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As the US-led “War on Terror” combats terrorism in the Middle East and Central Asia, al-Qaida and other terrorist groups are on the run, looking for new places to recruit and train terrorists, and to plan attacks. They are increasingly looking to Northern Africa as an attractive region to accomplish their goals. With its several failed or weak states, and the abundance of unpopulated or ungoverned territory, they are hoping to evade detection and find new safe havens.

The stability of the African continent has never had greater implications for the security of the United States and its allies. While the U.S. government has been stepping up diplomatic relations with the countries of North Africa, cooperation in the field of security is lacking. U.S. and European intelligence services have determined with certainty that al-Qaida is present in Africa, and that the strategic importance of North Africa to global terrorist cells is increasing as America wages the war on terror on other fronts.
 Furthermore, al-Qaida began recruiting efforts in the region approximately two years ago, and has continued to develop these efforts.


This paper examines the countries to which the terrorists are turning, and why Northern Africa is the most likely strategic target region. It will detail past terrorist presence in the region. Furthermore, it will explore U.S. operations already in place, and evaluate possible options for improving performance. Finally, several possible scenarios that might be employed in order to combat this threat will be presented, as well as the most likely implications for each choice.


Terrorists are seeking to establish themselves in Northern Africa and the Horn because of corrupt or weak governments, or countries with vast expanses of uninhabited and un-policed terrain. Somalia is still in a state of chaos, while Sudan seems to finally be emerging from a protracted civil war. However, some factions in the Muslim power elite of Sudan sympathize with al-Qaida and anti-Israeli terrorist groups. The government’s recent massacre of refugees in the West of the country is especially worrisome, and throws the future of the fragile peace into doubt.

Mauritania, Mali, Niger, and Chad are attractive options for terrorists because the government has little to no control over vast expanses of land in each of these states. Bribery of officials is rampant and undermines security efforts. Northern Africa is also attractive because of the relative weakness of the military and police forces, in conjunction with Western unfamiliarity with the region. The last decade has seen enormous declines in resources for military and police units in most African countries. Instability (and even war) also contributes to giving the terrorists good chance of evading detection or adverse attention.


The terrorists assume (and not without reason) that the lack of strategic importance of the region coupled with Western unfamiliarity with it combine to make Northern Africa a better option than any other on the globe for establishing terrorist cells. Tense or neglected diplomatic relationships and a relative shortage of analysts familiar with the region also contribute to this phenomenon. Partnerships with some of the leaders, militaries, and intelligence services of this region offer the best chance of effectively combating this threat.
Why are these countries attractive to terrorists? A closer look at the Sahel and Horn

Somalia



Somalia remains the most violent country in the region. Since the Barre government fell in 1991 border disputes and clan rivalry have plagued the country.
 The Transitional National Government was re-established late last year, but clan warlords and ethnic factions continue to fight over control of Mogadishu, and regions in the south. Governmental links with global terrorist groups are certain. However, the extent to which terrorists are using Somalia as a base or as part of a transport/financial network is unclear. Further intelligence resources are needed to answer these questions with certainty.

Al-Itihaad, which also operates in Sudan, is a radical Islamist movement that was assembled out of mujahedin veterans of the Soviet-Afghani conflict in the 80s. It is strongest in the ungoverned central section of the country, amidst several other Islamist organizations, with varying degrees of support and radical ideology. At its peak it boasted over 3,000 fighters, and has leaked into Ethiopia and Kenya. It is known to have strong ties to al-Qaida. Thanks to Ethiopian forces, who have intervened three times in the past five years, the power and personnel of al-Itihaad have massively declined inside Somalia
. If al-Qaida elements continue to move into Somalia, in league with al-Itihaad, the situation will be dire enough that the only tenable response will likely be full-scale U.S. military intervention. Short of that, sources predict new, invigorated cross-border interventions by Ethiopia.

Sudan



The situation in Sudan is more promising than it has been at any other time in the last decade. The ceasefire, signed last year, seems to be holding. However, new problems with refugees and funding of rebel groups continue to strain relations between the Muslim, Arab north (who constitute 39% of the population), and the indigenous Africans in the south (who are 52% of the population). Since Hassan Turabi took power in a military coup in 1989, the Sudanese government has had ties to extremist organizations in Algeria, Iran, and Egypt. The country is a haven for terrorist groups operating against Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco, and Egypt
. The military is completely engaged in a civil war in the south of the country, and is trained by the Iranian Revolutionary Guard, further exhibiting its ties to states that sponsor terrorism. Several individuals who have been involved in recent terrorist attacks have carried Sudanese passports. After September 11th, new focus was placed upon Sudan, where the vast empty spaces of its interior provide safe haven to Al-Itihaad (also in Somalia).


As the home of Usama bin-Ladin from 1991 to 1996, Khartoum continues to provide haven for the al-Qaida network. This is most evident in the banking sector, and the export-import and agricultural commodities sectors. Support for al-Qaida among the populace is unknown. The radical Islamist leader, Hassan Turabi, has been detained since 2001, and demonstrations in support of him have been modest but persistent.
  Within Sudan, there is also the risk of a violent radical Islamic reaction to increasing cooperation with Washington, which might erode President Al-Bashir’s room for maneuver.

Mauritania



This former French colony has made much progress in the last decade, and its last election, in 2001, was widely seen as free and fair. Ethnic tensions continue to plague the country, whose population is 30% black, 30% Maur Arab, and 40% mixed black and Maur Arab.
 With less than .5% of its land arable, and its small population (less than 3 million), the vast majority of the country is uninhabited and unpoliced. 

Mauritania is believed to have at least one al-Qaida cell.
 Top al-Qaida figures, including some who organized the 9/11 attacks, came from here. The government has been cooperative with requests to crackdown on Muslim extremism, and tried to stop recruiting of fighters for Saddam Hussayn’s cause in Iraq. 

Niger and Chad



These landlocked countries are two of the poorest in the world. Both governments have limited control over large parts of the country, and both suffer from extraordinarily weak economies and have populations who exist only at subsistence levels. There are two known terrorist groups operating out of Niger: “Enough is Enough,” and “Ijaw Youth,” both of which have been linked to terrorist attacks in Nigeria, the Ivory Coast, and within Niger itself.
Mali


Intelligence suggests that terrorists groups are constructing camps and supply lines in northern Mali, where a vast ungoverned desert allows them to evade detection by Malian authorities. This access to the Algerian border, which is under-patrolled on the Sahara side, has important security implications.


Stronger states like Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya are less likely to be seen as good sites for terrorist training. But their relative abundance of Western interests makes them more likely to experience terrorist attacks. Past diplomatic ties with these countries (and re-emerging ties with Libya) make the task here less formidable. Yet the leaders of these countries are all looking for economic rewards as an incentive to cooperate with extermination of terrorism. As regional powers Algeria and Morocco both have relatively strong militaries, and Algeria in particular, quite a strong regional intelligence service. In order to capitalize on the cooperation of these few states, the policy and intelligence communities need to assess who in the U.S. should be responsible for counterterrorism intelligence in this region. Reassignment to a more specialized unit would likely yield better, more efficient intelligence.

Currently, responsibility for monitoring these countries falls with European Central Command (EUCOM). Given this region’s new strategic importance, and consistent with the trend for regional and topical specialization in intelligence, a Central Command (CENTCOM) unit that is focused exclusively on terrorism in this region would probably be better-equipped to analyze and respond to the threat. In order to effectively combat the growing threat in the region, increased intelligence focus is required. More analysts are needed who speak Arabic and Berber, and who are versed in the history and culture of this region. Increased resources for the governments in this region, such as police, border control, immigration control, and airport and port security, would be effective both in combating the threat, and in solidifying good relations diplomatically.

Fully one-third of Africa’s 700 million citizens are Muslim, with most of them in Northern Africa.
 The good news is that the majority of the Islamic community is skeptical of radical Islam. However, during the past decade, increasingly marginalized and impoverished Muslims in the Horn of Africa and the North have turned to Islamist agencies funded by Saudi and other Persian Gulf donors, to provide their education, health, social welfare, and security. While this phenomenon is still poorly understood, it has huge security implications for the region, and effectively legitimizes Muslim social activism.
 The challenge is to differentiate between legitimate non-governmental organizations (NGOs) or service providers, and Islamic fundamentalists operating under the cover of such an NGO. Many of these Islamist organizations are better at providing desperately needed social services to citizens than the central government is. Africa is the ideal location for organized terrorism, with its remote deserts and jungles, and centuries-old Arab-African Saharan trade route. Governments are weak, officials are poorly paid (and therefore easily bribed), and communications are at best, slow, and at worst, non-existent.

The Mediterranean States: A Closer Look


Morocco



Recently Secretary Powell announced that the U.S. would quadruple economic aid in Morocco, and double military aid.
 He called this a reward for Morocco’s cooperation in the war against terror. Late last year Morocco started an effective program to screen its troops for allegiance to terrorist organizations.
 After experiencing terrorist attacks within its borders, in Casablanca and Rabat, the Moroccan government (which Usama bin-Ladin continues to denounce) reiterated its resolve to fight terrorism.


Morocco and Tunisia pose comparable demographic and political challenges for the U.S. Both governments are willing to cooperate in the “War on Terror”, and both have Islamic populations that seem unimpressed with Islamic militancy. The governments in Rabat and Tunis are to a great degree secular and cooperate openly with the United States. Tunisia has been a key player in the monitoring of extremist operations in Sudan and in helping to facilitate General Qadhafi’s change of heart regarding weapons of mass destruction.

Tunisia



There are several known terrorist groups operating in Tunisia, with the most prominent being Fatah and the Palestinian Liberation Front (PLF). A resort in the seaside town of Djerba was attacked in 2002. Tunisian president Ben Ali has been cooperative with American efforts in Northern Africa. Furthermore, Tunisia is widely seen as a model for other nations in Northern Africa who are fighting to stamp out religious extremism.
 Ben Ali has been successful at improving the economy and arresting terrorists; however, global human rights organizations are highly critical of his methods.

Algeria


Arguably the most important regional ally in the War on Terror, Algeria has been involved in a protracted conflict against Muslim fundamentalists for years. Its established intelligence agency, relatively stable and open government, and receptiveness to U.S. presence in the region, all combine to make Algeria’s cooperation imperative to U.S. success in combating regional terrorism. President Bouteflika hopes that the U.S. will help capture opposition groups, many of which sponsor terrorism and are based in Europe. Since 1991 Algerian politics have witnessed a protracted conflict between the military and Islamist militants. In October 2001 the government made the Berber language official, putting an end to violent opposition from the minority Berbers.


In addition to al-Qaida, there are various “homegrown” terrorist groups in the region. The Algerian-based Salafist Group for Call and Combat is of particular concern, and is believed to have been responsible for the kidnapping of 32 Egyptian tourists last year in the Sahara.
 This group, however, has close ties to al-Qaida, and issued a manifesto claiming allegiance to al-Qaida. This group was also responsible for robberies in Niger and Mali. While some dismiss them as traditional bandits, of the type that has existed in the region for centuries, the majority view of this group is that they are cooperating increasingly with al-Qaida, and strengthening their ability to operate on a wider regional level with more sophisticated training and greater resources.


American economic assistance provides stability in Algeria, but the Muslim extremist group “Islamic Salvation Front” (FIS), although banned from competing politically in 1992, continues to plague the country with violent opposition.
 Algeria presents perhaps the best hope for US cooperation in the region. Algiers has years of experience combating Islamic terrorism, and has even fought a civil war against Islamist extremists. The Algerian government is relatively stable, has control of its population, and openly cooperates with the US and Europe. Islamic militancy remains the most troubling threat within Algeria itself. President Bouteflika is keen to ramp up military cooperation with the US, both for reasons of international and regional prestige, and for economic reasons.
Libya



Colonel Qadhafi has been working for several years to improve regional relations and to ease Libya back into favor with the international community. Since September 11th, however, terrorist attacks in Yemen and Algeria have been traced back to Libya.
 Still, Qadhafi now seems anxious to cooperate with the U.S., if not for the benefit of Libyans, then certainly to cement his legacy.


A legitimately cooperative and helpful diplomatic relationship with Libya would be a dream come true for the US. Since announcing the decision to eliminate its weapons of mass destruction program, Libya has been held up by the United States and the United Kingdom as a paramount example of the positive security implications arising from the global war on terrorism. Critics are eager to remind both countries that the main global security threat comes not from states like Libya, but from non-state actors and terrorist cells, like al-Qaida. The United States will likely use its new relationship with Libya to affect positive change in the region. If Qadhafi is seen cooperating with the West, other countries will be less skeptical of doing so, and cooperation will be legitimized among the population.


Because of its past associations with extremist groups regionally and overseas (both public and secret), Libya possesses vast intelligence resources that could provide the United States with a much needed boost as it begins, really for the first time, to place strategic import on the African continent. Furthermore, the fact that Libya is a secular state, coupled with its leader’s newfound hope to come back into the good graces of the West, provide the United States with a regime that is willing to prosecute the war against terrorists on its own with minimal U.S. involvement. Libya has also historically been anti-Islamist, although it has supported many secular terrorist organizations. There is a distinct possibility that these groups are now associated with Islamist terrorist groups.


Additionally, the regional influence that Libya (and Qadhafi himself) exerts on the Africa continent is important, and should be assessed as the United States seeks to acquire partners in Africa. Qadhafi views himself as the “voice of Africa” and is a major power broker in the fledgling African Union. If the United States is able to obtain a public alliance with Libya on counter-terror issues, it will be easier for several other African nations to follow along, effectively opening the door for partnerships throughout Africa. In short, open cooperation with Libya on the international stage would be a major accomplishment for the American diplomatic community.

Libya has become a mid-level power player beyond Africa. Qadhafi's influence spreads from Latin America to Muslim (Southeast) Asia. If the U.S. could go so far as to make Libya a strategic ally, it would have implications for cooperation not just in Africa, but worldwide. If Libya were to become our “friend” it would be a new kind of friend, and might make it easier for other authoritarian nations to cooperate with the U.S. What human rights advocates point out is that the U.S. should never sacrifice international human rights norms, or endorse the power of leaders who do not take care of their people. That being said, the urgency of the war on terror, many argue, makes it necessary for the U.S. to partner with non-traditional allies. The addition of Libya to the U.S.’s list of allies would not only send a strong message, it would also confer upon the United States a relatively capable and influential global ally.


Extremist organizations such as al-Qaida would undoubtedly take advantage of the lawless environment that constitutes much of this region of Africa. They would be able to quickly create regional sanctuaries, with which the U.S. and its allies are currently unprepared to deal. It is important to quickly, and intelligently, increase the operational capabilities in this part of the world. Pro-American North African governments are motivated by the possibility of aligning themselves with the U.S., and earning a prestigious seat as a member of the coalition prosecuting the war on terror.
What are our current capabilities?


Currently, U.S. special operations forces are training armies in Mali, Niger, Mauritania, and Chad under authority of the Department of State’s “Pan Sahel Initiative.” Directed by USEUCOM, the armies are specializing units in areas such as communications, mobility, land navigation, and small unit tactics.
 This effort will undoubtedly improve border security, reduce arms smuggling and drug trafficking, and impede the movements of trans-national terrorists.
 The U.S. military welcomes the cooperation of South Africans and Angolans, who have obvious interests in regional security. Current diplomatic efforts in Nigeria, if successful, would bring the continent’s second-largest army into the War on Terrorism.


USEUCOM is in the preliminary stages of planning six small bases at airports or remote camps in the region, and plans to station approximately 200 troops at each one. 
 This will have a positive effect on two fronts: symbolically announcing the region’s increased strategic importance to the U.S., and allowing for faster response time and surveillance of the region.


HIV/AIDS, in addition to wreaking havoc on a pure humanitarian level, is also decimating the militaries in many nations. While the crisis is noticeably worse in Southern Africa, efforts to promote education and prevention would have tangible positive efforts for troop maintenance, and increase the likelihood of cooperation with U.S. forces. USEUCOM’s recent program in South Africa is proving to be effective in this area.

Implications

Partnering with Africa



Diplomatic and intelligence capacities in Africa have suffered greatly throughout the past decade. After the embassy bombings in Tanzania and Kenya U.S. diplomatic presence in the region was slashed by 15 percent.
 Simultaneously, intelligence personnel were cut by one-third, and twelve aid missions were closed.
 To further compound the crisis, after 11 September 2001, further personnel and resources were diverted to other global hot spots. Not surprisingly then, our ability to grasp what is happening in this region was substantially weakened. This phenomenon is most resonant regarding the cases of Sudan and Somalia, where U.S. knowledge of the situation is deficient.

African Union



The African Union is primarily concerned with economic integration and leading Africa onto the global stage. Importantly, however, it recognizes that peace, security, and stability are all prerequisites for economic success.
 There are several organs of the A.U., including a Parliament, an Assembly, and a Court of Justice. Utilizing the US’s strong diplomatic ties with regional powers like Nigeria and South Africa would be very in improving the situation while avoiding any change that would smack of imperialism or heavy-handedness. If recommendations for increased security and accountability come within Africa, it will go a long way towards legitimizing them.

League of Arab States

Tunisia, Sudan, Algeria, and Somalia are all members of the “Arab League.” The United States and Europe are much more familiar with the way this group works, as international attention has been fixated on this region of the world for much longer. Furthermore, given the fact that most of the world’s oil belongs to states in this organization, the West has experience negotiating within this group. 

African Militaries



African armies are relatively small, poorly equipped, and certainly not prepared to expand monitoring or enforcement capabilities. The last decade has witnessed across the board declines in arms imports and military expenditures in this region (save Egypt). In fact, military expenditures as a percentage of Central Government spending fell from a regional average of 20% in 1985, to 11% by 1999.


Currently, EUCOM is responsible, in addition to Europe, for 48 of 54 African countries, with CENTCOM being responsible for Egypt, Sudan, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Somalia, and Kenya. Both organizations are awaiting a decision from the Pentagon regarding a possible reconfiguration to aid in the war on terror.
 The majority view of this assessment is that EUCOM is ill equipped to continue holding responsibility for the vast majority of the African continent. CENTCOM is currently responsible for the northeast and the Horn countries, where al-Qaida is most active. EUCOM has recently been more concerned with oil supplies in the Gulf of Guinea and other economic issues with implications for the U.S. CENTCOM is better equipped to deal with terrorism issues in the region.

Our best chance of success in Sudan, in addition to increasing our own resources and capabilities, might be to partner with Kenyan and Ethiopian intelligence and military. In addition, tighter frontier security and controls over the banking system would effectively disrupt Al-Itihaad’s operations. Both intelligence and media sources suggest that both Kenya’s and Ethiopia’s governments would be amenable to greater cooperation with regard to Sudan, which poses a substantial threat to regional security. Each government also has economic incentives, and hopes that the U.S. will lobby for increased debt relief and continued funding from the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund.


Sudan and Somalia’s neighbors will continue to be essential for consolidating gains and containing persistent threats. The Horn of Africa is highly volatile, making recent gains there far from certain. It makes sense for the International Community to work through the Assembly, which is composed of the Heads of State of all members and is the supreme body of the A.U. Working through the African Union will also provide a higher degree of legitimacy to any U.S. actions on African soil.

Recommended Actions


There are several things the United States and its allies could be doing in order to increase cooperation with nations in Northern Africa. Cultural sensitivity, building real relationships beyond a quid pro quo nature would go a long way toward eliminating ill will towards the U.S. in this region. The following suggestions would help the U.S. to accomplish its security goals, while simultaneously serving to repair our badly-damaged reputation abroad:

· Work through the African Union’s Assembly to build relationships with African militaries and intelligence services.

· Develop new and innovative ways of tracking and disrupting terrorist’s finances in countries with underdeveloped and insecure financial infrastructures.

· Take advantage of existing U.S. military efforts on the continent, such as the Africa Crisis Relief Initiative (A.C.R.I.) to bolster border control, law enforcement, and financial controls in the region.

· Expand efforts like the Pan-Sahel initiative to train Africans in both basic police functions and in more advanced counterterrorist operations.

· EUCOM is over-burdened and does not have the resources to effectively undertake regional specializations. CENTCOM is better prepared to mount a cohesive effort in this region and to train and work with Africans.

· Intelligence resources are distressingly inadequate. More resources are needed for CIA field offices.

· Signals intelligence (SIGINT) capabilities are struggling to keep up with innovative techniques terrorists are using to evade detection. These must be improved in order to monitor movements and future plans of terrorist groups.

Key Gaps and Major Uncertainties


It is unclear what kind of support there is for al-Qaida and other terrorist groups in this region. In order to work effectively on what many experts agree is the region of the world about which Americans know the least, several steps must be taken:

· More analysis is needed in order to determine in which countries the terrorists are most likely to be successful in evading detection, and in forming relationships with sympathizers and police.

· Strategies for combating the threat with propaganda might also be pursued as a counter to the effective use of this strategy by Islamist groups.

The effect that regional politics could play on our efforts in Northern Africa is unclear.

· National and ethnic rivalries are volatile and could flare up at any moment. Traditional rivalry between Algeria and Morocco could undermine the cooperation of these two states. Finally, ethnic conflict exists (in the more traditional sense) in Sudan and in Somalia (between rival clans).

Both overt and covert cooperation of the African Union depend upon who in the A.U. assumes the one-year term as Chairman.

· Current chairman (and President of Mozambique) Chissanó is amenable to American intervention on the continent. Other leaders might not be so cooperative (Mugabe of Zimbabwe, for example).

Concluding Thoughts


The United States and the Coalition of the Willing will face many challenges if they choose to prosecute the “War on Terror” on the African continent. Unfamiliarity with the region, hostile feelings toward the West among the citizens, and past lapses in credibility, will all present challenges. The best thing the United States could do is to put the best interests of Africans at heart. If the American administration concentrates on building relationships, and helps in other areas (trade, HIV/AIDS, etc.), the increased goodwill will go farther toward eliminating the root causes of terrorism, effectively constituting a long-term solution, for which the Bush administration claims to be searching. Partnering with Africa promises to be the best hope for combating global terrorism; improving the lives of millions of suffering Africans is a wonderful, necessary avenue towards accomplishing that goal.
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