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EGLWRU¶V NRWH: TKLV THUUaLQ AVVHVVPHQW LV SaUW VL[ RI ³ISIS 2020´ ± a VHULHV RI bULHILQJV abRXW WKH

cXUUHQW VWaWXV RI WKH IVOaPLc SWaWH b\ aXWKRUV IURP GLIIHUHQW SaUWV RI WKH UHJLRQ. IW LV SXbOLVKHG b\

WKH CHQWHU IRU GORbaO PROLc\¶V NRQVWaWH AcWRUV aQG GHRSROLWLcV (NaG) SURJUaP. PaUWV RQH, WZR, WKUHH,

IRXU, aQG ILYH ZHUH UHOHaVHG RQ ASULO 28, Ma\ 5, Ma\ 12, Ma\ 19, aQG Ma\ 26, UHVSHcWLYHO\. TR VLJQ

XS IRU WKH ISIS 2020 QHZVOHWWHU, cOLcN KHUH.

This article Zill anal\]e tZo e[ceptions. The first is the long absence of confrontation betZeen al

Qaeda and Islamic state offshoots in the Sahel area. The second is an elected official condXcting

negotiations Zith an al Qaeda offshoot. Both constitXte the ³Sahel e[ception.´ The first factor has

ended, bXt the second still holds. Al Qaeda and ISIS Zill continXe to eYolYe despite the heaY\

French inYolYement in the Sahel region. The absence of policies addressing local grieYances and the

looming U.S. disengagement from Africa Zill most definitel\ embolden both groXps and enlarge the

scope of their actions in the Sahel and on the continent.

AO Qaeda aQd ISIS: DiYeUgeQW PaWhV iQ Whe SaPe BaWWOeVSace





In October 2015, Adnan AbX al-Walid al-SahraZi, a jihadist operatiYe from Morocco, along Zith

seYeral of his men from the MXrabitXn, pledged allegiance to the Islamic State¶s former ³caliph´ AbX

Bakr al-Baghdadi. ISIS had set foot in the Sahel ± the geographic belt rXnning soXth of the Sahara

Desert ± and Zent almost Xnnoticed. At the same time, al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)

Zas planning a comeback throXgh the Xnification of seYeral scattered groXps in northern and central

Mali, cXlminating in the formation of Jamaat NoXssrat al-Islam Zal MXslimin (JNIM) in earl\ March

2017. BetZeen the time of al-SahraZi¶s pledge of allegiance to ISIS and the creation of JNIM, AQIM

had claimed attacks as far aZa\ as OXagadoXgoX, the capital of BXrkina Faso, and Grand Bassam in

Cote d¶IYoire.

Al Qaeda proYed able to take initiatiYes in the Sahel at a time Zhen the Islamic State Zas

concentrating all attention in other areas of the Zorld. And for the first time, a political figXre ± I\ad

Ag Ghali, a prominent TXareg tribal leader and long-time rebel commander ± headed JNIM. Joining

him in command Zere Djamel Okacha (also knoZn as Yah\a AbX al-HXmam), a Yeteran Arab

Algerian AQIM militar\ commander, and most importantl\ MXhammed KXfa, a Zell-knoZn minor

religioXs figXre among the FXlani ethnic groXp. Ghali confirmed the local credentials of a sXstained

TXareg insXrgenc\, Okacha proYided a link to al Qaeda, and KXfa gaYe it reach fXrther soXth to

central Mali and be\ond b\ boosting recrXitment among the FXlani popXlation.

The tZo transnational jihadist groXps e[perienced stead\ ± and parallel ± groZth. Despite claims

that AQIM and ISIS Zere cooperating, there has not been an\ eYidence of organi]ational

cooperation betZeen the tZo groXps. Famil\ and tribal ties are strong among the leaders and

recrXits, so a degree of tolerance e[isted, and some coordination ma\ haYe occXrred on a personal

and Yer\ local leYel. An\ sXch patterns neYer amoXnted to ³cooperation´ betZeen al Qaeda and ISIS

in the Sahel.

American and local officials pointed to ³comple[´ deadl\ attacks to sXggest the tZo groXps Zorked

together. The comple[it\ of the attacks, hoZeYer, reflected improYements in coordination among

the attackers, Zhether belonging to JNIM or ISIS, Zho Zere able to sXrprise mostl\ Xnprepared and

poorl\ commanded local forces. The Inates militar\ facilit\ in Niger Zas eYen attacked more than

once, sXggesting poor command and preparation rather than sXrprise. Both al Qaeda and ISIS got

better at manXfactXring improYised e[plosiYe deYices, at maneXYerabilit\ in terms of targeting, and

in command and control abilities. These groXps are also still Xsing conYentional methods of fire

sXpport Zith mortar roXnds and heaY\ machine gXns, sending sXicide attackers either on foot or in

Yehicles loaded Zith e[plosiYes, folloZed b\ the rest of the attackers once the first defenses are

breached. So far, the militant groXps haYe Xsed drones onl\ for propaganda pXrposes, and the sole

Xse of an anti-tank gXided missile on record is a XniqXe failed shot in Niger dXring the Islamic

State¶s first attack on Inates in JXl\ 2019.

The EQd Rf Whe NR COaVh ZRQe





A feZ months ago, the Sahel Zas the onl\ region Zhere both al Qaeda and ISIS Zere steadil\

groZing ZithoXt going into fXll confrontation ± an e[ception that fell apart completel\ in April. The

eYolXtion of ISIS in al Qaeda territor\ in the Sahel has man\ similarities Zith its eYolXtions in other

parts of the Zorld Zhere an absence of clashes did not indicate cooperation. Similar tribal, local, or

interpersonal d\namics preYailed in Yemen or S\ria in the earl\ stages of bXilding ISIS¶s inflXence

before fXll-bloZn clashes pla\ed oXt. In Yemen, for instance, the death of prominent figXres from al

Qaeda in the Arabic PeninsXla ± like Nabil al-Dahab or MamXn Hatem, Zho Zere among those

preYenting an escalation in Yemen ± contribXted to the erXption of fighting. In S\ria, and despite

the high death toll that resXlted from clashes betZeen the tZo groXps, areas like parts of GhoXta or

the YarmXk camp e[perienced no sXch fighting becaXse of YarioXs factors like personal relations

betZeen the commanders that preYailed oYer ideological animosit\.

In the Sahel, three important AQIM commanders pla\ed this role to a certain e[tent. The first is al-

HXmam, mentioned earlier, one of the rare al Qaeda commanders Zho praised the NoY. 13, 2015,

ISIS Paris attacks. The second is AbX I\ad al-TXnsi, the head of Ansar al-Shariah and member of

the AQIM ShXra Zho, despite the rifts in Lib\a¶s Derna and in Eg\pt¶s  Sinai, thoXght that ISIS coXld

be ³broXght back on the right path.´ A notable nXmber of his Ansar al-Shariah recrXits Zere alread\

in the ISIS ranks in the LeYant, and some held important positions. Both these men pla\ed a role in

dela\ing the confrontation. Both Zere killed b\ French forces on Feb. 21, 2019, in Elaka, north of

TimbXktX. AQIM eXlogi]ed them officiall\ together a \ear later. The third AQIM commander that

pla\ed a similar role is AbX Yah\a al-Ja]airi, a Yeteran AQIM and JNIM militar\ leader killed dXring

an attack against Malian armed forces in Bamba on Apr. 6, 2020.

In an interYieZ Zith the aXthor, AQIM ShXra coXncil head AbX Obeida YoXssef al-Aanabi addressed

his groXp¶s relationship Zith al-SahraZi and the Islamic State. At first, al-Aanabi did not Zish to

address the matter. When he did, he still aYoided oXtrightl\ attacking ISIS, sa\ing, ³the\ lost their

Za\ « Ze inYite them to come back to the right path.´ He did not label them as deYiants or

e[tremists, as is XsXal elseZhere. On Jan. 17, 2020, KXfa issXed an official aXdio mentioning the 13

French militar\ personnel killed in action in Indelimane on NoY. 29, 2019, indirectl\ praising ±

ZithoXt naming ± ISIS, Zho claimed the attack. This aXdio Zas issXed e[actl\ a Zeek after the first

ISIS official prodXction oXt of the Sahel region. In earl\ April 2020, the aXthor obtained aXdio

recordings of KXfa e[plaining to an assembl\ in FXlani, most probabl\ of fighters or neZ recrXits,

the origins of the discord betZeen al Qaeda and the Islamic State.

The recent statements from KXfa sXggest that the fear of defections from JNIM to join ISIS Zas real

and jXstified a fight. His statements also sXggest that recrXits are receiYing ideological teachings

focXsed on bXilding committed and dogmatic fighters. In the same line of efforts, an official aXdio of

Abdelmalek DroXkdel (also knoZn as AbX MXsab Abdel WadoXd), head of AQIM, Zas issXed on

March 16. Among man\ things, he stressed the ³dXt\ to aYoid harming ordinar\ MXslims and not to

attack ciYilians among them,´ in contradiction to the still dominant local popXlar perception of ISIS¶s

e[tremist attitXde toZard al-Aama, or ³the common MXslim,´ thoXgh he aYoided naming the groXp.





This ³e[ception´ came gradXall\ to an end. It coXld haYe gone either the Yemeni Za\, Zith clashes

erXpting after the death of prominent leaders Zith personal relations on both sides, or the S\rian

Za\, throXgh a qXest for dominance oYer limited local resoXrces, or a mi[ of the tZo scenarios. It

Xltimatel\ Zent the Somali Za\: As al Shabaab did, AQIM¶s leadership took the decision to start a

fight in order to preYent ISIS from creating a stable stronghold in its most Yital territories.

The conflict started Zith Yer\ limited fighting in central Mali, bXt neither groXp confirmed nor spoke

pXblicl\ aboXt the clashes. DXring this stage, JNIM denied to the aXthor tZo fake statements issXed

in the name of the groXp. The fXll-bloZn attack on JNIM calling Ghali and KXfa apostates came in a

three-page article in the Zeekl\ ISIS maga]ine, al-Naba, on Ma\ 7. JNIM is accXsed of being part of

the militar\ effort, ³along Zith the crXsaders,´ to Xproot ISIS from the three borders area betZeen

Mali, Niger, and BXrkina Faso, and of ³protecting the borders of MaXritania and Algeria,´ hinting

aboXt rXmored tacit deals Zith local poZer brokers to refrain from fighting in these areas.

Before al-Naba made it pXblic, tZo important Islamic State Yideo prodXctions shoXld be taken into

consideration. On Jan. 11, 2020, ISIS issXed its first long prodXction oXt of the Sahel region. It Zas

a shoZ of force and defiance against AQIM on its tXrf, Zith an ideological tZist, since it insisted on

the idea that al-SahraZi YoZed allegiance ³to preserYe the Xnit\ of the ranks,´ hinting that AQIM

Zas an obstacle to Xnit\. The other prodXction came on April 29 from Yemen, Zhich has a special

place in jihadist spheres as ³the land of Zisdom and faith.´ A feZ minXtes of the 52-minXte Yideo

Zere a direct attack on AQIM for the Za\ it managed northern Mali in 2012 and for the calls it made

to aYoid attacking the Ennahda goYernment in TXnisia. Combat Zas alread\ raging, bXt those

statements ended an\ hopes of retXrning to a state of non-aggression. Adding to the attack on

AQIM is aXdio released Ma\ 28 in Zhich the Islamic State¶s spokesman accXses ³the apostates of al

Qaeda,´ among other things, of fighting ISIS ³on behalf of the crXsaders in e[change of negotiations

[Zith Bamako]´ ending Zith, ³onl\ steel faces steel, if the\ go back to fighting Xs Ze Zill fight them

back and Ze promise them defeat.´ He said ISIS had dela\ed fighting Zith al Qaeda for \ears.

Before these declarations, ISIS had alread\ YentXred far from its sanctXar\ along the three borders

into the heart of AQIM¶s tXrf and along its logistical roXtes in northern Mali and the border region

Zith Algeria, distXrbing ZhateYer ³non-aggression´ agreements Zith local poZer brokers. TZo

³minor´ eYents in soXthern Algeria had alread\ hinted at the end of the statXs qXo: an Algerian

armed forces operation in NoYember 2019 at Tamanrasset that led to the killing of a mid-ranking

figXre of the Islamic State, BoXba OXld AZeidine; and a sXicide attack on an arm\ barrack in

TimiaoXine in FebrXar\ 2020.

Prior to that, ISIS condXcted significant attacks shoZing its reach in three different coXntries: the

KoXtoXgoX attack in BXrkina Faso on AXg. 10, 2019; in Mali on NoY. 1, 2019, against the

Indelimane arm\ barracks (Zhich Zere constrXcted and eqXipped Zith help from France and the

EXropean Union); the second Inates attack in Niger on Dec. 10, 2019, that forced French President

EmmanXel Macron to dela\ the ³PaX sXmmit´ Xntil JanXar\; and the Jan. 9, 2020, Chinagodrar

attack in Niger, the deadliest attack b\ ISIS in the Sahel region, Zith more than 100 casXalties.



ISIS¶V VieZ Rf OfficiaO NegRWiaWiRQV ZiWh aO Qaeda

What Zas once a ³VHcUHW GH PROLcKLQHOOH´ (an alleged secret knoZn to man\ people) came oXt into

the open on Feb. 10, Zhen Malian President Ibrahim BoXbaker Keita declared on France24 that

negotiations Zith tZo jihadist figXres in northern and central Mali ± Ghali and  KXfa, the tZo most

prominent leaders of JNIM ± Zere not onl\ on the table bXt ZoXld be Zelcome. This annoXncement

came da\s after the PaX sXmmit that Macron had called for ³to set things straight Zith G5 leaders´

(the G5 Sahel, consisting of BXrkina Faso, Mali, MaXritania, Niger and Chad) aboXt French

engagement in the Sahel region. As an oXtcome of the PaX sXmmit, the coXntries inYolYed named a

target for coXnterterrorism efforts: ISIS in the three borders region betZeen Mali, BXrkina Faso, and

Niger.

The Malian president annoXnced negotiations Zith the al Qaeda affiliate Zith tacit French approYal,

knoZing that the preYioXs administration of President Franoois Hollande Zas against sXch

negotiations. France had tZo objectiYes for sXpporting the talks: to diYert more forces aZa\ from

the fight against JNIM and toZard a groZing Islamic State, and to create a rift that ZoXld pXsh the

most radical elements of JNIM to join ISIS. It is easier to internationall\ raise fXnds to coXnter the

Islamic State, Zhich is easier to fight locall\ Zith ³gloYes off´ becaXse the groXp is less entrenched

in local d\namics than al Qaeda is and has, for the time being, limited popXlar sXpport. This

sitXation coXld change qXickl\ in the Zake of the latest reports of hXman rights abXses at the hands

of goYernment forces and militias.

JNIM, still the strongest and most dangeroXs militant groXp in the Sahel, met the official

annoXncement Zith a statement approYing negotiations Zith no preconditions e[cept ³the departXre

of the occXp\ing French forces.´ BXt aZare of the ³discredit´ that sXch negotiations coXld bring on

the groXp, JNIM enhanced attacks in an obYioXs moYe to hold and reassXre its oZn ranks. The

Taliban ± to Zhich JNIM has an allegiance, as do all al Qaeda offshoots ± Xsed a similar strateg\

Zhen negotiations Zere on the table: fighting Zhile engaging in talks.

The effect of JNIM¶s acceptance of negotiations emboldened ISIS as man\ recrXits joined its ranks

from the FXlani commXnit\ in Mali and Niger ± a commXnit\ that had proYided JNIM Zith recrXits

before. KXfa Zas forced to seek help from other ethnic JNIM components in fighting in central Mali.

This coXld pXt ISIS in the Sahel  in a sitXation similar to the one ISIS faced in S\ria in 2013, Zhen

the groXp Zas Xprooted from man\ areas before it regroXped and sei]ed most of the east and the

north. The ISIS commander in the Sahel, Abdel Hakim al-SahraZi heading mostl\ FXlani fighters

reached oXt to KXfa Zith a message, Zhich the aXthor has seen. In the message, he asked for a

trXce and the respect of rXles of engagement and Zarned KXfa against infighting among the FXlani.

The LikeOihRRd Rf FXUWheU ViROeQce

JNIM is strong, rooted, and Zilling to negotiate, thoXgh it is still fighting goYernmental forces in

Mali, BXrkina Faso, and Niger and remains a target for French forces. InstitXtionall\, AQIM is

approaching local issXes and grieYances, in a more pragmatic Za\ and Zith a kind of a neZ

³nationalist´ tZist in its rhetoric. A feZ \ears back, it ZoXld haYe been Xnimaginable to see the



Malian or the Algerian flags in an al Qaeda official prodXction. The Taliban¶s ³Zins´ on the diplomatic

scene might be encoXraging al Qaeda members Zho adYocate a more local approach to jihad, taking

into consideration local d\namics and negotiations and getting aZa\ from the idea of a neYer-

ending ³epic battle.´

The G5 is directing its efforts toZard Xprooting ISIS, Zhich it sees as the biggest threat, Zhile

hoping to drain a nXmber of JNIM¶s most radical recrXits into ISIS, thereb\ Zeakening both groXps.

If, and onl\ if, ISIS is contained, the G5 sXrel\ Zill shift its focXs back to JNIM. In parallel, indiYidXal

goYernments are condXcting efforts to encoXrage the clash betZeen the tZo groXps either b\

targeting jihadist leaders on both sides or b\ nXmeroXs ps\chological operations condXcted on a

Yer\ local leYel. BXt as in other theaters, feZer precaXtions regarding ciYilians are being taken on

the groXnd, and goYernment forces are randoml\ arming local militias, adding to the hXman rights

abXses alread\ happening at the hands of those forces. This sitXation is fXeling recrXitment to both

a cross-border ISIS and JNIM, Zhich are getting more and more local recrXits bXt still haYe

commanders from different coXntries. A geographical continXXm betZeen Somalia, Chad¶s Lac

region, the Sahel, and eYen Lib\a Zill not be hard to achieYe for jihadist groXps if the sitXation

keeps deteriorating. WithoXt the proper social, political, and economic ansZers to popXlar

grieYances, Yiolence Zill preYail.

WaVVLP NaVU LV a MRXUQaOLVW ZLWK FUaQcH24 aQG a MLKaGLVP H[SHUW. NaVU LV WKH aXWKRU RI  EWaW

LVOaPLTXH, OH IaLW accRPSOL (PORQ) 2016. HH LV aOVR a cRQVXOWaQW IRU THUURU SWXGLRV (2016)

IQWHUQaWLRQaO EPP\ AZaUGV (2017) QRPLQaWHG GRcXPHQWaU\. FROORZ KLP @SLPNaVU

TKH YLHZV H[SUHVVHG LQ WKLV aUWLcOH aUH WKRVH RI WKH aXWKRU aQG QRW aQ RIILcLaO SROLc\ RU SRVLWLRQ RI

WKH CHQWHU IRU GORbaO PROLc\.
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