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"Nigeria: Abuja’s Foreign Legion" 

The troops now on their way to Mali to fight alongside the French are extending the campaign against Boko Haram 

 

The 900 troops sent this week to fight alongside French and local forces in Mali are joining an operation which the 

Nigerian government sees as an extension of its fight against Boko Haram militants in northern Nigeria. Security 

officials in Abuja say militants from the Boko Haram Islamist militia have received instruction in combat and bomb-

making in training camps in northern Mali and that some of the group's leaders have sought sanctuary there after 

Nigerian security forces stepped up the hunt for Abubakar Shekau and other Boko Haram leaders.  

 

As the biggest and best-equipped military force in the region, Nigeria will take the command of the 3,300 Economic 

Community of West Africa (ECOWAS) force but much work will have to be done to coordinate its troops with the 

other nationalities on the ground - in communication, culture and military skills. Most Nigerian troops have little 

experience of the desert conditions in northern Mali but are fairly used to the heat as temperatures in northern Nigeria 

can exceed 35 degrees celsius. 

 

The rapid deployment of 2,500 French ground forces this week has changed the miltary planning for the ECOWAS 

forces which were relying on an effective contingent from Mali's own 7,500-strong army. As Mali's forces seem to be 

even weaker than believed - and with little time for retraining - the ECOWAS forces will have to play a much more 

important role. Those Tuareg fighters still in the Malian army - and nationalist fighters from the Mouvement national 

pour la libération de l'Azawad (MNLA) - will play a key role both in the combat itself and in intelligence gathering, 

given their knowledge of local geography. 

 

Paris and Abuja united 

 

Chad is promising to send as many as 2,000 troops and forces from Niger are likely to play a key role in the front line, 

given their extensive knowledge of desert warfare. After years of rivalry in the region, the West African-French military 

operation pushes Nigeria, which backed French action against President Laurent Gbagbo in Côte d'Ivoire in the 

country's 2010-2011 post-election crisis, into alliance with France again. This time, Paris and Abuja are united in their 

common fight against Islamist militants.  

 

Boko Haram, the main foe at home for Nigerian President Goodluck Jonathan's government, has been reinforcing its 

links with foreign Islamist groups such as Al Qaida in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) and Al Shabaab in Somalia. On 29 

November in a 39-minute video monitored by SITE Intelligence Group, a United States-based organisation that tracks 



Islamist websites, Boko Haram's Abubakar Shekau said (in Arabic), 'We are with our mujahideen brothers in the 

cause of Allah everywhere'. He denounced Nigeria, Britain and the USA for their conduct in Palestine, and showered 

praises on fallen Al Qaida figures including Usama bin Laden, Abu Musab al Zarqawi and Abu Omar al Baghdadi. He 

was wearing military fatigues and appeared to be training in a desert with heavily-armed militants. He warned the 

USA, Britain, Nigeria and Israel that the 'jihad has just begun'. 

 

On 23 December one of Boko Haram's affiliates, Ansaru, claimed to have kidnapped a French engineer, Francis 

Colump, 63, in Katsina State on the border with Niger. The motive for the capture, Ansaru said, was 'the stance of the 

French government and the French people on Islam and Muslims, especially the law outlawing the use of face veil by 

Muslim women, which is an infringement on religious rights, and France's major role in the [planned] attack on the 

Islamic state in northern Mali.' On 5 December Britain designated Ansaru as a terrorist group. Said to have been 

formed by the Kambar faction of Boko Haram, it has close ties to Malian Islamic fighters and to the Algerians of 

AQIM, who have trained them in desert camps.  

 

In November, local people claimed there were Nigerian fighters - alongside militants from the Mouvement pour 

l'unicité et le jihad en Afrique de l'Ouest, which captured Menaka in Mali's Gao region from the nationalist Tuareg-led 

MNLA - in AQIM. An MNLA spokesman told how MUJAO, AQIM and Boko Haram had prevented locals from leaving 

the city so that they could be used as human shields. Some reports said that over 100 Boko Haram fighters had 

reinforced MUJAO's positions in the battle for Gao and that Boko Haram fighters helped MUJAO raid the Algerian 

Consulate in Gao and kidnap diplomat Taher Touati, who was executed by MUJAO in September.  

 

The latest reports suggest that some Boko Haram fighters were among the MUJAO, AQIM and Ansar Eddine forces 

that attacked Konna on 8 January. Officials in Niamey add that Boko Haram fighters have been crossing Niger en 

route to Mali in substantial numbers over the past few months. Nigerian, French and US officials agree that this traffic 

has increased sharply in recent weeks, following earlier information that senior Boko Haram figures had set up in 

Gao. 

 

On his trip to Bamako in October, President Jonathan revealed that he had evidence that Shekau was using Mali as a 

base to coordinate attacks on Nigeria by Boko Haram. Nigerian officials concede they don't know Shekau's current 

whereabouts but think it highly unlikely that he would have returned to Nigeria, where there is a $350,000 reward for 

his capture. Nigerian officials are convinced that many of Boko Haram's best trained operatives are now in northern 

Mali, reinforcing their incentive to ensure the West African force there makes progress. 

 

Escape across the border  

 

The move to Mali by Shekau and his fellow leaders was partly driven by the army's crackdown on Boko Haram in 



north-eastern Nigeria last year. More than ten Boko Haram commanders were captured as the military stepped up 

operations. 'Negotiations with Boko Haram are no longer an option,' said an Abuja security source, echoing the 

government's tougher line. More junior officials had spoken of 'back-channel' talks with the militia, but Jonathan has 

dismissed any prospect of negotiations with Boko Haram, which he described as 'faceless' and part of a regional 

movement against legitimate governments. 

 

Nigerian securocrats may see the rapid escalation of the war in Mali as helpful in convincing other governments of 

the seriousness of Boko Haram as an international security threat. Until now many officials, in both Africa and the 

West, had seen the group as a mainly Nigerian entity but its capacity to move through the region, particularly along 

the corridor from north-eastern Nigeria to the far north of the Sahel, has prompted some reassessments.  

 

The 16-17 January attack and killing of hostages by another Al Qaida affiliate on the gas facility at In Amenas in 

eastern Algeria will also prompt a rethink about security at Nigeria's own oil and gas installations. So far, these have 

been strictly off-limits for Boko Haram and its allies, given the concentration of Nigerian military forces in the region 

and the prevalence of nationalist militant groups in the oil-producing Niger Delta. If the militants have the capacity to 

break into one of Algeria's heavily-guarded gas plants, secure throughout a decade of civil war in the 1990s, they 

may see Nigeria's oil and gas installations as a much less challenging target. 

 
	


