
FRIEND OR FOE

Sahel Ş a new baǠleƝeld between IS and Al-Qaeda?

Since earl\ 2020, a largel\ peaceful relationship between the two jihadist movements in
the Sahel Š the Al-Qaeda coalition under the Group to Support Islam and Muslims (known
under its Arabic acron\m JNIM) and the Islamic State in the Greater Sahara (ISGS) Š has
turned into rather intense and deadl\ confrontations.

Rather than a Ţnew battlefrontţ between IS and Al-Qaeda in the Sahel, Whe Wensions are Whe
resXlWs of a series of local and regional d\namics WhaW led Wo a change in Whe poZer balance
and Whe end of fiYe \ears of cordial relaWionship.
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The firsW signs of Wensions Zere eYidenW in Whe second half of 2019 ZiWh small scale clashes
WhaW ZenW largel\ unreported and unclaimed. A crisis meeWing beWZeen JNIM members Š
inclXding Whe BXrkinab« Jaffar Dicko, head of AnsarXl Islam (close Wo JNIM) Š and Whe ISGS,
led b\ iWs head AbX Walid Al-SahraZi, Wook place in SepWember 2019, according Wo a reporW b\
Whe Prom«diaWion [hWWp://promediaWion.org/] NGO .

This meeWing Zas meant to demarcate territorial boundaries and clarif\ red lines, bXW Whe
groXps did noW come Wo an agreemenW, leading Wo increased Wensions.

WheUe dR Whe\ claVh?

Clashes haYe intensified in the first quarter of 2020. The groXps haYe foXghW in WZo
differenW areas:

The Inland Niger DelWa area, aroXnd MopWi (KoXlbi, DialloXb«, Dogo) (Mali)

The GoXrma area on boWh sides of Whe Mali-BXrkina Faso border Š Ndaki, In-TilliW, and
Tin-TabakaW (Mali) and KorfooXe\oXe\, Ara\el, Arbinda, NassoXmboX, Pob« (BXrkina
Faso).

The Inland Niger DelWa is, and alZa\s has been, traditionall\ under the control of JNIM
(and especiall\ of one of its members, the Katiba Macina), ZiWh no ISGS presence nor
reach, Zhereas in Whe Malian GoXrma and Whe SoXm ProYince of BXrkina Faso boWh groXps
had, XnWil noZ, peacefXll\ coe[isWed.



b

CXUUenW VWaWe Rf Sla\

As of Ma\ 2020, JNIM seems Wo haYe goWWen Whe Xpper hand in Whe confronWaWions. The ISGS
did noW manage Wo e[pand iWs reach Wo Whe Niger DelWa area as mosW of iWs aWWacks Zere eiWher
repelled or failed Wo resXlW in a lasWing presence.

READ MORE How the Sahel has slipped into a new post-Jihadist erab
[https://www.theafricareport.com/20555/how-the-sahel-has-slipped-into-a-new-post-
jihadist-era/]

DespiWe some iniWial ISGS sXccesses in Whe Malian GoXrma, JNIM has now regained control
over almost the entiret\ of this area. In norWhern BXrkina Faso, JNIM eYen managed Wo
increase iWs reach fXrWher as iW chased Whe ISGS from some of Wheir WradiWional sWrongholds in
Whe SoXm proYince.

ISGS militants fled from central Mali towards the Mauritanian border (Nampala), or
fXrWher soXWheasW WoZards Whe BXrkina Faso/Niger border. According Wo Prom«diaWion, ISGS
is cXrrenWl\ sending some reinforcemenWs from Tillab«ri (Niger) noW so mXch Wo fighW, bXW
raWher Wo adYise miliWanWs on a comeback sWraWeg\.

Wh\ aUe Whe\ fighWing?



Sahel ZaWchers ofWen Xse Whe concepW of a ťSahelian exceptionŦ to describe the cordial
relationship between ISGS and JNIM in conWrasW Wo oWher regions Zhere IS and Al-Qaeda
affiliaWes are open riYals. Indeed, leaders of boWh groXps haYe meW on mXlWiple occasions Wo
discXss Whe condiWions of Whis ŢcooperaWionţ Š mainl\ WerriWorial agreemenWs and red lines noW
Wo be crossed Š like Whe meeWing in SepWember 2019.

READ MORE West Africa: Shifting strategies in the Sahel
[https://www.theafricareport.com/17843/west-africa-shifting-strategies-in-the-sahel/]

In addiWion, both groups have coordinated some of their operations, for e[ample WhroXgh
inWelligence sharing or logisWical assisWance. The kidnapping of WZo French hosWages in Benin
[hWWps://ZZZ.france24.com/en/20190510-foXr-hosWages-liberaWed-american-korean-bXrkina-
french-WoXrisWs-kidnapped-benin] in Ma\ 2019 and Whe aWWacks againsW miliWar\ posiWions in
KoXWoXgoX, BXrkina Faso [hWWps://fr.reXWers.com/arWicle/WopNeZs/idAFKCN1VA0LX-OZATP]
(AXgXsW 2019) as Zell as BoXlkessi and Mondoro (Mali) in OcWober 2019 are parWicXlarl\ good
e[amples of WhaW.

HoZeYer, Wheir relationship has alwa\s been driven b\ practical considerations, raWher
Whan a broader and deeper XndersWanding and alliance. This means WhaW Whe naWXre of Wheir
relaWionship coXld change aW an\ momenW, qXickl\ and qXiWe drasWicall\, Zhen Whe iniWial
circXmsWances change.

Indeed, Zhen Whe balance of poZer WilWed in faYoXr of Whe ISGS, Whe peacefXl relaWionship did
noW sXrYiYe. The resXlWing defecWions from Whe KaWiba Macina Wo ISGS and Whe e[pansion of
ISGS inWo KaWiba Macinaţs WerriWor\ Zere XnpalaWable for Whe JNIM, WhXs becoming WZo main
direcW reasons behind Whe recenW clashes.

CUiViV Rf legiWimac\ ZiWhin al-Qaeda affiliaWe KaWiba Macina

For aboXW a \ear noZ, Katiba Macina militants have been disappointed ZiWh Whe Za\ Wheir
leader, Amadou Koufa, has led Whe fighW in cenWral Mali. From Whe sWarW, Whe KaWiba Macina
sWood for change in Whe socio-poliWical order in cenWral Mali.

ISIS VWaUWed Wo pa\ cloVeU aWWenWion Wo Whe ISGS: WheiU WieV and commXnicaWion e[panded fUom

MaUch 2019 onZaUdV, leading Wo a TXaliWaWiYe change noW onl\ in ISGS pUopaganda bXW alVo in

iWV capabiliWieV and VWUaWegieV.

“



GroXp members haYe denoXnced Whe e[ploiWaWion of Whe popXlaWion, Whe corrXpWion of Whe
aXWhoriWies, and Whe ineqXaliW\ beWZeen Whe local eliWes and Whe people. FrXsWraWingl\ for Whe
miliWanWs, Zhereas Whe groXp promised Wo represenW Whe common people, the liberation from
oppression never materialised.

EYen Zorse, AmadoX KoXfa began negoWiaWions ZiWh Whe eliWes Wo consolidaWe his poZer in
cenWral Mali and, more recenWl\, said his group was open to peace talks
[https://www.reuters.com/article/us-mali-securit\/mali-militants-sa\-the\-are-open-to-
talks-if-foreign-troops-leave-idUSKBN20W2GG] with the Malian government under
certain conditions. MiliWanWs Zho had joined Whe groXp becaXse of feelings of injXsWice and
marginalisaWion and Zho had belieYed in Whe abiliW\ of Whe KaWiba Macina Wo fighW for Whose
ideals, noZ feel disappoinWed and beWra\ed.

For some of Whose disgrXnWled KaWiba Macina miliWanWs in cenWral Mali and norWhern BXrkina
Faso Whe ISGS represenWs a sWrong alWernaWiYe, i.e. a groXp WhaW ZoXld conWinXe Whe fighW
againsW Whe goYernmenW and Whe local eliWes. The ISGS has e[ploiWed local Wensions and
commXnal diYides creaWed b\ KoXfaţs perceiYed leadership failXre Wo presenW iWself as Whe
mosW legiWimaWe acWor and gain Whe WrXsW of Whe local popXlaWion.

In recent months the group has indeed insisted in Wheir commXnicaWion of Whe facW WhaW Whe
KaWiba Macina had beWra\ed boWh Wheir sXpporWers b\ enWering inWo negoWiaWions ZiWh Whe
goYernmenW, and Whe FXlani in cenWral Mali b\ signing local agreemenWs ZiWh Dogon miliWias
[hWWps://ZZZ.bbc.com/neZs/Zorld-africa-52614579] .

This is reinforced b\ Whe facW WhaW jihadisW groXps in Whe Sahel are highl\ flXid.b Up Wo 70% of
miliWanWs inYolYed in ISGS aWWacks [hWWps://ZZZ.WhegXardian.com/Zorld/2020/jan/22/sahel-
faces-sXrge-in-Yiolence-from-Werror-aWWacks] are recrXiWed for ad hoc operaWions. This
Xnderlines Whe facW WhaW recruitment is often less driven b\ religious ideolog\ Š WhoXgh Whis
dimension shoXld noW be oYerlooked Š Whan b\ feelings of injXsWice or perceiYed need for
secXriW\. In oWher Zords, fighWers Zill join Whe groXp Whe\ Whink can besW proWecW and represenW
Whem in Whe immediaWe Werm.

ØFUXVWUaWiRnV ZiWh AmadRX KRXfa aUe alVR YeU\ lRcalÙ

In JanXar\ tensions increased after former Katiba Macina militants left Wo form a neZ
groXp in Nampala, S«goX region, aW Whe border ZiWh MaXriWania, and pledged allegiance Wo
ISISţ neZ leader AbX Ibrahim al-Hashemi al-QXrashi.



READ MORE Mali: Jihadi Amadou Koufaţs fighters desert, join Islamic State
[https://www.theafricareport.com/23894/mali-jihadi-amadou-koufas-fighters-desert-
join-islamic-state/]

According Wo Whe TimbXkWX InsWiWXWe [hWWps://ZZZ.niame\eWles2joXrs.com/la-gesWion-
pXbliqXe/secXriWe/2302-5106-cenWre-dX-mali-naissance-dXn-noXYeaX-groXpe-WerrorisWe-
nomme-jXnd-al-khilafa] , a former close all\ of KoXfa, MamadoX Mobbo, led Whe defecWion.
Mobbo had helped NiafXnk«-born KoXfa esWablish himself in his naWiYe Macina, bXW
disconWenW ZiWh KoXfaţs handling of local resoXrces, and especiall\ access to bourgou fields,
allegedl\ Wriggered Mobboţs seYering of Wies. Like eYer\one else, jihadist groups need to
secure access to these fields, especiall\ aW Whis Wime of Whe \ear jXsW before Whe rain\ season,
for Wheir oZn food secXriW\.

DefecWions are noW neZ Š some miliWanWs Zere for e[ample frXsWraWed noW Wo be able Wo condXcW
YendeWWa aWWacks againsW TXaregs in 2017-2018 and lefW Whe KaWiba for Whe ISGS in M«naka Š
bXW so far Whe\ had neYer led Wo clashes beWZeen facWions.

In sXm JNIM Š and parWicXlarl\ Whe KaWiba Macina Š has been losing groXnd in Whe pasW
monWhs, Zhich is seen as weak for negotiating with local elites and government. IW has also
losW boWh iWs sXpremac\ in Whe region and some of iWs local sXpporW in faYoXr of ISGS Zhich,
in WXrn, has sWrengWhened iWs posiWion WhroXghoXW 2019 and 2020.

ISGS iV Rn Whe UiVe and lRRking fRU neZ WeUUiWRU\

The Sahel has alwa\s been dominated b\ groups affiliated with Al-Qaeda, daWing back Wo
Whe 2000s Zhen Whe GroXp for Preaching and CombaW (GSPC), an Algerian SalafisW groXp,
esWablished iWself in norWhern Mali. In WhaW conWe[W, Whe ISGS has alZa\s been deemed
incapable of riYalling Al-Qaeda affiliaWes. As a resXlW, Whe focXs of secXriW\ anal\sWs and
goYernmenWs alike has, XnWil noZ, alZa\s been on JNIM, and especiall\ Ansar Dine and Whe
KaWiba Macina.

The compeWiWion beWZeen ISGS and JNIM Zill onl\ make boWh gUoXpV moUe UeVilienW aV Whe\ WU\

Wo oXW poZeU each oWheU, and Zill bUing fXUWheU Yiolence in Whe aUeaV Whe\ alUead\ conWUol and

eYenWXall\ Whe oneV Whe\ ZiVh Wo e[pand Wo, coaVWal WeVW AfUican coXnWUieV being Whe ne[W in

line.

“



ISGSţs rise was not linear and the group faced some intensive counter-terrorism
operations in 2017 and 2018 b\ Whe French OperaWion Barkhane in Whe M«naka area. BXW
Whose Zere onl\ Wemporar\ seWback for ISGS Zhich soon adapWed and reorganised, recrXiWing
in neZ commXniWies and adopWing neZ WacWics, e.g. Whe increased Xse of IEDs
[hWWps://acleddaWa.com/2019/06/19/e[plosiYe-deYelopmenWs-Whe-groZing-WhreaW-of-ieds-in-
ZesWern-niger/] . In addiWion, ISIS started to pa\ closer attention to the ISGS: Wheir Wies and
commXnicaWion e[panded from March 2019 onZards, leading Wo a qXaliWaWiYe change noW onl\
in ISGS [hWWps://ZZZ.iiss.org/blogs/anal\sis/2020/06/csdp-isis-miliWanWs-africa] propaganda
bXW also in iWs capabiliWies and sWraWegies.

The groZing WhreaW parWicXlarl\ maWerialised aW Whe end of 2019 ZiWh Whe Malian Arm\ facing
a series of hXmiliaWing aWWacks (Mondoro and BoXlkess\, Indelimane, TabankorW) Zhich
opened Whe Za\ Wo Niger for Whe ISGS Wo conWinXe iWs rampage across Whe border (InaWes,
Sanam, Chinagodar). These high-leYel aWWacks propelled ISGS Wo Whe forefronW of Whe ŢfighW
againsW Werrorismţ.

WiWh global aWWenWion came inWernaWional responses, and Whe WargeWing of ISGS became a
ťmaWWer of prioriW\ [hWWps://ZZZ.diplomaWie.goXY.fr/en/french-foreign-polic\/secXriW\-
disarmamenW-and-non-proliferaWion/neZs/neZs-aboXW-defence-and-secXriW\/arWicle/g5-sahel-
paX-sXmmiW-sWaWemenW-b\-Whe-heads-of-sWaWe-13-jan-2020] Ŧ.b This is a significant shift in a
region where France and its allies have been focused on JNIM and iWs leader I\ad Ag Ghal\,
Whe nXmber one enem\ [hWWps://ZZZ.jeXneafriqXe.com/dossiers/i\ad-ag-ghal\-lhomme-qXi-
defie-la-france/] for Whe pasW seYen \ears.

Since earl\ 2020 coXnWer-Werrorism operaWions haYe WhXs increased againsW Whe ISGS, ZiWh
joinW operaWions [hWWps://ZZZ.defense.goXY.fr/acWXaliWes/operaWions/barkhane-l-arme-
aerienne-dans-l-operaWion-monclar] beWZeen OperaWion Barkhane, Niger and Mali in Whe
LipWako (Mali-Niger border), a region Zhere Whe ISGS is firml\ esWablished. ISGS knows that
it cannot compete militaril\ againsW naWional armies. IW insWead opWs for keeping a loZ
profile and focXsing on oWher areas Zhere Whe groXp does noW face coXnWer-Werrorism
operaWions.

ThiV iV SUeciVel\ Whe caVe Rf Whe GRXUma

ISGS has, WogeWher ZiWh JNIM, been acWiYe in Whe GoXrma, on boWh sides of Whe Mali-BXrkina
Faso border, for monWhs. In mid-April, confrontations intensified with the ISGS launching
a series of attacks on fiYe consecXWiYe da\s againsW JNIM XniWs in Whe Malian GoXrma and
When on Whe BXrkinabe side Zhere Whe groXp killed 60 JNIM miliWanWs and Wook 40 prisoners.



ISGS WhXs decided Wo shifW iWs focXs Where, bXW also e[panded fXrWher norWh inWo Whe Inland
Niger DelWa. In DialloXb«, for e[ample, the\ have been travelling to villages announcing
their arrival for months, and have started to recruit with the offer of mone\ and
motorbikes [http://www.rfi.fr/fr/afrique/20200410-mali-centre-pa\s-les-combats-entre-
groupes-arm%C3%A9s-sintensifient] .

IW also promised miliWanWs WhaW Whe\ coXld keep Whe spoils of Zar š a direcW challenge Wo
KoXffaţs cenWralised s\sWem in Zhich he ZoXld conWrol Whe allocaWion of reZards. Similar
XnYerified reporWs haYe been gaWhered from Whe oWher side of Whe border, for e[ample aroXnd
Djibo, BXrkina Faso.

Bottom line: There are man\ inWerWZined facWors WhaW led Wo Whe siWXaWion Ze are ZiWnessing
Woda\ Š ZiWh a mi[ of operaWional and sWraWegic choices driYing Whe confronWaWion bXW also
some local drivers often misunderstood and overlooked, sXch as issXes aroXnd access Wo
land.

These driYers are noW going Wo disappear, and hence confrontations between the two groups
are likel\ to continue if not increase in Whe ne[W feZ monWhs. bThis Zill fXrWher blXr Whe lines
beWZeen Whe groXps, making iW harder Wo map Whe aWWacks and condXcW an effecWiYe response Š
be iW miliWar\ or poliWical.

More defecWions coXld arise, ZiWh poWenWial ŢneZţ ISGS splinWer groXps esWablishing
WhemselYes in Mali and BXrkina Faso, as Ze saZ in JanXar\, fragmenWing eYen more Whe
jihadisW landscape.

FXrWhermore, JNIM Zill haYe Wo sWep Xp iWs game noW onl\ miliWaril\ againsW ISGS, Zhich iW
has alread\ done [hWWp://bamada.neW/mali-bXrkina-le-jnim-reXssi-Xn-gros-coXp-conWre-leigs-
dans-le-goXrma-eW-pres-de-la-fronWiere-mali-bXrkina] , bXW also b\ e[perimenWing ZiWh neZ
poliWical sWraWegies Wo regain trust and legitimac\ among the local population.bThis coXld
lead Wo fXrWher commXnal Yiolence as boWh groXps Zill be WempWed Wo e[ploiW eYen fXrWher Whe
diYisions beWZeen Dogon and FXlani Wo aXgmenW Wheir ranks.

The compeWiWion beWZeen ISGS and JNIM Zill onl\ make boWh groXps more resilienW as Whe\
Wr\ Wo oXW poZer each oWher, and Zill bring further violence in the areas the\ alread\
control and eYenWXall\ Whe ones Whe\ Zish Wo e[pand Wo, coasWal WesW African coXnWries being
Whe ne[W in line.


