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"Nigeria: Taking the Hostage Road" 

Kidnapping is on the increase as Nigeria's two main Islamist terrorist groups follow different paths 
 
Claims are bitterly disputed that seven hostages have been murdered by their jihadist captors in the north after a 
rescue attempt by Nigerian and British forces. Abuja and London are convinced the captors killed their hostages but 
deny any rescue bid. The kidnappers, from a Boko Haram splinter group called Ansaru, broadcast video of the bodies 
which could not be verified. The victims were expatriates working on the Kano-Maiduguri road and were seized in a 
raid on the town of Jama'are, in north-west Bauchi State. 
 
The Ansaru video's claims of a Nigerian/British rescue effort were dismissed by sources with knowledge of Ansaru's 
operations. The affair poses questions about how Ansaru split from Boko Haram, and the links between them. After 
diverging on some ideological and personal points, it seems that the two have lately been growing closer. Boko 
Haram recently laid claim to an abduction which the sources say was led by Ansaru's leader, Khalid al Barnawi. Al 
Barnawi apparently allowed Boko Haram to claim the kidnapping so as to strengthen ties between the groups.  
 
In late February, Boko Haram said it was holding the French family of seven abducted in Cameroon, and in return for 
their safety demanded the release of all the women seized by Nigerian security forces in raids on Boko Haram 
hideouts. Boko Haram is particularly anxious to secure the release of the wife and two children of its leader, 
Abubakar Shekau, aka Abu Mohammed, who were captured by Nigeria's Joint Task Force on 24 September last 
year. The JTF had imposed a 24-hour curfew on Damaturu, capital of the north-eastern state of Yobe, after receiving 
intelligence of Shekau's presence there. A day before the curfew, he had sneaked into the town for the naming 
ceremony of the six-day-old baby of one of his wives. Soldiers met stiff resistance from Boko Haram in a house which 
turned out to be Shekau's home. In heavy fighting, 35 Islamists were killed, the women and children seized, and 
Shekau got away, although wounded (AC Vol 53 No 24, Boko Haram looks to Mali). Shekau then issued threats 
against the Nigerian government, which kept quiet in the hope that the women and children would prove a big enough 
bargaining chip to tempt Shekau to accept a truce. 
 
Ansaru emerges 
 
Ansaru first came into the open on 1 June last year, in a post on the internet. It disagreed with what it considered 
'indiscriminate' killings by Boko Haram and its crude leadership. Shekau and his slain predecessor, Mohammed 
Yusuf, leaned more towards the Afghan Taliban than Al Qaida. The Taliban spiritual leader, Mullah Mohammed 
Omar, is a hero to Boko Haram. Ansaru, on the other hand, inclines towards the more 'internationalist' and 
sophisticated Al Qaida. While Boko Haram concentrates on domestic grievances, Ansaru has a more global agenda. 
The differences showed after Nigerian forces killed Yusuf in July 2009 and many members went underground and 
fled to North Africa, training with Al Qaida in the Islamic Maghreb. Al Barnawi and the late Abubakar Adam Kambar, 
alias Abu Yasir, both from Maiduguri and allies of Yusuf, forged an alliance there and a more sophisticated outlook, 
which began to distance them from Shekau.  
 
The Boko Haram men in the AQIM camp chose Kambar as their leader. He returned to Nigeria and settled in Kano, 
where he is said to have received messages from Usama Bin Laden. An Ansaru source who was close to Kambar 
claims that there was only one intermediary between Ansaru and Bin Laden, and his then deputy, Ayman al Zawahiri, 
now Al Qaida leader. 
 
Ansaru was responsible for the bomb which, on 31 December 2011, killed at least eleven people at a market near a 
barracks in Abuja. Kambar died in a raid on his hideout in Kano on 15 August 2012; security sources say they had a 
tip-off from a rival faction. Al Barnawi then took control of the group, and was the mastermind of the seizure on 12 
May 2011 in Kebbi State of a British man, Chris McManus, and an Italian, Franco Lamolinara, and several other 
kidnappings.  
 
One of the disputes between Al Barnawi and Shekau came over 40 million naira (US$250,000), which Al Barnawi 
donated to Boko Haram when he returned to Nigeria in early 2011. It was his share of an AQIM ransom. It caused 
fierce disagreements within Boko Haram, with Shekau reluctant to give Al Barnawi any say in how the money should 
be spent. The pair were not on speaking terms for some time before making a deal. Shekau would provide security 
for the more sophisticated Al Barnawi while the latter kidnapped Westerners. They would share in the ransoms. Boko 
Haram denied involvement in Al Barnawi's hostage-taking but in fact collaborated in the abductions from which it was 
meant to benefit, said a security source. The two groups grew apart but maintained links.  



 
The Islamist insurgency in Mali seems to have drawn them closer again. Last November, Shekau posted a video on 
Islamist websites saluting global jihadists, a departure from his usual style. It was then that he appointed Babagana 
'Assalafi', a disciple of Ansaru's Al Banarwi, as his deputy. Al Barnawi is the channel for AQIM to supply funds and 
weapons to both Ansaru and Boko Haram, we hear. While both are under heavy financial and security pressure, they 
remain close. 
 
	


