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Neila B.: "'How I Negotiated With Belmokhtar to Free the Spaniards': Revelations of the Main Burkinabe Mediator" 

The negotiations with the kidnappers of the two Spanish hostages unfolded over nine months on Malian territory. 

The principal mediator revealed that he traveled no fewer than 10 times to the camps of Al-Qa'ida in the Lands of the 

Islamic Maghreb [AQLIM; the group formerly known as the Salafi Group for Call and Combat, or the GSPC] based in 

northern Mali, where he negotiated the hostages' release "directly with Belmokhtar." 

The principal mediator in this story has disclosed his role.  Mustapha Ould Limam Chafi confirmed that he had 

personally conducted the negotiations between AQLIM, the terrorist organization, and the Spanish authorities during 

the nine months that this hostage-taking lasted, the longest ever carried out by AQLIM.  "I traveled no fewer than 10 

times into AQLIM's camps, it was difficult and long," Mustapha said in an interview with the Spanish newspaper ABC. 

He added that he had negotiated with Mokhtar Belmokhtar, alias Khaled Abou El-Abbas (Laaouer), the ex-"amir" of 

the Sahara, who, since the year 2004, has retreated into northern Mali with his wife, who comes from the Barabicha 

tribe (Arab from Mali), where he has established relations with some Malian officials, according to those close to him. 

"I Told Belmokhtar that Spain Disapproved of the French Raid" 

He also revealed that he had gone to Belmokhtar's camps just one week after the kidnapping.  "I brought them 

medicines for the hostage Albert Vialta, who had been struck by three bullets in the foot during his abduction in 

Mauritania" and convinced him to free the female hostage though without supplying the slightest detail. 

The mediator added that the French-Mauritanian attack that was carried out against AQLIM on Malian territory this 

past 22 July to try to release Michel Germaneau, the French hostage - which resulted in failure - had been "the most 

difficult moment" in his mission, all the more so since the kidnappers were on the verge of executing the two Spanish 

hostages.  "We almost took them for dead.  We thought it was a lost cause," he added. 

Mustapha Chafi stated that he then tried hard to convince Belmokhtar that "the French and Spanish cases" had "to be 

separated."  "I explained to them that not only had Spain not taken part in the military operation but that the country 

also disapproved of it," he confirmed.  He insisted on welcoming the Spanish Government's and its intelligence 

agency's "considerable effort" for their "good sense and understanding," just as he did not fail to criticize the 

Mauritanian Government which, according to him, had thrown up obstacles. 

And which delayed the hostages' release before it finally decided to extradite the Malian mercenary Omar the 

Sahrawi, who was present at the time of the hostages' release.  The Mauritanian Government vainly tried to convince 



the Spanish Government that "the  AQLIM's abductions in the Sahel region were planned by Mustapha Chafi, who 

accused it in exchange for a share in the ransom." 

Which the latter denied totally, while at the same time stating that he had been solely the mediator for the hostages' 

release.  "I have nothing to do with the ransom," he said.  Moreover, in this interview he explained that "the most 

important thing to release the hostages was avoiding the publication of the photographs and the videos showing the 

hostages.  These videos were in our possession, we the mediators, to hand them over to the Spanish Government as 

part of the negotiations, as proof that they were alive, the publication does damage to the Spanish Government and 

to the people."  For this mediator, the "difficult" negotiations were supposed to unfold discretely, far from media 

coverage and pressure from public opinion.  It was the same following their release, when the word went out not to 

divulge the news until the hostages were safe, all the more so since the latter had to cover hundreds of kilometers 

across the desert until they reached the southern border of Burkina Faso. 

A Burkinabe helicopter picke d them up in the Menaka region to transport them to Gorom and then Ouagadougou, for 

fear they might fall into the hands of other mercenaries drawn by the smell of the ransom. 

The Mediator's "Directions" 

Chafi acknowledged that AQLIM's demands were exaggerated.  "Previously Belmokhtar had demanded the release 

of Ould Essamen and 14 other detainees in Mauritania," he stated, but "thanks" to the mediation, Belmokhtar was 

content with recovering the mercenary in addition to a ransom estimated at seven million euros, according to the 

Spanish press. 

By way of a reminder, Khedim Ould Essamen is the "amir" of AQLIM from Chenkiti (Mauritania) and was allegedly the 

sponsor of the assassination of four French tourists in Alleg in Mauritania in 2007. 

Mustapha Chafi or the African Bob Dinar...Belmokhtar's Principal Negotiator 

Sources close to the negotiations added that it was Belmokhtar, and not the Spanish Government, who chose Chafi 

as the mediator, given his "experience." 

In particular he had already negotiated the release of two Canadian diplomats in 2009 in exchange for two 

Mauritanians detained in Mali, one of them an explosives specialist, and the French hostage Pierre Camette in 

exchange for four detainees in Mali.  He allegedly has relations with top officials in Mali and Libya.  He comes from 

one of the biggest tribes in eastern Mauritania just as his in-laws' family is Tuareg. 

He is the African adviser to the Burkinabe president and he is called the "African Bob Dinar." 

Is Belmokhtar Still Active? 



While it had been believed that Mokhtar Belmokhtar had been observing a truce in the Sahara and since people were 

mentioning negotiations with a view toward his potential surrender, the man resurfaced with these 

abductions.  Mokhtar Belmomkhtar had pulled out of the GSPC after that group's affiliation with Al-Qa'ida.  Droudkel 

replaced him with Yahia Djouadi, the "amir" of the Sahara and the Sahel.  The case of the Spanish hostages caused 

him to emerge from the shadows and revealed his strategy in the Sahel, whereas the abductions of foreigners have 

been attributed to his rival Abou Zeid, who held the French hostage Germaneau and who, in 2009, executed Britain's 

Edwin Dyer. 

But now AQLIM has claimed responsibility for his kidnappings.  So is there a new alliance between the two ex-

"rivals"?  Belmokhtar has been in retreat in northern Mali since 2004, according to one source that was close to his 

mother, who often pays him a visit in that country. 

He has set up training camps, according to the confessions of terrorists arrested in Mauritania, who confirmed that 

they had been trained in these camps, which have existed for years.  Mustapha Chafi reaffirmed it too whereas 

Bamako has never conducted military operations targeting those bases.  

 
 
 
	


