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ere the deadly Madrid train
bombings plotted by Muslim ter-
rorists in the Sahara? The answer,
quite probably, is yes. The Moroc-
can daily Al-Ahdath Al-Maghribia
has reported that those March 11
attackswere conceived and launched
from the “terrorism triangle,” a
desolate zone encompassing parts
of Morocco, Mauritania, Algeria,
and Mali.

According to the newspaper, Mo-
roccan intelligence agencies tracked
the movements of the terror bomb-
ersto what was described as an “al
Qaeda rear base” in the Sahara.

That isnot theonly worrisomesign
that has emerged in the past few
monthsfromtheworld’ slargest waste-
land.

m According to US military offi-
cials, al Qaeda has sent terrorists
from Saharan hideouts to join the
anti-USjihad in Irag.

m |slamic militants in Algeria’'s
swath of the Sahara used $6 mil-
lion in kidnap ransoms to recruit
fresh jihadists, buy heavy weap-
ons, and acquire high-tech equip-
ment.

m Libyarecently discovered adesert
operations camp used by a hard-line
Algerianlslamic militant grouplinked
to al Qaeda.

Thereisanew frontin America’s
global war on terrorism, US offi-
cialssay. Acrossthe broad Sahara—
a desolate expanse of sand and rock
covering 3.3 million square miles—
al Qaeda and its terrorist affiliates
are setting up shop, taking advan-
tage of thelawless and trackless bad-
lands stretching from the Atlantic to
the Indian Ocean.

Unlesschecked, theterroristinfes-

IN the Sahara

By Stewart M. Powell

tation could turn parts of Africainto
launchpads for tomorrow’s murder-
ous outrages.

Some believe the arid, impover-
ished region could succeed Afghani-
stan as the world’s No. 1 haven for
fanatic Islamic militants. Today, the
Sahararegionisbelieved to be home
for thousands of the 30,000 or so
jihadistswho passed through Osama
bin Laden’s Afghan training camps
in the 1990s.

Americanmilitary forcesdismantled
the Afghan terror facilities after the
Sept. 11, 2001, attacksintheUS. Some
of the uprooted al Qaeda fighters are
believed to have fled to familiar Mus-
l[im outposts in Africa, where they
have resumed their activities.

A spokesman for US European
Command, whose area of opera-
tions includes large parts of Af-
rica, said, “There are clear indica-
tions that Muslim extremists from
the Middle East and Afghanistan
have moved into these massive open
spaces.”

A New Haven

For Muslim terrorists, the Sa-
harais an extremely useful base of
operations. Bin Laden himself found
sanctuary in Sudan from 1991 until
he departed for Afghanistan in
1996.

One major attraction: With more
than adozen nationswith 300 million
Muslim faithful, most of them in the
Sahara, one finds an abundance of
fundamentalist Islamic passion.

William Langewiesche, a noted
travel writer, spent weeks exploring
the Saharaand came back concerned.
“Thelarge, vigorous fundamentalist
movement,” he wrote, “has become
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An American Army Special Forces member works with African soldiers near
Timbuktu. Already, African troops have faced terrorist forces in combat.

the dominant political factor in the
Sahara.”

And Langewiesche wrote those
linesin 1991.

In thisregion, one finds all sorts
of pathologies—arms smuggling,
drug trafficking, and free movement
of transnational criminals, accord-
ingto EUCOM. Theregionisfilled
withlittle-patrolled desert crossings
and hideouts. It has weak airport
security, lax government control,
and endemic corruption. Illegal com-
merce of all kinds—in vehicles,
cigarettes, arms, and other goods—
has been around for decades.

Most importantly, the Saharais
vast—3,000 miles across, making
it as large as the United States.
With Africa's harshest and least
populated terrain, and with anearly
total lack of communications, the
Sahara mostly defies national gov-
ernment authority. African armies,
relatively small and poorly equipped,
havedifficulty monitoring the huge
territoriesthey are supposed to con-
trol, say US military officers.

Such “ungoverned areas’ are be-
coming the“melting potsfor thedis-
enfranchised of the world—terrorist
breeding grounds,” warns Marine
Corps Gen. James L. Jones, the
NATO commander who heads US
European Command.

“We need to drain the swamp,”
addsAir Force Gen. CharlesF. Wald,
deputy commander of EUCOM. “The
United States learned alesson in Af-
ghanistan—you don't let things go.”

Thesefactshaveelevated Africa’s
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place in US foreign policy calcula-
tions. Once a humanitarian concern
only, it now enjoysastrategic place
in Washington’s plans. It has a
prominent place in the “definition
of vital US national interests,” ob-
serves a recent report to Secretary
of State Colin L. Powell by the Af-
rica Policy Advisory Panel.

Military Clashes

The stakes are high. Africa-based
al Qaeda operatives and allies use
remotereachesof the Saharaand Horn
of Africato train fresh recruits. The
Sahara’ sancient caravan routesserve
asunpoliced bywaysforinternational

terroriststryingto reach the Mediter-
ranean and slip undetected into West-
ern Europe or the Middle East.

The transformation of the Sahara
already has led to sharp military
clashes between terrorists and local
fighters.

In Algeria, an al Qaeda lieuten-
ant—Emad Abdelwahid Ahmed Al-
wan—was killed by Algerian forces
in a gun battle in September 2002
about 270 miles east of Algiers. Au-
thorities said Alwan had met with
Algerian-based Sal afistsand was co-
ordinating al Qaeda-backed opera-
tions across North Africa.

In June, 3,000 Algerian troops
tracked down and raided a remote
camp used by the 4,000-strong
Salafist Group for Preaching and
Combat, an al Qaeda-linked terror-
ist group that killed 43 Algerian
soldiers and kidnapped 32 Euro-
pean tourists in 2003. The raid by
Algerian forces killed the leader,
Nabil Sahraoui, who had forged
tieswith al Qaeda, and three of his
lieutenants.

InMarch, theforcesof Mali drove
paratrooper-turned-terrorist Amari
Saifi across the Saharato Niger and
into Chad, where he and nine other
suspected terrorists were captured
by Chadianrebels. Therebelsopened
negotiations with Algeria, France,
Germany, Niger, and the US for his
handover.

In February, Algerian forcesinter-
cepted a convoy carrying weapons
north from Mali. Algerian officials

.

Nigerian troops patrol near a military base in the Sahara Desert. The small
size of the typical African national army makes it difficult for its forces to
monitor effectively the huge areas nominally under their control.
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A USAF aircrew member checks over his MH-53 helicopter at a former French
Foreign Legion base near Djibouti, on Africa’s east coast. US Central Com-
mand has been intercepting terrorists fleeing Afghanistan.

The New Front in the War on Terrorism

say the cargo contained mortar launch-
ers, rocket-propelled grenadelaunch-
ers, and surface-to-air missiles.

American officials say that noUS
troopshave becomedirectly engaged
inthefighting. However, local com-
bat operations have been supported
by the United States, which has pro-
vided communications, intelligence,
and reconnai ssance support.

The Voice of Americareported in
March that the US military deliv-
ered food, medical supplies, and other
assistance to Chad to support gov-
ernment troops battling suspected
terrorists linked to al Qaeda.

USofficials say aNavy P-3 Orion
reconnaissance aircraft played akey
role in guiding troops in Chad to a
remoteareainthecountry’ sfar north,
close to the border with Niger.

No one denies, however, that US

Impoverished areas of Africa with large Muslim populations have become a haven for radical Islamists.
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An Air Force MH-53 Pave Low SOF helicopter takes off from Djibouti. EUCOM
hopes to set up numerous standby bases in Africa. They would be activated
periodically to train African forces.

forces are on the ground in Saharan
nations. Washington has dispatched
special operations forces teams to
train local forces and sometimes pa-
trol with them. The SOF teams also
provide basic gear such as radios,
GPS receivers, and vehicles.

In Timbuktu, Mali, for example,
US Army soldiers of 1st Battalion,
10th Special Forces Group (Air-
borne), based in Stuttgart, Germany,
aretraining Malian soldiersdeployed
on the fringe of the Sahara.

SOF training focuses on mobility,
communications, land navigation,
and small unit tactics in order to
enhance border capabilitiesthrough-
out the region.

Expanded Training

USleadersare expanding military
training and assistance for local
armed forces in those African na-
tions thought to be most vulnerable
to terrorist infestation.

The Bush Administration has
launched the so-called Pan-Sahel I ni-
tiative. It will provide $7.75 million
for US military training thisyear for
the armed forces in the four West
African nations of Mali, Niger,
Mauritania, and Chad.

The Pentagon wants $125 million
over five yearsto permit special op-
erationsforcestobuild surrogate anti-
terrorist forces and provide training
to Morocco, Tunisia, and Algeria,
where threats by Islamic terrorists
have been growing.

TheUnited Statesalsoisfostering
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pan-Saharan defense cooperation. In
March, for example, EUCOM hosted
the first meeting of defense chiefs
from eight African nations—Alge-
ria, Chad, Mali, Mauritania, Mo-
rocco, Niger, Senegal, and Tunisia.
At this meeting, recalls Wald, the
defense chiefs of neighboring Niger
and Chad met face-to-face for the
first time.

Senior US military officers con-
sider these kinds of personal rela-
tionshipsto beessential for the gath-
ering and sharing of intelligence on
terrorist activities.

Apart from training activities, the
United States has taken some tenta-
tivestepstoward buildingaUS pres-
ence. EUCOM plans to establish a
half-dozen or so bare-bones facili-
ties in various African nations. The
on-call baseswould be activated pe-
riodically to train local forces.

Some of thesewould beat airports.
Others would be located deep in the
outback of Africannations. Wald cites
the example of US-built facilities at
Entebbeairportin Uganda, wherethe
on-call facilities are available as
needed.

The US continues to seek perma-
nent sites. Wald has visited the 371-
square-mileisland nation of Sao Tome
in the Gulf of Guinea, 120 miles off
the coast of Gabon on Africa’' s west
coast. Hehopesto build rel ationships

that one day might permit US forces
to use the tiny island in crises, much
as they use the British-owned Indian
Ocean atoll of Diego Garcia.

“| can see the United States poten-
tially having a forward operating lo-
cation in Sao Tome,” Wald said in
2003, relishing the possihilities in
the former Portuguese protectorate.

Jones says carrier battle groups or
Marine contingents that routinely
patrol the Mediterranean Seaon six-
month rotations may soon be devot-
ing half of their deployment timesto
patrols, training, and goodwill visits
along Africa' s west coast.

In the Horn

Three thousand miles away, on
Africa’'s east coast, US forces have
taken up positions on a dusty, 88-
acre basein Djibouti, formerly used
by the French Foreign Legion. It is
part of US Central Command’s ef-
fort to intercept al Qaeda operatives
fleeing Afghanistan for East Africa.

Apartfrommilitary operations, the
Combined Joint Task Force Horn of
Africa also has engaged in civil af-
fairsoperationsdesignedto strengthen
the ability of local governments in
Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Kenya,
Somalia, and Sudan to improve the
lives of citizens to help forestall in-
roads by Islamic fundamentalist re-
cruiters.

USsoldiersearlier thisyear arrived
in a remote area of Ethiopia, where
they have set up abare, forward oper-
ating base.

Though the American presenceis
small and discreet, all signs are that
US forces are in the Sahara to stay.
Senior American officers seem re-
signed to the need to operate there
for the indefinite future.

Therationaleissummed up clearly
by Lt. Gen. Wallace C. Gregson Jr.,
commander of Marine Corps forces
in the Pacific, which support the
Marine-led JTF in Djibouti.

“Trouble comes from ungoverned
places,” notes Gregson. “[The] 9/11
[attacks] showed us how aguy sitting
in a cave with access to worldwide
transportation and worldwide finan-
cial networkscouldtakeout theWorld
Trade Center and the Pentagon in a
singlemorning. It used to take nations
to do that much killing.” ]

Stewart M. Powell covers the White House and national security affairs for Hearst
Newspapers in Washington, D.C. His most recent article for Air Force Magazine,
“Russia’s Military Retrenchment,” appeared in the August 2001 issue.
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