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Key points

1. Due to an overly broad definition of threat, the United States currently commits far too many military
resources to counterterrorism, especially in Africa.

2. The United States is pursuing military action against at least thirteen terrorist groups in Africa, but only
one of those groups has the “global reach” to be a threat to Americans. Consequently, the U.S. military
is fighting a slew of counterinsurgency—not counterterrorism—wars in Africa today, a strategy that
borders on nation-building.

3. Counterintuitively, U.S. security assistance, training, and military activity in Africa since the 2000s has
inadvertently aided the growth of terrorist groups in the region. Most concerning, U.S. policy today could
be helping to inspire the next generation of global jihadists tomorrow, intent on attacking the United
States and its closest democratic allies.

4. U.S. military activity in Africa has expanded significantly over the past decade and a half and this trend
will likely continue even further without an intentional course correction. The potential for further
mission creep and overexpansion is high.

5. Washington should wind down direct military activity and close most military bases in Africa, while also
curbing security assistance to local regimes.

Over-militarized U.S. counterterrorism in Africa

The United States has been conducting counterterrorism in Africa for nearly two decades. It is time to face the
fact that this well-intentioned policy has not only been disappointing in its results but counterproductive,
bringing unintended negative consequences. Counterterrorism in Africa needs re-thinking and significant
rightsizing if the United States wants to avoid unnecessary conflict and strategic overstretch at a time when
new challenges abroad demand more attention.

There are two problems with U.S. counterterrorism in Africa today. First, the United States is applying too much
force against too little threat. Terrorist groups that pose a threat to U.S. national interests are those with global
reach, meaning a demonstrated intent—notably, by an attack or attempted attack—to strike the United States
and its closest democratic allies in Europe and Asia.

Today, very few Islamist terrorist groups meet this global reach threshold of intent. The main exceptions are
ISIS central in Iraq/Syria (which attacked Paris, Brussels, and San Bernadino), Al-Qaeda central in Afghanistan
(which attacked New York City; Washington, DC; London; and Madrid), and ISIS-Libya (which attacked
Manchester, England). In short, ISIS-Libya is the only global reach terrorist group operating in Africa.

All other terrorist groups in Africa are essentially local insurgencies with exclusively local interests—they have
no intent to attack the United States and hence are no threat to U.S. national security. Nonetheless, U.S. military
personnel are engaged in an expansive array of military (including combat) operations across Africa to target
these non-threatening terrorist groups. This is the definition of too much force against too little threat.

The second problem is that the United States’s force-based approach to combatting terrorism is arguably
helping to make the problem of Islamic terrorism worse, not better. This is especially evident in Africa where



current U.S. counterterrorism inadvertently fuels anti-Americanism. It also aids the non-democratic and
repressive tendencies of local regimes, which experts find is the primary driver of terrorist recruitment in Africa.
As terrorists continue to gain ground in Africa and local African partners become less popular, the dangers of
overexpansion and mission creep expand for the United States.

U.S. policy should change. Washington needs to draw down from virtually all African conflict zones, significantly
reduce U.S. military bases in Africa, and use force only against global reach terrorists from over-the-horizon.

Contemporary U.S. military activity against terrorism in Africa

The United States has substantially increased its military presence in Africa since the 9/11 terrorist attacks.
Prior to 2006, the United States had no bases or permanent military personnel in Africa. Today, U.S. Africa
Command (AFRICOM) has upwards of twenty-nine military bases and outposts across fifteen African nations,
according to the most recent data (see figure 1).!
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Current data indicates that 6,000 to 7,000 U.S. troops are stationed under AFRICOM. While
detailed information on their base locations remains scarce, a 2020 investigative report by
journalist Nick Turse, sourced from AFRICOM documents via FOIA, revealed the U.S. maintains
over 29 enduring and contingency bases across Africa. This stands as the most recent
exhaustive account of U.S. AFRICOM bases.

Official accounts indicate there are roughly 6,500 U.S. troops, civilians, and contractors in Africa under
AFRICOM.% The Department of Defense does not publicly report figures for temporary forces rotating through
conflict zones (which tends to push overall numbers higher at any given time) or support personnel for different
theaters. Consequently, the United States likely has far more defense personnel in Africa today than the
reported number of 6,500.°



Table 1: Known activity of AFRICOM and CENTCOM against primary terrorist

organizations in Africa and the Middle East

Terrorist Organization

(Acronym) Known U.S. Activity Primary Secondary
[Affiliation If Unclear] (2017-2022) Locations Locations
Al-Shabaab Advise/assist/accompany; drone strikes; Somalia Ethiopia, Kenya,
[Al-Qaeda] logistical support to AMISOM (ATMIS); Uganda
disrupt financing
Islamic State — Somalia (ISS) Advise/assist/accompany; airstrikes Somalia none
Jama'at Nusrat al-Islam wal Advise/assist/accompany; support to G5 Mali, Burkina Faso Mauretania,
Muslimin Sahel and MINUSMA; military exercises; Niger
(INIM) disrupt financing
[Al-Qaeda]
Ansaroul Islam Training; military exercises Burkina Faso none
[Al-Qaeda]
ISIS in Greater Sahara (ISGS) Advise/assist/accompany; support to G5 Burkina Faso, Mali, none
Sahel and MINUSMA; military exercises; Niger
disrupt financing
Boko Haram Advise/assist/accompany; special Nigeria Niger, Camer-
[IsIs] operations raids; security assistance; oon, Chad
military sales; intelligence/surveillance/
reconnaissance via drones
ISIS-West Africa Advise/assist/accompany; special Nigeria Niger, Chad,
(ISWA or ISWAP) operations raids; security assistance; military Cameroon
sales/transfers; intelligence/surveillance/
reconnaissance via drones; logistics/
advisory support to MNJTF
ISIS—DRC Training Democratic Republic | none
[IsIS] of Congo (DRC)
ISIS-Mozambique Advise/assist/accompany; security Mozambique none
[ASWJ] assistance
Ansaru Advise/assist/accompany; special Nigeria none
[Al-Qaeda] operations raids; security assistance;
military sales; intelligence/surveillance/
reconnaissance via drones
Al-Qaeda in Islamic Maghreb Special operations raids Algeria Mali
(AQIM)
Islamic State Central Special operation raids; drone strikes; Iraq, Syria none
(1sIs) advise/assist/accompany; security
assistance
ISIS-Libya Advise/assist/accompany Libya none
Hay'at Tahrir al-Sham (formerly unknown Syria none
al-Nusra)
[Al-Qaeda]
Hurras al-Din Airstrikes Syria none
[Al-Qaeda]
ISIS-Yemen Airstrikes; Yemen none
special operations deployments/raids
Al-Qaeda Arabian Peninsula Airstrikes; special operations deployments/ Yemen none
(AQAP) raids
Islamic State-Khorasan Province | none Afghanistan none
(IS1S-K)
Al-Qaeda Central and Al-Qaeda Drone strikes Afghanistan none
Indian Subcontinent
(AQIS)
Jund al-Khilafah-Tunisia Advise/assist/accompany Tunisia none
(JAK-T)
[IsIS]

Key: AMISOM (ATMIS) — African Union Mission in Somalia/African Transition Mission in Somalia; G5 Sahel - G5 Sahel Joint
Force (Burkina Faso, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, and Chad); MINUSMA - United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabiliza-
tion Mission in Mali; MNJTF — Multi-National Joint Task Force

Source: for sources see Appendix A for details.

As the table shows, the United States is combatting almost two dozen terrorist groups across

The number of U.S. special operations forces in Africa has increased significantly over time. In 2006, one
percent of all U.S. commandos worldwide were dispatched to Africa. By 2021, that number was fourteen

Africa through air and drone strikes, special forces units, advise, assist, and accompany
missions, security aid, and intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance support.

percent, the highest in any region except the Middle East.* In 2017, one commentator noted that the increase of
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U.S. commandos in Africa represented “the most dramatic growth in the deployment of America’s elite troops to
any region of the globe” over the past fifteen years.®

Defense spending in Africa has increased substantially too. Exact figures here are difficult to come by since
publicly available data on spending for AFRICOM is limited.® We can assume the increase in spending for Africa
since the mid-2000s has been significant, however, simply based on the increased numbers of troops, support
personnel, and bases in the region. All carry substantial costs.

So, exactly what are U.S. troops doing in Africa? In short, they are fighting terrorist insurgencies to a degree
most U.S. citizens are almost certainly unaware of.

Column 2 of table 1 details the types of activities that U.S. military personnel are currently engaged in to counter
the most prominent terrorist organizations in Africa and the Middle East. In addition to direct raids, U.S. special
operators carry out “training” and 127e “advise/assist/accompany” operations. Congress granted 127e
authority after September 11 to develop local proxy armies. In this 127e capacity, U.S. special operators train,
accompany, and command those units on missions against local jihadist groups.’

U.S. counterterrorism strikes in Somalia (2003-2023)
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Somalia has been a core focus of U.S. counterterrorism efforts, with hundreds of strikes
being conducted against Al-Shabaab and Al-Qaeda targets since 2003.

Information on 127e activities is mostly classified and thus limited. Public records on casualties, specific
missions conducted, and mission effectiveness are largely unavailable. From what we do know, 127e activities
appear significant. One report noted that between 2017 and 2020 alone, U.S. commandos conducted
approximately 100 different 127e missions in 20 different African countries.® Given increased defense budgets
and troop levels, the pace of these missions has almost certainly increased in the last three years too—perhaps
substantially.
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There should be little illusion about what “advise/assist/accompany” means in African conflict zones today:
U.S. forces are frequently engaged in combat with few apparent limits. During the late 2010s battle against ISIS
in Iraq and Syria, limits set by the Obama administration kept U.S. troops away from the front lines of conflict.’
No such limits appear to exist for U.S. commandos in Africa today. According to a former U.S. defense official in
2021, “combat action” with the potential loss of American lives is “an occupational hazard of partnered
operations” in Africa.'®

The extent of actual U.S. casualties since the 2000s is unknown because the Department of Defense does not
provide that data. Isolated casualty incidents are occasionally reported. The October 2017 Tongo Tongo
terrorist attack in Niger is the most publicized recent casualty event. Four U.S. and four Nigerien soldiers died in
the attack—reportedly the deadliest single casualty event for the U.S. military in Africa since the “Black Hawk
Down” incident in Somalia in 1993."

Finally, as U.S. troops have become more engaged in ground operations in Africa since 2006, U.S. drone and air
strikes against terrorist groups have naturally expanded in kind to support those operations. Most of this
activity has come in Somalia and Libya. In Somalia, one recent report notes that since 2007 the United States
has conducted “278 declared actions.”'? According to New America, the United States conducted 550 strikes on
ISIS targets in Libya between 2011 and 2020." Strikes are typically directed by special operators on the ground
engaged in search and destroy missions.'*

In sum, the United States is deeply engaged in many wars (largely beyond the view of the U.S. public) against
Islamist organizations across the African continent today.

Two problems with current U.S. counterterrorism strategy

There are two main problems with contemporary U.S. counterterrorism in Africa. First, threat assessments are
inflated, leading to an overcommitment of resources to counterterrorism in Africa. Second, the current strategy
is not only ineffective but also counterproductive and risks increased strategic overreach among other dangers.

Threat inflation and excessive force

The 2022 National Security Strategy (NSS) states that the main priority of U.S. counterterrorism policy is to
“disrupt and degrade terrorist groups that are plotting attacks against the United States, our people, or our
diplomatic and military facilities abroad.”'® This global reach standard for measuring threat is, by and large, the
right one. One reason is it fits with public opinion. Research demonstrates that the U.S. public cares most—if
not exclusively—about terrorist strikes against the United States and its closest democratic allies, especially in
Europe.'® Applying the global reach standard would also prevent overreaction, where too much force is applied
against too little threat.

Today's threat inflation stems from the conventional definition in U.S. policy circles of “global intent” for
terrorist groups in Africa and other parts of the world. Specifically, most define “intent” based exclusively upon a
group's affiliation to ISIS central in Syria or Al-Qaeda central in Afghanistan. From Al-Shabab (Al-Qaeda) and
Boko Haram (ISIS) to ISIS-K and Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, affiliation by local groups to ISIS central or Al-
Qaeda central is commonly interpreted to mean that an airtight bond exists between the core and the periphery.
In reality, groups affiliate for myriad reasons, many of which are not indicative of a commitment to global jihad.

Affiliation determines intent, according to the conventional wisdom. This leads to two false assumptions. First,
since ISIS and Al-Qaeda central want to attack the United States, so do its regional affiliates.'” Second, the



danger of Islamic terrorism today remains elevated even though ISIS central and Al-Qaeda central are relatively
weak compared to the 2000s and 2010s. Why? Because the affiliates of both ISIS and Al-Qaeda (who again are
thought to share an airtight commitment to global strikes with the core) are still active and thriving.

For example, in testimony before Congress in December 2021, the acting principal deputy coordinator at the
State Department’s Bureau of Counterterrorism testified that “foreign terrorist groups remain a persistent
threat,” continuing, “ISIS and al-Qaeda remain resilient and determined. Despite significant losses in leadership
and territorial control, both groups are leveraging their branches and networks across the Middle East, Asia, and
Africa to advance their agendas.”'® A recent American Enterprise Institute report demonstrated the same
assumptions, opening with the statement, “Al-Qaeda and the Islamic State are rising in Africa.”'®

This conventional logic also helps explain and justify today’s expansive counterterrorism operations in Africa.
When local affiliates are understood primarily as carbon copies of ISIS or Al-Qaeda central, the threat of Islamic
terrorism is massive—everywhere, in fact. No wonder the United States has boots on the ground fighting
terrorists in places like Niger, Somalia, Kenya, and Tunisia today.

A better measure of global intent: Where terrorists strike

Affiliation to ISIS or Al-Qaeda central is a poor measure of a terrorist group’s global intent and, by extension, a
poor way to determine whether a group threatens U.S. national security.

History shows that local terrorist organizations typically affiliate to ISIS or Al-Qaeda not because they want to
pursue global jihad but to increase their profile, recruit, and raise funds. Many groups targeted by U.S.
counterterrorism today chose to affiliate with ISIS and Al-Qaeda at points of desperation when their
organizations were struggling to survive.?’ While affiliation has brought some oversight/input from ISIS and Al-
Qaeda cores at times in the past, this is much reduced today due to the decimation of the central
organizations.? In fact, we know that the targeting of ISIS and Al-Qaeda cores has disincentivized many
affiliates—some publicly—from endorsing global strikes out of fear of facing similar retribution from the United
States and its allies.??

A better way to measure the global intent of Islamist terrorist organizations is to look not at how groups label
themselves but instead at where they target their operations.? If a group attacks or attempts to attack the
United States and its closest democratic allies, then that group has “global intent” and poses a threat to the
United States. By contrast, if a group focuses solely on local targets, it has “local intent” and poses little to no
threat to U.S. security. This more discriminating approach recognizes that groups like Boko Haram or Al-
Shabaab are brutal and even highly ideological. Yet, it also recognizes that these and many other affiliates are
also exclusively local, rooted in and centered around local insurgencies with exclusively local—not global—
interests. Groups like Jama’at Nusrat al-Islam wal Muslimin (JNIM), Ansaru, and Al-Qaeda Islamic Maghreb
(AQIM) solely attack targets, for instance, in West and North Africa, not Europe or the United States. That makes
them “local reach” terrorist organizations.

Some in the U.S. government rightly think about global intent in this more discriminating, strike-based way. A
former AFRICOM commander labeled Boko Haram an exclusively “local effort” based primarily on where the
group targets its operations (i.e., Africa only).?* Likewise, the U.S. director of national intelligence (DNI) recently
concluded that “most of...[Al-Shabab’s] fighters are predominantly interested in the nationalist battle against the
Somali government,” not attacking the United States and its allies.? In these assessments, intent (and threat to
U.S. national security) is determined not by affiliation but by where groups target their activity. This kind of
thinking needs to move from the margins to the center of U.S. counterterrorism threat assessments.



Terrorist Organization

Middle East

(Acronym) Global Reach
[Affiliation If Unclear] Year Founded/Year Affiliated (Target Location)
Al-Shabaab 2006/2012 Mixed (predominantly local)
[Al-Qaeda]

Islamic State — Somalia 2015/2015 No (local only)
(IsS)

Jama'at Nusrat al-Islam wal Muslimin 2017/2017 No (local only)
(INIM)

[Al-Qaeda]

Ansaroul Islam 2016/2016 No (local only)
[Al-Qaeda]

ISIS in Greater Sahara (ISGS) 2015/2015 No (local only)

Boko Haram 2002/2010 [Al-Qaeda]; 2015 [ISIS] No (local only)
[ISIS]
ISIS-West Africa (ISWA or ISWAP) 2015/ 2015 No (local only)
ISIS—=DRC 2019/ 2019 No (local only)
[ISIS]
ISIS-Mozambique [ASWJ] 2017/ 2019 No (local only)

Ansaru
[Al-Qaeda]

2012/ unknown

No (local only)

Al-Qaeda in Islamic Maghreb (AQIM)

2007/ 2007

No (local only)

Islamic State Central
(1SI1S)

Not Applicable

Yes (local and global)

ISIS-Libya

2014/ 2014

No (local only)

Hay'at Tahrir al-Sham
(formerly al-Nusra)

2017/ unknown

No (local only)

[Al-Qaeda]

Hurras al-Din 2018/2018 No (local only)
[Al-Qaeda]

ISIS-Yemen 2014/2014 No (local only)
Al-Qaeda Arabian Peninsula 2009/2009 Yes (local and global)
(AQAP)

Islamic State-Khorasan Province 2015/2015 No (local only)

(ISIS-K)

Al-Qaeda Central and Al-Qaeda Indian
Subcontinent
(AQIS)

Not Applicable

Yes (local and global)

Jund al-Khilafah-Tunisia
(JAK-T)
[ISIS]

2014/2014

No (local only)

Key: AMISOM (ATMIS) - African Union Mission in Somalia/African Transition Mission in Somalia; G5 Sahel - G5 Sahel Joint
Force (Burkina Faso, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, and Chad); MINUSMA - United Nations Multidimensional Integrated Stabiliza-
tion Mission in Mali; MNJTF — Multi-National Joint Task Force

Source: for sources see Appendix A for details.

Table 2: Date founded and global reach of terrorist groups in Africa and the

The United States is taking significant risks combatting insignificant threats. U.S.
counterterrorism operations in Africa and the Middle East are better characterized as
counterinsurgency missions. Seventeen of the twenty terrorist groups being targeted by
AFRICOM and CENTCOM do not have global reach and instead are local security threats.
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Very few are global reach

Column 3 of table 2 denotes the global reach of the Al-Qaeda and ISIS affiliates targeted by U.S.
counterterrorism operations today across the Middle East, South Asia, and Africa.26 Using the above standard
of targeting, “intent” is measured by where groups have carried out attacks since September 11 (i.e., United
States or European/Asian democracies for “global”).

In short, of the 20 terrorist organizations in table 2, AQAP in Yemen and ISIS-Libya are the only two affiliates of
Al-Qaeda central and ISIS central that demonstrate global intent. All others are exclusively local, non-global
reach terrorist groups.?’

Al-Shabaab attempted to strike the United States in 2017 (a failed airline hijacking). While the attack is an
indicator of potential global reach elements within the group, | code Al-Shabaab a “mixed reach” terrorist
organization because experts (like the DNI above) tend to consider Al-Shabaab predominantly—if not
exclusively—locally focused. Leading Somali specialists argue that if U.S. troops had not been in Somalia, the
attempted 2017 strike would not have happened.? Experts agree that all of Al-Shabaab's strikes beyond
Somalia’s borders come only against states standing in the way of its local, insurgency-based objectives.?®
While its potential global nature should not be entirely ignored, the 2017 hijacking attempt falls into this
category—tied to Al-Shabaab’s local objectives, not Al-Qaeda central’s ideological goals. Hence, the label “mixed
reach,” rather than “global reach,” for Al-Shabaab.

Limited means suppress global reach

The lack of global intent for most groups currently targeted by U.S. counterterrorism is reinforced by a lack of
means to carry out global strikes for virtually all these groups, as well. Leading counterterrorism/regional
experts note that the affiliates of ISIS and Al-Qaeda centrals in table 2 possess very limited organizational and
financial capacity to plan and/or conduct global strikes today.*

Consider the two affiliates—ISIS-Libya and AQAP—that possess global intent, for example. Today, ISIS-Libya is
“a shadow if its former self” (100 fighters, at most) due to pressure from international and Libyan military
activity.®' Following years of civil war in Yemen, AQAP finds itself in the same position. A 2022 assessment
notes that “major defeats” at the hands of local security forces have left AQAP “in shambles.”*2 Given these
constraints, it is little surprise that attacks by both ISIS-Libya and AQAP have been exclusively local over the last
five or six years. This is all these groups can muster given their weakness.*® Resource constraints suppress
global intent and reinforce staying local.

In sum, local ISIS and Al-Qaeda affiliates in Africa and many other places are “ISIS” or “Al-Qaeda” in name only.
Therefore, they pose little to no direct threat to the United States or its closest democratic allies.

Therein lies the mismatch between means and threats at the heart of U.S. policy today. Given the increasing
U.S. military commitment to Africa, more U.S. soldiers are in harm’s way and national resources are on the line
against threats that truly aren't threats. In fact, given the local focus of virtually all these jihadist terrorist
organizations, it is most accurate to label much of U.S. activity today across Africa as counterinsurgency, not
counterterrorism. In partnering with many local governments, the United States is basically fighting a slew of
low-grade wars meant to shore up mostly unstable, non-democratic regimes (like the long U.S. war in
Afghanistan) that are often highly unpopular, brutal, and corrupt. In short, U.S. policy in Africa today reflects the
classic forever-war recipe of using limited force to achieve goals that appear difficult if not impossible to
achieve.



The counterproductive nature of U.S. counterterrorism in Africa

Some may argue that even if the United States is currently doing more than it needs to in Africa against
terrorism, it is “better to be safe than sorry,” since a non-global-reach terrorist organization today could go
global tomorrow. There are seven major problems with this argument.

First, “better safe than sorry” thinking overestimates the incentives for local terrorists to turn global. While
locally focused terrorists could choose to turn global, there is no good theoretical reason for them to do so.
Global strikes distract attention and draw resources away from the core founding local interests of groups.

Furthermore, groups that go global are almost guaranteed to draw the ire of the United States and other great
powers, which can impact both group survival and again draw attention and resources from core local
objectives.

These kinds of disincentives help explain the ongoing local focus of the vast majority of groups in table 2.
Column 2 demonstrates the date (if available) that leading Islamist terrorist groups were formed and the date (if
available) that those groups affiliated with either Al-Qaeda or ISIS.®* Fourteen of the nineteen affiliates in table 2
were originally formed a decade or more ago, with the other five founded between six and nine years ago. Again,
of these affiliates, AQAP and ISIS-Libya are the only two with global intent. All other groups strike only local
targets.

It is worth asking: If an affiliate group has not turned to global strikes yet (after years, even a decade or more, in
existence), is it reasonable to expect it to ever move in this direction? Unlike the majority of terrorist groups
discussed here, Al-Qaeda central and ISIS central were both founded with global ambitions from the beginning
and each launched strikes against Western targets soon after their founding (four years for Al-Qaeda, one for
ISIS). Likewise, ISIS-Libya’s first (and only) global strike came just over a year after its founding.®

In short, if global intent has not shown up by now for most groups in Table 2, it likely never will. That means
continuing U.S. counterterrorism for “better safe than sorry” reasons is a waste of U.S. taxpayer money and
military assets at a time when the United States faces other more pressing global challenges.

Second, “better safe than sorry” thinking overlooks the ineffective nature of contemporary U.S.
counterterrorism. Leading counterterrorism experts at a 2022 conference hosted by the Combating Terrorism
Center at West Point used terms like “lackluster,” “harmful at worst,” “unsustainable,” and “ineffective” to
describe current U.S. counterterrorism in Africa.®® The numbers bear these assessments out. Since the U.S.
started military operations against African jihadists in the mid-2000s, the amount of local terrorist activity and
the number of jihadist groups on the continent have exploded. Attacks by Islamic terrorists increased by 22
percent continent-wide last year alone.®” The trend has been especially bad in West Africa, which saw a seven-
fold increase in terrorist attacks between 2017 and 2020.%®

Third, “better safe than sorry” thinking overlooks the impact of U.S. assistance on coups and violence by local
regimes that, in turn, aids terrorist recruitment. According to most experts, the reason for terrorist growth in
Africa over the past two decades lies in the failure of autocratic regimes in the region to address the basic
needs of their citizens. Recruitment by Islamist groups is “fueled more by hunger, desperation, governance
failures, and repressive crackdowns than by fantasies of global Islamist jihad,” notes Herman Cohen, a former
assistant secretary of state for African affairs.® Eight of the governments in West Africa—most of whom partner
with the U.S. on counterterrorism operations—rank near the bottom in recent worldwide governance indexes.*



This has made these states fertile ground for jihadists, who recruit on “predatory state actions” and “install
themselves as security providers and defenders of vulnerable populations,” according to regional experts.*'

With its focus predominantly on direct force, U.S. counterterrorism in Africa inadvertently makes the regime-led
violence that fuels terrorist recruitment like this worse, not better. Specifically, U.S. military training and
assistance for counterterrorism has had the unintended consequence of enhancing authoritarian rule and
repression against civilian populations in parts of Africa.

A recent study found that when foreign military leaders receive training from the United States, the probability of
those leaders later carrying out military coups increases significantly.*?> We see evidence of this across Africa
with U.S. counterterrorism partners. In the last two years, U.S.-trained military leaders in West Africa have
carried out or attempted at least eight coups. Included here are U.S. counterterrorism partner states Burkina-
Faso, Mali, Niger, and Mauritania in West Africa. One of the leaders (Brigadier General Massou Salaou Barmou)
of the July 2023 coup in Niger trained at Fort Benning, Georgia and the National Defense University in
Washington, DC.%®

This tendency toward coups and repressions is unsurprising. A large body of work points to the ineffective and
counterproductive outcomes of training for counterterrorism and other purposes. “Despite committing vast
amounts of resources toward foreign military training—including almost $15 billion to train over 2.3 million
military students around the world between 1999 and 2016—the United States,” according to Renanah Miles
Joyce, a professor at Brandeis University and former analyst at the Department of Defense, “has struggled to
produce militaries that are either competent or liberal-minded, especially in weak and unstable states.”** A core
problem here is that interests favored by the United States (i.e., liberal norms, respect for civilian control) are
often misaligned with the interests of the militaries that the U.S. trains (i.e., population control, institutional
power). U.S.-trained militaries often absorb the skills training well but ignore the values training. Coups like
those recently in West Africa sometimes follow.*

In the aftermath of these coups, violence against civilians often soars and terrorist recruitment increases. Mali
is a leading example in West Africa. U.S.-trained military leaders took power there in 2020 and more civilians
were killed in Mali in every quarter of 2022 than in any previous calendar year. Indeed, fatalities from violence
against civilians were seven times higher in 2022 than in 2021. Aided by Russian Wagner forces, much of this
violence has come at the hands of the regime.*®

Terrorist groups have benefitted from the increased violence. Fueled by new recruitment around regime violence
against civilians, militant Islamist attacks have increased a staggering seventy percent in Mali since the 2020
coup.*’ In short, U.S. military training has arguably (and, again, inadvertently) exacerbated the problem of
Islamic terrorism in Mali and other places across Africa.

Fourth, “better safe than sorry” thinking overlooks the extent to which the misuse of U.S. security assistance by
local partners fuels terrorist recruitment. Authoritarian regimes in Africa sometimes siphon U.S. security
assistance away from counterterrorism to civilian control and repression.*® A 2023 study found that in Somalia,
U.S.-armed and trained contingents of Somali soldiers are regularly diverted from counterterrorism operations
by the Somali government to domestic “law enforcement” objectives, like personal protection of political elites,
roadblock policing, and attacks on political opponents.*® These kinds of activities aid terrorist recruitment.

The fact that African partners misuse U.S. security assistance for domestic repression is not surprising given
what the academic literature shows about client-patron relationships around counterterrorism assistance in
Africa (and other places). In short, clients (i.e., U.S. aid recipients) typically resist patron (i.e., U.S.) demands to
use aid for patron-designated goals (i.e., fighting terrorists). For reasons of pride, protecting their sovereignty,



the socio-cultural structure of militaries, and/or the immediate needs of the regime, clients often deflect aid
toward things like regime stability operations that can be especially inhumane.®® Not surprisingly, several
studies have shown that U.S. security assistance worldwide in the post—Cold War period has been at best
ineffective (thus, wasteful) and, at worst, has inadvertently fueled conflict and repression.®'

West Africa offers good examples of this problem. Chad is “an important U.S. partner in the fight against
terrorism in the Sahel region,” according to the State Department. In recent years, Chad has received sizable
amounts of U.S. military assistance and arms (over $2 million in arms sales and about $4 million in security
assistance in 2021/2022).52 In October 2022, the Chadian government massacred 128 pro-democracy
protestors. Though not known definitively, U.S. weapons may very well have been used in the massacre.

According to regional expert Alex Thurston, U.S. policymakers tend to look the other way when it comes to
incidents such as the massacre in Chad out of fear that the United States could lose influence to other great
powers.?® U.S. General Stephen Townsend recently said that U.S. security assistance to West Africa allows the
United States to “exploit relationship gaps” in its competition with Russia and China.>* Regardless, past and
present U.S. security assistance might be making matters worse when it comes to terrorism in Chad.

Burkina-Faso offers another example. In the name of “fighting terrorism,” the authoritarian government there
used past U.S. military assistance to repress the Fulani minority to shore up regime strength. In December 2022,
for instance, a Burkinabe militia went house to house in one village and massacred 80 Fulani civilians.>® The
Fulani have no natural ties to Islamist terrorist organizations. Regardless, security forces have “a green light to
kill anyone they want, without any consequences,” according to one expert.®

This violence (inadvertently aided again by U.S. arms) against the Fulani has backfired. Many Fulani are joining
ranks with Islamist groups like JNIM to oppose the Burkinabe regime. Terrorism has soared in Burkina-Faso in
recent years. In 2022, Burkina-Faso and Mali accounted for seventy-three percent of terrorism deaths in West
Africa. In Burkina-Faso alone, that number had increased by fifty percent from the prior year.®’

Overall, while U.S. military assistance is not the main cause of terrorism in Burkina Faso and other places, it is
an unintended contributing factor that is making matters worse, not better.%®

Fifth, “better safe than sorry” thinking misses the extent to which current U.S. policy aids the growth of anti-
Americanism in Africa. Direct U.S. military action in Africa generates anti-Americanism that aids recruitment by
Islamist groups and might someday lead to direct attacks on the United States.

Drone strikes can be an effective tactic for disrupting terrorist organizations and operations.>® Unfortunately,
U.S. airpower has produced extensive collateral damage over the past decade and a half in Africa. The vast
majority of U.S. drone and air strikes in Africa have been in Libya and Somalia. The numbers of civilian deaths
from drones in these two countries are murky because of poor reporting by AFRICOM, but reliable estimates put
deaths in the thousands.®® Whether this type of collateral damage aids terrorist recruitment is a debatable topic,
but it certainly can't help the U.S. cause.®

Drones aside, the general presence of U.S. forces in Africa has created popular frustration and anger at the
United States that, again, inadvertently helps terrorist recruitment. In West Africa, local governments (many of
whom ironically partner with the U.S. on counterterrorism) often intentionally fuel this resentment. The Malian
government tries, for example, to tap into popular discontentment with France and the United States to deflect
blame from itself for the poor living conditions faced by everyday Malians. According to Denis Tull, the regime
draws upon “a discourse of international tutelage” to communicate to “skeptical voters that its responsibility for



the continuing crisis [in Mali] is limited given the persistence of intrusive foreign [i.e., U.S. and French]
intervention.”%?

Reported civilian deaths from U.S. strikes in Somalia
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Source: “U.S. Forces in Somalia,” Airwars.

Airwars has tracked U.S. counterterrorism strikes in Somalia since 2007. Due to variations in
reporting quality, Airwars uses a grading system to assess casualty allegations based on the
type and number of public reports and visual evidence. While the United States tries to
minimize collateral damage, there are hundreds of alleged instances of civilian deaths
resulting from counterterrorism strikes.

Though anti-French sentiment runs much deeper in West Africa than anti-Americanism, the latter is still there.®
The largest deployment of U.S. forces in West Africa—roughly 800 special operators—is in Niger.®* Leading
public figures in Niger claim that the U.S. presence makes things worse, not better. “Are they really here to help
our soldiers?” asked Boulama Hamadou Tcherno, a civil society leader in Niger in 2020. “Terrorism has
increased since the arrival of U.S. soldiers; in fact, their presence on the ground does not make any changes.”®
On a similar note, Mariama Bayard, leader of the opposition in Niger asserted, “U.S. soldiers are creating a
perfect condition for the Sahel to blow up.”%®

The U.S. military presence in Somalia has unintentionally helped Al-Shabaab too. Tricia Bacon, a professor at
American University and former foreign affairs officer on counterterrorism at the State Department, argues that
Al-Shabaab recruitment is aided significantly by foreign intervention, including U.S. forces being on the ground
in Somalia. Drawing on a collective Somali identity, the group has made the departure of foreign forces a central
component of its messaging and overall agenda.®’

This has been the case from the very earliest days of the U.S. effort to counter jihadists in Somalia. After the
United States supported the 2006 intervention of Ethiopian forces in Somalia, Roland Marchal found, for
instance, that “anti-American sentiment brought the local population together along with its hostility to a series
of assassinations and kidnappings of religious figures that were thought to be ordered by the Americans and
Ethiopians and carried out by the factions.”® Bacon also highlights that Al-Shabaab’s enemy image of (and

12 DEFP.ORG / @DEFPRIORITIES ke



messaging around) the United States intensified dramatically after direct U.S. military intervention in the mid-
2010s.%°

Sixth, “better safe than sorry” thinking misses the extent to which U.S. military engagement might fuel the next
generation of 9/11 terrorists. Coupled with association with repressive African regimes, the U.S. military
presence gives “credence to the anti-imperial narratives of African jihadi groups associated with Al-Qaeda and
the Islamic State,” according to experts at the 2022 terrorism conference at West Point.”® Some at the
conference rightly warned that current U.S. military activity might encourage the growth of the next generation
of 9/11-style attackers.”' As noted above, all but one of Africa’s major terrorist organizations is locally focused
today. That will likely change if the United States continues to hang around and bomb these groups.

Again, Al-Shabaab offers a classic example. It is a local insurgency that attempted a global strike against the
United States because U.S. forces were attacking it. The same scenario could become more widespread,
involving not just Al-Shabaab but other African terrorist groups in the future, if U.S. counterterrorism remains on
its current course. Like 9/11, the U.S. homeland could easily become a target once more.

Seventh, “better safe than sorry” thinking tends to overlook the danger of mission creep and strategic
overstretch. Not only could the United States find itself stuck interminably in stalemated civil wars, but it may
also get further dragged into conflicts (by the way, all in the name of fighting non-global-reach terrorists) to prop
up increasingly unpopular, nondemocratic partners as they lose domestic support and legitimacy.

Escalating U.S. involvement in Somalia since 2001
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Sources: “Drone Wars: The Full Data,” Bureau of Investigative Journalism, accessed August 2, 2023; Lauren Ploch Blanchard, Al Shabaab, Congressional Research Service,
February 14, 2023; Lauren Ploch Blanchard, Somalia, Congressional Research Service, July 27, 2023; “America’s Counterterrorism Wars: The War in Somalia,” New
America, accessed August 2, 2023; Elias Yousif, “U.S. Security Assistance to Somalia,” Stimson Center, March 20, 2023; Eric Schmitt and Helene Cooper, “Senior ISIS
Leader in Somalia Killed in U.S. Special Operations Raid,” New York Times, January 26, 2023.

Since the start of the Global War on Terror, Somalia has been a central focus of U.S.
counterterrorism efforts with regular strikes against Al-Qaeda and Al-Shabaab leaders.

In many respects, mission creep is already happening: Since 2006, there have been more than 20 new U.S.
military bases, expansive use of U.S. airpower, and substantial increases in U.S. military personnel in Africa.

13 DEFP.ORG / @DEFPRIORITIES ke



Specific theaters tell a story of mission creep too. U.S. engagement in Somalia started small in the late 2000s
with security assistance and training for the Somali army. It ballooned in the 2010s to hundreds of airstrikes,
bases in-country, and U.S. special operators deployed on the ground to fight Al-Shabaab directly.”? Likewise, in
West Africa, U.S. military engagement started as a refueling mission to support Operation Barkhane, France’s
expansive counterterrorism program in the region. Since then, the U.S. presence has expanded substantially to
include U.S. troops fighting terrorists in Niger and perhaps other West African countries, expansive drone
activity, multiple bases in the region, and training in neighboring states.”

Today, in fact, the potential for additional mission creep and strategic overstretch is probably most acute for the
United States in West Africa. Without serious reassessment, the United States could easily be heading toward
dramatically increasing troops, drone strikes, training, and the like to prop up unstable, unpopular regimes in this
region.

The prelude to U.S. escalation here would likely be the ongoing reduction in France’s role in the region. Based on
the same logic as U.S. policy, Operation Barkhane (which formally ended in late 2022) failed. This operation
actually fueled strong anti-French sentiment, jihadist growth, and military coups in Mali, Burkina-Faso, and
Chad. France has pulled forces back to Niger, where it wants to continue the same policies. Failure will likely
follow again (in fact, the 2023 coup in Niger was fueled by anti-French sentiment and increased terrorist activity
in Niger).” Anti-American sentiment will likely continue to grow alongside anti-French sentiment.”

Furthermore, if France follows suit and fully retreats from Niger like it has from Mali and Burkina-Faso, the
United States could find itself holding the bag in West Africa.”® Much like the 1954 aftermath of France's
collapse at Dien Bien Phu that brought the United States into Vietnam, U.S. military engagement in West Africa
could increase dramatically in future years to pick up the pieces of what France leaves behind. All in the name
of fighting terrorist threats to the United States that really aren’t threats to the United States.

In sum, U.S. counterterrorism policy in Africa appears to be doing more harm than good, both for Africans and
for U.S. security goals. The misuse of U.S. training and security assistance by many African partners aids
illiberalism and terrorist recruitment. The direct use of force by the United States in African conflict zones fuels
anti-Americanism and may aid future recruitment of global-reach terrorists. Finally, the dangers of strategic
overstretch run high, especially in West Africa.

A better U.S. counterterrorism strategy

Based on the preceding analysis, the U.S. counterterrorism footprint in Africa needs to be significantly revised.
There needs to be a rebalancing that focuses appropriate levels of force on real threats while reducing the
application of force against local jihadist groups that lack the global reach to threaten the United States.

For starters, force needs to be limited exclusively to global reach terrorist organizations. Preventing attacks
from these types of groups is in the U.S. national interest. Military action against non-global-reach terrorists is
not. Based upon the above discussion, this means force-based approaches (i.e., direct U.S. military action,
security assistance, and training) are currently most appropriate for use against only one terrorist group in
Africa: ISIS-Libya.

As a “mixed-reach” terrorist organization, force seems appropriate against Al-Shabaab in the near term as well.
Over time (perhaps in conjunction with the African Union’s drawdown of forces by the end of 2024), U.S. forces
should leave Somalia, given Al-Shabaab's predominantly local focus.”” The fact that Al-Shabaab's one
attempted international attack was likely a result of U.S. troop deployment in Somalia suggests U.S. troop



removal would turn Al-Shabaab into a locally focused organization. Moreover, the Somali government seemingly
cannot win an outright victory, even with U.S. help, as the recent stall in government advances against Al-
Shabaab demonstrates.” Space needs to be made to end the conflict in Somalia, preferably through political
reconciliation. A drawdown of foreign, including U.S. forces, could help move that process along.

In targeting global-reach terrorist organizations going forward, the United States should adopt over-the-horizon
methods that limit collateral damage. Above all else, this means using light-footprint military operations like
special operations raids and drone strikes launched from bases outside a given conflict/target zone. Good
recent examples of this include the 2022 U.S. drone strike in Kabul, Afghanistan that killed Al-Qaeda leader
Ayman al-Zawahiri, and the 2023 special operations raid in northern Somalia that killed Bilal al-Sidani, a top
operative in ISIS central. Conducted from bases over-the-horizon, both strikes came with no U.S. casualties or
collateral damage.”

In recent years, the United States has rightly shifted toward over-the-horizon counterterrorism against ISIS-
Libya. A small team (approximately 150) of U.S. special operators are based in Tunisia (i.e., over-the-horizon),
where the United States also uses the country’s largest air base near Bizert for drone reconnaissance and, more
than likely, strike missions against elements of I1SIS-Libya.®’ The United States should take a similar approach of
over-the-horizon counterterrorism in Somalia. Operations could be conducted primarily from a U.S. base, Camp
Lemonnier, in Djibouti.

More still can be done to reduce collateral damage from drones in Libya and other places across Africa. As a
good first step, the Biden administration adopted tighter standards for drone strikes last year.®' Those
restrictions need to be enforced consistently and extended to collective defense strikes (i.e., strikes called in to
support operations in the heat of battle).

The United States should wind down its force-based operations against all terrorist groups in Africa, besides
ISIS-Libya and to some extent Al-Shabaab. This should include phasing out 127e advise/assist/accompany
missions and drone strikes in East and West Africa since virtually all current targets of U.S. counterterrorism
here are non-global-reach terrorist groups, like JNIM, Boko Haram, and AQIM.

Given U.S. national interests (including great power challenges in Asia), putting U.S. soldiers and military
hardware on the line to fight these kinds of groups is not worth the costs. Phasing out direct action may also
open the door to a general reduction of U.S. troops and support personnel in Africa.

The United States should consolidate its “lily pad” of approximately 29 bases and outposts across Africa to
three, specifically one base for each region (i.e., North, East, and West) where activity by Islamist terrorists is
currently most intense.® These three bases should be used primarily as regional hubs for intelligence gathering,
notably to monitor local terrorist groups for any possible transition to global reach.

While military operations based on “better safe than sorry” logic are both overkill and counterproductive, robust
intelligence operations based on this logic are not. Intelligence-gathering operations are relatively low-cost
undertakings for early detection of new threats that are less likely to fuel terrorist recruitment the way direct
U.S. military action does. If the need arises, the regional bases could also be used as staging grounds for any
strikes against global-reach terrorists, like the al-Sidani strike in Somalia earlier this year.

In keeping with over-the-horizon counterterrorism, these bases should be located in countries that currently do

not face major terrorist activity whenever possible—again, over-the-horizon. This will prevent U.S. forces from
coming under undue attack and help avoid mission creep. Some options could include Tunisia and Djibouti in



North and East Africa, respectively, and Ghana or Senegal (as opposed to Niger currently, where terrorist activity
is especially elevated) in West Africa.®

The United States ought to eliminate most security assistance and military training to African countries. It may
be difficult to do this in countries hosting U.S. bases—security assistance and training could be the price the
United States has to pay, in part, for base access.® In the rest of Africa, security assistance should end or, at
least be seriously reduced, better tracked, and more tightly conditioned on proper use.8®

Military training needs to be reduced too. Some argue better training methods—like training senior foreign
military officers in the United States—would improve liberal norm diffusion to African militaries. The problem is
the United States already does this kind of training and it doesn’t work. For instance, coup leaders in Mali and
Burkina Faso were trained on U.S. soil.#” In short, ending all training makes more sense than maintaining or
trying to reform it.
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