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Key Points
• Sahel-based Salafi-jihadi groups including al Qaeda and the Islamic State coordinate and
cooperate across organizational divides united by common objectives, shared histories,
and ethnic ties, creating a unique ecosystem of ideology and terror.
• The Salafi-jihadi ecosystem in the Sahel is strengthening rapidly. The number of attacks
will continue to rise and will become deadlier as groups’ capabilities improve.
• The groups’ coordinated effort to transform Sahelian society and governance into their
vision under Islam has helped destabilize the region and has created additional opportunities for Salafi-jihadi growth.

The land that stretches across western Africa hosts
a network of Salafi-jihadi groups that is expanding
as local conditions deteriorate. Porous borders,
weak and resource-strapped governments, and rising
insecurity driven by both poorly equipped militaries
and intra-communal conflict create opportunities
for al Qaeda– and Islamic State–linked groups to
strengthen in West Africa’s Sahel region, which
includes Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, and
Niger.1 Over the past decade, the number of groups
operating in the Sahel has increased, and in the past
year, the number of terror attacks has doubled.2
These Sahel-based Salafi-jihadi groups coordinate
and cooperate across organizational divides united
by common objectives, shared histories, and ethnic
ties, creating a unique ecosystem of ideology and terror.
Conditions in the Sahel region make the operating
environment complex, even without the presence
of Salafi-jihadi groups. The Sahel borders the Sahara
desert, and the population is seminomadic. Trade and
migration routes connect the region, and communal
identities—especially ethnic identities today—and
relationships are crucial. Desertification has led to
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increased conflicts between farmer and herder
communities over access to water and arable land.3
The states themselves are fragile. State institutions play a marginal, if any, role in the daily lives
of most. The governments are effectively absent
from the peripheries of their countries. This is where
the Salafi-jihadi groups are growing (Figure 1).

The Rise of the Salafi-Jihadi Network
The Salafi-jihadi network in the Sahel began outside
the region and can be traced back to the Algerian civil
war. One of the two main Islamist factions fighting
the Algerian government was the Armed Islamic Group
(GIA).4 The GIA formed in 1992 under the leadership
of Algerians who had fought against the Soviets in
Afghanistan. The GIA’s brutality during the Algerian
civil war killed civilians and combatants alike, and in
1998, a faction splintered from the GIA over the group’s
massacres of civilians. That faction called itself the
Salafist Group for Call and Combat (GSPC)5 and
continued to conduct terror attacks in the name of
Islam against the Algerian government and military.
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Figure 1. Salafi-Jihadi Base in the Sahel

Source: Author.

The GSPC courted al Qaeda in the early 2000s and
sent fighters to Iraq between 2003 and 2006. Osama bin
Laden recognized it as an affiliate in September 2006.6
In January 2007, the GSPC rebranded as al Qaeda
in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM). By this point, the
group had expanded its vision beyond overthrowing
the Algerian government.
AQIM began insinuating itself into Sahelian society
in the 2000s, especially in northern Mali. AQIM
established itself in the local society and economy,
including trafficking networks, through cultivating
relationships with communities by providing assistance, marrying into the communities, and recruiting
members.7 A senior Algerian AQIM member, Mokhtar
Belmokhtar, epitomizes this effort: He married into
a Bérabiche Arab family from Timbuktu and eventually earned the moniker “Mr. Marlboro” for his
role in cigarette trafficking.8
The group’s looser structure—organized into
katiba (brigades) and sariya (companies)—permitted
AQIM units operating in the Sahara desert in northern
Mali, Niger, and southern Algeria to resemble the local
population more closely, with AQIM’s Sariyat al
Ansar led by and composed of Tuaregs.9 Additionally, AQIM found support among some key local
powerbrokers, such as an Ifoghas Tuareg named
Iyad ag Ghali, who subscribe to AQIM’s ideology.10
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AQIM’s focus for its jihad, however, remained the
Algerian state, and its activities in the Sahel, including
a major kidnapping-for-ransom racket, provided the
group with resources.11
The first major splinter from AQIM occurred in
October 2011. A group of AQIM militants broke away
to establish the Movement for Unity and Jihad in
West Africa (MUJAO).12 These militants were predominately Malian and Mauritanian and included
figures such as Ahmed al Tilemsi, Hamada Ould
Mohamed Kheirou, Omar Ould Hamaha, Adnan
Abu Walid al Sahrawi, and Sultan Ould Bady. All
were critical of the Algerian-dominated AQIM
leadership under Abdelmalek Droukdel—rumor has
it that the split was driven partly by the division of
a ransom payment13—and instead focused MUJAO’s
energy on jihad in the Sahel. MUJAO continued to
follow the same Salafi-jihadi ideology as AQIM did,
but it contextualized the ideology in West African
Islamic history. MUJAO cemented its stronghold
in 2012 during the Tuareg rebellion that spiraled
into conflict in northern Mali in the Gao region,
which includes a key trafficking hub.14
A separate group established under the leadership
of Ghali, a local powerbroker who had worked as a
hostage negotiator previously for AQIM, rose to power
during the 2012 Tuareg rebellion. That group, called
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Ansar al Din, drew heavily from Ghali’s followers
in the Kidal region in northern Mali, bordering Niger
and Algeria. It then used a partnership with secular
rebel groups in Mali’s north to expand its influence
before turning on those groups and consolidating
control, including control over Timbuktu, a trading
outpost.15 Ansar al Din, with MUJAO and AQIM,
delivered basic governance through providing public
services and security in northern Mali during this time.16

Like Ansar al Din, the Macina Liberation Front uses insurgent tactics to
weaken competing authorities and
backfill governance.
The second major splinter from AQIM occurred
at the end of 2012, when Belmokhtar left AQIM
with his followers. Belmokhtar had been involved
in al Qaeda’s strategy for Mali in 2012.17 Yet he disagreed with other AQIM leaders,18 and AQIM’s emir,
Abdelmalek Droukdel, allegedly suspended Belmokhtar from command in October 2012.19 Belmokhtar
announced his departure from AQIM in December
2012 with his brigade, al Mulathamun (the Masked
Ones), which became known as al Muwaqqi’un
Biddam (Signers with Blood). Belmokhtar’s separation from AQIM only made formal what had already
been in practice: He had operated fairly independently
from AQIM in the years prior.20 Within six months,
Belmokhtar’s men had carried out two major terror
attacks—one in In Amenas in eastern Algeria and
another in Agadez and Arlit, Niger.21
In August 2013, AQIM’s two splinters—MUJAO
and al Mulathamun—merged to form al Murabitoun,
uniting as the group in the Sahel focused on terror
attacks against French and other Western targets.22
The leaders of both groups—Tilemsi and Belmokhtar,
respectively—pledged allegiance to Abu Bakr al
Muhajir al Masri, an Egyptian who had fought in
Afghanistan against the Soviets and the Americans
possibly sent by al Qaeda to West Africa.23 A
French military intervention that began in January
2013 had weakened the Salafi-jihadi groups in Mali,
including Ansar al Din and AQIM, especially the
French targeting of Salafi-jihadi leaders, which may
have been a factor in Tilemsi’s and Belmokhtar’s
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decision-making. It has continued to work with
Ansar al Din.
A new Malian group calling itself the Macina
Liberation Front appeared on the scene in January
2015, when it claimed responsibility for attacks in
central Mali.24 The group’s leader is Amadou Diallo
Koufa, a charismatic and radical ethnically Fulani
preacher from the region. Koufa fought with Ansar
al Din under Ghali, participating in one of the main
campaigns for Konna in January 2013.25
Koufa’s group draws partly on the Fulani identity,
though not exclusively, and actively expanded the
Salafi-jihadi insurgency from the north into the
communities in central Mali. Personal relationships
built with members of Ansar al Din established close
ties between the two groups, especially a relationship
that ran through a Macina Liberation Front member,
Hassan Dicko, to an Ansar al Din brigade that operated
in southern Mali.26 Like Ansar al Din, the Macina
Liberation Front uses insurgent tactics to weaken
competing authorities and backfill governance.
Sahrawi announced his loyalty—and that of his
followers—to the Islamic State in May 2015, calling
into question the unity of effort that the Salafi-jihadi
groups in the Sahel had achieved.27 A small faction
that had been part of MUJAO splintered from al
Murabitoun with Sahrawi to form the initial members
of the Islamic State in the Greater Sahara (ISGS).
Sahrawi’s group did not conduct its first attacks
until September 2016, and Islamic State leadership and
media largely ignored his group until mid-October
2016, after a spectacular attack on a Nigerien prison.28
Since then, the group has become one of the
most active in the Sahel, operating in the tri-border
region of Burkina Faso, Mali, and Niger. For example,
ISGS claimed the October 2017 ambush of US and
Nigerien troops in Tongo Tongo, Niger, that killed
four US servicemen. Its attacks intentionally stoke
ethnic tensions and intercommunity conflict in the
region. The group’s total membership has remained
in the low hundreds,29 relying heavily on support
networks and working with the other Salafi-jihadi
groups in the region.30
The Salafi-jihadi network expanded into Burkina
Faso by the end of 2016. A new group calling itself
Ansar al Islam launched a low-level insurgency
among disenfranchised Fulani in northern Burkina
Faso in December 2016, founded by a radical Burkinabe
preacher, Malam Ibrahim Dicko.31 Similar to how
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the Macina Liberation Front leaders received their
start, Dicko had fought in Mali in 2013.32 His connections to Ansar al Din and the Macina Liberation
Front established an enduring relationship between
those Malian groups and the Burkinabe Ansar al
Islam, including providing training and operational
support.33 After his death in May 2017, his brother
Jafar took command of the group. Ansar al Islam
remains independent from al Qaeda and Islamic
State affiliations, but in addition to the support
from the al Qaeda–linked groups, its members
have received support from ISGS.34
In early 2017, the al Qaeda followers in the Sahel
united to form Jama’a Nusrat al Islam wa al Muslimeen (JNIM).35 The March 2017 video statement
announcing the merger included Ansar al Din
leader Ghali, AQIM’s emir in the Sahara Yahya Abu
al Hammam, Macina Liberation Front leader
Koufa, al Murabitoun commander Mohamed
Lahbous, and AQIM shari’a official Abu Abdul Rahman al Sanhaji. These groups had already been coordinating their activities. For example, AQIM and
al Murabitoun worked together to conduct a series
of attacks against hotels in Burkina Faso, the Ivory
Coast, and Mali in 2015–16. The merger formalized
their relationships, bringing together around 700–
800 fighters under a single leadership body.36
JNIM now presents a unified Salafi-jihadi front
across the effort in Mali (Figure 2).

Today’s Salafi-Jihadi Network in the
Sahel
JNIM, ISGS, and Ansar al Islam all work together
today in the Sahel region. Their shared ideology—
Salafi-jihadism—defines a set of common objectives that includes instituting shari’a-based governance, according to their interpretation, through
weakening the state and removing Western influence. Cross-organization relationships have created personal networks that facilitate this cooperation, along with individuals with ties to all three
groups.37
Membership among the groups remains somewhat fluid, as factions decide which group is best
suited to achieve aims. ISGS has incorporated defections from JNIM including a faction from the
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Macina Liberation Front and the Salaheddine Brigade—which had been loosely affiliated with JNIM
and commanded by a longtime Salafi-jihadist—
that bolster cross-organization relationships.38 Additionally, the efforts of the three groups to stoke
intercommunal conflict has created pockets of
support for the Salafi-jihadis among communities
that perceive them as defenders against other local, ethnically based militias.
The resulting Salafi-jihadi ecosystem in the Sahel is strengthening rapidly. The number of attacks
will continue to rise and will become deadlier as
groups’ capabilities improve. The trajectory of
ISGS attacks shows this pattern. ISGS attacks have
been particularly effective at targeting Malian and
Nigerien soldiers. Salafi-jihadi influence will also
strengthen as local governance breaks down and
vulnerable communities accept the protection of
these groups. Indicators that Salafi-jihadi groups
are instituting governance are growing, too. For
example, JNIM supporters have opened schools in
parts of Mali.39
Meanwhile, counterterrorism operations in the
Sahel—led by the French military with US support—have not prevented the spread of the Salafijihadi network. The Salafi-jihadi network’s ability
to integrate into parts of the population and use
local conflicts to insinuate itself further into communities has overlaid Salafi-jihadi influence and
interests on the local dynamics. Burkina Faso,
Mali, and Niger have been unable to address the security challenges in their countries, even with significant external assistance. Both ISGS and JNIM
have ambitions to destabilize the littoral states to
the Sahel, including Benin, Ghana, the Ivory Coast,
and Togo. Salafi-jihadists may already be moving
into northern Benin.40
The Salafi-jihadi network will continue to expand in the Sahel, where regional states are weak
and local conditions have made communities vulnerable. The groups play on identity politics and
local relationships to strengthen. Their coordinated effort to transform Sahelian society and governance into their vision under Islam has helped
destabilize the region and has created additional
opportunities for Salafi-jihadi growth.
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Figure 2. Salafi-Jihadi Ecosystem in the Sahel

Note: Current as of April 2020. Coordination means that groups actively plan, collaborate, and cooperate together toward shared objectives.
Cooperation means that groups deconflict activities, share information and certain resources, and collaborate on a more limited scale toward
similar objectives.
Source: Author.
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