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Inside al-Qaeda’s new home
The hardline Islamists have created
a de facto state in Africa to export
terror. Anthony Ham reports.
But more than these serious
cultural crimes, the domestic regime
of terror and the resulting humanitarian crisis in one of the poorest
regions on earth, it is the freedom
with which al-Qaeda and its extremist brand of Islam is now able to
operate that has Western governments worried.
The region ‘‘is on its way to
becoming a second Afghanistan, or
rather a second Somalia’’, the UN’s
envoy to West Africa and Somalia,
Ahmedou Ould-Abdallah, said in
June. ‘‘There is no doubt about that.’’
Rumours of an al-Qaeda presence in northern Mali have been
around for a decade. The difference
now is that al-Qaeda suddenly holds
the keys to power.
In 2002, a loose affiliation of fundamentalist Islamist groups that
would later call itself al-Qaeda in the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) established a foothold in the region.
Taking advantage of impoverished
governments, porous borders and
the Sahara’s remoteness, they began
by infiltrating lucrative transSaharan smuggling routes, drawing
on the proceeds to run charitable
institutions in northern Mali.
But it was in 2003 that AQIM first
came to international attention with
the kidnapping of 32 European
hostages in the Sahara. To secure the
hostages’ release, the German and
Malian governments reportedly paid
a ransom of millions of euros. Thus
were born an industry and a lucrative source of funding: by late 2010,
Algerian government sources estimated that AQIM had reaped about
A50 million in ransoms.
Not long after al-Qaeda had
established a presence and funding
source in the north of Mali, the
Pentagon called the world’s largest
desert ‘‘an al-Qaeda terrorist zone’’,
warning of al-Qaeda training camps
in the empty wastes of the Sahara.
In response, the US government
launched its Pan-Sahel Initiative
(PSI) in 2004, sending marines and
private contractors into Saharan
countries to train poorly equipped
national armies in counterterrorism
strategies. Joint military exercises
have since become an almost
annual event.
From an al-Qaeda perspective,
the open spaces and often undefended borders of the Sahara and
neighbouring Sahel must have
seemed like the ideal base. This is a
land of low sand hills, seemingly
endless gravel plains lightly haired
with thorn scrub and remote mountain ranges — ‘‘the Sahara’s Tora
Bora’’, according to the Pentagon —
beyond the control of any govern-
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ment. Extensive tracts of the Malian
Sahara are uninhabited and a
Malian government spokesman has
admitted that ‘‘even the government
acts as if it’s no man’s land’’.
Even so, the threat from AQIM
was largely contained until the war
in Libya. ‘‘Those who took the decision to bombard [Libya],’’ said one
French diplomat, ‘‘did not have the
least idea of the consequences it
could have for the south [of the
region].’’
For decades, Colonel Gaddafi
had offered refuge and military
training for rebel fighters exiled after
rebellions in northern Mali and elsewhere. Most of these exiles were
members of the Tuareg ethnic
group, the once-nomadic people of
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BEGINNERS (1 point each)
1. Which famous Australian tennis player was nicknamed the Rockhampton Rocket?
2. L. Ron Hubbard is best known for founding which religion?
3. James Galway played which musical instrument?
4. Which European country is known as the Emerald
Isle?
5. Opera singer David Hobson is what nationality?
INTERMEDIATE (2 points each)
6. What does the term ‘‘vulpine’’ mean?
7. What character does Elisabeth Moss play in Mad
Men?
8. In which Australian state is Fingal Bay?
9. When did Media Puzzle win the Melbourne Cup?
10. Which symbolic tomb lies under the Arc de
Triomphe in Paris?
ADVANCED (3 points each)
11. Ipanema beach is in which South American city?
12. Who is the current president of the Australian Olympic Committee?
13. What pseudonym did Emily Bronte use to publish
Wuthering Heights?
14. The TV series The Sullivans was set in which street
and suburb?
15. Who wrote the novel Madame Bovary?
ANSWERS: 1. Rod Laver 2. Scientology 3. Flute 4. Ireland 5. Australian 6. Fox 7. Peggy Olson 8. NSW 9. 2002 10. Tomb of the
Unknown Soldier 11. Rio de Janeiro 12. John Coates 13. Ellis Bell
14. Gordon Street, Camberwell 15. Gustave Flaubert
(Compiled by Maria Paget)
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Two Islamist policemen patrol in the streets of Gao, northern Mali.
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HEN Colonel
Muammar
Gaddafi was
ousted, many
feared that alQaeda and
the forces of
extremist Islam could fill the resulting power vacuum. But it has not
been in Libya, but deep in the
Sahara of northern Mali that alQaeda has ultimately carved out its
de facto state.
Since March, much of northern
Mali has been beyond the control of
the Malian government and in the
hands of rebels who make no secret
of their affiliation with al-Qaeda.
Bolstered by an influx of former
Gaddafi soldiers, and loaded up with
weapons looted from his armouries,
the rebels easily overwhelmed the
Malian army’s thinly spread Saharan
garrisons. They now control a territory the size of France and more
than 250,000 refugees have fled to
neighbouring countries.
From exile they describe a reign
of terror and it is in Timbuktu that
the Islamists’ repressive rule has
been felt most keenly. Like all cities
in Mali’s remote north, Timbuktu is
desperately poor, its dusty streets
lined with houses of mud, straw and
cracked concrete. Not a single paved
road connects Timbuktu with the
outside world, and with Islamists
controlling access points along the
Niger River and the dirt tracks that
converge on the city, the city’s
isolation is near complete.
Against this backdrop, Timbuktu’s self-appointed rulers have
been publicly executing accused
murderers, stoning to death suspected adulterers and amputating the
hands of alleged thieves, all under
the group’s rigid interpretation of
Islamic law. Last week a senior UN
official warned that Islamist groups
were ‘‘buying’’ child soldiers, as well
as using rape and forced marriage as
weapons of war.
‘‘You cannot imagine what
Timbuktu is like now,’’ one prominent Tuareg refugee told The Age from
exile in Mauritania. ‘‘There is no
food, schools are closed and people
are afraid to speak, afraid even to
leave their homes.’’
Timbuktu’s new Islamist rulers
have also swept aside local protests
and destroyed the tombs of revered
saints, including some that are
inscribed on UNESCO’s World Heritage List. The tombs were contrary
to Islam, said the new rulers, arguing
that Muslims must pray not to saints
but to God. The International Criminal Court has described the tombs’
desecration as a possible war crime.

Wolf comes to
see the horses
AMERICAN heart-throb Leonardo DiCaprio isn’t coming to
Flemington for the Melbourne
Cup but the lead character he is
playing in The Wolf of Wall Street
is. The real wolf is Jordan
Belfort, a former high-flying
New York stockbroker who
crashed to earth due to drug
addiction and securities fraud.
He served 22 months in jail for
his white-collar crime. Now a
motivational speaker, Belfort is
a guest in the Dublin-theme
Emirates marquee on Cup day
and will share the limelight with
former Juventus soccer player
Alessandro del Piero, Revenge
actor Ashley Madekwe and former O.C actor-turned fashion
designer Mischa Barton. Belfort
is managed by Sydney agency
the Fordham Company and
attended last year’s Cup, enjoying the spectacular so much

that he’s coming back.
He will give reporters
the lowdown on his life
being turned into a
Hollywood movie and having
the legendary Martin Scorsese
as director. Playing Belfort’s exwife, Nadine, is Aussie actor
Margot Robbie, the former
Neighbours star who was lured
to the bright lights of La La
Land. Contrasting with his years
as the king of Wall Street, Belfort
will find the Emirates marquee
is styled on a Dublin high street.
To help him with the local lingo
at the races, the word ‘‘wolf’’ is
often followed by ‘‘down’’ and
will relate to famished guests
hurriedly consuming canapes
such as minty blarney meatballs
and beef and Guinness pies.

Councillor acts the part
ST KILDA residents were surprised to see Home and Away
actor Marcus Graham
doorknocking on Saturday but it
had nothing to do with his onscreen character Harvey Ryan,
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the Sahara; many Tuareg believe
that the government in far-off
Bamako, a government that some
Tuareg consider to be a foreign
power, had both repressed and
neglected the region since Mali’s
independence in the 1960s. These
exiles later served in Colonel
Gaddafi’s elite forces, including the
Islamic Legion that saw action in
Chad, Lebanon and elsewhere.
At the height of the Libyan conflict in 2011, reports emerged from
northern Mali that Gaddafi envoys
were offering up to $US10,000 a day
to Tuareg fighters to join the Libyan
army. Hundreds reportedly did so.
Thanks to this and Colonel Gaddafi’s
very public support for Tuareg
causes, the Tuareg were seen as one
of few reliable allies for the
embattled Libyan leader in his final
months.
When Gaddafi was finally driven
from power, many Tuareg fled south
across the desert to Niger and then
Mali. They carried with them what
an International Crisis Group (ICG)
report on the conflict called ‘‘a massive transfer of Libyan arms across
the Sahel belt’’.
In such an expansive region with
few roads, the poorly resourced governments of Niger and Mali proved
largely incapable of disarming these
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who has been a local
councillor. Graham was
helping friend and reallife councillor Serge
Thomann campaign for the City
of Port Phillip elections by
pounding the pavement and
handing out flyers around the
suburb. Graham has been friends
with the exuberant Frenchman
for 25 years after meeting him at
a party Molly Meldrum threw for
American singer Belinda Carlisle
when she was performing in Melbourne. Thomann is the face of
the unChain St Kilda movement
and has been endorsed by retired
footballer Ron Barassi. Graham
took his campaigning role seriously, referring to Thomann as
‘‘Councillor’’. None of the female
residents had any objection to
seeing Graham’s handsome face
when they opened the door.

Roll up, roll up naked
WALKING on stilts and lying on a
bed of nails is the job description
of Roy Maloy, circus performer.
Painting is another gift and he

well-armed convoys. One that the
authorities of Niger did manage to
stop contained worrying news.
‘‘In June 2011, the Nigerian
authorities intercepted a convoy
transporting several hundred kilograms of explosives,’’ the report said.
‘‘The trafficker arrested on that
occasion said that AQIM was due to
take delivery of them in Mali.’’
Waiting for these well-armed
exiles in Mali was a fragile democracy whose Tuareg population
stood, not for the first time, on the
brink of open rebellion. The exiles
from Libya joined forces with a
Tuareg rebel group, the National
Movement for the Liberation of
Azawad (MNLA) whose goal was
complete independence from Mali.
The MNLA made rapid gains.
In late March, the democratically
elected Malian government of
Amadou Toumani Toure — long
considered a model of stable democracy in West Africa— was overthrown in a coup d’etat by soldiers
angry at the president’s handling of
the crisis in the north. Within weeks
of the coup, Timbuktu and a vast
swath of northern Mali was in rebel
hands.
But just as the Tuareg stood on
the brink of historic victory, their
secessionist and largely secular

rebellion was hijacked by al-Qaeda
affiliates.
With the major population centres of the north under rebel control,
Ansar Dine (‘‘Defenders of the
Faith’’), a small band of fighters who
had fought alongside the MNLA but
who were allied with AQIM, brought
the formidable financial resources
of al-Qaeda to bear on their onetime allies: within days of seizing
Timbuktu Ansar Dine expelled the
MNLA from all rebel-held urban
centres.
Fighters from regional Islamist
groups — including the feared Boko
Haram from Nigeria — swelled their
ranks as they prepared for an armed
response from the Malian government.
Until that response comes, alQaeda is closer than it ever has been
to controlling its own state. And
according to the ICG, ‘‘Mali is now
on the brink of sheer dissolution’’.
Such is AQIM’s power and ambition that even their former allies
have taken to warning about the
dangers of fundamentalist extremism. ‘‘Saudi Arabia, the US and all
the other nations are suffering
because of al-Qaeda,’’ one MNLA
commander told al-Jazeera. ‘‘They
could not find a solution to it. How
can we?’’
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has found a way to combine both
worlds by depicting the talent
under the big top without their
costumes. That means nude to
showcase the ‘‘human physique
in its most extreme form’’ in the
February exhibition Circus Form.
This study expose will feature
fire-eaters, contortionists, a
dwarf and a strong man, to be
modelled by former Essendon
footballer Marty Strebs, who
used to be Maloy’s gym
instructor. Maloy, who goes by
the name Roy McPherson as an
artist, will even do a self-portrait
of himself nude on stilts — the
back view only — to illustrate
leg muscles in action. Before
graduating to nudes, he painted
city laneways and the Laneway
Days series can be viewed at
Australia on Collins on the level
five concourse. Impressive
artistry for someone who was
self-taught and homeless at
age 17, his time on the streets
leading to busking and painting
scenes and characters in his
neighbourhood.

Meanwhile, comparisons
between Mali and Somalia are
inescapable. In both countries, alQaeda-affiliated Islamist groups —
Ansar Dine in Mali, al-Shabab in
Somalia — have exploited a political
vacuum to establish a territory free
from government interference and
controls over the flow of arms. From
here, they have used kidnappings
and ransom demands to build up a
well-resourced power base. And
they have provided a haven for
foreign fighters to operate with
impunity.
What this means for the export of
terrorism is unclear, but the lessons
of history are sobering: at the height
of the insurgency in Iraq, French
intelligence services estimated that
20 per cent of suicide bombers in
Iraq came from the ranks of AQIM.
And there are signs that AQIM
members have infiltrated armed
militias in Libya, among them Ansar
al-Sharia, which carried out the
attack on the US consulate in
Benghazi in which ambassador
Christopher Stevens and three
others were killed.
In the attack’s aftermath, US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton
warned that ‘‘for some time, alQaeda in the Islamic Maghreb and
other groups have launched attacks
and kidnappings from northern
Mali into neighbouring countries.
‘‘Now, with a larger safe haven
and increased freedom to manoeuvre, terrorists are seeking to extend
their reach and their networks in
multiple directions. And they are
working with other violent extremists to undermine the democratic
transitions under way in North
Africa, as we tragically saw in
Benghazi.’’
The Sahara’s proximity to Europe
and the ease with which would-be
terrorists can enter and leave the
region ensure that there is a growing
international consensus that military action in Mali may be required.
Last month the Malian government
finally (if reluctantly) agreed to host
a 3000-strong West African force.
Last week, the UN Security Council
adopted a resolution asking
ECOWAS, the regional bloc of West
African states, for a detailed plan for
military intervention within 45 days.
But any military action in the
Sahara is fraught with peril. The area
where al-Qaeda holds sway is vast
and difficult terrain, and the situation is complicated by the presence
in the region of at least 11 European
hostages. Further, the Malian army
is in disarray even as the Malian
government’s hold on power
remains fragile.
As ever with al-Qaeda, there are
no easy answers. But the growing
momentum behind the need for
military action suggests that the
considerable risks of joining battle
in the Sahara may be nothing when
compared with the dangers of doing
nothing.
Anthony Ham is a journalist based in Madrid.
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By George, what a buzz
MILLINER Kerrie Stanley is
working on a creation for Delta
Goodrem for her appearance at
the Swisse marquee at Flemington, adding the singer’s name to
the list of famous heads she has
adorned. Stanley is still buzzing
over her ’80s idol Boy George
wearing her
plum hat
when he
DJed at the
Melbourne
Festival and
though she
didn’t get to
chat to the
Karma
Chameleon
costumier,
she passed
him a hat box and was thrilled
when he tweeted his thanks. He
said: ‘‘Thank you for my absolutely gorgeous hat!’’ Now the hat
has been Photoshopped onto
golden-tonsilled John Laws
during his ABC appearance with
a scarf and glass of booze.
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