Africa 
needs solutions that go beyond military efforts to a variety 
of others, and this will be according to the following steps:

A.Gathering Information
It is necessary to develop an electronic and human informa-
tion network on extremist groups and individuals, contain-
ing accurate information about the weakness and strength 
of these terrorist organizations and groups, in addition to 
intercepting, collecting, analyzing and assessing their cor-

respondence to arrive at an accurate prediction about what 
can be done, especially with regard to recruitment and 
joining methods, training locations, ideological references, 
sources of funding, armament and logistical support, and 
social and tribal references for elements and leaders.

B. Penetration and Siege of Organizations
This step follows the collection of information. It is pos-
sible to benefit from the complex map of organizations in 
the West Africa countries, the most prominent of which are 
the battles mounted now between ISIS led by Abu Al-Walid 
Al-Sahrawi and the Al-Qaeda group led by Iyad Agh Ghali, 
and the recruitment and use of dissident elements for pen-
etration operations, especially those who are now fleeing 
from Syria and Libya to tribal havens in this area to join the 
internal networks.

C. Changing Trajectory of Terrorism
After the first and second steps, changing the course of ter-
rorism comes by drying up the funding sources to which 
the leaders and other elements are linked (smuggling, ran-
som, kidnapping, hostages), and supporting defection and 
dissent, by directing intensified propaganda to highlight 
schisms, and sowing sedition between the tribal base of all 
organizations, by separating them from the tribal leaders 
and making the groups hostile and aggressive to each oth-
er, or neutralizing each other.

CONCLUSION
To well counter terrorist organizations in the West Africa 
countries, the problems raised must be solved, including 
confronting organized crime, resolving tribal turmoil, ad-
dressing state fragility, and combating poverty. Disman-
tling these groups comes into play, according to a set of 
steps that harmonize simultaneously with the military ef-
forts in the confrontation.  
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TERRORIST GROUPS IN WEST AFRICA
SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES

 Yida Seydou Diall 

For many decades, most countries have been impacted by the rampant 
ubiquity of terrorist groups; since 2012, the West African region has 
slipped into the clutches of this scourge. Despite the spread of these 
groups in almost all countries of the region, we find that some of these 
countries are paying an extremely high price for their activities on their 
territories, especially Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, and Mauritania. 
Each of these countries has different experiences, depending on how 
each group operates.

 Researcher on violent extremism issues in the Central Sahel, Mali.
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POINTS OF SIMILARITY 
Niger is the first country in West Africa to sustain the ac-
tivity of a terrorist group; it has suffered greatly due to the 
practices of Boko Haram. Although these terrorist groups 
had presence in Burkina Faso, Mali, and Niger, they did not 
rise to prominence to the general population until after the 
fall of Libyan President Muammar Gaddafi in 2012, when 
terrorist groups tightened their spread in all West African 
countries.

These groups have adopted a similar approach when initial-
ly established. They first recruited their members from the 
pariah or neglected groups in societies, who believed that 
they had found the right religion by joining these groups. 
They made all the leaders in these groups from the people 
of the country belonging to the nationality of the state in 
which they are on in, and influential in their societies before 

they joined such terrorist movements. In Burkina Faso, the 
leadership fell to Malam Ibrahim, who was succeeded by 
his younger brother after he died of thirst; in Mali, to Iyad 
Ag Aghali, from the Tuareg of Mali, a former rebel and a 
government employee; in Niger to TIAFORI of the Fulani 
community; and in Nigeria to ABU BAKRI CHIKAU.

RULING STYLE
Each commander follows the appropriate policy for his 
area of control to be accepted by the people of his commu-
nity. Among the policies used by the leaders of the groups 
is the demand of those societies for what they called the 
jihad for the sake of Allah; they say in some areas that the 
domination of the infidels with the democracy imposed by 
the Westerners has gone forever. Such groups seek to at-
tract shepherds by reducing grazing fees, while declaring 
that imposing a royalty on green pastures is forbidden; 
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they successfully recruited quite a few shepherds in their 
areas.

Joining these groups achieves success and reputation in 
the community, owning transportation, and bearing arms. 
This is what drives the marginalized and socially outcasts 
to join such groups, which found that the best policy to con-
trol the area tightly was to give power to groups that had no 
value in the Fulani environment.

These groups cooperate with all segments of society in 
their areas of expansion and control, whether they are trib-
al leaders, religious leaders, notables and famous figures, 
youth, boys, and women. Tribal and religious leaders me-
diate between other groups and such groups. Women and 
children are employed to gather intelligence, and if there 
is any problem in a village, the first people to contact him 
for consultation are the village chiefs and religious leaders 
before any decision is made.

The Sharia judges in several villages were chosen from 
among the imams and teachers of the Holy Quran; howev-
er, in the areas where these groups are located, they han-
dle everything. These groups organized all the structures 
of society, determining dress codes for men and women, 

how women travel, making marriage unhindered 
by social hierarchy, and banning cultural and 
seasonal festivals everywhere. These groups 
assist groups that do not have sufficient re-
sources, provide aid to victims of abuse, elimi-

nate animal theft in their areas of control, 
and protect pasture areas in response to 
the demand of the population.

It can be said that all terrorist groups 
have a similar system of government, 
they attempt to involve the villagers in 
their religious activities, kidnap 
the people who oppose 

their rule, leading them to the jungle so that the group’s 
leaders decide their fate, and pass judgments in the middle 
of the jungle far from society and state institutions. When 
a person is kidnapped, no one can contact them, often until 
they are released for ransom.

ERADICATION OF DEVELOPMENT
Terrorist groups have taken many measures to get closer 
to local communities, but they have eliminated develop-
ment in all areas of their control. All schools were closed, 
and some others were burned down, forcing all state offi-
cials to escape these areas except for nurses, assistants, 
and some doctors. All workplaces are closed; employees 
have left permanently; access to basic social services has 
become a major challenge; health centers are no longer ac-
cessible to all due to transportation problems.

The election of city councilors was banned; almost all tele-
phone antennas were broken; access to drinking water 
became difficult due to the deterioration of the few water 
towers; the militants refused to build new water towers 
on the pretext that they did not trust the people from the 
cities. Few asphalt pavement roads have deteriorated or 
completely ruined, and all development projects initiated 
by countries have stopped due to the inability of their offi-
cials to reach the areas un- der the control of terrorists; 
some NGOs can access these areas by some 
influential people in the area.

POINTS OF DIFFERENCE
Kidnappings of women and children 

are widespread in Nigeria, while in Mali, 
Burkina Faso and Niger, kidnappings in most 

cases are males or state representatives, or ac-
cused of collaborating with the security forces and 
the West. All groups attack Western schools, but 
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Nusrat Al-Islam and the Macina Brigade do not kidnap stu-
dents. Al-Qaeda and allies are more tolerant of Westerners 
than Boko Haram, ISIS, and their allies.

The policy and style of ruling of the Macina Brigade and 
Al-Qaeda differ from that of Boko Haram and ISIS; the for-
mer often reaches consensus on ruling based on customary 
rules, which is something that irritates ISIS, including the 
acceptance of the Macina Brigade in the pastoral spaces 
in the delta to manage the pastures of the «Bargo» on the 
basis of customs and traditions, and to allow the custom-
ary owners to keep their possessions from the pastures, 
provided that the amount collected from the collection of 
royalties does not exceed half a million CFA francs. This 
ruling was opposed by ISIS and allies, which caused many 
fighters from the Macina Brigade to defect and join ISIS.

Nusrat Al-Islam often accepts holding elections in the terri-
tory under control, which is strongly opposed by ISIS, which 
rejects any model of the Western system of government. 
Al-Qaeda operatives are willing to work with elected local 
officials and NGOs, which is also what ISIS opposes. Post-
ers of government fees are sold in some Al-Qaeda-con-
trolled territory, but this will not be seen in the ISIS-con-
trolled territory.

Another big difference between Al-Qaeda and ISIS in the 
Greater Sahara is that all the local leaders in the Nus-
rat Al-Islam group of Al-Qaeda are from the countries in 
which they conduct their activities, while the leader in ISIS 
is only Sahrawis. As for development structures or social 
services, each group provides its own members except for 
health workers, but Al-Qaeda is more tolerant of NGO em-
ployees than ISIS and Boko Haram.

It is also noted that Al-Qaeda respects women more than 
ISIS; in the Macina region, women have a prominent posi-

tion in society. Before the Macina Brigade took control of 
the territory, women did not have the right to inherit in the 
pastures of the delta region. Some women were even ex-
pelled from their fathers’ homes after their death. Today, 
women have found their places in their families; some of 
them even built their own homes from the inheritance of 
their fathers. As for violence, ISIS and Boko Haram are 
more violent than Al-Qaeda and the Nusrat Al-Islam group. 
All the major massacres were committed by the first two 
organizations. They are more similar in actions and prac-
tices than Al-Qaeda.

FINANCING TERRORIST GROUPS
ISIS and Boko Haram receive generous external funding. 
The groups operating in Burkina Faso and Mali are financed 
by levying taxes and spoils of war, especially seizing live-
stock and goods in villages that oppose such groups and 
their work. Groups often get ransom money from the re-
lease of kidnapped Western hostages. However, nowadays 
this source is no longer common after some countries were 
blacklisted as dangerous red zones for Westerners.

The spoils of war often include items captured after attack-
ing an army camp or base in Mali, Burkina Faso, or Niger. 
Certain people are responsible for selling the livestock 
they get on the pretext of collecting zakat, and they are 
not fighters; they are sympathizers with terrorist groups. 
Also, some residents in the territory under the control of 
such groups do not belong to their armed wings and do not 
participate in the fighting, but they contribute financially to 
their activities by paying specific monthly installments.

In conclusion, terrorist groups in the Sahel have similar-
ities and differences. ISIS and Boko Haram are closer to 
each other in action and practice than Al-Qaeda; they are 
alike in terrorism. 
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 ABDUL MAJEED AL BABTAIN 
When international organizations and institutions are brought under discussion, questions spring to mind about 
their inception, policy determinants, influence factors and decision-making mental images and other current and 
urgent questions.

INCEPTION AND DETERMINANTS
An international organization is established for various 
reasons, including the occurrence of a political, eco-
nomic or health crisis in the world, or in one region. 
As such, a country, government, or group of countries 
takes the initiative to propose the establishment of an 
institution or organization to confront a given crisis. 
The goal is often to achieve a global interest, and some-
times to achieve the special interests of the states or 
governments that have adopted the idea of establishing 
an organization. Many international or regional organi-
zations or institutions that exist today seek to achieve 
the interests of specific countries, and it is one method 
to impose their hegemony, control, vision, and direction 
over the rest of the countries that are signatories to the 
establishment of a given organization.

The determinants of the general policy of organizations, 
influence methods, decision-making are set by the key 
countries that first established a given organization. 
Therefore, such an organization achieves the interests 
of such countries before others according to the action 
plan, and the method of decision-making subject to the 
power of influence.

PARENT ORGANIZATION
One of the most important goals of establishing any 
organization is to form a positive mental image of the 
founding countries, participation, and membership. The 
UN is the best telling example for such organizations. It 
is the parent organization for all international and re-
gional organizations and institutions, and it is the most 
important and largest organization in the world, both in 
terms of the number of member states and the number 
of its employees, the size of the annual budget, or the 
importance of the issues and affairs addressed.

The idea of establishing an international organization 
rose to prominence following First World War when the 
League of Nations was established. After the Second 
World War, the idea developed and took form to estab-
lish the UN to achieve and maintain world peace and 
avoid the outbreak of a third world war. The victors in 
the Second World War established the councils and 
bodies of the UN, and developed their work plans and 
policies, primarily the UN Security Council. They called 
themselves permanent members, and they have differ-
ent rights from other members by having the right to 
veto the decisions of the Council. Among the key ones 

 FORMER SECURITY COUNCIL EXPERT, FORMER OIC COUNTER-TERRORISM COORDINATOR, SAUDI ARABIA

ROLES  OF INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS
UN AND COUNTERTERRORISM

30 Eighth Issue | August 2021

View
s



are the decisions presented under Chapter VII (decisions 
issued under Chapter VII are binding on all countries of the 
world), and usually the five countries agree in advance be-
fore submitting any decision.

To legitimize the Council, these five countries increased the 
seats of the Member States in the Council to fifteen seats, 
i.e., by distributing the additional ten seats to the rest of 
the world, so that the five members are permanent mem-
bers of the Council, and the other ten are temporary mem-
bers that change every two years. Usually, non-permanent 
membership is available to the rest of the world in the Se-
curity Council once every 15, 20 or 30 years, according to 
voting mechanism.

Beyond a shadow of doubt, the methodology of non-per-
manent membership plan is not fair, as the five permanent 
members achieve their interests as they like, at the ex-
pense of the other 188 countries that are all UN Members 
States. The non-permanent membership plan is based on 
a smart philosophy that the rest of the UN Member States 
feel valued for their presence in the Council, but the reality 
is not A short temporary membership achieves negligible 
interests; in the first year, the state learns about the nature 
of the Council, and in the second year it cannot achieve sat-
isfactory results. Usually, these countries seek to win the 
support of the five permanent members, which can impose 
their preferences and interests on the temporary member 
states, and the situation here is like a newly born baby; no 
sooner does a newly born baby stand to one’s feet than it 
perishes.

Of great note, the Arab countries have a permanent seat 
in the UN Security Council, which lacks the right of veto, 
after the Arab countries agreed more than 40 years ago 
not to compete for membership in the UN Security Coun-
cil and approved a method to ensure that each session of 
the non-permanent membership in the UN Security Council 
is distributed among the Arab countries in Asia and Africa. 
The Arab countries must appreciate the importance of this 
seat. Had the Arab countries stood united, they would have 
been able to preserve many of their interests in the UN Se-
curity Council.

The next most important UN body is the UN General As-
sembly, which is the only body in which all the UN Mem-
ber States (193 countries) have equal representation, but 
whose resolutions are nothing more than non-binding rec-
ommendations and suggestions.

UN AND TERRORISM
An appropriately telling example to cite about the UN per-
formance in addressing the issues that crop up across the 
world is the UN impact on counterterrorism. Discussing the 
UN impact is complex that produces subtle nuances of the 
whole gamut of feelings; it cannot be reduced to one article. 
It would be helpful to turn the spotlight on the key UN coun-
terterrorism departments: the Executive Directorate of the 
Counter-Terrorism Committee of the UN Security Council 
Committees, which is concerned with following up on the 
implementation of counterterrorism resolutions issued by 
the United Nations through field visits and providing the 
necessary advice. It has an analytical support and sanctions 
monitoring team (Monitoring Team), which provides assis-
tance to two Security Council committees: The Sanctions 
Committee on ISIS in Iraq and Syria and the Committee on 
Sanctions imposed on Al-Qaeda, and the Counter-Terror-
ism Office, which review the key counterterrorism strategy 
issued by the General Assembly and is reviewed by the UN 
states Members, updated every two years.

It is not possible to discuss the UN counterterrorism impact 
without highlighting the UN Counterterrorism Center, which 
is one of its key initiatives, and it is the only entity that as-
sists the UN Member States in building counter-terrorism 
capacities. The idea of establishing the center is a telling 
example of the conditions and causes for the establishment 
of organizations previously discussed. The center was es-
tablished due to an international crisis suffered by all coun-
tries of the world: extremism and terrorism.

In 2005, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia presented an initiative 
to establish an international counterterrorism grouping or 
center to best help all countries of the world. The Kingdom 
did not seek to achieve its own interests; it left it to the UN, 
the UN Member States, and the Advisory Council of the Cen-
ter to set the centre’s general policies and methods of op-
eration, even though it is the sole financier of the centre’s 
establishment, with more than $110 million.

The center has achieved resounding success, and other 
member states have supported it with moderate funds; 
it gave an indication of their support for the idea, and the 
Kingdom has achieved through it a change in the mental 
image of the countries of the world about its impact in 
counterterrorism. Equally important, the Kingdom has 
proven that it is at the forefront of the countries impacted 
by terrorism and has put in unremitting counterterrorism 
efforts and nipped it in the bud. 
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TERROR ATTACKS IN CHAD
ASSESSMENT AND VIEWPOINT

 DR. BAKARI SALI 
When flipping through the history of Chad and replaying the past events, one can understand the 
deeply sectarian violence perpetrated by groups of local actors alongside Sufi organizations, 
especially the Senussi movement that was active in the Eastern Sahara in the nineteenth centu-
ry. The terrorist attacks spearheaded by ISIS take place in West Africa, where Boko Haram rose 
to prominence, feeding on takfirism and crime as one ideology yoked together. Boko Haram has 
acted in relay for the historical efficacy of Chad and the sub-region enervated or redirected by 
imperialism. The term [terrorist attack] used in this text is consistent with the criteria adopted 
by the National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism, which defines a terrorist act as the threat 
of violence, or the real use of unlawful violence, by a non-state actor to achieve a political, eco-
nomic, religious, or social purpose.

 University professor from Chad.
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DATA
The data used in this research were culled from the web-
site database made available on www.fondapol.com, which 
included data on terrorist attacks around the world (1979-
2019). The scope of work is limited to data on Chad, which 
has been enhanced by field data. We extracted the daily 
data from January 2014 to December 2020, which we drew 
on to develop monthly and annual statistics that enabled us 
to conduct the said research study. Taken together, we will 
present the findings revealed. 

SEASONAL STUDY 
We first researched into the deaths, injuries and attacks 
being on the increase as reported yearly. The table shows 
the results of the treatment approach based on the data; in 
seven years, Boko Haram carried out 50 attacks in Chad, 
claiming 683 lives and 910 injuries.

Year Deaths Injuries Attacks
2014 6 0 1
2015 371 677 30
2016 22 68 5
2017 49 10 1
2018 46 33 6
2019 97 75 6
2020 92 47 1

Total 683 910 50

Chad became the center for Boko Haram activity, manifest-
ed in suicide, insecurity, killing and menace. The statistical 
graphs show frequency of attacks, number of deaths and 

injuries, types of attacks, tools used, targets, and region.

2015 recorded the largest number of deaths and injuries; 
this can be interpreted as a response to the involvement of 
the Chadian army along with the countries of the sub-re-
gion in the fight against the terrorist sect.

Likewise, the use of bombs and improvised explosive de-
vices along with the number of deaths increased in 2015 
vis-à-vis other years.

May, June, and July markedly witnessed an increase in at-
tacks that resulted in many deaths. The increase in attacks 
is partly explained by the rainy season, which makes ac-
cess difficult to the swampy Lake Chad region. This gives 
Boko Haram more room for maneuverability.

2014, 2015 and 2020 markedly sustained many deaths; the 
said years reflect three stages before, during, and after the 
Chadian military intervention in the war on terrorism. In 
2014, Chad became the target, after it had long been a base 
and a center of operations; Boko Haram stunned Chad by 
changing its plans. The death toll in 2015 is the result of the 
Boko Haram attacks, following Chad’s field participation in 
the regional coalition against terrorism. The attack in 2020 
aimed to weaken the group, through the military operations 
of the countries of the region against Boko Haram. In the 
2020 offensive, the military capabilities of Boko Haram put 
into action are displayed:

The first order of armed attacks and military targets refers 
to the organization’s raids that are exponentially increas-
ing, which shows its development and expansion for more 
spread and attacks. The army is the main target of such at-
tacks, as is the case with Al-Qaeda, ISIS, and other terrorist 
organizations.
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Given the vicinity to the epicenter of the crisis alongside the 
swampy environment, it makes it difficult to gain access 
to it, the Lake Chad region has become the focus of Boko 
Haram operations, which has also intensified its attacks 
in N’Djamena, where it seeks to demonstrate its ability to 
cause damage outside its stronghold.

PROJECTIONS
Previously, we explored the basic tools of unified and di-
versified statistics. The database of terrorist attacks in 
the world (1979-2019) provides big data, which can fur-
ther help to further explore what the traditional statistical 
framework can.

The projections for big data processing are also great, and 
contain new capabilities for exploring information on reli-
gious, cultural, and political phenomena. Machine learning 
is a new method to analyze large databases to automati-
cally process and develop analytical models. The two main 
methods of machine learning most used are supervised 
learning, which allows predictability of the variables, and 

unsupervised learning, which allows an understanding of 
the database structure.

Terrorism is currently defined by the methods of social 
sciences and humanities subject to two main logics: mili-
tary security and development security. It is characterized 
by description, narration, and analysis of the phenomenon 
of past and present terrorism. The integral approach rep-
resents the social and human sciences, and applied com-
puter sciences, which is seen as an innovative view, seen by 
analytics and processing blocks of information, allowing for 
research studies of a predictive nature for events.

RESULTS
Since the outbreak of the security crisis, Lake Chad Gover-
norate has hosted nearly 8,300 refugees, 13,000 returnees, 
and 124342 displaced people. This situation caused serious 
consequences for the social structure of the region, which 
has suffered for several decades because of the war in the 
country as it was home to some armed opposition move-
ments, such as the Movement for the Liberation of Chad and 
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the Movement for the Defense of Democracy. Being in the 
crosshairs of Boko Haram, the region is not only witnessing 
a decline in its agricultural and pastoral potential but has 
witnessed a steady increase in all the factors of vulnerabil-
ity and disintegration that already there.

In addition to the disruption of the social balance caused by 
the mass displacement of the population, the destruction of 
traditional systems of solidarity, and the emergence of ill 
values and practices, such as drug trafficking, smuggling 
light weapons and small arms, the Boko Haram ideology of 
the Western school seems to have taken root in the region.

Despite the high illiteracy rate, which exceeded 90%, we 
can argue that the combination of structural and circum-
stantial factors, such as the anti-Western rhetoric of the 
Islamic State in West Africa, contributes to the school drop-

out. The attacks carried out by ISIS have caused a shock 
that affected all sectors of Chadian society, and the disrup-
tion of the land exchange led to the emergence of new hubs 
that contribute to the high cost of living resulting from the 
high prices of basic commodities.

Military spending accounted for 6.6% of GDP in 2011 be-
cause of the inevitability of fighting terrorism and estab-
lishing peace.  This is also because of the measures taken 
by the state to combat extremism and terrorism, including 
the adoption of the anti-terrorism law, curfews, the de-
ployment of defense and security forces, awareness cam-
paigns, and the establishment of structures to assist vic-
tims. Taken together, it has become a financial burden on 
the state budget, which has been severely affected by the 
decline in crude oil prices, and the measures adopted in the 
context of combating the COVID-19 pandemic.  
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PUBLIC POLICY AND 
VIOLENT EXTREMISM IN THE SAHEL

 DJIBRIL SANGARE
The National Movement for the Liberation of Azawad took control of the northern part of the 
Republic of Mali in 2012, following a long struggle to achieve self-determination enshrined in 
Article (1) of the International Treaty on Civil and Political Rights of the Charter of the United 
Nations. However, this principle contradicts the principle of refusing to divide the Republic of 
Mali, provided for in the 1992 Constitution.

Several movements have emerged from this resistance in the Sahel region, such as the move-
ment for the unity of jihad in West Africa, and Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb. It was clear 
that the goals of these movements varied; some were linked to ethnic issues, while others to 
religious differences, such as the Macina Liberation Front.

Many evils, including violations, embezzlement, and others, have notoriously become rampant 
and rife across the region. To categorically eliminate these evils, the forces of the national re-
gime and the military have taken many measures.

 PhD in public law, specialized in security issues, lecturer and researcher at the Faculty of Private Law in Bamako, Mali.
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Violent extremism sneaked into Niger through ISIS in 
the Greater Sahara and the Boko Haram group. It mush-
roomed in Burkina Faso by Ansar Al-Islam, while the ac-
tivities of the Union of Resistance Forces sprouted up in 
Chad. To confront the brutal practices of such groups, the 
authorities of the said countries have made great efforts 
to reach effective solutions to eliminate violent extremism 
that seeks to impose private visions on others by force in 
the Sahel region bordering the Sahara, which consists of 
ten countries: Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Gambia, Guinea, 
Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, and Chad. One of 
the most prominent of these efforts was the following pol-
icies and procedures.

1. Military Policies
Policies to prevent violent extremism in the Sahel depend 
on military and intelligence efforts, as evidenced by the 
intervention of the French forces in Operation Barkhane, 
launched in 2014 to replace Operation Serval, aimed at 
preventing and defeating the rebel militias in northern Mali. 
It has deployed nearly 5,000 soldiers in the Sahel to carry 
out operations targeting terrorists in cooperation with the 
armies of these countries.

Some leaders of the Sahel countries, who believed in the 
saying [UNION IS THE STRONGEST WALL EVER] had a meet-
ing to create a joint force called the Group of Five Sahel (G5 
Sahel), whose first steppingstone was taken in 2017, with 
a force of 5,000 soldiers. This regional security organiza-
tion came in reality in accordance with Article (50) of the 
United Nations Charter, and was encouraged by the United 
Nations, with members of the international community will-
ing to cooperate with it. This group relies on internal and 
external contributions in the hope of eliminating terrorism 
resulting from violent extremism in its manifestations.

Believing in the feasibility of joint action, these countries 
decided, at the Pau Summit in France in 2020, to strengthen 
the armed forces to combat terrorist groups. The summit 
paid off and came to fruition by strengthening coordina-

tion between Burkina Faso, Mali, and Niger. The number of 
Barkhane forces increased to 5,500 soldiers from the five 
Sahel countries to carry out joint operations targeting the 
ISIS fighters in the Greater Sahara. France confirmed in 
June 2020 that it had killed the Algerian leader of Al-Qaeda 
in the Islamic Maghreb, Abdelmalek Droukdel (Abu Musab 
Abdel Wadoud) in northern Mali.

2. Diplomatic and Peace Policies
The United Nations and associated specialized institutions 
endorsed 70 recommendations related to national pro-
grams to combat violent extremism in the countries con-
cerned and developed an integrated strategy that is more 
feasible thanks to the United Nations Plan of Support for 
the Sahel. Such programs include:

1. Training and Empowerment

This includes training and empowering vulnerable groups 
(youth and women) in the ten Sahel countries. The United 
Nations Development Program (UNDP) has trained 20,000 
young people in YOUTH: AN ACTIVE AGENT FOR PEACE IN 
THE SAHEL). The program, which promotes dialogue and 
solidarity, targets seven countries of the Sahel: Mali, Burki-
na Faso, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, and Chad. Mali 
took the lead in implementing a youth program for peace 
and national reconciliation, in which more than 2,500 young 
men and 3,000 young women, between the ages of 15 and 
35, displayed robust engagement, with the creation of a 
ministerial department in the name of solidarity.

2. Professional Integration
It is intended to promote entrepreneurship for youth and 
women. In January 2019, the former President of Mali, Ibra-
him Boubacar Keita, launched the Entrepreneurship Fund, 
with a financing of 150 billion CFA francs, in Bamako. He 
has dedicated his last five-year term to youth and appointed 
35-year-old Camisa Camara as Minister of Foreign Affairs, 
which is a remarkable and inspiring event for Malian youth. 
In promoting youth entrepreneurship in 2013 in Niger, the 
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World Bank launched a vocational training program that 
spent $30 million over six years, targeting 110,000 young 
men and women between the ages of 15 and 25.

3. Good Governance
The United Nations called on countries to adopt good gov-
ernance policies, respect human rights, involve youth in 
decision-making in all state actions, and adopt standards 
of transparency, credibility, equality and justice for peace 
and sustainable development. The capital of Niger, Niamey, 
hosted workshops, featuring [Governance and Decentral-
ization], aimed at finding methods of peace and prevent-
ing conflict. The participation of all classes and groups in 
the internal administration of the country regardless of 
ethnic affiliation is essential to prevent violent extremism. 
ECOWAS is responsible for providing justice for vulnerable 
communities, which is an important and crucial step in the 
development of this organization.

4. Education
The United Nations sees education as a cure and an anti-
dote to violent extremism. Specialized institutions, such as 
UNICEF and UNESCO have adopted this approach as a pillar 
of their struggle. UNICEF facilitated the access of 150,000 
displaced children in the Lake Chad Basin to education 
through the program (Education Cannot Wait). UNESCO 
strives for comprehensive educational activities to be the 
cornerstone of preventing the spread of terrorism.

Hence, several literacy and adult education centers were 
opened in Niger. In Dakar, Senegal, in May 2017, workshops 
were organized to build capacities and discuss the issue 
of education; this is one of the most important methods 
of preventing violent extremism in West Africa and else-
where. A research study was conducted to discuss the 
issue of granting absolute freedom to practitioners in ad-

dressing issues related to extremism and preventing youth 
from falling into its clutches. Senegal is one of the countries 
least affected by this scourge, which is why training and ed-
ucation techniques for youth have been implemented even 
on the outskirts of cities and villages.

Failure
Despite the policies and programs made, the scourge of vi-
olent extremism continues to drag on, and senior politicians 
fail to achieve their goals. Authorities in the Sahel have ad-
opted policies and strategies to combat violent extremism; 
however, these strategies have proven to have weaknesses 
because of the inability to reduce social discontent, and the 
persistence and spread of violent extremism in the Sahel.

1) Social Discontent
It seems that the public policies adopted to deter violent ex-
tremism are completely useless, as frustration has snow-
balled and ballooned into society; many programs have re-
mained only for show, and do not make up a model of good 
governance policies.

The idea of the rule of law in most of the Sahel states re-
mains an ideal that cannot be implemented on the ground. 
It seems that the strategies adopted do not solve the long-
lived problems, with the persistence of social evils, such as 
injustice and inequality.

Despite all the programs implemented to promote sustain-
able development and combat poverty, the Sahel region 
is sustaining extreme poverty that prevents citizens from 
hoping for a bright future. We can conclude that the idea 
of the alliance of the Sahel countries did not live up to the 
hoped-for success. Access to basic public services, justice, 
health, defense, and education has become a severe prob-
lem for the poor and vulnerable.
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It shows the financial inability of the competent authori-
ties. The health budget in Niger decreased by 22% between 
2015-2016. The education budget in Mali, Niger and Chad 
suffered a glaring decrease in 2019, and the poor security 
in such countries made matters even worse.

The state’s reluctance or ignorance to provide basic ser-
vices to citizens in the Sahel region has caused severe cri-
ses, including the deterioration of the situation of workers, 
and the rise of the corrupt people. The personalization of 
power has become evident; programs have become use-
less efforts; the legitimacy of institutions has been eroded 
by mismanagement; the masses have lost confidence in the 
courts and institutions, which portends unfortunate con-
sequences. Citizens feel that their basic rights have been 
taken away. For example, in 2016, human rights associa-
tions in Mauritania denounced the adoption of a draft law 
restricting freedom of association. Also, some measures 
taken in the context of a state of emergency violate funda-
mental rights. In Mali, the state of emergency declared in 
November 2015 following the attack on a large hotel was 
extended until October 30, 2019.

Impunity has become a norm in the Sahel; since the Algiers 
Agreement on Mali, impunity and exemptions for the sig-
natory groups have increased. These practices lead some 
youth to believe that violent extremism is their only bul-
wark against these evils. Citizens become vulnerable and 
drift towards easy gains that violate the law. The weak-
nesses of public programs are exposed, and perfect securi-
ty becomes a chimera.

2) Continuum and Expansion
Violent extremism in the Sahel is still at the core, and the 
policies pursued seem to have reached their limit in vain. 
Some military efforts are among the most important caus-
es of chaos. A United Nations report accused the Malian 
army of committing war crimes and sent the report to the 
Security Council. This has limited the capabilities of the 
armed forces to carry out their operations, while making 
the attacks carried out by terrorists multiply, especially the 
attacks of the Boko Haram group, which has increased in 
intensity and violence in Niger and Nigeria. According to the 
reports of the UN Secretary-General on the security situa-
tion in Mali, it has been complicated in the north and center 
since October 1, 2019. One of the real shortcomings is the 
loss of equipment and human resources. The real contra-
diction appears in the financing of the military strategy of 
the joint force of the G5 Sahel by the European Union, es-
pecially France. The absence of professional practices by 
some soldiers has become a source of strength for terror-

ists of different orientations and countries. Therefore, the 
cure may be worse than the disease itself! A United Nations 
report confirms the precarious situation, with 4,000 deaths 
in 2019 vis-à-vis less than 1,000 in 2015. The force of the 
five Sahel states makes us remember the former League 
of Nations because of the disharmony between its leaders. 
In addition, the current war is asymmetric, and the terror-
ists have techniques that are more appropriate to reality. 
We can refer to the famous eight-day operation in the bor-
der area between Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso; in the face 
of 500 terrorists who control the whole region, it has had 
very heavy consequences on the financial side by killing 
52 soldiers. In Burkina Faso, 283 operations were carried 
out, causing 524 deaths and injuries between 2015-2019, 
despite the main policies followed. These analyses and re-
sults attest to the persistence of violent extremism in the 
Sahel region, and the failure of anti-extremism policies.

Conclusion
The reality of the situation in the Sahel region can be 
summed up in two words: [disharmonized reality], and vio-
lent extremism in the region has fueled controversy in the 
international community. The authorities are taking many 
measures and policies to resist violent extremism and 
achieve peace and sustainable development. Despite these 
political, military, and diplomatic efforts in the Sahel region, 
the scourge of terrorism drags on and persists, which con-
firms the failure of most policies.  
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Riddled with uncertainty, West Africa has snowballed into a 
time bomb given the youth demographic triggers, grinding 
poverty and glaringly notorious unemployment, ethnic and 
tribal conflicts, porous borders, and worsening desertifica-
tion. In a ten-year trajectory, the population of the region 
will double; it is infamously flawed with marked levels of 
undernourishment, which claimed the lives of nearly 6,500 
people in only three countries: Burkina Faso, Mali, and Ni-
ger in 2020. Again, the people in a dire need of urgent hu-
manitarian assistance made up about 13.4 million (20%) of 
the population.

Against a backdrop of such a painful reality, a breeding 
ground was made favorable conducive for the terrorist 
organizations across the region. Doggedly unbridled, such 
terrorist organizations were almost overnight catapulted 
into the limelight. The situation became more volatile and 
labyrinthine, and the region has slipped into uneasy turbu-
lence over the recent years, producing a spate of terrorist 
organizations and groups, which divide, combine, compete, 
and fight, while thousands of people falling victims to such 
belligerency. For instance, Boko Haram killed more than 
ISIS did in Syria and Iraq, and the Nigerian Security Obser-
vatory (NST, 2021) reported that from June 2011 to June 
2018 the group killed 37,530 people, which is nearly double 
the estimates recorded by other parties, which made up 
only 20,000 deaths in the same period. In the same vein, the 
Armed Conflict Database Project (ACLED) estimated 3,346 
incidents, in which 34,261 people were killed.

In 2019, ISIS carried out the largest terrorist operations in 
Africa, claiming 982 people in Sub-Saharan alone, as re-
vealed by the Global Terrorism Index (GTI, 2020). When ISIS 
shifted its center of gravity from the Middle East to Africa, 

the Sahel sustained in 2019 an increase rate of killings by 
67% vis-à-vis 2018, and the growth of groups linked to ISIS 
in the Sahel fueled terrorist acts across the countries of the 
region, making three of them suffer an increase in terrorist 
acts, as revealed by (GTI, 2020).

In a similar vein, Al-Qaeda has its second strongest branch 
in the region after Al-Shabab in Somalia, alternative-
ly named JAMA’A NUSRAT AL-ISLAM WA AL-MUSLIMIN 
(JNIM); it was formed in 2017 by merging several affiliated 
organizations. The ISIS branch in the Greater Sahara (ISGS) 
and the Supporting Islam and Muslims Group are the most 
active terrorist groups across the region; they carry out 
most of their attacks, where they control large swaths of 
territory of the region and can act with relative impunity. 
They sneaked through the borders to carry out attacks in 
the countries of the region, and ISWAP, while Boko Har-
am attacks Niger and Chad from Nigeria, where they enjoy 
such havens.

Stratfor Security and Intelligence reported that despite the 
French military support for years throughout the region 
spearheaded by Operation Barkhane (August 2014), a fea-
sible mechanism has not yet come into play to shore up the 
ramshackle situation in the region.

France’s joint G5 force across the region, a regional coun-
terterrorism force made up of nearly 4,000 soldiers still 
suffers financial and operational setbacks, hence render-
ing it unsuccessful.

On June 10 of 2020, French President Emmanuel Macron 
announced the end of Operation Barkhane, and that the 
French government plans to keenly fight terrorists in the 
region within European and international missions. 

Editor-in-Chief 
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