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Even after the death of Osama bin Laden, jihadists in North Africa have stayed 
in the news. In May 2012, jihadists declared an Islamic state in northern Mali, 
ultimately prompting a French military intervention in January 2013. In the 
same month, a high-profile attack at an Algerian gas plant killed nearly 40 
foreign workers. Jihadists continue to draw vulnerable young men and will pose 
a challenge for the foreseeable future. 
Yet, the more strategic threat facing North Africa is not headline-grabbing 
atrocities of isolated groups of extremist militants. Rather, it is the emergence of 
groups that blend violent Islamism with social activism. This approach is only 
sporadically violent, and it is finding broad appeal. Such activists are woven 
into society and can be quickly mobilized. They threaten to undermine fragile 
governments and radicalize publics. A large mass of adherents that occasionally 
use violence is ultimately more destabilizing to states than a hardened group of 
militants camped out in the desert. 
The rise of these groups represents more than a rebranding of the salafi-jihadi 
ideology of which bin Laden was the most famous adherent. It represents a 
pragmatic shift shaped both by new opportunities emerging from Arab political 
transitions and by the limitations on jihadi activity since 9/11. It is also shaped by 
failure. Over the last decade, North Africa’s jihadists murdered and terrorized as 
they sought to promote their version of Islam. With roots in Algeria’s civil war in 
the 1990s, these cells used criminal activities such as kidnapping and smuggling 
to finance their operations. Many went abroad to fight in Afghanistan or Iraq. 
Those who stayed behind were either imprisoned or fled to remote hideouts 
far away from law enforcement’s reach. While they scored some impressive 
tactical victories, they remained a marginal social and political force.  
Political unrest after the Arab uprisings has created opportunities for a different 
approach. Rather than emphasize direct armed struggle or prioritizing global 
jihad, this new wave of mostly local groups promotes a range of grassroots 
social welfare activities. Members of such groups share a common goal of 
creating more Islamic societies and eventually implementing Islamic law.  

Blowing Smoke
Jordan’s hefty 72 percent tax on ciga-
rettes didn’t do much to end smok-
ing. Instead, it created a situation 
in which smuggled cigarettes ac-
counted for up to 44 percent of the 
local market. In order to boost local 
production, Jordanian manufacturers 
lobbied for lower prices on the legal 
goods, and the government agreed, 
over the protests of health officials. 
Cigarette smuggling is a problem 
across the Middle East: it’s a billion-
dollar annual business in North Afri-
ca alone. Nearly 80 percent of avail-
able cigarettes in Libya are illicit and 
avoid formal taxation. The contra-
band cigarettes that circulate—often 
cheap knock-offs from China and 
Vietnam—have as much as double 
the tar, nicotine, and carbon mon-
oxide of normal cigarettes, and their 
potency drives both addiction and 
health problems.
Smuggling also cuts into government 
revenues in a region of struggling 
economies. The Egyptian govern-
ment estimates that it loses $500 mil-
lion a year in revenue due to smug-
gled cigarettes, which comprise up 
to 20 percent of local consumption.  
As in Jordan, taxes in Egypt make 
up about three-quarters of cigarettes’ 
prices. Tax rates rose in 2010 and 
2011, and they could go up again if 
Egypt signs a new deal with the IMF. 
Paradoxically, reducing taxes could 
actually increase government rev-
enues if it undercuts the prevalence 
of smuggled cigarettes. Doing so 
wouldn’t solve the public health 
problem, but until enforcement is ef-
fective and broader smoking preven-
tion measures are in place, the big-
gest beneficiaries of higher cigarette 
taxes may be the smugglers. ■ 

Gulf Roundtable on UAE Strategies for Energy Security
David Scott, executive director of energy and economic affairs for the Executive 
Affairs Authority of Abu Dhabi, spoke at a Gulf Roundtable entitled “UAE: 
Strategies for Enhancing Global Energy Security” at CSIS on February 11, 
2013. Scott discussed the UAE’s model for energy production and use as well 
as its energy diversification goals. The UAE has sought to consistently expand 
production capability, improve security, and build an international community 
with a stake in Emirati energy production. Scott highlighted the importance 
of East Asian markets to the UAE’s leaders, and he suggested that the United 
States could look to the UAE as a model for strategic energy management as 
its own exports increase. You can read a full summary of the event HERE. ■
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March 2013

1800 K Street NW, Washington DC 20006 | p. 202.775.3179 | f. 202.775.3199 | www.csis.org/mideast

https://csis.org/event/gulf-roundtable-uae-strategies-enhancing-global-energy-security
http://csis.org/mideast


Another thing they share is leaders who followed an extremist past which often 
led to prison. The leaders of Benghazi’s Ansar al-Sharia brigade spent years in 
Qaddafi’s prisons, and the group in Derna—a town in Eastern Libya—is led by 
a former Guantánamo detainee. The leader of Tunisia’s Ansar al-Sharia also 
traveled a typical path, from leading a Tunisian fighting group in Afghanistan to 
prison under Ben Ali. After the Libyan and Tunisian governments fell in 2011, 
these former prisoners found themselves on the outside. In all, nearly 11,000 
prisoners were released or escaped from Tunisian prisons and another 20,000 
from Libyan jails after those regimes fell.
The groups these men founded often lack formal connections either with al Qaeda 
and its affiliates or with similar organizations in neighboring countries, and their 
loyalties are ambiguous. Yet, they accept the use of violence as legitimate means 
for a range of goals.  The Ansar al-Sharia brigade in Benghazi is accused of killing 
U.S. Ambassador Chris Stevens and three other Americans, accusations the group 
denies. Tunisia’s Ansar al-Sharia is accused of attacking the U.S. Embassy in 
Tunis in September 2012. Groups in both countries admit to destroying popular 
shrines dedicated to Sufi saints, which offend their puritanical interpretation of 
Islam. 
Combining social activism and militancy where governments are weak often 
polarizes societies and strengthens otherwise fringe organizations. Hamas, 
Hezbollah, and other similar groups emerged in different contexts, but they 
managed to successfully harness the combination. In those cases, and increasingly 
in North Africa, social activities attract participation, and the resultant cadres are 
employed to condone—and sometimes to carry out—violence.  
Such groups appeal to a much wider cross section of society than al Qaeda and 
its affiliates ever could. Rather than encourage its adherents to abandon society 
for camps in the Afghan hills or Algerian mountains, these new movements are 
integrated into society. Their leaders and activists are shopkeepers, teachers, 
and construction workers. By their presence in society and existing networks of 
trust, they recruit others. The phenomenon is spreading throughout the region. 
Morocco reportedly broke up a cell of Ansar al-Sharia last year, and according 
to Arabic press reports, Tunisia’s movement is growing. Only a few hundred 
people attended the Tunisian Ansar al-Sharia’s founding conference in 2011. The 
following year the number jumped to nearly 10,000.
Extremists have not captured the Arab uprisings in North Africa, but they are 
capitalizing on it. Governments in transitioning countries are weak, and Islamist 
led-governments have been reluctant thus far to act against others in the religious 
space. Strengthening government capacity in transitioning states such as Tunisia 
and Libya, and weak states such as Mali, is crucial to countering this growing 
threat. But without a more appealing alternative and cohesive governments, 
extremists will continue to operate and attract followers.   
De-radicalization programs are a critical part of containment efforts. Morocco 
and Mauritania have developed comprehensive strategies aimed at promoting 
interpretations of Islam which are more in line with their national history and 
culture. They operate throughout the education system, prisons, and the military.  
These strategies can provide important lessons, though it will take time before 
the Tunisian and Libyan governments have the capacity to effectively address, 
let alone contain, the threat. In the meantime, these groups will disrupt fragile 
political transitions. 
Extremism is undermining the promise of the Arab uprisings. Greater numbers of 
people are seeing violence as an acceptable political tool. The low-level, routine 
violence that is spreading doesn’t compare with al Qaeda’s grisly violence over 
the last decade. Over the next generation, however, its impact will be far greater.  
■ 03/14/2013
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Links of Interest
CSIS released “Lessons from a Life 
in Strategy,” a series of brief videos 
in which Jon Alterman interviews 
former National Security Adviser 
Dr. Zbigniew Brzezinski about 
his career and advice for aspiring 
policymakers.
Reuters quoted Jon Alterman in 
“Progressive U.S. pro-Israel group 
claims Hagel fight as a victory.”
Reuters quoted Jon Alterman in 
“Kerry makes first foreign trip as top 
U.S. diplomat.”
The National Journal quoted Jon 
Alterman in “Water and the Slippery 
Slope to Conflict in the Middle East.”
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