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SECOND-ORDER 
EFFECTS IN SUB-
SAHARAN AFRICA

Jennifer G. Cooke

The crisis in Libya has raised fears among security analysts that the 
ongoing confl ict will destabilize the already fragile states of  the Sahel 
and strengthen the hand of  affi liates of  al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 
(AQIM) operating in Mauritania, Mali, and Niger. There is good reason 
for these fears. Although relatively small in number, AQIM forces have 
taken full advantage of  the security vacuum that exists in the arid, remote 
northern regions of  these countries and the ease of  crossing borders that 
are virtually impossible to monitor effectively. 

Outside of  Algeria, AQIM’s political and ideological appeal has been thin 
on the ground. The movement, launched in early 2007, succeeds the Salafi st 
Group for Preaching and Combat (GSPC), which itself  grew out of  the 
multiple “jihadi” militias engaged in an insurgency in the 1990s against 
the secular Algerian government. Initially the movement sought to create 
a pan-Maghreb network that could not only challenge regional regimes 
but would have the capacity to strike beyond North Africa into European 
capitals. The group found little traction in Morocco or Tunisia, and even 
less in Libya, where Qaddafi , for all his many failures, successfully stifl ed 
the Libyan Islamic Fighting Group and other Islamist opposition groups. 

Constrained by an increasingly effective Algerian counterterrorism response 
and blocked in its North African ambitions, AQIM’s Algerian leadership 
turned southward, to Sahelian states with little capacity to monitor, track, or 
disrupt operations. Further, these countries are home to populations (largely 
Muslim) that are among the poorest in the world, with few viable economic 
opportunities, a long tradition of  traffi cking in illicit goods (from cigarettes 
to guns), and a range of  soft, albeit not particularly dramatic, potential targets.
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AQIM’s affi liates in Sahel are few in number, 
generally estimated at 200–300 forces. They 
enjoy little, if  any, local popular support and 
are less politically or ideologically driven than 
the organization’s Algerian leadership. Their 
kidnapping targets are largely opportunistic—
Western tourists or NGO workers who will 
bring in a ransom, but who do not have 
particularly powerful symbolic impact. This 
is not to underestimate the threat that these 
affi liates pose. 

AQIM forces are increasingly allied with 
drug, cigarette, and arms traffi cking networks 
in lucrative partnerships that may, like the 
burgeoning piracy industry off  the coast of  
Somalia, enable them to launch increasingly 
sophisticated and ambitious attacks. The 
military and law enforcement capacities of  
the Sahelian states are no match for loose, 
opportunistic, and multifaceted criminal 
networks, operating across the vast, sparsely 
populated spaces of  the northern Sahel. 

Efforts to contain AQIM divert scarce 
government resources away from service 
delivery and poverty alleviation, and the security 
risks, however limited in reality, undermine what 
opportunities exist in attracting investment, 
development, and tourism. As yet, there is 
little evidence of  “jihadist” ideology gaining 
signifi cant ground in the Sahel. Alliances, 
however, with groups that at present have a 
more parochial political focus—for example, 
the extremist Boko Haram sect in northeastern 
Nigeria—are possible.

Chaos in Libya brings a vast new element of  
uncertainty into the mix, with a potentially 
dramatic expansion of  the security vacuum 
as the eventual government that emerges 
will almost certainly be fully absorbed with 
putting down domestic rather than regional 

threats. Already regional leaders report that 
AQIM fi ghters are engaged in Libya, with 
allegations (as yet unconfi rmed) of  AQIM 
accumulating weaponry, including anti-
aircraft missiles, seized from Libyan military 
installations and transferred to arms caches 
in northern Mali and Niger. And if  Libyan 
Islamists elements reassert themselves in 
an eventual power struggle, they may bring 
renewed energy to those seeking ideological 
converts in the broader Sahelian region. 

The immediate fallout from the Libyan 
crisis in sub-Saharan Africa will likely be 
to increase insecurity and volatility in the 
Sahel, with a potential boon to AQIM and 
affi liated criminal networks, and perhaps 
a new infusion of  regional Islamists, now 
liberated from Qaddafi ’s prisons. A natural 
and warranted reaction will be for regional 
leaders and their international partners 
to focus on bolstering law enforcement 
capacity and reach, strengthen transnational 
cooperation and intelligence sharing, and 
seek, in limited ways, to counter the spread 
of  extremism and alienation.

But as the region and its partners seek to 
mitigate the potential security fallout from 
the Libyan crisis, they should also maximize 
the opportunity that it presents. Despite the 
continent’s poverty and the dire predictions 
after 9/11 that it would become a safe haven 
and breeding ground for terrorist operations, 
much of  Africa, including the Sahel, has been 
impervious to al Qaeda’s extremist infl uence. 

The upheaval in Libya—as well as in Tunisia, 
Egypt, and further afi eld in the Middle 
East—offers an opening for a new and 
powerful political narrative that may inspire 
citizens and compel governments to act in 
ways that may ultimately be more effective 
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in marginalizing further al Qaeda’s appeal in 
Africa. Libya and the broader “Arab Spring” 
have challenged the notion that citizens must 
passively wait out their long-serving leaders, 
however corrupt or repressive. Sustained 
protests in Uganda and Burkina Faso are early 
signals of  changing expectations. 

Autocratic leaders are on notice as well. 
Uganda forbade mobile phone companies 
from transmitting words like “people power,” 
“Tunisia,” and “Mubarak” during that country’s 
presidential elections, and the government 
of  Zimbabwe arrested nearly 50 people who 
were watching a video of  Tahrir Square on the 
University of  Harare campus. 

The United States should not underestimate the 
threats that an unstable and chaotic Libya might 
present, but it should also draw broader lessons 
on what the 
Libyan example 
may hold for 
its neighbors. 
Encourag ing 
deve lopment 
and seeking 
to expand economic opportunities have been 
oft-stated and long-standing objectives of  U.S. 
engagement in the Sahel, although not always 
backed with the resources or attention that 
are required. They are still objectives worth 
pursuing, although results will come only over 
the long term. 

But at this moment of  opportunity, a fi rst 
priority must be to close the gap between 
governing and governed: to help citizens 
and communities articulate and channel their 
priority demands in peaceful and effective ways 
and to press and support Sahelian governments 
to listen and respond to those demands to the 
best of  their current ability.

The immediate fallout from the Libyan crisis 
in sub-Saharan Africa will likely be to increase 
insecurity and volatility in the Sahel.




