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Focus Report by Cherif Ouazani: " The Bin Ladin of the Maghreb" 

Eight years after 11 September, the fight against Al-Qaida has spread to Africa. Top on the most wanted list 

is the Algerian Abdelmalek Droukdel, Al-Qaida leader in Islamic Maghreb, whose dream is to unite 

Mauritanian jihadists to Somalia. 

Three weeks after the meeting on 13 and 14 August in Tamanrasset of four army chiefs of staff, Gens Gaid Salah 

(Algeria), Mohamed Ould Ghazouani (Mauritania), Gabriel Poudiougou (Mali) and Boureima Moumouni (Niger), 

military experts from these countries met in Algiers on 6 September to map out the most recent strategy to wage an 

offensive against their common enemy: Al-Qaida in Islamic Maghreb (AQMI). 

AQMI, the new name of the Salafist Group for Preaching and Struggle (GSPC) since it pledged allegiance to Usama 

Bin Ladin in September 2006, was founded in February 2007. Two months later, Algeria was struck by the first 

suicide attacks of its history. The resistance force of the former GSPC opened up to receive jihadist candidates from 

countries of the region who wanted to take on the "American crusaders in Iraq and Afghanistan." From a national 

organization fighting against the regime in place, GSPC quickly changed into a transnational movement taking up 

Usama Bin Ladin's goal of establishing a global Islamic kingdom. 

This change of strategy is the handiwork of one man, Abdelmalek Droukdel, alias Abou Moussab Abdelwadoud. His 

dream was to become the Bin Ladin of the Maghreb and to unite all African jihadists, from Mauritania to Somalia. This 

is the story of a man who had boundless admiration for the late Abou Moussab al-Zarqaoui, the bloodthirsty Al-Qaida 

leader in Iraq. 

From chemistry to the resistance force 

Droukdel was born on 20 April 1970 in Meftah, in the southern suburb of Algiers, near Mitidja. His father, Rabah, was 

a member of one of the hundreds of modest farmers' cooperative societies existing in the region since the 

nationalization of land and the agrarian revolution led by President Houari Boumedine in 1971. His mother, Zghida 

ZHour, was a housewife. The family lived in Zayan, a dechra("hamlet") situated a few kilometers from Meftah, in the 

Blida Atlas piedmont. He had a quiet childhood and adolescence, having attended primary school in Meftah, 

secondary school in El-Harrach. He was 13 years old when the first Islamist resistance force appeared on the stage 

under the cloak of the Armed Islamic Movement (MIA) of Mohamed Bouyali. Its sphere of influence was Mitidja. Apart 

from Bouyali, MIA had three "rising stars," namely Abdelkader Chebouti, Mansouri Miliani and Abdelkader Hattab. 

These three personalities finally had a huge influence on young Droukdel. 

Meftah served a dual purpose. It was an industrial area with its cement factory, and an agricultural zone with its citrus 

fruit plantations covering hundreds of hectares. As time went by, the local proletariat gradually dropped its leftist 



ideas. The mosque became a center for the spread of the Islamic culture and ideology. Droukdel started going to the 

mosque assiduously and heard some worshippers talking about the Chebouti fatwas and the "exploits" of Abdelkader 

Hattab. The young high school student cried as though his heart would break when he learnt of the death of Bouyali, 

who, in 1986, was caught in an ambush set by the gendarmerie. Two months later, in 1987, Chebouti, Miliani and 

Hattab were arrested, judged and sentenced to death by a special court in Medea, then pardoned by President 

Chadli Bendjedid. 

The late 1980s were particularly dark in Algeria with the rise of Islamism, the oil crisis, an economy in shambles, and 

an increasingly challenged single-party system. The introduction of multi-party politics in 1989 facilitated the 

emergence of the Islamic Salvation Front (FIS), which Droukdel quickly joined. Convinced of the futility of political 

struggle and even prohibited from having anything to do with politics, the young man's three heroes began preparing 

for an armed struggle and held conferences in the mosques of the region. 

Now, with his high school certificate in the pocket, Droukel enrolled to study technology at the University of Soumaa, 

in Blida, and thus became a regular at jihad preparatory meetings. He finally met Chebouti and Hattab. He was not so 

lucky to meet Mansouri Miliani, as the founder of the Armed Islamic Group (GIA) quickly returned into hiding. It was 

Hattab who convinced Droukdel to join the armed struggle. "The Islamic Republic can not be achieved through 

political means. Only through the jihad..." Chebouti was also harping on this argument to him. During 

one halqa ("clandestine meeting"), Chebouti asked him what he does for a living. "I am a student in technology" 

Droukel proudly answered. "But I intend to change to another subject to study religion in Constantine." Chebouti gave 

him a withering look. "Do no such thing, poor boy! The jihad needs technicians and chemists to manufacture bombs 

which will explode under the feet of the taghouts [tyrants, a term used when referring to members of the forces of law 

and order, editorial note.]" Droukdel heeded the advice by deciding to take a degree in chemistry.  He waited until he 

obtained his certificate before joining the resistance force in 1994. 

The army as the enemy 

Within the GIA, Droukdel opted for the war name Abou Moussab Abdelwadoud. He set up the first workshops for the 

manufacture of local bombs in the centre of the country. His rise within the ranks of the GIA was phenomenal: Ward 

leader, and then emir of a branch. Even if Abdelkader Hattab was eliminated, his younger brother, Hassan, was 

another great figure of the jihad. 

In 1998, having grown tired of the deadly blunders of the GIAs and of his emir, Antar Zouabri, (multiplication of 

collective massacres against innocent villagers, the fatwa making attacks against women and children legal ...), 

Hassan Hattab decided to leave the GIA to create a new organization with exclusively military targets. This is how the 

GSPC was born in January 1998. Even though he had caused the death of several civilians (he was the leader of a 

particularly bloodthirsty branch in the Larbaa region, deep into what was then called "the triangle of death,") Droukdel 



took the plunge. He is one of the first people to support Hattab's move. In his capacity as a founding member of the 

GSPC, he sat on the Majlis al-Choura (the advisory council) of the new organization. 

Bin Ladin, the appeal product 

From a political point of view, the situation was changing, in Algeria and elsewhere. A new president was elected in 

1999. Abdelaziz Bouteflika proposed national concord, a kind of honorable surrender attached to amnesty-granting 

pardon. Nearly 6,000 combatants laid down their arms and the resistance force was beginning to be deflated. Within 

the insurgency, morale was at its lowest.  In addition to the surrender of combatants, were losses incurred due to 

raids by the army. The September 11 attacks were a veritable windfall for the GSPC. Bin Ladin became a formidable 

"appeal product" to reactivate the drafting of combatants. That is when the idea to pledge allegiance to Al-Qaida 

began to go through Droukdel's mind.  He sought to get the opinion of his companions, starting with his emir Hassan 

Hattab. "Out of the question!" retorted Hattab. "By the way, we have to consider the national reconciliation proposed 

by Bouteflika," he added. 

Were it not for his family name and his service record, Hattab would have been executed there and then for heresy. 

He was relieved of his duties and replaced in November 2003 by Nabil Sahraoui, emir of zone 5 (in Aures), to the 

great displeasure of Droukdel who was nursing the ambition of taking charge of the organization to give it an 

international dimension. Eight months later, government forces located and then bombarded the GSPC headquarters 

in the Akfadou region, the mountains overlooking Small Kabylie. Sahraoui and three of his loyal close aides were 

killed. The Majlis al-Choura met again and finally appointed Abou Moussab Abdelwadoud the emir of the GSPC. 

July 2004. Another Abou Moussab is making heat waves. He is a Jordanian and was giving the US army in Iraq a 

hard time. Zarqaoui orchestrated several spectacular and deadly attacks against the occupation forces and Iraqi 

civilians, especially the Shiites. There was no link between the two Abou Moussab, until July 2005 following the 

kidnapping of two Algerian diplomats working in Baghdad. Zarqaoui, the perpetrator of the kidnapping, asked 

Droukdel for advice through a letter. What fate do you reserve for hostages? The emir of the GSPC bit the bait. "They 

are taghouts, they must be executed." The two diplomats were killed with their throats slit on the spot. Droukdel paid 

homage to Zarqaoui and informed him of his intention to pledge allegiance to Bin Ladin and to place the GSPC under 

the Al-Qaida label. Ayman al-Zawahiri, Ben Laden's right-hand man, suggested that he should create Al-Qaida fi 

Bilad al-Barbar ("in the Berber country"), just like Al-Qaida fi Bilad al-Soudane ("in the country of the Blacks"), a 

sahelian branch of the GSPC led by Mokhtar Ben Mokhtar, historic spokesperson for Bin Ladin (he was the one who 

organized the travels of all Bin Ladin's emissaries in West Africa and in the Maghreb). Droukdel refused vehemently. 

"There will be only one organization in the region, and it will be placed under my authority." To convince his 

interlocutors of his regional status, Droukdel lied with a straight face. "I was the one who ordered and supervised the 

attack [in June 2005] of the Lemgheity barracks in Mauritania." But it later emerged that it was Mokhtar Ben Mokhtar, 

his rival, who led the attack, without even informing him of it. 



On the cover page of New York Times 

In his quest for glory and fame, Droukdel did not only re-name the GSPC but also adopted Al-Qaida methods of 

operation: suicide bombers, attacks against army convoys using explosives, attacks on foreign nationals, diplomats 

or businessmen. Having assumed regional authority, he extended his recruitment net and set up training camps in 

Kabylie to train jihadist candidates from Morocco, Libya, Tunisia, Mauritania and elsewhere. His final consecration 

came in July 2008 when he appeared on the cover page of New York Times, following an interview he granted (in 

writing) to the prestigious American daily. The native of Meftah thus became a kind of Bin Ladin of the Maghreb, for 

whom the Great Satan is less the United States with its neo-conservatives than France of Chirac and later of 

Sarkozy, which is guilty of actively supporting the Algerian taghouts and harassing veiled female Muslims. He is now 

wanted by the armies of several African countries. 

 
	


