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► Jihadist groups that formed the provinces of the Islamic State have proved to be 

fundamental to carry out apocalyptic al-Baghdadi's project of Salafi fundamentalist 

hegemony, allowing to its organization to continue to exercise its significance, even after 

the loss of Syrian and Iraqis territories. Among the various groups that in sub-Saharan 

Africa and in the Sahel have sworn loyalty to the Caliphate, one in particular stood out for 

the high lethality and the wide range of action. This group is known as the Islamic State in 

the Greater Sahara (ISGS) led by the emir Adnan al-Sahrawi. 

 

The impact of the Islamic State in the Greater Sahara on security in 

the Sahel region 

 

On the first day of Ramadan in 2014, Sheikh Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, leader of the 

Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL)1, announced the restoration of the Caliphate 

and decided to change the name of the group to Islamic State (IS)2. The proclamation led 

thousands of foreign fighters to decide to leave for Syria and Iraq to join the militias of the 

new Caliphate. 

Four months later, through official propaganda IS's bodies (al-Furqan Media 

Foundation and Dabiq Magazine), the terrorist organization announced that other jihadist 

groups had declared their affiliation to the Caliphate, assuming the name of provinces 

(wilayats) of the Islamic State. However, before swearing allegiance to the caliph al-

Baghdadi, these groups would have to implement the military strategy and the government 

system of central core. 

Over time, the wilayats proved to be fundamental to carry out the apocalyptic al-

Baghdadi's project of Salafi fundamentalist hegemony. Since their loyalty has proved to be 

of great help to allow the Islamic State to continue to exercise its significance, even after 

the loss of the Syrian-Iraqi territories. While it is increasingly evident that if in 2018 the 

provinces had decided to abandon the organization, they would have totally delegitimized 

it and shown that in reality it was only a “Paper State”3.  

Instead, over the years, the Islamic State branches have significantly increased in 

number, allowing the jihadist entity to be able to count on a substantial and articulated 

network, even after its loss of territories. All this, bearing in mind that each branch of the 

organization is operationally independent and there are no direct connections between the 

various affiliated groups, apart from the ISIS brand. 

                                                           
1  Also known as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) 
2  B. Roggio, ISIS announces formation of Caliphate, rebrands as ‘Islamic State’, in «Long War Journal», 29 June 2019. 

https://bit.ly/2M5rHXP 

3  C. Bunzel, From Paper State to Caliphate: The Ideology of the Islamic State, in «The Brookings Project on U.S. 

Relations with the Islamic World», N. 19, March 2015. www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/The-

ideology-of-theIslamic-State.pdf 
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The wilayat continue to operate in different parts of the world, even in sub-Saharan 

Africa. Where poverty combined with the socio-economic marginalization of local 

communities have favoured the radicalization process of many young people, and the 

development of jihadist terrorism in different areas of the macro-region. 

In Africa, ISIS has decentralized its provinces in Egypt and Libya, but also in the sub-

Saharan belt and in the Sahel, where the group is expanding taking advantage of the 

particular difficulties to secure those vast desert areas4.  

A further confirmation of the importance of Africa for the Islamic State comes from al-

Baghdadi's video message, released on 29 April by al-Furqan via AFP. In part addressed 

to the Sahelian mujahidin, the chief of ISIS encourage to jihad against Western armies, 

and avenge the attacks suffered by the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq5. 

In the same speech, published on the network a few days after the claim of an attack 

in the north-eastern parts of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), the Islamic 

State leader confirmed the establishment of the ISCAP (Islamic State Central Africa 

Province), the new province of the jihadist organization in Central Africa. Furthermore, al-

Baghdadi has endorsed the formal recognition of the loyalty oath of the Emir of the Islamic 

State in the Greater Sahara (ISGS - Islamic State in the Greater Sahara)6. A jihadist 

formation that deserves to be the object of careful scrutiny due to its high lethality, which 

has made it among the most dangerous in the region. 

A lethality demonstrated by the fact that in 2018 the ISGS was connected to 26 per 

cent of all violent events and 42 per cent of all deaths occurred during attacks associated 

with Islamic extremist groups active in the Sahel7. If in the first six months of the current 

year will be confirmed the trend of attacks, the ISGS will be the group that in 2019 will 

have caused more victims than the other jihadist groups operating in the vast desert area8. 

 

Tongo Tongo ambush 

The Sahelian extremist group has become infamous internationally for an attack 

carried out in Niger on 4 October 2017, in the village of Tongo Tongo. In this remote 

suburb, about twenty kilometres from the border with Mali, were killed five Nigerian 

soldiers and four US soldiers: first-class sergeant Jeremiah W. Johnson, sergeant La 

David Johnson and two senior sergeants from the Bryan Black green caps and Dustin 

Wright. 

The terrorist act has aroused the indignation of the American public opinion. Above 

all for the fact that before fleeing, the jihadist militants loyal to the Islamic State have 

removed the weapons and the military equipment to the four fallen Americans, trying to 

take away at least two bodies from the battlefield9. 

                                                           
4  www.voanews.com/extremism-watch/decentralizing-provinces-bid-return 
5  https://thedefensepost.com/2019/04/29/isis-leader-baghdadi-video/ 
6  Ibidem 
7  https://africacenter.org/spotlight/the-complex-and-growing-threat-of-militant-islamist-groups-in-the-sahel/ 
8  Ibidem 
9  C. Dickstein, J. Vandiver, Pentagon: Systemic Problems Led to Deadly Niger Ambush, in «Star and Stripes», 10 May 

2018. https://bit.ly/2jWT2w4 
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The deadly ambush has also triggered several controversies about the role and 

usefulness of the American mission in Niger, and has led some members of Congress to 

call for reducing the US military presence in the region. While, based on the results of the 

Pentagon investigation to shed light on the attack, the decision was taken to introduce 

some changes to the planning of US military operations in the Sahel area10. 

In fact, after the ambush on 4 October 2017, US forces participating in the special 

operations have gradually reduced the number of missions, in which American consultants 

accompany African troops in areas considered at risk of attacks11. US commandos now 

back up local forces only in missions of high strategic importance, during which they need 

to be supported by armed drones or other support aircraft12.  

However, is excluded the participation of US military in front-line fighting against 

armed groups loyal to al-Qaeda or ISIS. A significant change that reversed the guidelines 

issued in 2017 by US Africa Command (AFRICOM), which also allowed lower grade 

officers to make quick judgments to plan missions.  

The Tongo Tongo ambush also reinforced the alert launched a few weeks earlier by 

Pentagon strategists, according to which, after the loss of the Syrian-Iraqi territories, the 

Islamic State through its Saharan branch was trying to reorganize itself in Niger13.           

The experts of the US Department of Defense believe that the Sahelian nation could 

become the connecting point of African jihadism. Might end up with Niger; Mali, 

destabilized by the continuous Qaedist groups activity, north-eastern Nigeria and the Horn 

of Africa, where Boko Haram and al-Shabaab continue to carry out bloody attacks14. 

 

Al-Sahrawi, from the Polisario Front to the jihad 

This is the disturbing scenario in which ISGS standing out. The group can count on a 

heterogeneous alliance of Islamic extremists of various origins, led by the charismatic 

figure of the emir Adnan Abu Walid al-Sahrawi, the war name of Lehbib Ould Ali Ould Said 

Ould Joumani. 

Adnan al-Sahrawi was born in 1973 in Laayoune, the main city in the disputed 

territory of the Western Sahara, currently administered by Morocco. The jihadist leader 

spent his childhood there and, in the early nineties, moved to refugee camps in southern 

Algeria. It was during this time that the young Lehbib decided to enlist in the Sahrawi 

People's Liberation Army, the armed wing of the Polisario Front15.  

During the nineties and two thousand, al-Sahrawi maintained commercial relations 

with the Malian population of the Azawad. He also established close ties with the nascent 

factions of Islamic extremist groups that were taking root in the porous region between the 

Maghreb and the Sahel, where he embraced the Islamist doctrine16.  

                                                           
10  H. Cooper, T. Gibbons-Neff, E. Schmitt, Military Inquiry Finds Soldiers Were Unprepared in Deadly Niger Ambush, in 

«The New York Times», 10 May 2018. https://nyti.ms/2KUjfaY 

11  L.C. Baldor, R. Bynum, Pentagon to Unveil Probe into Niger Attack that Killed 4 U.S. soldiers, in «Usa Today», 9 May 

2018. https://usat.ly/2InrVsC 

12  Ibidem 
13  Europe and USA Take the Fight against Jihadism to Niger, in «Euronews», 3 May 2018. https://bit.ly/2LZmlKC 

14  Ibidem 
15  Active political movement in the former Iberian colony of Western Sahara, which Madrid ceded in 1975 to Morocco 

and Mauritania with a secret agreement contrary to the right of self-determination of the local population 

16  http://diasporasaharaui.blogspot.com/2013/03/qui-est-walid-abou-adnan-sahraoui-le.html 
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The current ISGS chief played a leading role during the 2012-2013 war in Mali, where 

he was the spokesperson for the Movement for uniqueness and jihad in West Africa 

(MUJAO). Which in August 2013 joined the al-Mulaththamin Brigade to form a new group 

called al-Murabiṭun, led by the super-wanted Algerian terrorist Mokhtar Belmokhtar.  

On 14 May 2015, Adnan al-Sahrawi announced of al-Murabitun's bayah17 to Caliph 

Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, via an audio message, declaring the birth of the Islamic State in the 

Greater Sahara. Nevertheless, a few days later, Belmokhtar disavowed the act of 

submission and reiterated his closeness to al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQMI).  

The Algerian jihadist had always declared himself ideologically distant from the 

Islamic State. Over the years, he had changed his group's name several times, making 

convenient alliances with the most on-trend jihadist formation of the moment. 

Probably this too led Belmokthar's right arm, Abou Abderrahmane El Assanhaj, to the 

decision to make al-Murabitun adhere to the Jama'ah Nusrah al-Islam wal-Muslimin 

(Group for the support of Islam and Muslims - GSIM). The most recent evolution of the al-

Qaeda jihadist network in the Sahel, which arose in early March 2017. 

Belmokhtar's failure to recognize al-Murabitun's affiliation to the Islamic State 

therefore appears to be the cause that led to the split within the group, from which the 

Sahelian branch of the Islamic State, led by Al-Sahrawi, originated. All this has certainly 

affected the late recognition by ISIS leaders of the ISGS affiliation, which will arrive at the 

end of October 2016, a full 17 months after the proclamation of the province of the Islamic 

State in the Greater Sahara. As on other occasions, the approval of the central nucleus will 

take place through an official statement by Amaq, the Islamic State press agency, also 

published on Al-Naba, the weekly newsletter of the al-Baghdadi organization18. 

According to Reuter's analysts, about eighty fighters initially formed the ISGS and 

although it could not count on a high number of troops, from the first actions it was 

considered very dangerous, as reported by local intelligence. Especially regarding the 

tactical convergences of some extremist Islamic formations, which first gravitated into the 

orbit of al-Qaeda. A danger that was later confirmed by the escalation of the attacks and 

the rapid growth of the organization in numerical terms19.  

The ISGS also stood out for the considerable territorial expansion of its activity, which 

over the months has extended to a range of about 800 kilometres, along the border area 

between Niger and Mali, and for about 600 kilometres along the line of the eastern border 

of Burkina Faso with Niger20. It should also be borne in mind that about 90 per cent of the 

group's attacks were carried out within one hundred kilometres of one of these two border 

areas21. 

                                                           
17  Bayah is an Arabic noun which in Islamic terminology indicates an oath of allegiance to a higher authority 

18  T. Joscelyn, C. Weiss, Islamic State recognizes oath of allegiance from jihadists in Mali, in «Long War Journal», 31 

October 2016. https://bit.ly/2ISw0R2 

19  https://ctc.usma.edu/islamic-state-africa-estimating-fighter-numbers-cells-across-continent/ 
20  P. Le Roux, Exploiting Borders in the Sahel: The Islamic State in the Greater Sahara, Africa Center for Strategic 

Studies, 10 June 2019. https://bit.ly/304Mui3 

21  Ibidem 
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Recruitment among marginalized communities 

It should also be emphasized that the al-Sahrawi group has succeeded in increasing 

its influence in the area by adopting the strategy of intervening in ethnic conflicts to recruit 

new proselytes among marginalized communities. In particular the Fulani, among whom it 

has gained considerable popular support.  

The lack of economic opportunities and social marginalization have certainly had a 

decisive influence on the decision of many young Fulani to enlist in the ranks of the ISGS. 

Proof of this is the fact that joining an extremist group in the Tillabéri region (Western 

Niger) is often associated with a high social status22. 

In this regard, a study of the Critical Threats (CT) geopolitical analysis project, with a 

focus on US strategy in the Sahel, recalls that the tactics of sectarian inclusion were 

already implemented in the past by the notorious Jordanian jihadist Abu Musab al Zarqawi, 

founder of al Qaeda in Iraq, the most immediate precursor of the Islamic State23. 

Taking advantage of the economic hardship and ethnic tensions, which at local level 

long-standing contrast Tuareg and Fulani, the Al-Sahrawi group managed to enlist the 

latter among its ranks24. All this triggered a heated conflict in the Ménaka Region in 

eastern Mali, near the border with Niger. Where in 2017 and 2018 there were numerous 

clashes between the Fulani militia, linked to the ISGS, and the former rebels of the 

Movement for the salvation of the Azawad (MSA) and Groupe Autodéfense Touareg 

Imghad et Alliés pro-Bamako (GATIA)25.  

Both formations in June 2015 signed the agreement for peace and reconciliation in 

Mali, signed in Algiers to resolve the conflict that broke out three years earlier with the 

Tuareg rebellion against the Bamako government. For this reason, on several occasions, 

they have benefited from the support of the Malian army and the French-led operation 

Barkhane26. 

This dynamic has given a significant ethnic connotation to the growing violence in the 

Sahel, which the two pro-government Tuareg GATIA and MSA militias opposed ISGS, 

whose file includes a large component of members of the Fulani community. 

Without forgetting, that at the base of the violence in the remote desert region, in 

addition to the atavistic rivalry between Tuareg and Fulani, there would also be control of 

drug trafficking, arms and migrants in transit to the north of Mali and the domination of 

large territories without read, abandoned by Bamako to their fate. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

Until now, efforts to limit the expansion of jihadists in these areas have favoured 

military operations, but the results have not been satisfactory, as this approach has 

accentuated local antagonisms more than it has contained violence.  

                                                           
22  https://africacenter.org/security-article/if-victims-become-perpetrators-vulnerability-resilience-violent-extremism-sahel/ 
23  Emily Estelle, ISIS Affiliate Expands in the Sahel, Critical Threats, 5 October 2018. https://bit.ly/2MdWsKf 

24  C. Meynial, Alpha Oumar Ba-Konaré: «Les djihadistes utilisent la fragilité des bergers peuls», in «Le Point Afrique», 

12 July 2017. https://bit.ly/2kD4m48 

25  These are two pro-government formations opposed to the implementation of the peace process launched in June 

2015 between the Bamako government and the Coordination of Azawad Movements (CMA) 

26  French-led Operation Barkhane is an anti-terrorist force of around 4,500 units active in the Sahel to counter the 
various jihadist groups operating in the region  
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Witness the fact that the pace of ISGS attacks has never diminished, even after the 

news that, in early 2018, Al Sahrawi had been injured during clashes with the Tuareg 

GATIA and MSA militias27. Moreover, to cure himself he would have been forced to move 

to the Gourma region.  

The pressure on the group has also increased on the American side, after the US 

State Department inserted the ISGS in the list of foreign terrorist organizations in May 

2018 and al-Sahrawi was designated a "global terrorist"28. 

In August 2018, the commitment of the international counter-terrorism missions 

operating in the area forced the surrender of the Malian emir Sultan Ould Bady, leader of 

the Salahuddin Brigade, merged at the end of 2017 into the ISGS. Also in August last 

year, the Barkhane mission announced the death in an air strike of one of the most 

important al-Sahrawi lieutenants, Mohamed Ag Almouner. The jihadist, better known as 

Tinka, was one of the super wanted men of the group because in October 2017 he 

coordinated the assault on Tongo Tongo, in which were killed the four US soldiers. 

A further contribution to the fight against al-Saharawi militiamen should come from 

the Joint G5 Sahel Force (FCG5S), established in February 2017 to fight radical Islamic 

groups in the border areas of the five member countries (Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger, 

Mauritania , Chad), which however has not yet reached its full operational capacity29.  

Undoubtedly, international military interventions are an essential part of the fight 

against terrorism, but they have the risk of neglecting other factors of instability, which in 

this case have been fueled by the use of armed groups of former Tuareg rebels, who have 

triggered a worrying spiral of inter-community violence. 

In such a scenario, it is clear that the ISGS, in addition to remaining one of the most 

active groups in the area, can also take advantage of this situation by siding in defence of 

marginalized communities, as already happened for the Fulani of the Menaka region. 

Despite the intense counter-activity of the United Nations mission in Mali 

(MINUSMA), of the Barkhane operation, of the G5 Sahel Force and the AFRICOM 

support, the road to bend the onset of ISGS is still uphill. In the meantime, further 

strengthening of local, national, regional and international alliances will be necessary to 

reduce the ability of the group loyal to the Islamic State to strike down the long borderlines 

of Mali, Niger and Burkina Faso and block its uprising. 

                                                           
27  www.tamoudre.org/geostrategie/terrorisme-geostrategie/menaka-traque-et-tres-blesse-par-la-coalition-msa-gatia-al-

sahraoui-a-fui-la-region-pour-se-refugier-dans-le-gourma/ 
28  www.state.gov/state-department-terrorist-designations-of-isis-in-the-greater-sahara-isis-gs-and-adnan-abu-walid-al-

sahrawi/ 
29  www.securitycouncilreport.org/monthly-forecast/2019-05/group-of-five-for-the-sahel-2.php 


