
 

 
 
 
 
 
Attacking infidels by bombs, through kidnappings and suicide attacks. For Al Qaeda world 
domination is an obsession that knows no end and has no boundaries. The latest region under 
fire is a desert with “nothing” to offer but an opportunity to expand their territory in an area 
where «the enemy» wouldn’t expect it. Sahel is no exception. For two years now, Mauritania, 
Mali and Niger are paying a high price for their endemic poverty and their weak government 
institutions that are unable to halt an assault by the terrorists that lead Al Qaeda in the Islamic 
Maghreb (AQIM). Submerged by obstacles, European countries are trying to halt this terror 
machine. Until now results have been scarce due in part to diverging strategies. France chose 
to take a military approach and failed miserably to liberate the French hostage Michel 
Germaneau. Spain took another approach to a similar problem and recently paid the ransom to 
bring home two Spanish humanitarian workers after having served 9 months held captive. The 
contrast between the two countries anti-terrorist strategies is clear proof of the disorder that 
reins in the European countries the most exposed to AQIM. In Brussels there is one man who 
has been put in charge of bringing order to the situation. In 2005 he was nominated 
coordinator of the European Union Counter-Terrorism Strategy. Gilles de Kerchove explains 
in an interview granted exclusively to Afronline.org, La Calame (Mauritia) and Les Echos du 
Mali the path to defeating Al Qaeda in Sahel.   
 
A month ago France and Mauritania conducted a failed military operation in Mali 
against Al Qaeda. What is the EU's position on this joint initiative? Do you think it will 
help the fight against this “invisible” enemy or might it contribute to an escalation of 
violence in the region? 
It isn't up to me to comment on this military operation. But I can highlight that it reflects the 
efforts of the Mauritanian authorities to use strong measures through military means and is 
part of a wider “development and safety” strategy, adopted a year and a half ago, that sees the 
EU committing itself to helping Mauritania, Mali and Niger prevent terrorism as well as drug 
and arms trafficking and clandestine immigration, all of which contribute to increasing 
instability.  
 
The threat of terrorism looms over the Sahel but the EU appears to be absent. What are 
you waiting for? Why don't you help them like the USA does? 
Europe does a lot there all ready, in terms of assistance it does a lot more than the United 
States. The “development and safety” strategy I mentioned above reflects our commitment to 
rethinking development and aid and to working to increase safety. But the EU's commitment 
requires that the national authorities of countries in the Sahel invest in safety too. The tenth 
European Development Fund aims to direct its efforts towards development projects in 
regions where the risk of instability is high. For example, places like Kidal, in northern Mali, 
where the government's presence is weak and there are few public services, where youth have 
few economic prospects, the risk of turning to Al Qaeda is high. So the presence of the 



government must be felt. This is what we are doing through an emergency intervention 
programme called PIRIN launched by the Malian authorities to eradicate instability in the 
region. The EU has offered budget support to the government to build roads – fundamental in 
ending the isolation of the region – and to train safety and judicial personal. 
 
What kind of support can be expected of the EU in the long term? 
On the one hand there is the technical support we offer by mobilizing community funds, like 
sending experts to train the police forces. On the other there is the more complicated political 
dimension, whereby the EU can help to create a climate of trust between partners in the 
region. Unfortunately this trust is not materializing.  
 
How will the EU be able to support alternative development strategies when it is a well 
known fact that EU countries are carrying out important budget cuts in the fields of 
external aid and development and defence? 
This is exactly what I keep telling politicians in the region. There are such a large number of 
requests, so many challenges to be met in the world that the Sahel is not on the top of the EU's 
international agenda. It would be if Mauritanian, Malian and Nigerian politicians brought 
their dossiers to Brussels, demonstrating a real will to act. Only those countries who prove to 
be proactive will win the attention of the EU. In Brussels there is a strong will to intensify 
help within the Sahel an area near to Europe. It is important for the countries in that region 
and for the European interests. To conclude, one could also examine the issue of links 
between AQIM and certain support cells in Europe. We had a difficult experience with the 
Armed Islamic Group (ARG) in the 90s, a period during which logistical cells limited 
themselves to the collection of funds and to putting together false documents. But then these 
groups became active, the results were the attacks perpetrated in France in 1995. The 
European intelligence units are closely following the evolution of Al-Qaeda and its 
relationships with European cells, to insure the security of the European territory and of the 
EU citizens in the Sahel countries. 
 
Indeed, over the course of the past couple of years the attempts to coordinate the 
countries in the Sahel in the fight against Al Qaeda have suffered due to serious strategic 
differences. On the one hand there are Mauritania and Algeria, both in favour of an 
aggressive strategy, on the other there is the Malian president, Amadou Toumani Touré 
who is afraid that military action will turn his people against him. Do you think that the 
joint French-Mauritian operation is a turning point? 
I don't have enough information to be able to say whether it is a turning point or not. Perhaps 
it is a signal that things are moving in the right direction. The last time I spoke to the Malian 
president I had the feeling that he was determined to take all the necessary measures to 
strengthen safety measures. I also noticed that Mali and Niger are beginning to work together 
in operations being carried out not far from the Nigerian capital of Niamey. As far as the 
relationship between Mali and Mauritania is concerned, progress is required. However I think 
that awareness is growing in the region. The Mauritanian president has certainly demonstrated 
to be committed to fighting terrorism. Perhaps the time is ripe to move on to a more active 
stage.  
 
Since last April 21, a committee of operational big states has been at work. Despite 
bringing together Algeria, Mali, Mauritania, Niger and Burkina Faso it doesn’t seem 
able to respond to the challenges it faces, including increasing cooperation on a military 
front and on security for the common fight against crime and cross boarder terrorism.  
What does the EU expect from this committee? 



It is too early to judge the efficiency of this committee. The exchange of intelligence 
information requires a high level of trust that is difficult to create in only a few short months. 
It’s is a long haul process. We Europeans should know a thing or two about that. I will visit 
Algeria in the near future to meet with the Algerian authorities to discuss the evolution of the 
committee and possible support from the EU.  During my last trip to Niamey, the interim 
President as well as the Prime Minister and the Minister of Defense seemed open towards the 
committee of the big states.    
 
Urban terrorism in Algeria and the tentative to federate the Al Qaeda cells present in 
the Maghreb countries have proved to be failures. Can the multiplication of terrorist 
action in Sahel be linked to a retreat strategy on the part of the Emir Abdelmalek 
Droukbel? If not a sign of Al-Qaeda’s weakness? 
 
I believe so. For sure this is the conclusion that the Algerian government has made. The 
change from the name Salafist Group for Preaching and Combat (SGPC) to the Al-Qaeda 
Organization in the Islamic Maghreb was already a sign of upset felt by these terrorists in 
Algeria. Having said this, one should not undervalue the Al-Qaeda’s strategy of conquest in 
Sahel, Nigeria and Senegal. It is difficult to say if this threat will materialize. In any case the 
European Union decided to act because beyond Al-Qaeda the region is vulnerable to an 
explosive cocktail of threats linked to the transit of cocaine coming from Latin America on its 
way to Europe and the intense trafficking of arms that come from Eastern Africa. There are 
also certain Sahel countries where Islam tends to take on an extreme form. We saw this in 
Nigeria and it is starting to manifest in Mauritania and Senegal. To this we must add two 
other factors. First is the epidemic poverty that feeds the risk of kidnappings, an important 
source of finance in a region where it is easy to buy complicity or the active collaboration of 
the community. The other factor looks at Mali, a country were the fragile agreements between 
the government and the Tuareg are playing into the hands of terrorists. Today the biggest 
difficulty resides in the analysis of the relationship between traffickers, katiba and Tuareg. 
 
Do you think that local political leaders are or could be acting in complicity with 
terrorists? 
 
The diverse agreements signed in the region, with the help of Algerians in Mali and with the 
that of the Libyans in Niger, are not yet operational. This delay is generating resentment that 
in turn creates instability that is exploited by the Tuareg. I don’t have specific information on 
the role that the local authorities could be playing but the ability that the katiba of Al-Qaeda 
have to move freely in this zone  leaves me to think that there are most likely complicity or at 
least more tolerance. Let’s turn to the central point of my reflection that is the necessity to 
promote development capacity alternatives to reduce temptation for the local population to 
facilitate the growth of criminal branches.     
 
Why has terrorism moved to the Sahel strip? 
Algerian authorities have been very firm and efficient and this has pushed Al Qaeda towards 
the Sahel, where the two katiba sought and found sanctuary in countries with lax security 
forces. The absence of the government and the geography of the region make finding 
terrorists quite complicated. The occupation of Kidal, in northern Mali, is an example of this.  
 
What will the impact of the European Union's new external action service be in the 
region? 



The will not be any radical changes, but the service will certainly go to strengthen the 
integrated “development and safety” approach. It will be an interesting case of European 
Union ministers of internal affairs having to coordinate their efforts within European borders 
while ministers of external affairs coordinate their efforts abroad.  
 
How does your role fit in to the anti-terrorist activities of European institutions? 
This position was created in 2005 by the former High Representative for the Common 
Foreign and Security Policy, Javier Solana. My job is the better integrate  EU policies to fight 
terrorism, which means ensuring that European institutions put the anti-terrorism strategy 
adopted in 2005 into practice. The world I interact with is that of the intelligence services, the 
police, criminal courts of justice, customs and diplomatic bodies and all need to work together 
to achieve the same goal. Beyond EU borders I work to strengthen terrorism prevention in 
those countries that are particularly exposed. Since taking on the job I have mobilized EU 
funds for Pakistan, Somalia, Sahel, Yemen, Bangladesh and central Asia. I meet with the 
authorities there and find out whether there is a real political will to combat terrorism, to 
identify their needs and try to find the funds and expertise required to meet these needs. At the 
end of the day I build bridges. I am the face of the EU's fight against terrorism.  
 


