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On March 27, 2012, the Touareg separatist organization MNLA (Mouvement
National pour la Libération de I'Azaouad) signed an agreement with the al-Qa‘ida
affiliated militant organization Ancar Dine to administer the territory under their
joint control as an Islamist state. In mid-January 2012, the nationalist MNLA
began a military campaign to create an independent Touareg state called Azawad
from the three northern Touareg regions of Mali — Kidal, Gao, and Timbuktu, a
vast desert and semi-desert area constituting approximately 66% of Malian
territory. The newly proclaimed Islamic Republic of Azawad presents al-Qa’ida
with increased potential for linking North Africa’s Al-Qa’ida in the Islamic
Maghreb (AQIM) with the al-Qa’ida affiliated Boko Haram in northern Nigeria.
Even if the agreement between the MNLA and Ancar Dine should collapse in the
face of opposition from the more secular, nationalist faction within the MNLA,
Ancar Dine may develop a decisive advantage over the MNLA through its
working alliance with AQIM and Boko Haram.

In its escalating war on the Nigerian state in the past two years, Boko Haram has
killed over 1000 people. In January 2010, AQIM head Abdel Malek Droukdel
publically offered to train and arm Nigerian volunteers to wage jihad against
Christian Nigerians who were engaged in a “crusade” against Muslims.! Six
month earlier, Nigerian police and army units stormed Boko Haram’s
headquarters in Maiduguri, capturing the organization’s leader Muhammad



Yusuf and killing an estimated 500 Boko Haram militants.2 Yusuf was later killed
while in custody. The surviving top level of the organization, including Abubakar
Shekau who assumed the leadership of Boko Haram, fled to Niger and Chad.
Droukdel and the AQIM shura provided resources to Shekau to rebuild the
organization, augmenting its capabilities and altering its operational outlook to
more resemble al-Qa’ida. The Boko Haram escapees in Niger were assisted by the
AQIM’s south Saharan katiba (‘brigade’) commanded by Abdelhamid Abu Zeid.3

During the first three months of 2012, MNLA separatists successfully conducted
a military campaign to create an independent Touareg state of Azawad. Many
MNLA fighters were seasoned veterans of Muammar Qaddafi’s armed forces,
using weapons they had transported from Libya as Qaddafi’s regime
disintegrated in Autumn 2011. Experienced in desert combat, the MNLA fighters
pushed the Malian military into a series of retreats.4 After capturing Kidal’s
major towns, MNLA forces took Gao and then Timbuktu in quick succession.
Controlling all three Malian regions, the MNLA spokesman Mossa Ag Attaher
formally declared the independence of Azawad on French Television on April 6,
2012.5

Despite the MNLA’s declaration, significant portions of the territory came under
the actual control their putative ally, the Islamist Ancar Dine (Ar : An[lar al-Din
or ‘Defenders of the Religion’). Led by Iyad ag Ghaly, a prominent leader from
the Touareg rebellion of 1990-1995, Ancar Dine is linked to al-Qai’da particularly
through ag Ghaly’s cousin, Hamada ag Hama, who leads a small AQIM faction.
On March 21, 2012, Ancar Dine issued a statement to Agence France Presse
announcing its impostion of Shari‘ah law in Kidal’s major towns.® Ancar Dine
spokesman Cheikh Ag Aoussa declared "It is an obligation for us to fight for the
application of Shari‘ah in Mali." Ancar Dine, aided by AQIM units, then drove
MNLA forces from Timbuktu, burned the national flag of Azawad, and began to
administer a shari‘ah-run regime in the city. Promising to fight to the death
against those advocating the creation of a democratic republic of Azawad, Iyad ag
Ghaly told Timbuktu’s Muslim clerics that ‘he did not come for independence but
for the application of Islamic law.””? A month later, as sign of the implementation
of a Salafi Islamist regime, Ancar Dine militants destroyed the shrine of Sidi
Mahmoud Ben Amar, one of Timbutku’s venerated medieval saints, claiming that
the traditional Muslim piety of the area was not authentically Islamic.

Ancar Dine’s conquest of Timbuktu had been achieved by a multi-ethnic Salafist
force which included several Nigerians.8 Abu Zeid, the commander of AQIM’s
southern katiba, which had been providing training to Boko Haram militants in
neighboring Niger, met with Iyad ag Ghaly in Timbuktu.9 With the Touareg
comprising only 10% of Timbuktu’s population, the MNLA’s Touareg nationalism
enjoys little support the among the majority of the city’s residents. Many Touareg
were expelled from the Timbuktu region during the second Touareg rebellion in
the early 1990s. The lingua franca of Timbuktu, as with the city of Gao, is not the



Touareg language of Tamasheq, but the Koyra Chiini language of Mali’s Songhai
population who maintain a historic antagonism against the nomadic Touareg.
The other significant ethnic group is the semi-nomadic Fulani who live in the
Niger River region between Timbuktu and Gao. Without a credible alternative to
Mali’s national government in Bamako, the Fulani, particularly the more rural
Fulani herdsmen, may begin to view accomodation with the multi-ethnic, Salafist
Ancar Dine as a better alternative. Because of Boko Haram’s assistance to Fulani
herdsmen in Nigeria, a segment of Mali’s Fulani population may prove more
amenable to the Boko Haram-allied Ancar Dine. Since 2004, Boko Haram units
in Nigeria have intervened repeatedly in inter-religious conflict to assist local
Muslim populations, often Fulani herdsmen against non-Fulani, Christian
farmers. In this manner, Boko Haram has successfully expanded beyond its
initial ethnic and geographical base.:® Some Nigerian militants have already been
engaged by Ancar Dine to instruct segments of Timbuktu’s population in the
Salafi practice of Islam.n

The independence of Azawad has not been internationally recognized. In early
April, the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) began
planning the creation of a 3,000 man force to intervene in Mali.’? The military
intervention of ECOWAS, particularly if assisted by France,'3s would enable al-
Qa’ida to reframe the Touareg insurgency, especially its own participation, within
its global jihadist narrative of the “near enemy” and the “far enemy.” If an
ECOWAS intervention should prove to be insufficiently swift and decisive or not
conclude with an accord that genuinely accommodates Touareg grievances within
a Malian national framework, Mali may well attract jihadists from around the
continent, and thus further AQIM and Boko Haram’s ambition to create a
coordinated jihadist movement across West Africa.
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